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Childhood Experiences of Parental Physical
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The effects of childhood experiences of parental violence on the development of alcoholism in women were examined by comparing a sample of 45
alcoholic women selected from local treatment agencies and Alcoholics
Anonymous groups with 40 nonalcoholic women selected randomly from
the population. Two-hour person-to-person interview schedules were administered to both samples. The Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS) assessed both
father-to-daughter and mother-to-daughter relationships. Type of sample
was regressed on each CTS subscale, controlling for presence of parental
alcoholism, number of childhood changes in family structure, present age
of respondent, and present income source. Alcoholic women were found to
have higher father-to-daughter negative verbal interaction, moderate violence, and serious violence than household women. Father-to-daughter
positive verbal interaction was found unrelated to membership in the
alcoholism sample. None of the mother-to-daughter subscales were found
to predict membership in the alcoholism sample.
Family violence research during the past decade has focused increasingly on
childhood experiences of parental physical violence. Straus, Gelles, and Steinmetz
(1980) obtained self-report data from a nationally representative sample of 2,143
families and found that 73% of parents reported at least one moderate or serious
violent incident directed toward their child during the child's lifetime. In addition,
6396 reported use of some violence directed toward the child in the past year. Serious
violence was defined as threatening to hit or hitting with an object; kicking, biting, or
hitting with a fist; beating up; and threatening to use a knife or gun, or using a knife
or gun on the child. Approximately 3.8% of children aged 3 to 17 were found to have
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experienced serious parental violence per year. Based on this study, Straus et al.
(1980) estimated that between 1.4 to 2 million American children are abused
annually.
There has been an increasing interest in the long-term effects of parental
violence on the victim, including the development of alcoholism. However, research
to date on the long-term effects of childhood experiences of parental violence has
been limited largely to clinical samples of physically abused children. While this has
been valuable, there have been several problems with the existing research. First, the
lack of a comparison group for the clinical sample limits generalizability of the
results. Second, there have been definitional problems concerning parental violence.
Research using only clinical samples is limited to parental violence that has officially
come to the attention of authorities, that is, violence defined as child abuse. Third,
the research focus has been only on "serious" violence. The effects of less severe
levels of violence have not been examined.
The purposes of the present study are to address these methodological and
definitional problems and to determine if childhood experiences of parental physical violence are related to the development of alcoholism in women. The focus on
women for this paper evolved out of the focus of a larger study. The larger study is
examining the effects of intergenerational violence on the development of alcoholism in females. This violence incudes childhood physical violence, childhood
sexual abuse, and spousal violence. Females are more likely to be victims of
childhood sexual abuse (Finkelhor, 1979) and spousal violence that results in serious
injury (Steinmetz, 1977). Thus, to understand the connections between these forms
of violence and alcoholism, our initial studies included only women.
The present study includes both a clinical sample of women in treatment for
alcoholism and a randomly selected household sample of women for comparison
purposes. In addition, this study is based on self-reports of parental physical violence
during childhood. Consequently, this study includes parental violence that has not
come to the attention of authorities, as well as violence that has come to the attention
of authorities.1 Finally, this study examines the effects of less severe violence as well
as the effects of the more serious forms of parental violence.

