
Introduction
Intimate partner violence refers to any behaviour within an intimate relationship
that causes physical, psychological or sexual harm to those in the relationship
(WHO, 2019). Intimate partner abuse against women is a serious global problem
due to its negative consequences on the woman’s physical and mental health
(González Cases et al., 2014). A Maltese study conducted in the general obstetric
wards amongst women after giving birth found that 22% of all mothers were
exposed to one or more acts of domestic abuse (Debono, 2015). This implied that
1 to 2 out of every 5 women had experienced partner abuse during pregnancy.

Objectives

This study aimed to assess the prevalence of intimate partner abuse amongst
pregnant women attending the Perinatal Mental Health Clinic in Malta and that
were diagnosed with an antenatal or postnatal depression and/or anxiety
disorder. Moreover, the socio-demographic variables associated with intimate
partner abuse were also investigated. Another objective of this study was to
compare the data generated with the data documented as per a previous study
done in Malta in 2015.

Methodology

In this study, a survey research design using self-reported questionnaires was
used after getting the necessary approvals. The questionnaire used, was an
adapted version of the World Health Organisation (WHO) “Violence Against
Women Structured Interview”, which was modified and translated into Maltese
by Debono in 2015, using the WHO translation protocol. Permission was obtained
from the Director of the Department of Psychiatry, the Consultant Perinatal
Psychiatrist, the Maltese Health Ethics Committee (HEC) and the Sheffield Hallam
University Research Ethics Committee.

All women attending for their visit with the Perinatal Psychiatrist at the Perinatal
Mental Health Clinic at the local hospital, between February 2021 and May 2021,
were invited to participate if they met the inclusion criteria. Eligibility was
determined by the Perinatal Psychiatrist leading the clinic as mental capacity to
participate in the study was performed for every mother attending for a
consultation at the clinic. Once consent was obtained the women completed the
self-administered questionnaire. Eligible criteria for participants included women
aged 18 years of over, having the mental capacity to consent for participation and
the ability to read and write in English and/or Maltese.

Results

Frequency and severity of intimate partner abuse during pregnancy 

In total, 100 mothers were eligible to participate. A total of 40 out of the 85
participating women (47%) reported one or more acts of psychological, verbal,
physical or sexual abuse by their intimate partner during pregnancy. Out of the
40 abused women, 13 women reported one type of abuse, while 33 women
reported more than one type of abuse. As shown in Figure 1, amongst the 85
participants, verbal abuse (n=36, 42%) and psychological (n=33, 39%) were the
most common reported types of abuse during pregnancy. Both physical (n=11,
13%) and sexual (n=10, 12%) abuse were experienced at lower frequencies.

The most common reported act of psychological abuse was that partners insisted
on knowing where the women were at all times (n=19, 22%), that their partner
got angry if they spoke to other men (n=20, 24%) and the restriction of finances
(n=17, 20%). With regards to verbal abuse, the most common type of verbal
abuse reported was that of partners making women feel bad about themselves
during pregnancy (n=30, 35%). The most reported physical abuse included being
pushed, shoved, or having their hair pulled (n=8, 12%) and that of being slapped
or having things thrown at (n=10, 9%). Most of the physical abuse reported was
experienced on many occasions. Lastly, the most common sexual abuse reported
by participants was that women participated in sexual intercourse because they
were afraid of their partner’s actions in case of refusal (n=9, 11%).
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Results

Association between demographic variables and intimate partner abuse during pregnancy

Variables associated with an increased risk for intimate partner abuse during pregnancy in
women diagnosed with a perinatal mental health disorder included:
• Women younger than 25 years of age
• Women with lower level of education
• Being a housewife or working in higher clerical, military/police or in semi-skilled job
• Women drinking alcohol daily during pregnancy or having past alcohol problems
• Having a partner who is 35 years of age or younger
• Having a partner who is unemployed or working in semi-skilled or unskilled jobs
• Having a partner who smokes or uses illicit drugs on a daily basis
• Being single or living with partner out of wedlock
• Being afraid of the intimate partner
• Experience of physical abuse before pregnancy

Association between the prevalence of intimate partner abuse in the general pregnant
population when compared to pregnant women diagnosed with a perinatal mental health
disorder

As seen in figure 2, pregnant women suffering from an antenatal or postpartum depression
and/or anxiety disorder were found to be at a significant higher risk for all types of intimate
partner abuse when compared to the general population of pregnant women.

Figure 1: Frequency of intimate partner abuse during pregnancy defined by type abuse

Figure 2: Association between the prevalence of intimate partner abuse in the 
general pregnant population when compared to pregnant women diagnosed 

with a perinatal mental health disorder.

Conclusions
Intimate partner abuse during pregnancy is a worldwide problem. This study confirms that
mothers suffering from an antenatal or postpartum depression and/or anxiety disorder are at a
higher risk of experiencing intimate partner abuse during pregnancy. Moreover, young women
with lower educational levels who are economically dependent on their partner and who are not
married are at the highest risk of suffering from verbal, physical, psychological or sexual abuse.
More needs to be done to identify pregnant mothers at risk of abuse at an early stage and offer
the necessary interventions.

Declarations
The authors declare no conflict of interest with respect to research, authorship and/or
publication of this research. The author received no financial support and/or authority for the
research.


