
 

Why it's so hard for women to 'just leave'
abusive relationships

March 28 2018, by Daniel G. Saunders
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"And so I stayed."
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In a widely read blog post, Jennifer Willoughby wrote this phrase after
each of the many reasons she gave for enduring what she described as
her abusive marriage to former White House aide Rob Porter.

Willoughby's reasons are consistent with those that hundreds of abused 
women report to researchers. These are women often caught in a web
made from isolating, confidence-crushing abuse and by realistic fears of
greater harm should they leave. They also can feel caught when they
meet indifference from others or, worse, insults that add to their
injuries.

I am a social work scholar whose research focuses on the problems of
dating and domestic violence. My colleague Deborah Anderson and I, as
well as other researchers, have published reviews of many studies of the
barriers women face in leaving abusers. We found the barriers cluster in
several areas.

Not surprisingly, lack of material resources, such as not having a job or
having limited income, is a strong factor. Lack of support – and even
blame – from family, friends and professionals can add to the sense of
helplessness caused by the abuse.

Then there is often the constant fear, based in reality, that abuse and
stalking will continue or escalate after leaving. The risk of homicide, for
example, increases for a period of time after a woman leaves her abusive
partner.

Hidden obstacles

The psychological reasons women stay are naturally less visible, making
it hard for many to understand and sympathize with victims.

Willoughby described the first stage women typically go through when
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she said she thought something must be wrong with her. Her response? 
"And so I worked on myself and stayed."

She then described other reasons: "If he was a monster all the time,
perhaps it would have been easier to leave. But he could be kind and
sensitive. And so I stayed.

"He cried and apologized. And so I stayed.

"He offered to get help and even went to a few counseling sessions and
therapy groups. And so I stayed.

"He belittled my intelligence and destroyed my confidence. And so I
stayed. I felt ashamed and trapped."

Willoughby illustrates themes commonly found in our review: abusers
switching from extreme kindness to being a monster; the victim feeling
compassion when the abuser apologizes; the victim holding on to hope
the abuser will change; and the abuser destroying the confidence of the
victim.

Porter's other ex-wife, Colbie Holderness, described the last theme this
way: "…his degrading tirades for years chipped away at my
independence and sense of self-worth. I walked away from that
relationship a shell of the person I was when I went into it…I had to take
an extended leave from graduate school because I was depressed and
unable to complete the work."

Leaving is often a complex process with several stages: minimizing the
abuse and trying to help the abuser; coming to see the relationship as
abusive and losing hope the relationship will get better; and, finally,
focusing on one's own needs for safety and sanity and fighting to
overcome external obstacles.

3/8

http://www.bornebackceaselessly.com/journal/2017/4/24/why-i-stayed
https://deepblue.lib.umich.edu/bitstream/handle/2027.42/90017/Anderson-DK-Saunders-DG-2003%20Leaving%20an%20Abusive%20Partner%20TVA.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/rob-porter-is-my-ex-husband-heres-what-you-should-know-about-abuse/2018/02/12/3c7edcb8-1033-11e8-9065-e55346f6de81_story.html?utm_term=.e83e400e1271
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/rob-porter-is-my-ex-husband-heres-what-you-should-know-about-abuse/2018/02/12/3c7edcb8-1033-11e8-9065-e55346f6de81_story.html?utm_term=.e83e400e1271
https://deepblue.lib.umich.edu/bitstream/handle/2027.42/90017/Anderson-DK-Saunders-DG-2003%20Leaving%20an%20Abusive%20Partner%20TVA.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y


 

High status adds obstacles

Are the obstacles to leaving different for women married to highly
respected, prominent men – the star quarterback, the well-regarded army
captain, the beloved minister?

Research is sparse on this topic. The closest are a review of case studies
and a survey of those married to police officers. Both show that, in
addition to the obstacles described earlier, these partners are often
reluctant to report the abuse for two reasons.
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The Avon Foundation’s campaign about domestic violence included this sign
articulating a common misperception about abused women. Credit: The Avon
Foundation for Women, CC BY

First is the fear of ruining their partner's career.
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When Willoughby went for help, she said she was counseled "to consider
carefully how what I said might affect his career," adding with
resignation, "And so I kept my mouth shut and stayed."

The second reason for staying silent is fear of not being believed.

"Everyone loved him," Willoughby said. "People commented all the time
how lucky I was. Strangers complimented him to me every time we went
out." Apparently, as a result, "Friends and clergy didn't believe me. And
so I stayed."

Similarly, Holderness said that "an abusive nature is certainly not
something most colleagues are able to spot in a professional setting,
especially if they are blinded by a stellar resume and background."

Holderness added that clergy did not "fully address the abuse taking
place."

Instead, she said, "It wasn't until I spoke to a professional counselor that
I was met with understanding."

