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Abstract
Objective: This study analyzes the victimization trajectories
of partner violence against women surrounding divorce,
depending on whether the couple has children together.
Background: Prior studies have found that partner violence
is associated with an increased risk of divorce. No study
has assessed the victimization trajectories surrounding
divorce for women with and without children, although
women with children may remain at higher risk of violence
following divorce.
Method: Using Finnish record-linkage data of 22,468
divorced and 333,542 continuously married women and their
husbands, we used repeated-measures logistic regression ana-
lyses to assess changes in victimization for partner violence
before and after divorce. The outcomes considered were
police-reported crimes committed by husbands against their
wives and hospital-treated assault injuries recorded for wives.
Results: The risk of crime victimization for partner assault
was already elevated from 2 to 3 years before divorce,
peaked in the year prior to divorce, and then mainly leveled
off 1–2 years after divorce. Hospital data show that the time
of the greatest risk was from 6 to 12 months before divorce,
when divorce is usually filed for. Women with younger chil-
dren experienced elevated risks of physical violence shortly
before divorce and remained at higher risk of menace than
women without children for a year after divorce.
Conclusion: Divorcing women committed assaults against
their husbands, but these were mostly accompanied by vic-
timization, suggesting that resistant violence was common
for women as perpetrators. Women with a history of vic-
timization need support, especially at the starts of their
divorce processes.
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INTRODUCTION

Individuals who have experienced the dissolution of a marriage have poorer health outcomes
compared with continuously married individuals (Afifi et al., 2006; Breslau et al., 2011; Grundy &
Tomassini, 2010; Joung et al., 1997; Meadows et al., 2008; Metsä-Simola & Martikainen, 2013;
Strohschein et al., 2005). These differences in health result from health changes at the time of divorce,
declines in health after the divorce, as well as from a higher likelihood of divorce among those with
poorer health (Amato, 2000; Butterworth & Rodgers, 2008; Idstad et al., 2015; Kalmijn, 2017;
Metsä-Simola et al., 2018; Metsä-Simola & Martikainen, 2013; Wade & Pevalin, 2004). Women are
indicated to experience larger material losses following divorce (Garvin et al., 1993; Lillard &
Waite, 1995; Pienta et al., 2000), whereas the loss of social support is viewed as more important for
the well-being of divorced men (Gerstel et al., 1985; Lee et al., 2005; Umberson, 1992).

However, less is known about changes in intimate partner violence surrounding the dissolution
of a marriage, although partner violence is known to increase the risk of divorce (Bowlus &
Seitz, 2006; Kingston-Riechers, 2001), given that women may leave husbands who act violently.
However, partner violence against estranged wives might not stop after marital dissolution
(Brownridge, 2006), as indicated by homicide statistics and convenience samples from medical
clinics (Hotton, 2001; Johnson & Hotton, 2003; Kershner et al., 1998; Lehti, 2015). It is unclear
whether the risk of intimate partner violence among individuals who experience divorce is higher
before or after the dissolution of a marriage, and to what extent the risk decreases with time since
divorce. Despite the fact that women in intact marriages are shown to face less partner aggression
than those who are separated or divorced (Brownridge et al., 2008), these findings, based on differ-
ent individuals, also reflect unobserved heterogeneity between individuals and their partners.
Divorcing individuals might have already had elevated levels of victimization when their marriages
were intact but cross-sectional comparisons do not show it.

Using multiple data sources from Finland—medical records (2007–2017) on female patients
and police-reported data (2011–2017) on victims of intimate partner violence and their
perpetrators—the present study assessed how the risk of victimization changes before and after
divorce for divorcing women, as compared with continuously married women. We also assessed
whether the victimization trajectories are different for women with and without children, given that
women with children are more likely than childless women to stay in contact with their estranged
husbands (Brownridge, 2006; Fischer et al., 2005). We also aim at studying violent offending of
divorcing women and the extent to which it could have arisen in reaction to their husband’s use of
partner violence. To our knowledge, this is the first population-based record-linkage study with
repeated outcome measures of victimization for and perpetration of partner violence observed dur-
ing the transition into divorce, allowing not only examining the time of the greatest risk for women
but also their violence against their husbands.

BACKGROUND

The Finnish context

Homicide data for Finnish women show that the perpetrator is often a current or former hus-
band in crimes that led to the victim’s death. Between 2003 and 2013, approximately 65% of

34 JOURNAL OF MARRIAGE AND FAMILY



women who were killed in Finland were killed by a current or former husband, a common-law
husband, or a boyfriend (Lehti, 2015). It is the second leading homicide type, preceded only by
homicides in which a man kills his male acquaintance or a male friend (Lehti, 2012). In the
United States, for example, approximately 45% of women who were killed in 2007 were killed
by a current or former spouse or a boyfriend or girlfriend (Catalano et al., 2009). In 2013, the
United Nations’ Human Rights Committee addressed its concerns to Finland on violence
against women and recommended actions to increase the number of shelters for victims of part-
ner violence (United Nations Human Rights Committee, 2011, 2013). Also historically,
Finland has been an outlier in the Nordic context (Denmark, Iceland, Norway, and Sweden)
because its homicide rate for women has been disproportionately high (Kivivuori &
Lehti, 2011), compared with what would have been expected solely on the basis of gender
equality. In Finland, nonlethal violence precedes approximately 80% of homicides by intimate
partners (National Institute for Health and Welfare, 2021), and it is therefore important to have
studies with the aim of identifying how the violence varies surrounding family crises, such as
divorce.

Coercive controlling violence, violent resistance, or situational violence

In his theoretical framework, Johnson (2008) distinguished among different types of partner
violence: intimate terrorism, violent resistance, and situational couple violence. The violence
was defined by the extent to which the perpetrator and his or her partner used violence moti-
vated by attempts to control the relationship. Intimate terrorism—also known as coercive
controlling violence—involves physical violence deployed in the service of general control
over one’s partner, and the victimized partner does not normally use violence against the per-
petrator. Physical violence is described as just one tactic among multiple nonviolent tactics,
including emotional abuse, minimizing, denying, blaming, intimidation, isolation, and
threats (Johnson, 2008; Nielsen et al., 2016). In violent resistance, the victimized resister’s
physical violence arises in reaction to the perpetrator’s use of coercive controlling violence
(Johnson, 2008).

