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Abstract

Background: Intimate partner violence (IPV) against women has been recognised as a public health problem with
far-reaching consequences for the physical, reproductive, and mental health of women. The ecological framework
portrays intimate partner violence as a multifaceted phenomenon, demonstrating the interplay of factors at different
levels: individual, community, and the larger society. The present study examined the effect of individual- and
community-level factors on IPV in Nigeria, with a focus on women's status and community-level norms among men.

Methods: A cross-sectional study based on the latest Nigerian Demographic Health Survey (2013) was conducted
involving 20,802 ever-partnered women aged 15-49 years. Several multilevel logistic regression models were
calibrated to assess the association of individual- and community-level factors with IPV. Both measures of association
(fixed effect) and measures of variations (random effect) were reported.

Results: Almost one in four women in Nigeria reported having ever experienced intimate partner violence. Having
adjusted for other relevant covariates, higher women's status reduced the odds of IPV (OR=047; 95% Cl=0.
32-0.71). However, community norms among men that justified IPV against women modified the observed

protective effect of higher women's status against IPV and reversed the odds (OR=1.89; 95% Cl=1.26-2.83).

Conclusions: Besides women'’s status, community norms towards IPV are an important factor for the occurrence of IPV.
Thus, addressing intimate partner violence against women calls for community-wide approaches aimed at changing
norms among men alongside improving women'’s status.
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Background

Intimate partner violence (IPV) is a global concern with
a significant public health impact [1, 2]. The World
Health Organization (WHO) defines IPV as any behavior
within an intimate relationship by an intimate partner
that causes physical, psychological, or sexual harm to
those in the relationship. It is one of the most common
types of violence experienced by women [1, 3]. Most re-
ported cases of IPV are perpetrated by men towards
women [1]; although men can be victims of IPV, this
paper focuses on women. Violence against women is
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associated with immediate and long-term adverse health
outcomes for women and children, both directly and in-
directly [2]. In a WHO multi-country study, women who
had experienced IPV reported poorer health, more emo-
tional distress, and more suicidal thoughts and attempts
than those who had not experienced IPV [4]. Two in
three victims of intimate partner/family-related homicide
are women [2, 5]. IPV limits a woman’s decision-making
power regarding her reproductive health, putting her at
risk for sexually transmitted infections (STIs) and un-
wanted pregnancies. Partner violence during pregnancy
can be associated with poor attendance to antenatal and
postnatal care, increasing the risk of having low birth-weight
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infants or preterm births and intensive care admission
of the newborn [1, 5].

Globally, over a third (35%) of women have experi-
enced physical and/or sexual violence by an intimate
partner or sexual violence by a non-partner at some
point in their lives [2, 6]. A WHO report on global and
regional estimates of violence against women found that
the global lifetime prevalence of IPV among ever-part-
nered women was 30%, and for Africa 37% [2]. Reports
from the Nigerian national population commission esti-
mated women’s lifetime exposure to IPV from their
current husband or partner at 19% for emotional IPV,
14% for physical IPV, and 5% for sexual IPV [6]. Previ-
ous studies from Nigeria have shown the prevalence of
IPV to range from 31 to 61% for psychological/emo-
tional violence, 20 to 31% for sexual violence, and 7 to
31% for physical violence [7]. Furthermore, studies con-
ducted in different regions in Nigeria have reported
prevalence of IPV ranging from 42% in the North [8],
29% in the South West [9], 78.8% South East [10], to
41% in the South South [11].

Researchers have proposed different theories and
frameworks to explain and understand violence against
women. These are important, as they can guide the de-
sign of effective prevention and intervention strategies.
Scholars argue that violence against women is an expres-
sion of patriarchal domination of women by men, rooted
in gender and power inequality [12]. In some societies,
men are the breadwinners, while women are expected to
be homemakers, to care for the children, and to be
economically dependent on the men. When changes
occur in the traditional gender order and roles, vio-
lence can result, particularly in patriarchal societies
[13-15]. For example, if a wife disobeys or challenges
her husband or does not play her gendered role, the
husband may resort to violence to discipline her. He
does this to put her in her place and to maintain his
power and control [13, 15].