Accounts from Porter's ex-wives echo those of Charlotte Fedders, who
described her abusive marriage to the chief enforcement officer of the
Securities and Exchange Commission in her 1987 book "Shattered
Dreams."

Fedders recently noted the parallels with Willoughby and Holderness.
People said about her husband: "He just must be so wonderful to live
with, as he's extremely charming and smart."

Disbelief and blame

Responses by the public and professionals can make it more difficult for
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victims to leave. For example, in one study the public viewed an assault
against an intimate partner as less serious than an assault against a
stranger, even when the same level of force was used.

And while public acceptance of domestic abuse has decreased over time,
blaming victims for their abuse still exists and is tied to sexist views,
such as the belief that discrimination against women is no longer a
problem and men and women have equal opportunities.

Even professionals are not immune from such attitudes. In various
settings, such as health care, marital therapy and family court,
professionals often fail to ask about abuse. Or, if they hear of the abuse, 
they blame victims for triggering it or don't believe them.

Professionals often insist on corroboration from official reports without
giving any credence to victim reports. Yet fear and shame hold victims
back. Less than half of domestic abuse survivors make reports to the 
police or health care workers.

In our studies examining attitudes – including those of police officers, 
judges, nurses and physicians – victim-blaming and a reluctance to
believe women's reports of victimization were closely tied to sexist
views.

Fortunately, professional training is available on how to respond to
domestic abuse, from programs for clergy to judges to law enforcement.
And to fight gender bias, the National Center for State Courts is
applying new strategies, such as exercises that increase awareness of
unintended bias.

Ultimately, we need to prevent domestic abuse to keep it from
happening in the first place. Involving boys and men is one promising
approach, such as helping high school coaches model respectful behavior

7/8

http://psycnet.apa.org/record/1977-10327-001
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/domestic+abuse/
http://psycnet.apa.org/record/1997-09085-001
https://deepblue.lib.umich.edu/bitstream/handle/2027.42/50455/The+Inventory+of+Beliefs+about+Wife+BeatingSaunders+EtAl+SEC.pdf?sequence=1
https://deepblue.lib.umich.edu/bitstream/handle/2027.42/92459/Hamberger%20K-%20Saunders%20D-%20Hovey%20M%201992%20%20Prevalence%20of%20domestic%20violence%20in%20community%20practice%20%20-%20Fam%20Med%20%20%20.PDF?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1545-5300.1994.00425.x/full
https://deepblue.lib.umich.edu/bitstream/handle/2027.42/113266/Saunders%20DG%202015%20-%20Research%20Based%20Recommendations%20for%20Child%20Custody%20Evaluation%20Practices%20and%20Policies%20in%20IPV%20Cases%20-%20JCC.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://scholarship.law.georgetown.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3055&context=facpub
https://deepblue.lib.umich.edu/bitstream/handle/2027.42/116619/Saunders-Faller-Tolman%202015%20Comparison%20of%20Professionals%20re%20Beliefs%20about%20DV%20%26%20Cutsody%20-%20Violence%20Against%20Women.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://books.google.com/books?id=MNwzDwAAQBAJ&pg=PT572&lpg=PT572&dq=glenda+kantor+%22response+of+victims+and+the+police%22&source=bl&ots=YJ-vDt-mU7&sig=Es1WDEw0VVWXFDfuakhY8jAiwj4&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjqr-uVwefZAhXl54MKHQGyAPEQ6AEILjAB#v=onepage&q=glenda%20kantor%20%22response%20of%20victims%20and%20the%20police%22&f=false
https://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/nij/183781.pdf
https://deepblue.lib.umich.edu/bitstream/handle/2027.42/90851/Saunders-DG-Size-P%201986-Attitudes%20About%20Woman%20Abuse%20Among%20Police%20Officers%2C%20Victims%2C%20and%20Victim%20Advocates%20JIV.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://deepblue.lib.umich.edu/bitstream/handle/2027.42/92472/Saunders-Faller-Tolman%202011%20Custody%20evaluator%20beliefs%20about%20domestic%20abuse%20-%20NIJ%20Final%20Report-NCJRS%20238891.pdf;sequence=1
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/07399338609515757
http://www.faithtrustinstitute.org/
http://www.ncjfcj.org/our-work/domestic-violence
https://www.justice.gov/ovw/training-and-technical-assistance
http://www.ncsc.org/Topics/Access-and-Fairness/Gender-and-Racial-Fairness/Resource-Guide.aspx
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/abuse/


 

for their athletes and encouraging fathers to be more nurturing with their
children.

In the meantime, it takes little or no training for professionals, or anyone
else for that matter, to validate victims' experiences and thus help them
build the inner strength to leave.

We can do this by repeating what Jennifer Willoughby said recently to
victims: "Please know: It is real. You are not crazy. You are not alone. I
believe you."

This article was originally published on The Conversation. Read the 
original article.
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