According to Johnson (2008), however, situational couple violence is the most common
form of partner violence. The element that distinguishes situational violence from other
forms of violence is that it is not motivated by an interest in exerting general control over
one’s partner in the long run but rather by different motives that arise in reaction to situa-
tionally provoked tensions. The violence is situationally provoked when the conflicts or
arguments escalate to physical violence once one or both members of the couple react in a
violent manner. Although situational couple violence may only be a frustrated expression of
anger in order to win an argument or to get the partner’s attention, it may also involve inten-
tions to injure the partner in the context of an emotionally tense situation (Johnson, 2008).
In a situation of an approaching divorce, the members of the couple might experience height-
ened levels of stress that cause them to forget their long-term conciliatory goals, in the sense
that short-term desires to win or alter the situation escalate to violent actions. Previous stud-
ies provide support for the idea that divorce is one of the most stressful life processes
(Holmes & Rahe, 1967; Noone, 2017; Rahe et al., 2000), and it could provoke irrational
behavior. However, it is also possible that one member of the couple rationally desires that
the other one does not leave him or her, and is therefore motivated by attempts to regain
control over the partner and therefore to ignore criminal and social sanctions that may fol-
low these types of violent actions. For example, Nielsen et al. (2016) have suggested that
both coercive controlling violence and situational couple violence can arise or exacerbate in
frequency or severity during relationship dissolution.
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Marital status and partner violence

Most cross-sectional studies of partner violence indicate that marital status and physical
partner aggression are related, in the sense that women in intact marriages face less partner
aggression than those who are separated or divorced. For example, in a study of women
seeking care from medical clinics and food program sites in Minnesota, United States,
Kershner et al. (1998) showed that separating women were 6.5 times more likely and
divorced women 2.5 times more likely to experience intimate partner violence in the past
year, as compared with married women. In a survey of women who were treated at commu-
nity hospital emergency departments in Pennsylvania and California, Dearwater et al. (1998)
found that ending a relationship within the past year was associated with a higher prevalence
of intimate partner abuse in the past year. Relatively similarly, in a population-based survey
from Canada, Romans et al. (2007) found that married women and those in common-law
marriage were less likely to experience physical or sexual partner violence, compared with
divorced, separated, or unmarried women. Furthermore, in another population-based cross-
sectional survey—from Sweden—Lövestad and Krantz (2012) indicated that being married
or in a stable relationship contributed to decrease the risk of partner assault or sexual coer-
cion. On the contrary, a cross-cultural study of 19 countries by Bernards and Graham (2013)
called into question the common belief that women in stable relationships experience less
partner aggression everywhere. They indicated that in India and Uganda divorced or sepa-
rated women were less likely than married women to report being the victim of partner vio-
lence. These unexpected findings were statistically not significant, however. In addition,
homicide statistics from Canada, the United States, and Australia consistently indicate that
lethal violence following marital disruption is more common among separated than divorced
women, indicating that the commencement of a divorce process puts women at risk for part-
ner aggression (Brownridge, 2006; Hotton, 2001).

In addition to previous statistical studies of the association between marital status and
partner violence, several risk assessment tools have been developed to assess both an
offender’s risk of reoffending and a victim’s risk of repeat victimization. These tools have
been developed, based on empirically and theoretically guided evidence, for various front-
line professionals, including social workers, medical doctors, police officers, and criminal
justice professionals, to predict and reduce partner assault recidivism or lethality (Graham
et al., 2021; Messing & Thaller, 2015; Storey et al., 2014; Turner et al., 2019). In addition
to using information on an offender’s history of domestic violence, some of the risk assess-
ment tools developed in North America, including the Danger Assessment (DA) tool for
lethality and the Domestic Violence Screening Instrument (DVSI) for serious reoffending,
include items that identify recent separation from a partner (up to 1 year) as a risk factor
for re-assault (Messing & Thaller, 2015). Furthermore, in a validation study of the
United Kingdom’s risk assessment tool—Domestic Abuse, Stalking and Honor Based Vio-
lence (DASH)—Almond et al. (2017) showed that a victim’s attempt to separate or separa-
tion predicted recidivism. However, some of the instruments, such as the Ontario Domestic
Assault Risk Assessment (ODARA) tool, excluded information on prior separation, given
that the item showed poor predictive validity in a real sample of offenders (Hilton
et al., 2004).

Even though most cross-sectional surveys, homicide statistics, and risk assessment tools
indicate that divorce can be an especially dangerous time for women, to our knowledge, no
prior population-based study has longitudinally followed for changes in victimization for part-
ner violence over the transition to divorce. It remains unclear whether and to what extent sepa-
rated or divorced women’s risk of victimization is already elevated during their marriages,
given that partner violence is known to predict the risk of marital dissolution (Bowlus &
Seitz, 2006; Kingston-Riechers, 2001).
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Children and partner violence

Previous empirical studies have provided mixed results regarding the association between
having children in the household and intimate partner violence against women. Some cross-
sectional studies, based on both population-based samples (Romans et al., 2007; Vest
et al., 2002) and convenience samples from medical clinics (Dearwater et al., 1998), indicate
that having children is a significant risk factor for partner violence, while others indicate that it
is not (Lövestad & Krantz, 2012).

The role of children in the context of a divorce is also unclear in the research literature. Some
studies have suggested that since women with children are more likely to stay in contact with their
estranged husbands, they may therefore remain more at risk for partner violence and its threat after
divorce (Brownridge, 2006). However, it cannot be completely ruled out that some aggressive men
who face divorce refrain from partner violence out of fear that it would limit their access to their chil-
dren. Furthermore, in a previous study based on a nationally representative life history survey con-
ducted among ever-divorced people in the Netherlands, Fischer et al. (2005) showed that former
couples with joint children have more contact—both antagonistic and friendly—than couples without
children. It has also been suggested that parenting may increase vulnerability to the negative effects of
divorce (Amato, 2000; Williams & Dunne-Bryant, 2006) and that specific conflicts about the children
may lead to more general conflicts, especially when the children are young and less independent
(Fischer et al., 2005). These conflicts could escalate into partner violence even after divorce.

