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Abstract
Purpose – Due to the gender norms in Indonesia, married women are vulnerable to domestic violence
perpetrated by their husband. With a paucity of studies on this issue, the purpose of this paper is to explore the
vulnerability to domestic physical violence among married women in Indonesia by measuring the acceptance of
being beaten by their husband and factors associated with married women’s approvals were also identified.
Design/methodology/approach – Secondary data analysis of three rounds of Indonesia Demographic and
Health Survey in 2002/2003, 2007 and 2012 was performed. Data were analyzed descriptively to reveal the
trend of women’s acceptance and binary logistic regression was applied to identify determinants.
Findings – Women’s acceptance of wife beating in some circumstances experienced an increase during
2002–2012. Determinants varied by type of beating justification. Overall, determinants fell into three groups
of women’s, husband’s and household’s characteristics.
Originality/value – This study helps to identify determinants of women’s vulnerability to domestic physical
violence and suggests some substantial approaches to address this pressing issue.
Keywords Domestic violence, Physical violence, Wife beating, Married women, Indonesia
Paper type Research paper

Introduction
Violence against a woman perpetrated by her spouse is known as intimate partner
violence (IPV ) and occurs in several ways, such as physical assaults, threats and
intimidation, sexual abuse, and economic deprivation[1]. WHO estimated that the global
prevalence of physical and/or sexual IPV among women was almost one-third (30 percent)
and the highest prevalence occurred in Eastern Mediterranean and South-East Asian
regions, accounting for 37 and 37.7 percent, respectively[2]. In some particular societies,
gender norms and cultural practices are at the root of gender-based violence which allows
men to use force against women[3]. One of the reasons related to the acceptance of violence
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against women, particularly in Sub-Saharan African and South-East Asian societies is
associated with patriarchy[4].

Due to Indonesia’s remarkable ethnic diversity and cultural system, the presence of
patriarchal norms vary within this country where it can be strongly maintained in some areas
whilst it is less possible in other areas. With their influence on family formation, including the
preference of a son, patriarchal norms in particular societies can be identified with a tendency
toward patrilocal residence and son preference[5, 6]. Patrilocal residence (married couple’s
living arrangement in the residence of the husband’s family) predominates in some areas in
Indonesia, such as Lampung, the Nias archipelago, Bali, West and East Nusa Tenggara, and
eastern parts of Indonesia (Maluku, Papua) where the preference for a son is highly prevalent
amongst the ethnicities settled in those areas[6]. The existing and well-maintained patriarchal
system impacts on role differentiation and unequal position between men and women in the
society and household, leading to discrimination against women[7, 8]. Even if all areas in
Indonesia are not patriarchal, the gender inequality in this country is also related to the
religious construction of Indonesia as a majority Muslim nation[9, 10].

Even though gender perceptions in Indonesia have started changing, the conservative
view is that a woman’s duty is to perform household duties and focus on childbearing
responsibilities[11]. As a consequence, a woman is expected to obey her husband in the
household, resulting in the increased likelihood that she would be a survivor of domestic
violence[12]. In addition, patriarchal norms allow the authoritarian behavior of the husband
as acceptable by family members, even if it involves physical violence[13].

A national survey conducted by the Central Bureau of Statistics and Ministry of
Woman Empowerment and Child Protection, Indonesia in 2016 found that the prevalence
of married women aged 15–64 years old experiencing physical and sexual IPV during
their lifetime was 12.3 and 10.6 percent, respectively[14]. However, violence taking place in
the family is more likely under-reported in Indonesia since it is viewed as private and not
for the public sphere[15]. In addition, other studies conducted in some districts in
Indonesia found that both couples’ characteristics were determinants of domestic violence
exposure among married women[16, 17].

Physical violence as one of the domestic violence types among married women can
contribute to dangerous outcomes in women’s health[18, 19]. A study conducted in a
neighboring country, Timor-Leste found that women experiencing physical violence were more
likely to report sexually transmitted infections, pregnancy terminations, low birth weight infants
and higher rates of child mortality[20]. Therefore, examining the vulnerability to domestic
physical violence among married women in Indonesia remains an important issue which can be
measured by their acceptance of domestic violence justification perpetrated by the husband.
To our knowledge, while some published literature identified determinants of physical violence
among women in Indonesia, there is a paucity of scholarly research that attempts to assess
women’s approval of being beaten by husbands in Indonesia. This study aimed to describe the
trend of women’s acceptance of domestic physical violence and examine the determinants.