LONG-TERM IMPACT OF PARENTAL VIOLENCE
Numerous studies have examined the relationship between childhood experiences
of parental physical violence and the later development of maladaptive behavior.
Much of this research is limited to clinical samples of children defined to have experienced physical abuse from parents, referred to here as child abuse. Child abuse has
been associated with the development of juvenile deliquency (Bolton & Reich, 1977;
Brown, 1982) and adult criminality (Kroll, Stock, & James, 1985; McCord, 1983;
Singer, 1986). Physically abused children have been described as aggressive (George
& Main, 1979), having low self-esteem and a decreased capacity for enjoyment (Martin & Beezley, 1977; Oates, Forrest, & Peacock, 1985), having decreased cognitive
ability (Friedrich, Einbender, & Luecke, 1983), and having less competence in peer
group interactions (Howes & Epinosa, 1985).
Fewer studies have examined the link between childhood experiences of paren-
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tal violence and the later development of alcoholism. Two studies found that
childhood physical abuse leads to later substance abuse among youth (Dembo et al.,
1987; Geller & Ford-Somma, 1984). In addition, Covington (1983) found that
alcoholic women were more likely to report both physical and emotional abuse during childhood than nonalcoholic women. Cohen and Densen-Gerber (1982) found
that 84% of the females in treatment for drug/alcohol addiction reported a history of
childhood abuse. Finally, in a study of female alcoholics, Haver (198 7) found that the
number of violent relationships during childhood was related to subsequent violent
victimization by a spouse during adulthood, which adversely affected treatment
outcome.
Childhood experiences of parental violence may lead to the development of
problem drinking in adolescence via the intervening variable of negative feelings.
Drinking for relief of unpleasant feelings has often been associated with problem
drinking (e.g., Fillmore, 1974, 1975). Negative feelings toward the self have been
found related to child abuse (Gates et al., 1985). Zucker and Devoe (1975) found that
adolescent female problem drinkers described their parents as arbitrary in discipline
and reported more distress than boys over parent—child problems. The development of negative feelings may thus begin in adolescence as a result of parental
violence. The presence of these feelings may result in problem drinking during
adolescence and set the stage for alcoholism in adulthood.
Parental alcoholism affects the child in much the same way as parental violence.
Numerous studies have demonstrated the psychological and social effects of parental
alcoholism on children. Chafetz, Blane, and Hill (1971) compared clients in a child
guidance clinic and found that the children of alcoholics had more school problems, more delinquency and official involvement with the juvenile justice system,
and more serious illnesses and accidents (perhaps related to abuse or neglect).
Children of alcoholics experience role reversal with their parent(s), suffer from loss
of self-esteem, and are often socially isolated because the coping mechanisms and
denial processes surrounding alcoholism prevent them from sharing the family secret (Barnes, 1977; Cork, 1969; Krimmel, 1973; Nardi, 1981; Wilson & Orford,
1978). Many of these same characteristics are descriptive of abused children (Flanzer,
1981) and children in incestuous relationships (Finkelhor, 1979). It is therefore important to separate the effects of parental alcoholism from those of parental violence
on the child.

Differences in Mother and Father Violence
Straus et al. (1980) discussed the need to differentiate between mother and father
violence. In their study, mothers were found more likely to use serious or abusive
violence on children than were fathers. Several reasons for this difference were suggested. Mothers have more contact with children in our society than fathers. In addition, mothers have greater responsibility for child care than do fathers (Straus et al.,
1980). Thus, mothers have more opportunities to use violence on children than do
fathers. Finkelhor (1983) noted that fathers would be found more likely to abuse if
the time-at-risk variable were controlled.
Straus et al. (1980) also reported that fathers were more likely than mothers to
use the most dangerous and potentially lethal forms of violence (e.g., using a knife or
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gun on the child). In an extensive literature review, Pagelow (1984) discussed several
studies reporting that fathers were found more likely to physically abuse children
than were mothers. Mothers, however, were more likely to neglect children than
were fathers (Pagelow, 1984). Thus, there appear to be differences in rates and forms
of violence across sex of parent. According to Pagelow (1984), these differences are
meaningful clinically, since many programs are based on the assumption that
mothers are more likely to abuse children physically than fathers.
The differential rates of violence across sex of parent indicate the need to distinguish mother and father violence for research purposes as well. For example, the
long-term effects of parental violence may differ, depending on which parent commits the violence. Since mothers have a greater responsibility for child care, motherto-child violence may be viewed as more acceptable than father-to-child violence.
In this sense, mother violence may be viewed by the child and society as normal discipline, while father violence may be viewed as extranormal discipline. Father-tochild violence would be unexpected, atypical, and a sign that the child has been
singled out for special punishment.
Finally, adult males typically are larger and have greater upper body strength
than adult females. As a result, father violence may be more likely to produce serious
harm and thus be perceived by the child as more frightening than mother violence.
Father violence may therefore have a greater or at least differential psychological effect on the child than mother violence. In one of the authors' past experience as a
child protective service worker, this greater effect of father violence was found in
several cases. Children reported father violence, even when not directed against
them, to be more frightening than mother violence. The effect of parental violence
across sex of parents thus needs further investigation.
Summary

The literature indicates that childhood experiences of parental violence are related to
later maladaptive behavior, including alcoholism in adulthood. However, the literature concerning the relationship between parental violence during childhood and
the development of alcoholism in adulthood is scarce. In addition, parental
alcoholism has effects on children similar to those described for parental violence
and thus may spuriously increase the association between parental violence and later
development of alcoholism in the victim. Finally, the literature reports that violence
differs across sex of parent, thus indicating the need to distinguish mother and father
violence.
The present study hypothesizes that both father-to-daughter and mother-todaughter violence are related to the victim's development of alcoholism during
adulthood. This hypothesis is tested by comparing childhood experiences of parental violence in a sample of alcoholic women with those in a sample of women randomly selected from a household population. Presence of parental alcoholism as
well as other important covariates are introduced as control variables.
METHODS
A sample of 45 alcoholic women and 40 women from a random household population was obtained for interviews. Alcoholic women were identified through women's
treatment groups at alcoholism outpatient treatment agencies and by using a snow-