The present study aims to assess whether the greatest risk of partner violence occurs before,
during, or after divorce. Our hypothesis states that the highest risk occurs shortly before divorce
when relationship conflicts have the highest potential to escalate. We also look at the risks
according to whether divorcing women have children with their husbands. Our hypothesis for
the mediating role of children postulates that women with children—especially younger
children—face more partner aggression and its threats following divorce, given that they have
more contact with their former spouses than women without children.

DATA AND METHODS

Data

We carry out a record-linkage study originally based on the total population data of women
aged 55 and under who ever resided in Finland in 2000–2015. We restrict the dataset to women
born in 1960 or later and link them with their husbands and biological children using the unique
pseudonymized identifiers, the household-linkage tables, and the reproductive-linkage tables
provided by Statistics Finland. The pseudonymized identifiers—based on the country’s 11-digit
personal identification codes—uniquely identify all citizens and individuals who live in Finland.
In addition to information on marriages, divorces, and deaths, Statistics Finland also provided
information on individuals’ socio-demographic characteristics. The National Institute for
Health and Welfare provided information on hospital-treated injuries (first outcome) and Sta-
tistics Finland provided information on police-reported crimes (other outcomes). The register-
based study profiles describing how we constructed the population datasets for the analyses of
hospitalizations and crimes are shown in Figure S1.

Hospitalization for assault injuries: Study population and hospital diagnoses

We first focus on 41,766 married women who divorced between 2011 and 2014 and follow their
outpatient and inpatient hospitalizations for assault injuries for 4 years before and 3 years after
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their divorce (2007–2017). If a study person experiences several divorces between January
1, 2011 and December 31, 2014, we use information on the most recent divorce. We comple-
ment these data for divorcing women with a comparison group of women who stay continu-
ously married for the observation period. The comparison group includes 304,026 continuously
married women who were married to and lived with their husbands for at least 2 years between
December 31, 2012 and December 31, 2014, and who did not experience any divorce, separa-
tion, or widowhood between January 1, 2005 and December 31, 2017.

We use the National Hospital Discharge Records from 2006 to 2017 to form the outcome of
outpatient or inpatient hospitalizations for assault injuries, using the Tenth Revision of the
International Statistical Classification of Diseases and Related Health Problems (ICD-10). The
study comprises the external causes of the injuries, including both physical and sexual causes
(ICD-10 codes: X85–Y09). A few women who were killed without being hospitalized are
included as cases in our outcome measure on the day of their death, based on their death
records. The outcome is coded as one if a woman is hospitalized at least once during a 6-month
observation period and zero otherwise.

Crime victimization: Study population and crime types

We then focus on 22,468 married women who divorced in 2014–2015 and follow their crime vic-
timization for and perpetration of partner violence for 3 years before and 2 years after their
year of divorce (2011–2017). We complement the data for divorcing women with a comparison
group of women who stay continuously married for the observation period. The reason for lim-
iting the timelines differently for crimes and hospitalizations is that medical records have been
available for a long period of time but police records for petty assaults improved in 2011 follow-
ing a legal reform. Since 2011, petty assaults could be prosecuted and investigated by the police
without the victim’s active request, resulting in the better coverage of partner assaults
(Aaltonen et al., 2014). The dataset of the divorced for the analyses of crimes (N = 22,468) is
smaller than that for hospitalizations (N = 41,766) because of the different timelines to collect
divorces (2 vs. 4 years).

The comparison group includes 333,542 continuously married women who were married to
and lived with their husbands for at least 2 years between December 31, 2013 and December
31, 2015, and who did not experience any divorce, separation, or widowhood between January
1, 2011 and December 31, 2017. If a divorcing woman experienced several divorces between
2014 and 2015, we use information on the most recent divorce. If a divorcing woman’s husband
had also divorced his previous wife between 2014 and 2015, we use information for the wife
who divorced him last. Our analytical dataset for crimes uniquely identifies both members of
the couple.

Statistics Finland provided annual information on police-reported crimes, categorized as
domestic violence in 2009–2017. To create the outcome for victimization for partner violence,
we use police records from 2011 to 2017. The data are based on crimes reported to the police,
but they did not necessarily lead to a criminal charges or convictions, which is why the
offenders are referred to as suspects. The outcome data for victimization are linked to the cou-
ple data by using the pseudonymized identifiers of both the female victim and the suspected per-
petrator. The perpetrator needs to be the same person with whom the woman’s marriage
ended—or continued—to qualify for the victim–perpetrator linkage.

In our study, we differentiate between crime victimization for partner assault and menace.
These two outcomes are studied separately. Victimization for assault mainly includes the fol-
lowing crimes: petty assault, assault or its attempt, aggravated assault or its attempt, and
attempted homicide causing bodily injuries but not leading to the partner’s death. With few
exceptions, the entire chapter 21 of the Finnish Criminal Code (Homicide and Bodily Injury) is
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included in our analyses (Ministry of Justice, 2015). Few homicides and bodily injuries that
resulted in the partner’s death are excluded. The reason for this is that information on com-
pleted homicides was not available to us due to national data limitations. This is unlikely to bias
our results, given that completed homicides are rare in relation to assaults. For example,
between 2015 and 2019, only 66 women were killed by their current or former spouse in
Finland, whereas the corresponding figure for assaults and attempted homicides was 3433 in
2015 only (Tanskanen, 2020).

In our study, victimization for menace includes illegal menace (25:7§) and stalking (25:7a§).
Illegal menace is punishable when “A person who raises a weapon at another or otherwise
threatens another with an offence under such circumstances that the person so threatened has
justified reason to believe that his or her personal safety or property or that of someone else is
in serious danger shall be sentenced for menace…(Ministry of Justice, 2015).” Stalking became
punishable in 2014 and is small in magnitude compared with illegal menace.

Crime perpetration and mutual violence

We use the same dataset of the divorced for perpetration as for crime victimization (N = 22,468).
We study the same crimes for women as perpetrators as for women as victims: partner assaults and
menace. To qualify for the perpetrator–victim linkage, the perpetrator needs to be the wife and the
victim the husband. Given that we had constructed two crime datasets for partner assaults for
women—the first dataset for women as victims of their husband’s violence and the second for
women as perpetrators of the violence—we merged these datasets for divorcing women to study the
extent to which the occurrence of police-reported partner assault in a given year was mutual. In
these analyses, we excluded the comparison group of continuously married women because of their
extremely low crime rates against their husbands.