Materials and methods
Data
This study was a quantitative study with a cross-sectional approach using secondary data
from the standard Indonesia Demographic and Health Survey (IDHS), conducted by
Statistics Indonesia, the National Family Planning Board, the Ministry of Health and
MEASURE DHS ICF International, Calverton, Maryland USA. The records of individual
married women of reproductive age (15–49 years old) were employed from three survey
rounds in 2002/2003, 2007 and 2012. Those are current published large data sets of national
representations of population-based surveys that help describe the current situation of
domestic physical violence among married women in Indonesia. The sampling technique
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employed for the IDHS was a multi-stage random sampling, stratified by province, district
and village as classified into urban-rural areas[21]. About 91,041 records of individual
married women from three rounds of DHS were obtained, of which 902 data sets or almost
1 percent of the total were omitted due to missing values. As a result, only the remaining
90,139 were employed in this study, consisting of 27,544; 30,457; and 32,138 married women
were selected from standard IDHS in 2002/2003, 2007 and 2012, respectively.

Variables
The dependent variable was women’s vulnerability to domestic physical violence,
measured by their acceptance of domestic violence perpetrated by the husband in
five particular circumstances: wife goes out without telling husband; wife neglects the
children; wife argues with husband; wife refuses to have sex with husband; and wife
burns the food. These five domestic violence justifications are validated measurements
that are used globally in standard DHS to measure women’s attitudes toward domestic
violence. Five dependent variables were developed from those justifications and a new one
was constructed by the acceptance of at least one specified reason. Therefore, a total of six
dependent variables were employed in this study. Meanwhile, independent variables for
this study fell into three main groups: women’s characteristics: age, educational level,
child marriage status; occupational status; husband’s characteristics: age, educational
level, occupational status; and household characteristics: number of living children,
wealth index, residential type, region. Regarding the wealth index, calculations were made
based on household ownership of some selected assets where the data set of the standard
DHS classified it into five categories (poorest, poorer, middle, richer and richest).

Statistical analysis
A χ2 test was used for bivariate analysis to find out the difference in percentage (prevalence)
by independent variables. In addition, binary logistic regression was applied to multivariate
analysis to determine the association between independent variables and women’s
acceptance with the significant level (α) at 0.05. The results were presented by odds ratio
(OR), 95% confidence interval (CI) OR and p-value. Since this study employed national
survey data with a complex sampling design, sampling weights and clustering effects were
taken into account in order to make sample data representative to the whole population.
The DHS data set already provided the weight value, and details of how it works are clearly
presented in the DHS guidelines[22].

Results
Table I shows a trend of socio-demographic characteristics of married women, husband and
household over a 10-year period. It also reflects the shift in age structure of the actual
population due to fertility decline which affects the change in education, and other
socio-demographic characteristics. For every 5-year period of the survey, there was a decrease
in percentage of young married women (15–24 years old), but the proportion of those aged
30–49 years old experienced an increase, indicating women tend to delay age of marriage,
supported by the proportional decline of child marriage prevalence during the course of the
decade. In addition, the proportion of women who attended secondary and higher education
also increased together with their participation in the labor force.

In a comparison of the couples’ age ranges, the proportion of husbands who were
younger or the same age as their wife has been increasing gradually. Similar to the wife’s
educational attainment trend, a noticeable increase also occurred among husbands who
completed their secondary and post-secondary education. The unemployment status among
husbands also decreased gradually.
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Variables

IDHS
2002/2003
n¼ 27,544

IDHS
2007

n¼ 30,457

IDHS
2012

n¼ 32,138

Women
Age (years)
15–19 3.29 2.64 2.62
20–24 13.54 12.79 11.14
25–29 18.69 18.09 17.89
30–34 18.47 18.62 18.85
35–39 17.81 18.41 18.97
40–44 15.37 15.85 16.71
45–49 12.83 13.60 13.83

Educational attainment
No education 7.46 6.43 3.52
Incompleted primary 19.46 16.47 12.49
Completed primary 34.17 30.76 27.08
Incompleted secondary 17.60 21.04 23.64
Completed secondary 16.21 18.38 23.21
Higher 5.09 6.93 10.05

Child marriage status
No (⩾ 18 years old) 57.80 63.19 68.66
Yes (o18 years old) 42.20 36.81 31.34

Occupational status
Unemployed 48.72 40.50 36.69
Employed 51.28 59.50 63.31

Husband
Age
⩽ Wife’s age 12.37 13.36 14.91
1–5 years older 50.64 49.00 48.69
6–10 years older 26.70 27.61 26.58
W 10 years older 10.29 10.03 9.83

Educational attainment
No education 4.69 3.94 2.46
Incompleted primary 17.79 16.29 12.38
Completed primary 32.53 29.30 26.16
Incompleted secondary 17.39 18.96 21.39
Completed secondary 20.66 23.28 27.41
Higher 6.94 8.23 10.20