Parental Violence and Adult Alcoholism in Women

229

ball sample obtained through Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) groups in Erie County,
New York. Slightly more than a fourth (29%) of the total alcoholic sample was obtained from the treatment agencies; the remainder (71%) were from AA groups.
Women at the treatment agencies were interviewed immediately before or after their
scheduled appointments at the clinic. Clinics allowed us access to women with at
least 6 months sobriety. Of this group, 93% (or 13 of 14) participated in the
study.
Women from the AA groups were selected using a snowball sampling techni2
que. Initial respondents were selected via personal contacts with Erie County AA
groups. Additional respondents were then obtained via contacts through initial respondents. Each AA respondent was asked to contact two or more other women who
might be willing to participate in the study. Women from the AA groups were compensated $15.00 for travel costs to the Research Institute to complete the interviews.
The comparison group, which was comprised from a random sample of
household women, was identified through random digit dialing. If there was a woman in the household between the ages of 18 and 45, screening questions were administered. Once the screening was completed, the study was briefly described and
participation was solicited. The potential participant was told that the study involved
a comparison of alcoholic women with women from the community on childhood
and current family relationships. They were also informed that they were contacted
randomly from a list of telephone numbers for the purposes of obtaining a community group. Out of a total of 164 contacts with a woman aged 18 to 45 living at the
residence, 28% were interviewed, 42% refused the screening questions, 28% refused
the interview (after screening), and 3% failed to show or establish interview times. Interviewees in the comparison group were paid $15.00 for transportation costs.3
Interviews were conducted from January until June 1986. These interviews
lasted approximately 2 hours. Questions on early family relationships included data
on the configuration of the household during respondents' first 18 years. Adult
alcohol use was measured by both questions on quantity/frequency of use and the
Michigan Alcoholism Screening Test (Selzer, 1971). These measures allowed us to
ensure that alcoholic women were not included in the household sample.
To assess parental alcoholism, respondents were first asked if there was any history of family alcoholism. If so, respondents were asked if maternal or paternal
relatives had had problems of alcoholism. Finally, a series of structured questions
asked how the respondent became aware of, assessed, and knew about the relative's
problem with alcoholism. These assessments of parents' problems with drugs and/or
alcohol represent the women's own interpretations.4
The Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS) was used to measure parent-to-child violence
(Straus, 1979; Straus et al., 1980). For this study, the CTS was modified slightly. First,
two items were added to the verbal aggression scale: insulted or swore at the other in
a sexual manner and threatened to abandon the other. In addition, the item
"threatened other's life in some manner" was added to the serious violence subscale.
Second, the violence scale was divided into moderate violence and serious violence.
Serious violence was conceptualized to include the last six items of the CTS. For the
purposes of our analyses, each CTS item was dichotomized into "never happened"
(code = 0) and "happened at least once" (code = 1). Four subscales were then
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created, based upon the designations of Straus et al. (1980): positive verbal interaction (3 items), negative verbal interaction (7 items), moderate violence (6 items), and
serious violence (6 items). One point was scored for each GTS item that happened at
least once. Thus, a score of 4 on the serious violence subscale would mean that 4
items on that subscale had happened during the respondent's childhood. Respondents reported separate GTS subscale scores for mother-to-daughter and father-todaughter interactions during childhood. For brevity, these scores are referred to as
"mother" and "father" scores, respectively.
RESULTS
Characteristics of the Sample
There were two important significant findings across sample type relating to alcohol
use. First, as anticipated, the sample of alcoholic women had a higher average score
(35.56) on the Michigan Alcoholism Screening Test (MAST) than did the household
sample (1.73, F = 565.85,/>< .001). The range of MAST scores among the alcoholic
sample was from 14 to 52; thus, MAST scores for the entire sample were higher than
the cutoff score of 5 to indicate alcoholism. This finding indicates, of course, that the
sample of alcoholic women indeed are alcoholic compared with the sample of