Control variables

We use control variables measured for the women or the couple. The women’s order of mar-
riage is categorized into three groups: 1st, 2nd, and 3rd or higher order marriage. A few women
whose order of marriage was not known are categorized as being married for the first time.
The duration of marriage is categorized into six groups: 0–4 years, 5–9 years, 10–14 years,
15–19 years, 20–24 years, and 25 years or more. The number of biological children under the
age of 18 is categorized into two groups: no children and one child or more. Education is cate-
gorized into three groups according to the highest educational qualification or degree completed
by the women: basic education or less (typically 9 years of education), intermediate education
(typically secondary-level vocational school or academic upper secondary school degrees), and
tertiary education (typically vocationally oriented polytechnic school degrees and bachelor’s or
master’s degrees). Age is a variable with 1-year increments, based on the year and month of
birth. It is a time-varying variable. Calendar year is used as a time-varying variable in the analy-
sis of hospitalization, but it is time-invariant in the analysis of crimes due to its multicollinearity
with years surrounding divorce year.

Statistical analyses

We assess the trajectories of hospitalizations for assault injuries for 4 years before and 3 years
after the date of divorce. We divide the time to and since divorce into 14 six-month (183-day)
observation periods surrounding the date of divorce for divorcing women and surrounding a
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random date—randomized between January 1, 2013 and December 31, 2014—for the continu-
ously married. We use repeated-measures logistic regression analysis with an outcome of one if
a woman received inpatient or outpatient hospital care for assault injuries at least once during a
6-month observation period and zero otherwise. The analysis controls for correlations within
individuals by using generalized estimation equations with an unstructured correlation matrix
(Lipsitz et al., 1994; Twisk, 2003). The results are shown in Figure 1 as calendar year-adjusted
predictions (left panel), and as adjusted predictions estimated at the mean value of other
observed covariates (right panel). The adjusted predictions are controlled for time-varying
covariates of calendar year and age, and for time-invariant covariates of education, the dura-
tion and order of marriage, and having children. The adjusted predictions can be interpreted as
the predicted probabilities of hospitalization for divorcing and continuously married women if
they all were average in all other respects.

The follow-up time is left-censored preceding the period in which the union started by using
information on wedding dates and cohabitation starting dates, whichever came first. The reason
for this is that the couple needed to be together in order to contribute to the pre-divorce esti-
mates. The follow-up time is right-censored in the next period following death or December
31, 2017 at the latest. The average follow-up time is 6.91 years for divorcing women and
6.97 years for continuously married women. Table 2 displays information on the number of
persons included and hospitalized at each observation period.

We assess the trajectories of crime victimization for partner assault and menace, using the
same approach—repeated-measures logistic regression analysis. We divide the time to and since
divorce into 6 annual observation windows surrounding the year of divorce for divorcing
women and surrounding the year 2015 for continuously married women (�3, �2, �1, 0, +1,
+2). The outcomes are defined as one if women are victimized at least once during the observa-
tion window and zero otherwise. The results are presented as unadjusted predictions (left panel)
and as adjusted predictions, estimated at the mean value of other covariates (right panel). The
adjusted predictions are controlled for time-varying covariates of age, and for time-invariant
covariates of year, education, the duration and order of marriage, and having children. Table 1
contains the descriptive statistics of the covariates. Table 3 displays information on the number
of persons included and victimized at each observation period.

We assess the victimization trajectories of partner assault (left panel) and menace (right panel),
according to whether women have children. These results are presented as the unadjusted trajectories
for divorcing and continuously married women (Figure 4). We then exclude the comparison group
of the married and assess the adjusted trajectories for divorcing women by the age of their youngest
child or childlessness (Figure 5). We use Wald tests to examine whether at a particular observation
period there is a difference in the adjusted probability of victimization between divorcing women
with no children and those with younger or older children (Table S1). P-values for these differences
are based on the standard errors calculated using the delta method. Table S1 also shows whether the
change in the probability, relative to the first observation period of 3 years before divorce, is differ-
ent between these groups of divorced women.

To study the trajectories of crime perpetration by women against their husbands, we use the
same longitudinal approach. These findings are presented as the unadjusted trajectories for divorcing
women alongside the corresponding figures for victimization, to illustrate the level differences
observed for women surrounding divorce. We also describe the number of women who are only vic-
tims, both victims and perpetrators, and only perpetrators in a given year surrounding divorce.

Children

To study whether having children modified the trajectories of crime victimization, we first cate-
gorize having biological children into two groups: no children and one child or more. Having
children aged under 18 years is defined by using the pseudonymized identifiers of both the
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mother and the father and using information on their children’s vital statuses and ages. Chil-
dren who died or reached the age of 18 before the month of divorce are excluded from the total
sum of children, as well as those who were not fathered by the husband their mother divorced.
Secondly, we further categorize women according to the age of their youngest child as follows:
no children, youngest child aged under 12 years, and youngest child aged 12 years and over.

RESULTS

Assault injuries

Table 1 displays the characteristics of the study populations for the analyses. Divorcing women
were younger, had fewer children and marriages of higher order and shorter duration than those

TABLE 1 Characteristics of women who were continuously married or who experienced divorce between 2011 and
2014 for the analysis of hospitalization for assault injuries (hospital datasets), and characteristics of women who were
continuously married or who experienced divorce between 2014 and 2015 for the analyses of crime victimization and
perpetration, Finland

Characteristic

Hospital datasets Crime datasets

Divorcing women
(N = 41,766) %

Continuously married
women (N = 304,026) %

Divorcing women
(N = 22,468) %

Continuously married
women (N = 333,542) %

Age

Mean 38.5 41.6 39.6 43.1

Standard
deviation

7.9 8.1 8.2 8.3

Order of
marriage

First 83.6 92.3 83.3 91.0

Second 14.2 7.1 14.4 8.1

Third or more 2.2 0.6 2.3 0.8

Duration of
marriage
(years)

