	News from the AMA:
Physical Abuse of Women Occurs Before, During and After Pregnancy 
Six Percent of Study Respondents Report Physical Abuse During Pregnancy, 3 Percent Abused During Postpartum Period
March 28, 2001 – A survey of North Carolina women who recently gave birth shows that a small but substantial proportion of women experience physical abuse before, during and after pregnancy. Since both abused and non-abused mothers make use of well-baby care, pediatric practices may be important settings for screening women for violence, according to an article in the March 28, 2001, issue of The Journal of the American Medical Association.

Sandra L. Martin, Ph.D., of the University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, and colleagues examined patterns of physical abuse before, during, and after pregnancy in a representative statewide sample of North Carolina women who recently delivered live-born infants. The authors surveyed 2,648 women who participated in the North Carolina Pregnancy Risk Assessment Monitoring System (NC PRAMS) between July 1, 1997 and December 31, 1998.

According to background information cited in the article, studies of abuse during the year preceding pregnancy report prevalence estimates ranging from 4 percent to 26 percent, while investigations of abuse during pregnancy have generally found prevalences of 4 percent to 8 percent. Clinicians who care for new mothers and infants need information concerning postpartum physical abuse of women as a foundation on which to develop appropriate clinical screening and intervention procedures. However, no previous population-based studies have been conducted of postpartum physical abuse.

The authors measured the prevalence of physical abuse during the 12 months before pregnancy, during pregnancy, and after infant delivery. They examined injuries and medical interventions resulting from postpartum abuse, and patterns of abuse over time in relation to sociodemographic characteristics and use of well-baby care.

"Abuse prevalence was relatively low (3.2 percent) during the mean 3.6-month postpartum period studied compared with prevalence of abuse during the 12 months before pregnancy (6.9 percent) and the approximate 9 months of pregnancy (6.1 percent)ima," the authors write. "It is noteworthy that the highest prevalence estimate resulted from examination of the longest period, whereas the lowest prevalence estimate resulted from examination of the shortest period."

"It is important to note that even this relatively low prevalence translates into the abuse of more than 3,000 new mothers annually in North Carolina," they continue.

The authors report that abuse during a previous period was strongly predictive of later abuse.

"Seventy-seven percent of women who were abused after delivery were injured, experiencing pain the day after the abuse (73 percent), sprains/bruises/small cuts (57 percent), head/internal/permanent injuries (9 percent), weapon wounds (8 percent), and broken bones/severe cuts/burns (6 percent)," they report. "Although three quarters of these women had multiple types of injuries, only 23 percent received medical care for them."

"Although women abused after pregnancy often were injured (with few receiving medical care for their injuries), these women managed to bring their infants to well-baby care visits as frequently as non-abused women, and this care was provided most often by private physicians," the authors write.

The authors believe these findings should alert health professionals that women who are physically abused before and/or during pregnancy often continue to experience abuse after infant delivery, placing the health of both mother and child in jeopardy. "Furthermore, these abused mothers do take their infants to well-baby care visits. Thus, repeated clinical screening of women for violence within various health care settings, including pediatric practices, appears warranted," they write.

"Given the current relatively low rate of violence screening by pediatric practitioners, enhanced education and training of pediatricians concerning the often long-term nature of violence as well as appropriate abuse screening protocols and referral/intervention procedures are needed," they conclude. "These are important steps toward ensuring that women who experience physical abuse are provided with optimal care for this important health concern."

Commentary: Screening Mothers for Abuse is the Right Thing to Do
In an accompanying commentary, Robert S. Thompson, M.D., of Group Health Cooperative, Seattle, and Richard Krugman, M.D., of the University of Colorado School of Medicine, Denver, say the study by Martin and colleagues provides another useful piece to the overall puzzle of intimate partner abuse.

"The findings from this study suggest that intimate partner abuse (also termed intimate partner violence or domestic violence) is occurring in the immediate postnatal period, and an opportunity exists for pediatric health care practitioners to identify this abuse," they write.

Drs. Thompson and Krugman suggest there is a clear-cut gap in screening new mothers for intimate partner abuse, and that health care practitioners could fill this gap. "At present, pediatricians and others involved in caring for infants should focus on addressing this need because 'it is the right thing to do.' In the future, with an increased focus on family violence research and the generation of evidence, the metric will become, 'It is the right thing to do, and the evidence substantiates it,'" they write.

"A long-term federal commitment to research on this issue is necessary and needed to improve health care for the 20 percent to 25 percent of U.S. adults who have experienced this problem in their lifetime and the 1 percent to 3 percent who are experiencing it currently," they assert.
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