Occupational status
Unemployed 3.06 2.47 1.95
Employed 96.94 97.53 98.05

Household
Number of living children
No children 7.96 8.05 8.09
1–2 children 52.40 56.46 60.56
3–5 children 34.15 31.25 28.63
W 5 children 5.50 4.24 2.73

Wealth index
Poorest 20.56 18.58 17.56
Poorer 19.57 20.09 19.75
Middle 19.74 20.51 20.58
Richer 19.93 20.63 21.70
Richest 20.20 20.19 20.42

(continued )

Table I.
Trends of

socio-demographic
characteristics of
married women,

husbands
and households
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During this 10-year period, married couples preferred to have 1–2 children in the household.
The socio-economic status within the household improved continuously by a declining
proportion of poor households. In addition, an almost similar proportion of those who lived
in urban and rural areas were documented. Survey coverage also varied by region where in
IDHS 2002/2003, some provinces such as Nanggroe Aceh Darussalam, Maluku, North
Maluku and Papua were not included due to conflict and political instability.
These four provinces represent 4 percent of the total population[23].

Figure 1 shows married women’s acceptance of domestic violence justification in five
different circumstances across surveys. Some examples of justified acceptances of beating
experienced an increase whereas the others fluctuated during the course of the decade.
The highest acceptance was attributable to “wife neglects the children,” followed by
“wife goes out without telling husband”while less than 5 percent of them accepted a beating
if they burnt the food. Interestingly, women’s acceptance of at least one specified reason
increased sharply by 6.25 percent during the first 5-year period and increased by
2.25 percent for the next period. Overall, one-third (30.14 percent) of women accepted
justification for any specified beating during a 10-year period.

Table II presents bivariate analysis of independent variables with each acceptance of
domestic violence justification. It also informs proportion (prevalence) differences of all
women’s approvals by characteristics of women, husband and household. Based on bivariate

Variables

IDHS
2002/2003
n¼ 27,544

IDHS
2007

n¼ 30,457

IDHS
2012

n¼ 32,138

Residential type
Urban 45.71 41.60 49.30
Rural 54.29 58.40 50.70

Region
Java 61.79 61.72 59.69
Bali and Nusa Tenggara 5.02 5.68 5.40
Sumatera 20.39 17.82 20.26
Borneo (Kalimantan) 5.76 5.91 5.82
Sulawesi 7.05 6.98 6.65
Maluku and Papua – 1.90 2.18Table I.

30.14

2.78

7.5

5.77

23.89

22.37

33.46

2.23

8.7

5.36

26.3

24.28

31.21

3.12

6.76

6.78

25.05

23.99

24.96

2.9

6.86

5.14

19.71

18.29

At least one specified reason

Wife burns the food

Wife refuses to have sex with husband

Wife argues with husband

Wife neglects the children

Wife goes out without telling husband

2002/2003 2007 2012 2002–2012

Figure 1.
Women’s acceptance
of domestic physical
violence justifications
perpetrated by
husband in Indonesia
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analysis using a χ2 test, almost all women’s characteristics (age, educational level, child
marriage status and occupational level) were associated with all acceptances of domestic
violence justification. Regarding the husband’s characteristics, while their age and educational
level were associated with some women’s approvals, only their educational level was
associated significantly with all acceptances. Meanwhile, all variables under household’s
characteristics (number of living children, wealth index, residential type and region) were
associated with the acceptance of being beaten by their husband in almost all circumstances.

Table III presents six multivariate models of women’s acceptance of each beating
justification: model 1 (wife goes out without telling husband); model 2 (wife neglects the
children); model 3 (wife argues with husband); model 4 (wife refuses to have sex with
husband); model 5 (wife burns the food); and model 6 (at least one specified reason). Based
on women’s age, the likelihood of women’s acceptance declined gradually by an increase in
the age group, found in all models. A higher educational level affected the more acceptable
of physical violence justification in models 1, 2 and 6 whereas an opposite effect was
presented in models 3 and 5. Interestingly, almost all models showed that less acceptance
was found among higher educated women. Moreover, those experiencing child marriage
were more likely to accept several justifications and employed women were more likely to
accept almost all beating justifications. Regarding husband’s characteristics, only model
5 showed that women with working husbands were less likely to accept beating justification
because of burning the food.

For household factors, having more children increased the likelihood of women’s
acceptance. In addition, the better the household economic status (wealth index), the less
likely they accepted beating justification. Meanwhile, living in rural areas contributed to
increase the likelihood, found in all models. Similarly, those settled outside Java were more
likely to accept any justification of domestic physical violence.