0–4 23.2 12.9 21.6 11.2

5–9 30.3 20.6 31.3 21.1

10–14 18.4 17.8 19.1 17.8

15–19 12.7 15.3 12.1 14.7

20–24 9.2 15.0 9.0 14.1

25 or more 6.1 18.4 6.9 21.0

Having children

No children 39.6 43.6 40.4 45.7

One child or
more

60.4 56.4 59.6 54.3

Education level

Basic or less 12.8 6.7 12.5 7.1

Intermediate 43.6 36.1 43.0 35.8

Tertiary 43.6 57.2 44.5 57.1

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
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who were continuously married. Table 2 shows the total number of persons observed and hospi-
talized in each 6-month observation period surrounding a divorce date for divorcing women
and a random date for continuously married women. Of the divorcing women, 1.27% had at
least one hospital admission for assault injuries during the 7-year follow-up time. The
corresponding figure for continuously married women was only 0.09% (Table 2). However, it is

TABLE 2 The number of persons at each 6-month observation period surrounding the date of divorce for
divorcing women and a random date for continuously married women, and the number and percentage of persons who
experience hospitalization for assault injuries, Finland

Hospital dataset Persons (N) Hospitalization for assault injuries (N) (%)

Divorcing women

Time before/after the date of divorce (months)

�40 to �46 38,738 22 0.06

�36 to �40 39,624 24 0.06

�30 to �36 40,388 30 0.07

�24 to �30 41,063 35 0.09

�18 to �24 41,503 34 0.08

�12 to �18 41,724 58 0.14

�6 to �12 41,766 72 0.17

�0 to �6 41,766 57 0.14

0 to 6 41,766 60 0.14

6 to 12 41,737 50 0.12

12 to 18 41,723 57 0.14

18 to 24 41,693 56 0.13

24 to 30 41,681 62 0.15

30 to 36 41,660 63 0.15

Ever hospitalized during the 7-year follow-up time 529 1.27

Continuously married women

Time before/after a random date (months)

�40 to �46 297,558 16 0.01

�36 to �40 299,443 14 0.00

�30 to �36 301,027 22 0.01

�24 to �30 302,280 25 0.01

�18 to �24 303,195 27 0.01

�12 to �18 303,707 16 0.01

�6 to �12 303,978 18 0.01

�0 to �6 304,026 24 0.01

0 to 6 304,026 12 0.00

6 to 12 304,012 21 0.01

12 to 18 303,963 26 0.01

18 to 24 303,911 34 0.01

24 to 30 303,820 39 0.01

30 to 36 303,704 31 0.01

Ever hospitalized during the 7-year follow-up time 268 0.09
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noteworthy that these figures include women who could have been victimized multiple times
during the follow-up time.

For divorcing women, the risk of assault injuries was already elevated at baseline 4 years
before divorce, as compared with continuously married women (Figure 1, left panel). The risk
depended on the time to divorce and increased more around 18 months before divorce. The
risk, adjusted for calendar year only, peaked from 6 to 12 months before divorce when approxi-
mately 0.2% of divorcing women were medically treated for their assault injuries in a 6-month
observation period. The risk—both calendar year-adjusted and fully adjusted—decreased fol-
lowing divorce and appeared to return to levels observed 3–4 years before divorce. However,
their risk stayed at a heightened level following divorce, as compared with those who are con-
tinuously married.

Given that the risk of assault injuries for the divorced did not reach the low levels of the
continuously married after divorce, we provided a sensitivity analysis (Figure S2), in which the
hospital outcome was recorded from one to zero throughout the follow-up time for 2 years
before and 3 years after divorce if the husband was never reported to the police for assaulting
this wife between 2009 and 2017. The idea is to provide a conservative trajectory, in which the
husband could be the perpetrator only if the police had ever registered him as such against this
wife. Of the divorcing women who were medically treated for assault injuries during the follow-
up time of 2 years before and 3 years after divorce, 41% were registered victims of their hus-
bands in the police-reported crime files of domestic violence. It is possible that the rest of the
women who received treatment for their injuries were injured by persons other than the hus-
band or did not report partner assault to the police. The corresponding coverage for continu-
ously married injured women was 26%, providing indirect support for the idea that married
women might have stronger intentions to protect the perpetrator. Figure S2 indicates that the
risk of assault injuries rapidly leveled off following divorce if only the wives of the police-
registered perpetrators contributed to the outcome. In any case, our sensitivity analysis confirms
that the peak in assault injuries is from 6 to 12 months prior to divorce.

Had we used the date of separation, based on living togetherness, as our marital status tran-
sition point for women who divorced—instead of the official divorce date—the findings would
not have substantially changed. Our sensitivity analysis confirms that the highest risk for

F I GURE 1 Trajectories of hospitalization for assault injuries (6-month probability) before and after the date of
divorce for divorcing women, and before and after a random date for continuously married women. The predicted
probabilities shown in the left panel are adjusted for calendar year only and those in the right panel are adjusted for
calendar year, age, education, the duration and order of marriage, and the number of children. Error bars are 95%
confidence intervals. [Color figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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divorcing women is before the breakup, regardless of whether assault injuries are analyzed
around the separation date or divorce date (Figure S3). Given the lag between separation and
divorce (mean � 170 days), the highest peak in assault injuries occurred from 1 to 183 days (0–-
6 months) before separation, whereas the highest peak surrounding divorce occurred from
184 to 366 days (6–12 months) before divorce (Figure 1).

Crime victimization

Table 1 displays the characteristics of the study population for the analysis of crime.
Table 3 displays the total number of persons observed and crime victimized in each annual
observation period surrounding the year of divorce. Of the 22,468 divorcing women, 4.5%
were ever crime victimized for partner assault by their husbands during the 6-year follow-
up time. The corresponding figure for continuously married women was only 0.3%
(Table 3).