household women. The range among the household sample was from 0 to 8, with
three women scoring higher than the cutoff score of 5 to indicate alcoholism. Second, the Quantity-Frequency Index (QFI) scores of alcohol use for these three
women were calculated. The highest QFI score was .572, which corresponds to an average of 1.2 drinks per day. This drinking was not high enough to indicate the presence of alcohol problems among these three women, and thus they were included in
the household sample for all further analyses.5
Most demographic comparisons between the sample of alcoholic and household women did not differ significantly at the .05 level of significance. For example,
chi-square tests indicated that the alcoholic sample did not differ significantly from
the household sample in race (73% and 82% white, respectively, chi2 = 0.48, df = 1);
marital status (40% and 53%, respectively, were currently married or cohabiting, chi2
= 0.88, df = 1); level of education (67% and 58%, respectively, had some college, chi2
= 0.42, df = 1); employment status (44% and 63%, respectively, were employed outside the home, chi2 = 2.09, df = 1); or parental socioeconomic status (SES) (23.5%
and 34%, respectively, were from the upper or upper middle class, chi2 = 8.58,
df = 4).
Chi-square tests also indicated that the alcoholic sample did not differ from the
household sample in childhood family changes. The alcoholic sample did not differ
significantly from the household sample in childhood experiences of a parental
divorce (24% and 15%, respectively, chi2 = 0.66, df = 1); parental separation (27%
and 13%, respectively, chi2 = 1.84, df = 1); death in the family (40% and 28%, respectively, chi2 = 0.97, df = 1); mother's remarriage (25% and 10%, respectively, chi2 =
2.27, df = 1); or father's remarriage (18% and 10%, respectively, chi2 = 0.57, df = 1).
However, there is a clear trend for the alcoholic sample to be more likely to experience each change in family structure. Thus we tested the possibility that the alcoholic
sample experienced more childhood family changes than did the random sample.
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We summed number of changes in childhood family structure. The alcoholic sample
reported a greater number of changes (1.49) than did the random sample (.78, F =
5.66, p < .05).
There were several other significant differences across samples. First, the
alcoholic sample (average age = 39.44 years) was older than the sample of household
women (age = 30.98 years, F = 22.7,p < .0001). Second, the alcoholic sample (41%)
was more likely than the household sample (10%) to obtain the major source of their
income from entitlements or unemployment compensation (chi2 = 8.46, df = 1 ,p <
.01). As a result, the average annual personal income of the sample of alcoholic
women ($5,032) was lower than the average annual personal income for the
household sample ($9,568, F = 5.91,p < .05). Also, the average annual household
income from all sources was lower for the sample of alcoholic women ($ 17,320) than
for the household sample ($26,992, F = 6.6Q,p < .01). Finally, the alcoholic women
(71%) were more likely than the household women (23%) to report having at least one
alcoholic parent. This finding indicates the need to control for number of alcoholic
parents in examining the link between early childhood relationships and the
development of alcoholism in adult women.
The small sample size limits the number of variables that could be introduced as
covariates in a multivariate analysis without greatly reducing the degrees of freedom.
Thus, variables were included as covariates only if they met certain statistical criteria.
First, all variables that had no bivariate relationship with type of sample were eliminated as covariates (e.g., race, marital status, parental SES). Second, an assumption was made that the three income variables (income source, personal income, and
total household income) shared considerable variance in predicting level of
alcoholism. Thus, partial correlations between each income variable and type of
sample (controlling for the other two income variables) were examined.
The partial correlation between type of sample and income source (.20) was
significantly different from zero at the .05 level, and thus income source was included as a covariate. However, the similar partial correlations for level of personal
income (.07) and level of household income (.16) were nonsignificant. These two
variables were thus excluded as covariates, since they would reduce the degrees of
freedom while not adding to the explanatory power of the multivariate analysis. This
left four variables as covariates: number of changes in childhood family structure, presence of
parental alcoholism, age of respondent, and present source of income. Univariate differences in
parental violence across samples were examined first and reported in Tables 1 and 2.
The multivariate analysis is reported in Table 3.

