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1. Zhaorui Liu, Tingting Zhang, Tak—Ching Tai, Yuanyuan Li, Ruoxi Ding,
Yueqin Huang, Shuiyuan Xiao. Breaking the societal silence on domestic
violence against women in China: the role of mental health services. BM]J
2024; 386 Doi: https://doi.org/10. 1136/bmj—2023-078639.

PROMOTING WOMEN'S HEALTH IN CHINA

Breaking the societal silence on domestic
violence against women in China: the role of
mental health services

Mental health profiessionals can make the breakthrough needed to combat the underseen impact
of domestic violence on women's health in China, say Yuegin Huang and colleagues

hina's dedication to women's

rights was initiated in 194%

by the foundation of the All-

China Women's Federation

[ACWF}, the first national
organization for women. In response to
domestic violenoe, the legistation of the
Anti-Domestic Violence Law in 2016 set a
firm legal grounding o probect women from
domestic violence.

Even with the advances made,
domestic violence against women is still
often neglected by the public services,
rommunity, and the women themselves
owing to the deep rooted cultaral bias,
resulting in pervasive societal stlence on
darestic violence, Tackling this requines
multilevel efforts such as cultural shifts,
legal actlen, community suppert, and
training programmes for survivers and
perpetrators. Trained mental health
professionals are key to these interventions
and eszential 1o breaking the silence,

countries, domeastic viclence against
wamen |5 aften hidden vnder poctetal
nomms of family sttairs. and concurment
peychalogical problems create dusl dif-
tieulties for sureiwors secking help
Chinese women rarely sesk help, so
empowering them and recognising
thedr eight 19 challenge cultusal norms
s necessary

» Provonting and combating domes.
tic wiolence against women requires
multilevel efforts, and mental health
professionals can play preotal roles at
thase lovels to break the silence on
domestic violence

Leveraging mental health services
and ooOpETating with other support
systems can gradually chenge the
Astan cultural conception of domestic
vinlence

Defined as any form of gender bazed
wlolence resulting in physical, sexual,
or psychological harm and controlling
behavicur by an Intimate partnes, domestic
wiolence is a prevalent and severe problem
In China. The naticnal survey on the
status of Chinese women conducted
by the ACWF In 2010 reported that the
lifetime prevalence of domestic vislence
In marriages was 24.7%." Howeves, this
prevalence was derived from a clozed
question that could have failed to capture
the full spectrum of violence in China.
Additionally, the definition of domestic
wlolence (n many Asfan cultures deviates
from western Interpretatlons. Most
Aslans, partlcularly Chinese peaple, do
nat recognise psychological and sexoal
wlolence as domestlc violence.” Therefore,
the actual prevalence of demestlc violence
s probably underestimated.!

Much like in many other Aslan cuftures,
this problem = often percefved s & “Family
affalr” In Chinese sociely, seen as a private
or famillal shame that should be hidden
Fram public view.” Such cultural Influence
I deeply ingrained in the rural areas of
China, and domestic violence is more
prevalent than in urban areas.” These
sockal norms and cultural concepds further
pose considerable obstacles to survivars
seeking help and appropriate responses 1o
the perpetrators of abuse. Despite recent
improvements in legislation aimed at
reducing violence against women and an
upsurge in law enforcement training in
China, a study found that the likelilood of
the palice arreating perpetralons remaing
unchanged, and mediation is sull the
primary intervention strategy for domestic
wiolence in China's judicial system,” This
approach, entrenched in deep rooted
patriarchal norms, often prioriiises
maintaining harmony over réducing the
dangers faced by women.” Traditional
eultural conventions, such aa the peinciple
of nio- Terence in family alfairs, lusther
compound the problem thal medical

dor WO Ee'brg-2023-0786 37 | Bl 2004350 e 078639 | Ll
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P | often neglect the needs of female
survivors of domestic violence in China and
fall to assist them.” In addition, the harm
caused by domestic violence, especially
psychological and sesual viclence, can
be challenging to substantiate. Evidence
of minor physical injuries may become
insufficlent over time, which also creates
an evidential burden. As a result, despite
Increased awareness, victimised women in
public services are still overlooked at the
socetal level.

At the individual level, most survivers
of domestic violence im China do not seek
help.” The main contributing factors to
this reluctance are underestimation of
the violence, stigma of domestic violence,
lack of awareness of aid resources, and
a bellef in the futility of help. Even when
help is sought, survivors typlcally turn
o family and acquaintances rather than
to professional services, This pattern
highlights some impartant cultural Factors
in China, where women often have a high
tolerance for domestic violence, may be
unaware that they are being abused, and
tend to Internalise the problem and share
it only within their close social circles.
Although evidence is limited. confronting
domestic violence is more challenging for
women in rural areas and needs greater
attention owing to disadvantages relating
o marital status, educatien, and income
under the influence of traditional culture.”

The societal and individual chstacles
described above mean that the problem
of domestic vielence remains silent in
China (fig 1) The silence at the secial
and individual levels causes physical and
peychological harm to survivers, of which
peychological harm 1s most lkely to be
overlooked.

mental heallh in China

Globally, domestic abuse is notably
assnciated with mental illaesses, incloding
anxiety disorder, depressive disorder, and
past-leausmalic stress disosder.” However,
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