Figure 2 shows that the risk of victimization for partner assault was already higher for
divorcing than continuously married women from 2 to 3 years before divorce. The risk further
increases in the year prior to the year of divorce. Two out of one hundred divorcing women
were physically assaulted by their husbands in their last full marital year, as measured by vio-
lence reported to the police (Figure 2, left panel). However, the risk decreased with time since
divorce and reached the low levels of the continuously married from 1 to 2 years following

TABLE 3 The number of persons at each annual observation period surrounding the year of divorce for divorcing
women and 2015 for continuously married women, and the number and percentage of persons who experience crime
victimization for partner assault or menace, Finland

Crime datasets
Persons
(N)

Crime victimization for
partner assault (N) (%)

Crime victimization
for menace (N) (%)

Divorcing women

Time before/after the year of divorce (years)

�3 21,802 221 1.01 48 0.22

�2 22,355 247 1.10 60 0.27

�1 22,467 470 2.09 174 0.77

0 22,468 223 0.99 148 0.66

+1 22,453 64 0.29 49 0.22

+2 22,453 48 0.21 31 0.14

Ever victimized during the
6-year follow-up time

1013 4.51 461 2.05

Continuously married women

Time before/after 2015 (years)

�3 331,872 241 0.07 35 0.01

�2 333,542 195 0.06 19 0.01

�1 333,542 186 0.06 20 0.01

0 333,542 183 0.05 20 0.01

+1 333,542 171 0.05 29 0.01

+2 333,291 183 0.05 41 0.01

Ever victimized during the
6-year follow-up time

1024 0.31 162 0.05
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divorce—especially when sociodemographic differences between the two groups were controlled
for (Figure 2, right panel).

Figure 3 shows that the risk of crime victimization for menace was already higher for
divorcing than continuously married women 2–3 years prior to divorce. The risk further
increased in the year prior to and in the year of divorce. Approximately 0.8% of divorcing
women were victimized for menace by their husbands in the year prior to the year of
divorce, as measured by the women reporting the threat to the police (left panel). The risk
decreased rapidly with time since divorce and reached the low levels of the continuously
married after 2 years following divorce—particularly according to the model that con-
trolled for sociodemographic differences between divorcing and continuously married
women (right panel).

F I GURE 2 Trajectories of crime victimization for partner assault (annual probability) before and after the year of
divorce for divorcing women, and before and after the year 2015 for continuously married women. The predicted
probabilities shown in the left panel are unadjusted and those in the right panel are adjusted for year, age, education,
the duration and order of marriage, and the number of children. Error bars are 95% confidence intervals. [Color figure
can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

F I GURE 3 Trajectories of crime victimization for menace (annual probability) before and after the year of divorce
for divorcing women, and before and after the year 2015 for continuously married women. The predicted probabilities
shown in the left panel are unadjusted and those in the right panel are adjusted for year, age, education, the duration
and order of marriage, and the number of children. Error bars are 95% confidence intervals. [Color figure can be viewed
at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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Crime victimization for women with and without children

Figure 4 indicates that the unadjusted trajectories of crime victimization for physical partner
assault are relatively similar, regardless of whether the divorcing couple has children. Women
with children appear to have a somewhat lower risk of victimization for partner assault from
1 to 2 years prior to the year of divorce, compared with divorcing women without children (left
panel). In the year of divorce, women with children had the same unadjusted risk as women
without children.

Figure 5 reveals that the risk of assault depends on the age of the youngest child (left
panel). Women with younger children aged under 12 years had a significantly higher risk of
assault in the year before and in the year of divorce, compared with women with no chil-
dren (Table S3). On the contrary, women with older children aged 12 years and over had
the same risk than women with no children in the year before and in the year of divorce. In
addition, women with older children had a lower risk than childless women from 2 to
3 years prior to divorce.

Figure 4 shows that the trajectories of menace depend on whether divorcing women
have children (right panel). First, the risk of menace was the same from 2 to 3 years prior
to divorce, then it increased more for women with children, and was significantly higher for
women with children in the year of divorce. The excess risk for women with children per-
sisted for 1 year following the year of divorce, and then leveled off after 2 years since
divorce.

Figure 5 shows that women with younger children aged under 12 years as well as women
with older children aged 12 years and over had elevated risks of menace in the year of and in
the year after divorce, compared with women without children (right panel). For women with
younger children, the risk was significantly elevated already in the year before divorce
(Table S3). The excess risks leveled off after 2 years since divorce.

Crime perpetration and mutual partner assaults among divorcing women

To shed light on mutual partner violence, we studied the unadjusted trajectories of perpetration
of partner violence alongside the corresponding victimization trajectories for divorcing women.

F I GURE 4 Unadjusted trajectories of crime victimization for partner assault (left panel) and menace (right panel)
before and after the year of divorce for divorcing women, and before and after the year 2015 for continuously married
women, according to whether women have children with their husbands. Error bars are 95% confidence intervals.
[Color figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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Figure 6 shows that the risk of perpetration of partner assault (middle panel) and menace (left
panel) was substantially lower in magnitude than that of victimization. There was, however, an
increasing risk of perpetration in the year prior to the year of divorce. As shown in Figure 6
(right panel), the majority of partner assault cases in which women are perpetrators are mutual,
in the sense that the husband has also physically assaulted the wife. Of the 122 women perpetra-
tors of partner assault who were reported to the police in the year prior to the year of divorce,
73% were also physically assaulted by their husbands in the same year. Had we taken into
account 2-year lags, the proportion would have risen to 79%. The rest of women perpetrators
were not victimized for assault by their husbands, as measured by incidences reported to the
police.

F I GURE 5 Trajectories of crime victimization for partner assault (left panel) and menace (right panel) before and
after the year of divorce for divorcing women, according to the age of the youngest child. The predicted probabilities
are adjusted for year, age, education, and the duration and order of marriage. Error bars are 95% confidence intervals.
[Color figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

F I GURE 6 Unadjusted trajectories of crime victimization for and perpetration of menace (left panel) and of
partner assault (middle panel) for divorcing women, and the number of divorcing women who experienced partner
assault as a victim only, as a victim and perpetrator, and as a perpetrator only before and after the year of divorce (right
panel). Error bars are 95% confidence intervals based on the predicted probabilities from repeated-measures logistic
models. [Color figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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DISCUSSION

Divorcing women as victims

Our findings for divorcing women showed that the risk of hospitalization for assault injuries
was already elevated from 3 to 4 years before divorce, compared with women who were contin-
uously married. The risk further increased with an approaching divorce and was particularly
elevated from 6 to 12 months before divorce. There are several complementary explanations for
this observation. First, women who are physically assaulted to the extent that they need medical
treatment for their assault injuries might decide to file for divorce after the incident. This argu-
ment is in line with previous studies indicating that partner violence and its severity are related
to an increased risk of marital dissolution (Kingston-Riechers, 2001). Injured women may
receive support from their relatives or hospital staff to make the decision to divorce. In Finland,
a divorce can be granted after a reconsideration period of 6 months (Ministry of Justice, 2002),
and the timeline of the greatest risk coincides with the idea that physically injured women file
for divorce.