Univariate Differences in Parental Violence Across Samples
Parental violence was assessed with the Conflict Tactics Scale (GTS). The GTS includes four subscales (positive verbal interaction, negative verbal interaction, moderate violence, and serious violence). Both father-to-daughter and mother-todaughter relationships were assessed. The analysis of variance of Conflict Tactics
Subscales by type of sample, with both the mother-to-daughter and father-todaughter findings, is reported in Table 1.
There are two important findings concerning the GTS subscales. First, all four of
the father-to-daughter interaction subscales were significantly different across sample type. The alcoholic sample reported a lower level of father positive verbal interac-
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TABLE 1. Means and Standard Deviations of Conflict Tactics Subscales by Type of
Sample and Sex of Parent
Father-to-daughter
Alcoholic

Household
sample

1.31

1.81
(.88)
1.46
(1.79)
1.54
(1.39)
.32
(.85)

sample

Positive verbal
interaction
Negative verbal
interaction
Moderate
violence
Serious
violence

(1.09)
2.86
(2.15)
OQ
2 .OO
(2.06)
1.21
(1.60)

Mother-to-daughter
F
4.97*
9.72**
11.17***
9.15**

Alcoholic
sample

Household
sample

F

1.85
(.91)
3.14
(1.66)
3.02
(1.59)
.98
(1.14)

(.66)
2.68
(1.87)
2.65
(1.77)
.73
(1.02)

2.05

1.43
1.69
1.03
1.65

*p < .05
**p < .01
***p < .001

TABLE 2. Percentage of Alcoholic and Household Samples Reporting at Least One
Occurrence on Father-to-Daughter Conflict Tactics Scale Items
during Childhood
Conflict Tactics Scale Items
Discussed disagreement
rationally
Got information to back
up his side
Insulted or swore at
daughter
Insulted or swore at
daughter in a sexual
manner
Sulked
Stomped out of the room
Did or said something to
spite daughter
Threatened to hit daughter
Threw something
Threw something at daughter
Pushed, grabbed, or shoved
daughter
Slapped daughter
Kicked, bit, or hit daughter
with fist
Hit or tried to hit daughter
with an object
Beat daughter up
Threatened daughter's life
in some manner

*p < .05
**p < .01
***p < .001

Tau B

Alcoholic

Household

59%

87%

.30**

48%

68%

.20*

58%

38%

-.20*

38%
57%
57%

3%
24%
24%

_ ^j***
-.33**
-.33**

59%
50%
48%
23%

32%
30%
19%
5%

27**
-.21*
-.30**
-.24*

57%
55%

24%
16%

-.33**
-.40***

27%

8%

-.25**

46%
23%

14%
5%

-.34***
-.24*

22%

7%

-.21*
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tion and higher levels of negative verbal interaction, moderate violence, and serious
violence than did the household sample. Second, none of the mother-to-daughter
interaction subscales were significantly different across sample type. The pattern
clearly suggests that the father—daughter relationship is the most significant in the
development of alcoholism among women. Women in the alcoholic sample had a
less positive and more negative relationship with their father than did women in the
household sample.
Differences on individual father Conflict Tactics Scale items by type of sample
are reported in Table 2. A majority (16) of the 22 individual items were found
significantly different across samples. Five of the seven items on the negative verbal
interaction subscale were significantly different across samples. There were some
striking differences across samples on this subscale. For example, 38% of the
alcoholic sample reported that their father insulted them in a sexual manner during
childhood. In contrast, only 396 of the household sample reported that their father
insulted them in a sexual manner during childhood. A majority (57%) of the
alcoholic sample reported that father stomped out of the room, compared with 24%
of the household sample.
TABLE 3. Multiple Regression of Type of Sample on Father-to-Daughter Conflict
Tactics Subscales
Regression with negative verbal interaction
Independent variables
Negative verbal interaction
Changes in family structure
Parental alcoholism
Present income source
Present age
Adjusted R2 for equation = .40

B

Beta

One-tailed p

.048
.062
.210
.259
.019

.20
.17
.21
.23
.34

.020
.033
.022
.007
.001

Regression with moderate violence
Independent variables
Moderate violence
Changes in family structure
Parental alcoholism
Present income source
Present age
Adjusted R2 for equation = .39

B

Beta

One-tailed p

.051
.061
.218
.276
.018

.19
.17
.22
.25
.33

.024
.036
.017
.004
.001

Regression with serious violence
Independent variables
Serious violence
Changes in family structure
Parental alcoholism
Present income source
Present age
Adjusted R2 for equation = .39