Based on model 6, the margin probability of women’s acceptance was calculated by
comparing some characteristics of a couple as presented in Figures 2 and 3. According to
Figure 2, the highest probability of women’s acceptance was among a couple of a women aged
15–19 years old while her husband was 6–10 years older; whereas the lowest probability
occurred among a combination of a 45–49 year-old woman and a husband who was 10–years
older. Regarding educational attainment presented in Figure 3, the probability of acceptance
reached a peak among both, the woman and her husband who did not complete secondary
education. Interestingly, having a husband who had completed his higher education
contributed to lower probability across all educational attainments of a woman.While having a
higher educated husband, an uneducated woman, as well as a higher educated one, experienced
the lowest probability.

Discussion
This study employed five circumstances of justification for wife beating to measure women’s
vulnerability to domestic physical violence. The recorded justifications provide comprehensive
and validated measurement and are widely applied for assessing women’s attitudes toward
domestic violence. During a 10-year period (2002–2012), several women’s acceptances increased
such as “wife goes out without telling husband,” “wife neglects the children,” and “wife refuses
to have sex with husband,” resulting in a gradual increase in women’s acceptance of at least
one specified reason. A sharp increase by 6.25 percent of at least one reason accepted during
the first 5-year period might be due to the survey coverage in 2002/2003 where provinces with
political instability were excluded, contributing to fewer women’s opinion regarding this issue
being documented. Obviously, conflict and political instability leads to women’s vulnerability
to experience domestic or gender-based violence[24, 25].

The patriachal system and gender norms remain strongly maintained by conservative
people in Indonesian society. Not surprisingly, they are internalized since childhood
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within the family and this practice continues amongst adolescent females during their
schooling. As part of the learning process in the school, adolescent females might be
exposed to discourse related to gender norms which are integrated into some subjects
such as religion, social science and culture. Due to the strong exposure to
socially-constructed roles in primary and secondary school, females are more inclined
to accept their role as ideal housewife and mother to their children and allow their
husband to determine their social life. This might be a reason underlying an increase by
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2.25 percent during 2007–2012 as women’s attendance in secondary school also went up in
that period. It aligns with a finding from multivariate analysis showing that those who
attended primary and secondary education were more likely to accept some beating
justifications for leaving home without informing their partner, neglecting the children,
and at least one specified reason. However, no significant difference was found between
higher educated women and uneducated women. This indicates that enrollment in
primary and secondary education might affect a woman’s attitude and acceptance of her
defined role expectations as house worker or mother due to these defined gender roles in
school; hence, their acceptance of being beaten for not fulfilling what society expects of
them. Nevertheless, women’s acceptance of beating justification is predicted to fall during
the following years in line with the increase by 6.65 percent for the first 5-year period that
declined to 2.25 percent for the second 5-year period.

Moreover, those who have the opportunity to continue their studies into post-secondary
education enrollment might change their attitudes and disapprove of any justification for
domestic physical violence. Similarly, a finding from another study showed that education was
negatively associated with violence for women who completed secondary school or higher
education only[26]. In addition, Coles and Kotsadam found that the relationship of education
and domestic violence is hump-shaped (inverted U) where women who completed their
elementary and secondary schooling were more likely to be abused compared to those without
education and with post-secondary education[27]. In different circumstances, an increase in
educational levels lowers the likelihood of beating justification approval because of arguing
with husband and burning the foods. This is consistent with previous studies where those who
completed their higher education were more likely to reject domestic violence[28, 29].

In addition to women’s educational attainment, the age of women was identified as a
strong determinant of their acceptance. Both of these women’s characteristics remained to
show significant effects from the bivariate to the multivariate model which have been
controlled for their husband’s and household’s characteristics. This study found that older
married women were less likely to accept beating justifications compared to adolescent
mothers. In addition, experiencing child marriage contributes to higher levels of acceptance of
domestic violence because it leads to economic dependence among married women in the
household, driving to low autonomy in decision-making and obedience to their husband[30].

Interestingly, this study found that employed married women were more likely to
accept domestic violence. Other studies also showed the same finding where women with
income were more likely to be abused more frequently or have relatively higher
acceptances of wife beating[1, 27]. This relationship should be interpreted with the caution
that the working status among married women cannot represent the various levels of
income and whether they earned higher than their spouse. In some cases in Indonesia,
even though women are allowed to work by their husbands, their duty as a mother and
other domestic workloads were still firmly attached under their sphere of responsibility.
In addition, the gender wage gap continues to remain in Indonesia due to gender
discrimination resulting in a lower salary earned by females[31]. Due to the double
burdens faced by married working women compounded by their lower wage, they are
more vulnerable to being domestic physical violence survivors.