Secondly, the time of the greatest risk for assault injuries also coincides with the idea that
quarrels escalate into violence once one member of the couple discloses his or her divorce inten-
tions. In Finland as in the United States, women are more likely than men to initiate divorce
(Rosenfeld, 2018). This argument of the dangers of the start of a divorce process is partly in line
with prior data on homicides, indicating that the period shortly after separation, but before the
official divorce, is the time of the greatest risk for post-separation violence in certain countries
(Brownridge, 2006). In his literature review of post-separation violence, Brownridge (2006)
summarized partly based on the study of Hotton (2001) that “Data from Canada, the
United States, New South Wales, and Australia indicate that about half of intimate femicides
by ex-partners occur within 2 months following separation (Hotton, 2001).” It is thus possible
that the highest peak observed in our data, from 6 to 12 months prior to divorce, is not only
caused by situational couple violence, escalating from relationship quarrels, but also by coercive
control violence, by which the husband tries to regain control over his wife in order to prevent
the divorce. It has been suggested that the subjective benefits of using partner violence
(e.g., getting the wife to change her mind) are larger when the divorce is still an open question
(Ekbrand, 2006). Our study indicated that the risk of assault injuries peaked from 6 to
12 months before divorce when most women were still living with their husbands (76%), and
therefore vulnerable for abuse.

Our findings for crime victimization for partner assault confirmed the results observed for
hospital-treated assault injuries. The risk of partner assault increased with an approaching
divorce and peaked in the year prior to the year of divorce, and then decreased with time since
divorce. However, it cannot be completely ruled out that police-reported crimes could be sub-
ject to self-reporting bias, particularly in the context of an approaching divorce. Women who
have experienced violence during their marriage and have finally decided to end their marriage
might no longer avoid contact with the police in order to protect the perpetrator. Qualitative
evidence suggests that partner violence is often disclosed to other people out of the necessity to
end the violent situation. Partner violence can be hidden for a long time because of its stigma
and related feelings of guilt, fear, and desires to protect the perpetrator (Boethius &
Åkerström, 2020). Its disclosure to the police in the year prior to divorce could be motivated by
an increased need for help that exceeds the need to protect the perpetrator. It is well-known that
not all victims report partner violence to the police, but reporting becomes more likely when
physical violence is more severe (Heiskanen & Ruuskanen, 2010). It is clear, however, that
police-reported violence underestimates the true incidence of partner violence. For example,
Finnish cross-sectional surveys on victimization from 2013 to 2019 indicate that approximately
6% of all women have experienced partner violence or its threat by their current or former
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spouses within the past year (National Institute for Health and Welfare, 2021). Our study indi-
cates that only 2% of divorcing women experienced police-reported partner assault in the year
prior to the year of divorce when the annual risk was especially elevated.

It is noteworthy that a register-based observational study, such as ours, that measures the
violence before and after divorce does not differentiate between the extent to which the violence
causes divorce and the extent to which the announcement to divorce causes violence. Survey-
based approaches could better capture when the decision to divorce was announced to the
spouse and its causal effects on the violence.

We also studied crime victimization for partner assault and menace according to whether
the couple had children together. Divorcing women with children were more likely to experi-
ence menace in the year of and in the year after the year of divorce. The result is in line with the
idea that women with children remain more at risk for partner violence (Brownridge, 2006)—
particularly menace—when the couple stays in contact with each other because of their chil-
dren. This finding was observed for both women with younger and older children. This is an
alarming finding given that abused women who experience psychological partner violence are
at a heightened risk of developing posttraumatic stress disorders (Pico-Alfonso, 2005), and that
these could be more prevalent in women who need to take care of children.

The analysis of physical violence suggested that women with younger children aged under
12 years experienced an elevated risk of assault in the year before and in the year of divorce,
compared with women with no children. A similar pattern of findings was not observed for
women with older children. These results are in part consistent with the idea that specific con-
flicts about the children may lead to more general conflicts, especially when the children are
young (Fischer et al., 2005).

Divorcing women as perpetrators

One of the unique features of our study is that the crime data enabled us to study whether and
to what extent women physically assaulted their husbands in the context of a divorce. Our study
indicated that women’s risk of crime perpetration is substantially lower than their risk of victim-
ization. There is, however, an increasing risk of perpetration during the year prior to the year of
divorce for women as well. The majority of these cases are mutual, in the sense that the husband
has also physically assaulted the wife. Based on the theory of control violence (Johnson, 2008),
it is possible that mutual violence is resistant violence that arises in reaction to the husband’s
use of violence. Prior qualitative evidence suggests that women as perpetrators of violence often
link the beginning of their own use of violence to long-term victimhood in intimate relations
(Venalainen, 2017). Of course, it is also possible that mutual violence observed in our study is a
physical fight between the two equal members of the couple or that the resister is the husband.
Few prior population-based studies have looked at victimization and perpetration combined. In
a population-based cross-sectional study of 173 Swedish men and 251 women, Lövestad and
Krantz (2012) found that a considerable proportion of the men victimized for partner violence
also used such violence, while this was less common in victimized women. The result is in line
with our finding, although it is representative of Swedish population of age 18–65, and not par-
ticularly those who divorce.

In our study, the risk of perpetration of menace is especially low among women, although
its peak is visible in the year prior to the year of divorce. It is possible that threatening to seri-
ously injure or kill one’s partner is considered societally particularly unsuitable for women to
do, even in the context of an escalating situation. However, it is also possible that men do not
feel that threatened by their wives’ threats, in the sense that they would feel the need to report
them to the police. There is prior evidence to suggest that since women mostly are physically
disadvantaged, compared with men, they are more likely to recall and report past violent
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incidents and to feel more threatened (Lövestad & Krantz, 2012). Of course, it is also possible
that men feel that the police would not take them seriously.