B

Beta

One-tailed p

.063
.056
.213
.273
.019

.17
.16
.21
.24
.35

.040
.051
.021
.005
.001
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Five of the six items on the moderate violence subscale were significantly different across samples. Of interest is that spanking was the only nonsignificant item
across samples. In contrast, 55% of the alcoholic sample as compared with 1696 of the
household sample reported being slapped by father during childhood. Four of the
six items in the serious violence subscale were significantly different across samples.
Only the two most serious items, threatened the use of a knife or gun or actually used
a knife or gun, were not significantly different across samples. These items were
relatively rare in both samples and thus nonsignificant across samples. In contrast,
46% of the alcoholic sample as compared to 14% of the household sample reported
father hitting them or trying to hit them with an object.
Multivariate Differences in Parental Violence Across Samples
The univariate analysis of variance is insufficient to untangle the relationship between GTS subscale scores and presence of alcoholism in adulthood. Covariates that
may spuriously increase or decrease this relationship have yet to be considered. To
consider the effects of these covariates, type of sample (coded 0 = household, 1 =
alcoholic) was regressed on each GTS subscale while controlling for the following
variables: number of changes in family structure, parental alcoholism (coded 0 = no,
1 = yes), present income source (coded 0 = salary, 1 = entitlements), and
present age.6
None of the mother-to-daughter subscales were significantly related to type of
sample, controlling for these four variables. In addition, father-to-daughter positive
verbal interaction, while having a significant univariate relationship with type of sample, failed to achieve significance in the multiple regression equation. Conversely,
the remaining three father-to-daughter CTS subscales were significantly related to
type of sample, controlling for these four covariates. These regressions are reported
in Table 3. Table 3 includes the standardized regression coefficient for each variable
(beta), the unstandardized coefficient (B), the one-tailed probability for the unstandardized coefficient, and the R 2 adjusted for sample size for the equation. The standardized coefficient can be compared across variables within the equation to assess
the relative strength of the variables in predicting presence of alcoholism. A onetailed test was performed on the unstandardized coefficient, since a directional
hypothesis was made concerning the relationship between each CTS subscale and
presence of alcoholism.7
The results for each equation were similar. In each case, the strongest predictor
of sample type was present age, with beta coefficients of approximately .34 in each
equation. The remaining three covariates had approximately equal strength in predicting sample type, with present source of income the strongest predictor and number of changes in family structure the weakest in each case. The father-to-daughter
CTS subscale was the fourth strongest predictor of sample type in each equation, but
its beta coefficient was-approximately the same as that of parental alcoholism and
number of changes in family structure. The R2, adjusted for sample size, was approximately .40 in each equation, indicating that the five independent variables were
powerful in predicting membership in the alcoholic sample.
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Differences in Mother and Father Violence
We originally hypothesized that the alcoholic women would report higher levels of
both father-to-daughter and mother-to-daughter violence than the household sample. Instead, only the father—daughter relationship was found more negative in the
sample of alcoholic women compared with the sample of nonalcoholic women. The
mother—daughter relationship was found approximately equal across samples. To
investigate further, we compared within-family subscale scores for each sample. We
performed within-sample £-tests that paired mother's and father's GTS subscale
score for each respondent. Table 1 can also be used for a comparison of mother versus father subscales within each sample.
Within the alcoholic sample, only one difference was found across parents. The
positive verbal interaction for fathers (1.31) was significantly lower than for mothers
(1.85,/> < .05). Within the household sample, three significant differences across
parents were found. The negative verbal interaction score for mothers (2.68) was
significantly higher than for fathers (1.46, p < .001). In addition, the moderate
violence score for mothers (2.65) was significandy higher than for fathers (1.54,/> <
.001). Finally, the serious violence score for mothers (0.73) was significantly higher
than for fathers (0.32/> < .05).
Reading across each row of Table 1 may clarify these somewhat complex findings. On the positive verbal interaction subscale, alcoholic women reported an unusually low father-to-daughter score compared with the remaining three positive verbal interaction scores. On the negative verbal interaction scale, household women
reported an unusually low father-to-daughter score compared with the other negative verbal interaction scores. Similarly, household women reported unusually low
father-to-daughter moderate violence and serious violence scores compared with the
other three groups.
Focusing on the paired mother and father scores on each subscale may help interpret these results. Within the household sample, women described families of
origin as having equal mother and father positive verbal interaction. However,
mothers were described as having a more negative relationship than fathers in terms
of the negative verbal interaction, moderate violence, and serious violence. Within
the alcoholic sample, women described families of origin as having greater mother
than father positive verbal interaction. However, mothers and fathers were described
as equal in terms of negative verbal interaction, moderate violence, and serious
violence. An assumption can be made that the families of origin for the household
women represent the standard family of origin. In that case, the families of origin for
alcoholic women are characterized by unusually low levels of positive verbal fatherto-daughter interaction. In addition, families of origin for alcoholic women are
characterized by unusually high levels of negative father-to-daughter verbal interaction, moderate violence, and serious violence.
DISCUSSION
This study examined the effects of parental violence during childhood on the
development of adult alcoholism among women. The most important finding was
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that father-to-daughter negative verbal interaction, moderate violence, and serious
violence predicted membership in the alcoholic sample while controlling for other
variables related to the development of alcoholism. There were two additional
findings of some interest. First, father-to-daughter positive verbal interaction predicted development of alcoholism at the univariate level but was not related to the
development of alcoholism, controlling for other variables. Second, none of the
mother-to-daughter subscales predicted membership in the alcoholic sample at
either the univariate or multivariate level.
These findings must be tempered with some caution. First, we have a small sample. Thus, we were limited in the number of covariates we could include. Second, the
response rate for the household sample was low. This limits generalizability of the
household sample findings to the general population and the population of nonalcoholics. Families of origin in the household sample may not be representative of
either population of families. Third, our sample of alcoholic women represents
women who have been in treatment. Women who seek treatment may be more likely
to have experienced parental violence than women with alcohol problems who do
not seek treatment. Studies of heavy-drinking women may find different results.