The husband’s characteristics turned to be insignificant in multivariate models even if
they were significantly associated in the bivariate analysis. Those might not be strong
determinants of their partner’s acceptance. Occupational status was the only significant
determinant of the husband’s characteristics where employed husbands decreased the
women’s acceptance of beating because of burning the foods (model 5). According to
margin probability, having a 10-year difference in age or a husband who completed his
post-secondary education resulted in the lowest probability of the acceptance of wife
beating among married women. Higher educational levels, as well as an increase in age,
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may impact on and increase our insight into and increase exposure to the global notion of
rejecting partner violence among husbands[32]. Similar to several previous finding, higher
education attainment is negatively correlated with being a perpetrator, affecting less
acceptance of wife beating[27, 33].

Focusing on household factors, having more children resulted in an increased
acceptance of some beating justifications. It may be because having more children
increased financial needs[1]. Furthermore, it also impacted on the mother’s opportunity to
earn an income by working outside since they she needed to take care of her children and
perform other unpaid household chores resulting in dependency on the husband and a
higher vulnerability to domestic physical violence. In addition, a better socio-economic
status of married couples declined the attitude of wives to accept beating justification,
found in all models. With the same explanation as resource theory, women in the poorest
and poorer household tend to be dependent on their husband, affecting their acceptance of
domestic physical violence[28].

Based on the geographical areas, living in a rural area increased women’s acceptance of
domestic violence. Living in a rural area is not only related to low socio-economic society,
but also because, in rural areas, traditional society has an increased importance in
maintaining gender roles, patriarchal norms and cultural values. When patriarchal norms
are strongly maintained in a community, the authoritarian behavior of the husband is
increasingly accepted[13]. In addition, Benson et al. also argued that more violence in poor
communities is related to cultural and institutional reasons[34]. This finding is similar to a
previous study in African countries which revealed that living in poorer areas leads to
acceptance of wife beating[35]. Based on region, the finding clearly showed that those
settled in non-Java regions increased the approval of beating justification. It may be related
to socio-economic status at macro level where Java is a more developed region than others.
Prevalence of child marriage practice as one of the predictors of women’s acceptance was
also found higher in some provinces outside the Java regions[36]. In addition, it might be
related to the prevalence that patrilocal residence is predominated in the non-Java regions[6],
supported by Rohamman and Johar’s study that married women living in patrilocal
communities reduced their physical autonomy[37].

The findings of this study suggest that increasing the opportunity of school enrollment
until post-secondary education for girls before getting married is worth considering at
community level. It must be followed by developing facilities of accessible and affordable
school for secondary and higher education, particularly in rural or less developed areas as
well as promoting education as a basic right for females in family. Regarding higher
educational levels, it leads women to have more control in decision-making related to
themselves and more opportunity to participate in a better paid labor market[37]. In the
union, educated women will have more capability to negotiate with their husband in
making an informed decision with less dependency on their husband[38]. Furthermore,
spending more time in education has the positive result of delaying child marriage as a
predictor in this study. In addition, promoting higher education among men is also
essential. When both couples complete higher levels of education, it positively impacts on
the household economic status, and reduces the likelihood of domestic violence. At the
policy level, in an effort to avert child marriage practice, Indonesian Marriage Law
No. 1/1974, article 7 paragraph (1) states that the 16 years minimum age of marriage for
woman should be revised to be at least 18 years old, following Indonesian Child Protection
Law No. 35/2014 and must be enacted equally for both sexes. Revising this law by
enactment of the same minimum age of marriage between male and female can also
stimulate a positive atmosphere of gender equality in the society.

This study has a number of limitations including the design of the cross-sectional study
excluding temporal relationship that could not be examined. Since this study employed
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secondary data, it impacts on the restriction of the independent variables such as income
level among couples and other social and cultural factors that were not measured. In
addition, women’s acceptance of wife beating in this study was only measured by close-
ended questions so that the responses were restricted, and also, attitudes toward these
accepted practices could not be probed deeply. Therefore, future studies using a qualitative
approach are needed to explain this issue.

Conclusion
Women’s acceptance of wife beating perpetrated by their husbands experienced an
increase during 2002–2012. Several characteristics relating to the married woman,
husband, and the household arrangement were significant determinants, and reflecting
those factors contribute to women’s vulnerability of being domestic physical violence
survivors. Therefore, it is worth considering the option of increasing women’s access to
and enrollment on to higher education as a means of empowerment whilst also preventing
child marriage practices.
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