Strengths and limitations

The main strength of our study is that Statistics Finland pseudonymized multiple datasets for
our research purposes by replacing the 11-digit personal identification codes of the members of
the couple and their children by artificial identifiers. These artificial identifiers allowed us to
build record-linkage trajectories of hospital-treated assault injuries and police-reported partner
violence surrounding divorce. We could also assess whether the victimization trajectories were
similar for divorcing women with and without children. The record-linkage data are well-suited
for longitudinal study designs and have minimal loss to follow-up. The datasets are representa-
tive of the divorcing population across all social strata. We also studied both crime victimiza-
tion and perpetration allowing to shed light on mutual partner violence in the context of
divorce.

One of the strengths but also a limitation of the study is that we used different outcome
indicators for partner violence, including police-reported partner assaults (suspected
crimes) and hospital-treated assault injuries (medical consequences). These outcome indica-
tors provided partly similar and partly different results. Both indicators suggested that
there is an increasing pattern of partner assault for women prior to divorce. However, the
results for police-reported assaults indicated that partner violence decreased rapidly from
1 to 2 years after divorce, indicating that most aggressive ex-husbands adjusted to life post-
divorce (Figure 2). On the contrary, the risk of being medically treated for assault injuries
did not reach the low levels of the continuously married after 2 years following divorce
(Figure 1). There are several possible explanations for this partial inconsistency observed
for the two different types of outcomes. First, it is possible that women who never report
partner violence to the police are assaulted to a higher extent following divorce than their
counterparts who report violence to the police. Second, medical care can be caused by past
injuries that are repeatedly cared for, whereas a crime is registered only once. Thirdly, the
crime data assure that the perpetrator is always the same husband, while different perpetra-
tors can cause hospital-treated injuries. There is, however, prior evidence from England to
suggest that the most likely perpetrator of adult women is an intimate partner, rather than
an acquaintance or a stranger (Office for National Statistics, 2019). In victimization sur-
veys from Finland, however, women report relatively often that they have also been
assaulted or threatened by a stranger or an acquaintance that they barely knew (National
Institute for Health and Welfare, 2021). On the other hand, homicide data for Finnish
women show that the perpetrator is often a current or former husband in crimes leading to
the victim’s death. Between 2003 and 2013, over 65% of women who were killed in Finland
were killed by a current or former husband, a common-law husband, or a dating partner
(Lehti, 2015).

In our hospitalization analyses, we used the 3-digit ICD-10 codes for assaults (ICD-10:
X85–Y09), given that the perpetrator identifiers were not widely used for medical data at the
time of our study (Kivelä et al., 2019). To correct for possible bias arising from wrongly label-
ing assaults as partner assaults, Figure S2 showed a sensitivity analysis that excluded all events
for those women whose husbands had not been reported to the police for partner violence
against this wife. It is, however, noteworthy that our sensitivity analysis might have excluded
too many cases because not all seriously injured women report partner violence to the police.
It is also possible that several cases of partner violence are misclassified as accidents. There is
prior evidence to suggest that women’s facial bone fractures—a rather typical consequence of
serious partner violence (Le et al., 2001)—are disproportionally large in fall-related injuries
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treated in hospitals, compared with men (Kontio, 2002). There is no reason to believe that
women would experience more facial bone fractures than men from fall-related injuries, unless
part of them were assault injuries, possibly caused by their partners.

One of the limitations of our study is that we were unable to study crime victimization
for partner assaults surrounding separation from nonmarital cohabitation. The reason for
this is that the crime data of domestic violence are not longitudinally available for non-
married women after cohabitation with their common-law husband ends. This is unfortu-
nate because cohabitations are increasingly common and less stable than marriages
(Jalovaara, 2013; Jalovaara & Kulu, 2018). In 2013, for example, women’s cohabitations
outnumbered marriages among 20- to 24-year-olds (84%) and 25- to 29-year-olds (58%),
but not among 30- to 34-year-olds (36%) or 35- to 39-year-olds (26%) (Mäenpää, 2015,
p. 23). Furthermore, our data did not include information on the member of the couple
who filed for divorce. It has been suggested that a breakup initiated by a wife could be more
dangerous for women, given that some men may use partner violence in an attempt to pre-
vent divorce (García-Ramos, 2021). Another limitation is that dating violence cannot be
captured with register-linkage studies, such as ours. Therefore, large-scale surveys with
meticulous follow-up designs on dating violence observed before and after breakup are
needed.

To summarize, using record-linkage data on police-reported crimes and hospital-treated
assault injuries to construct the trajectories of victimization for intimate partner violence
before and after divorce, we showed that the risk of victimization is highest in the last mari-
tal year prior to divorce. The findings suggest that the time of the greatest risk is in the
period in which the divorce petition is filed for. The timing coincides with the idea of vio-
lence aggravating alongside the decision to divorce but also with women’s decision to
divorce because of the violence. These findings are not only scientifically important but also
practically relevant, as they could provide guidance in improving risk assessment tools and
help to allocate spare resources of social workers, police officers, and multiagency teams—
for example, to protect women with a history of partner violence who try to divorce. Victim
questionnaires on intentions and attempts to divorce could be more widely used in develop-
ing risk assessment tools to protect the victims. Our findings indicate that divorcing women
also perpetrate violence against their husbands during the transition to divorce, but its
occurrence is smaller in magnitude and the violence is often accompanied by men’s
violence.

Our results indicate that divorcing women with younger children aged under 12 years have
an elevated risk of victimization for physical assault in the year before and in the year of
divorce. Furthermore, women with both younger and older children remain more at risk for
menace for a year after the year of divorce, indicating that psychological violence is more likely
to continue when the members of the couple stay in contact with each other because of their
children. Psychological violence, which causes no bodily injuries but leads to enormous stress,
could serve the purpose of retaliation and revenge after divorce. This phenomenon of psycho-
logical violence needs to be investigated further in future studies, given that it could affect the
victim’s quality of life following divorce.
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