Effect of Parental Violence on the Development of Alcoholism
There are several possible factors that may account for the greater importance of
the father-daughter relationship. First, as noted earlier, mother-to-daughter violence
may be less severe than father-to-daughter violence due to the greater upper body
strength of fathers. Consequently, the same violent act (e.g., hitting) may result in
more physical damage if the perpetrator is male. In addition, the same violent act
(e.g., hitting with an object) may be perceived as more likely to result in serious
damage and bodily injury if perpetrated by an adult male. Thus the same act may be
perceived as more threatening if perpetrated by a father. This greater threat may
result in greater psychological damage for violent acts performed by fathers compared with mothers.
Second, fathers have more physical, psychological, and economic power within
the family than do mothers (Straus et al., 1980). The greater power of fathers may increase the effect of their violence relative to that of mothers. With mother-todaughter violence, there are two possible checks on that violence. Either the father or
an older child of either sex may be able to stop a mother's violence directed against
daughter. With father-to-daughter violence, there are likely to be no within-family
checks on that violence. Because of father's greater power within the family, other
family members may be unable to stop his violence directed at the daughter. The
violence can therefore occur at a whim of the father, and the violence will not stop
until the father exerts controls on himself. Consequently, the daughter is placed in
the passive position of reacting to father's violence. This passive position may be the
source of the greater effect of father's violence on the daughter.
Third, there may also be more positive interactions inherent in the motherdaughter relationship than in the father-daughter relationship that are not
measured by the CTS. The CTS measures positive interactions only regarding conflict. Positive interactions that occur in nonconflictual settings are not measured. For
example, mothers and daughters may share topics and issues of interest not shared
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by fathers and daughters. This positive shared mother-daughter time may counteract some of the negative aspects of the mother-daughter relationship tapped by
the Conflict Tactics Scale. Such positive mother-daughter time may exist in families
of origin for both alcoholic and nonalcoholic women. However, such positive shared
time may be minimal for the father-daughter relationship in families of origin for
alcoholic women and insufficient to counteract the negative aspects tapped by the
Conflict Tactics Scale.
Fourth, the pattern of violence in the alcoholic woman's family of origin differs
from that in the household sample's family of origin. If we assume that the pattern of
relationships in the household sample is representative of that usually found in
families of origin for nonalcoholic women, then we can conclude that the pattern of
relationships in families of origin for alcoholic women deviates from the norm. In
representative families, the pattern is for mothers and fathers to have an equal level
of positive conflict resolution than mothers. For the alcoholic woman, however, the
family of origin is characterized by the absence of the expected positive father-todaughter conflict resolution. Instead, this pattern is replaced by an unexpected high
level of negative father-to-daughter conflict resolution.
The difference across samples is that the interactions that do occur between
fathers and daughters are more likely to be negative among the alcoholic women
compared with the household women. The mother-daughter relationship, while
still important, is seen as more constant and less variable across samples.

Implications
These findings have important implications for prevention, treatment, and future
research. For agencies working with alcoholic families, awareness of the possibility of
parental violence directed at the young female in the family is important. Efforts
could be directed toward preventing parental violence experiences from occurring.
Special efforts could be made to focus on the early father-daughter relationship,
which appears to be especially related to later development of alcoholism. This implication is especially important, since a majority of programs are directed primarily
or only toward mother-to-child violence. Further, awareness of possible parental
violence may assist in detecting possible child abuse cases and making appropriate referrals.
For girls known to have been physically abused by fathers, interventions
designed to detect and prevent alcohol abuse are needed. Assessment of current
levels and consequences of alcohol use may detect beginning patterns of alcohol
abuse for these girls. If such patterns are discovered, interventions designed to
reduce or eliminate abusive patterns of drinking could then be provided prior to the
experience of severe alcohol-related consequences.
For working with adult women seeking alcoholic treatment, knowledge of the
negative father-daughter relationship in the histories of alcoholic women indicates a
need to address this issue in the course of providing treatment. Alcoholism treatment
programs may either focus on the long-term consequences of the early fatherdaughter relationship or refer to outside resources to provide an alternative approach to helping the person with alcohol-related problems.
Further research is needed to develop models of how the parental violence con-
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tributes to the development of alcohol problems and of how parental alcoholism
contributes to parental violence. In addition, there is a need to address the
speculations as to the sources of the greater effect of the father-to-daughter
relationship as compared to the mother-to-daughter relationship. Also, future
research can and should include variables such as the age at the time of the violence,
relative power of father and mother within the family, other activities that parents
share with children, amount of time spent in these activities, and the degree to which
these activities are experienced in a positive manner.
Finally, further research is needed on male victims of violence. Parental violence
directed toward boys may be related to the development of adulthood alcoholism, as
it is for girls. There may also be parental differences in effects of violence on boys; for
example, father-to-son violence may have a greater impact on boys than mother-toson violence. The dynamics of parent-to-son violence may be similar to or different
from the dynamics of parent-to-daughter violence. These are questions that future
research can and should address.
NOTES
'This study uses retrospective data that cover a period up to 40 years in length. However, many
of the incidents of parental violence involve serious events, such as being hit with an object or
being beaten up by the parent. In addition, the scales used in this study are based on the recall
of any event of violence as opposed to the frequency of those events. Recall of any violent event
is more accurate than recall of frequency of violent events. Thus, recall error should be
minimal.
2
Snowball sampling is efficient in locating rare populations, such as women with alcohol problems. For example, the household survey screened 299 households and failed to locate one
adult woman with alcohol problems eligible for inclusion in the study and willing to participate. The snowball sampling technique located 32 recovering adult famale alcoholics in approximately 2 months.
Snowball sampling has the disadvantage of bias, however, since persons with larger social
networks are more likely to be included in the sample. This source of bias may be serious if
there are major differences in other variables across size of social network (Sudman, 1976). For
example, if isolated women alcoholics differed from those with numerous AA contacts in level
of parental violence, then the snowball sampling technique may result in biased findings.
However, in the variables of interest to this study, this bias should result in conservative estimates of the relationships between alcoholism and family violence. Gelles (1979) noted that
social isolation is related to high levels of violence. Excluding isolated women should,
therefore, exclude those with higher levels of violence. Women included in the AA sample
would be expected to have lower levels of violence than those excluded.
3
The screening questions were originally designed to obtain a sample of heavy-drinking
women from the random sample of household women and included questions of the following: birthdate, education, occupation, any consumption of alcohol during the past 30 days,
and, if yes, highest amount of alcohol consumed. For the 42% that refused the screening questions, the reason for refusal was unlikely to be related to alcohol consumption, since no indication had been given at that point that the study focused on alcohol. Among the 28% that
refused the interview (but had completed the screening), 5 women reported heavy consumption (5 or more drinks for highest amount consumed). Thus, their refusals may have been
based upon their desire to avoid participating in a study that examined women's alcoholism.
4
We have referred to these parents as alcoholic, but this should not be considered a clinical
definition of alcoholism.
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Both the MAST and the QFI were considered as possible dependent variables to indicate level
of alcoholism. However, given the two samples of alcoholic and nonalcoholic women, the distributions of both the MAST and QFI were bimodal. The departure of these distributions from
normality was sufficient to seriously violate assumptions underlying parametric statistics, such
as multiple regression. In addition, the sample size was too small for nonparametric statictics,
such as loglinear analysis. Thus, we excluded the MAST and QFI from further analysis. Instead, we used sample as an indicator of level of alcoholism, with the household sample
coded as 0 (nonalcoholic) and the alcoholic sample coded as 1.
6
The dependent variable in this regression is dichotomous. This violates one assumption of
multiple regression (i.e., a normal distribution in the dependent variable). In such a case, discriminant function analysis may be a more appropriate statistic than multiple regression.
Therefore, a duplicate analysis was performed with discriminant functions. The discriminant
results were exactly the same as the regression results. Controlling for the same four
covariates, only the three identical father-to-daughter subscales (negative verbal interaction,
moderate violence, and serious violence) were found to have a significant association with
sample type. For purposes of brevity, only the multiple regression results are discussed in
the text.
7
For several reasons, a separate regression was performed for each CTS subscale. First, the
subscales are conceptually distinct, which renders a summation over subscales inappropriate.
Second, the CTS subscales were highly intercorrelated. Correlations among the three significant father-to-daughter subscales ranged from .62 to .70. These high correlations raise the
possibilty of multicollinearity among the regressors. Such multicollinearity would prevent the
allocation of shared variance among the three subscales and increase the standard error of the
i-test on each regressor.
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