The ecological framework [16] portrays partner vio-
lence as a multifaceted phenomenon with embedded
levels of causality and demonstrates the interplay of fac-
tors at different levels: individual, community, and the
larger society. This framework illustrates that a single
factor is neither sufficient nor necessary for partner vio-
lence to occur [13, 16]. Inspired by this framework, the
present study examined the effect of individual- and
community-level factors on IPV in Nigeria, with a focus
on women’s status and community norms.

Women’s status is a complex phenomenon and it var-
ies between societies and social locations such as house-
hold, neighborhood, community and the larger society.
Factors that may enhance women’s status in one context
may be detrimental in another [17, 18]. Some terms and
concepts that have been used in the literature to assess
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women’s status include female autonomy, women em-
powerment, access to and control of resources, women’s
situation relative to men, agency (control over their lives,
environment), women’s human rights and gender equal-
ity [17-22]. There is no standard definition or measure
of women’s status, however, common latent terms that
can be implied from the discourse of women’s status are
option, power, choice, control [17, 18]. The United
Nations Commission on the Status of Women defines
‘women's status’ as the legal, economic, political, and so-
cial conditions of women and their relationship to soci-
ety [23]; while empowerment is a related term focusing
on women’s degree of control over their own lives and
environments and over the lives of those in their care,
such as their children [21]. Gender inequality in varying
degrees and in different spheres of life feeds directly into
the status accorded to women in the society. Thus,
empowering women can foster gender equality, ultim-
ately improving their status [21, 24]. Women’s status has
evolved to include specific rights of women since the
adoption of the United Nations Convention on Elimin-
ation of all Forms of Violence Against Women (CEDAW)
[23, 25]. The terms, concepts and definitions of women’s
status in the literature imply the various dimensions of
women’s status, composed of several different and often
interdependent variables [20, 23].

A study using the 2007 Bangladesh Demographic
Health Survey found that an autonomy index (11 items
related to decision-making, attitudes about partner vio-
lence, and freedom of movement) was associated with
reduced risk of IPV [26]. In another study, the effect of
women's status on violence was found to be context-spe-
cific. Indices of women’s autonomy/mobility, decision-
making power, and control of resources were positively
associated with past-year physical violence in a culturally
conservative area of Bangladesh [27]. Women’s higher au-
tonomy was a stronger protective factor against the
risk of domestic violence in the southern state of
Tamil Nadu than in the culturally conservative north-
ern state of Uttar Pradesh [28].

Furthermore, studies have identified other factors that
are protective against or put women at risk of IPV. Some
of these factors include age, employment, educational
attainment, witnessing mother being beaten during
childhood, family type, duration of union, participa-
tion in household decision-making, partner’s alcohol
use, partner’s employment status relative to woman,
educational level differences between partner and woman,
attitudes towards wife-beating among men and women,
male right to discipline or control female behavior, among
others [4, 29-32].

Over and above individual-level factors, contextual fac-
tors such as gender-related sociocultural norms at the
community level may play a significant role in influencing
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the risk of IPV [16, 33, 34]. These norms are shared ex-
pectations of how men and women should behave, and
they are highly influential in shaping individual behaviour
[35, 36]. Deviations from these expected behaviours can
attract shaming, sanctions, or disapproval by others
[5, 35]. Examples are norms that men have the right
to correct or discipline their wives and control their
behavior [21, 37, 38]. This is seen in data from many
countries, also showing both men and women justifying
wife-beating under certain circumstances [4, 39-41].
Although justification of wife-beating is highly predictive
of IPV, men’s attitude may be a stronger predictor than
women’s attitude [5, 42]. Regressive community norms
about women’s status and roles may not only influence
the likelihood of IPV but may also reverse or mute the re-
lationship between women's status and IPV [43]. In
Nigeria, permissive social norms (husband’s right to beat
his wife) at the state level appeared to significantly in-
crease the odds of spousal violence [44]. Recently, another
study in Nigeria showed that women’s engagement in cash
work was positively associated with physical and sexual
IPV victimisation. Residing in localities with greater male
approval of wife-beating increased the positive association
between engagement in cash work and IPV [30]. In one
Indian study, the protective effect of higher education
against IPV was muted in communities that approved of
IPV [34].

This study goes beyond examining individual-level fac-
tors as separate indicators, to create a women’s status
index based on the indicators. Also, we analyse IPV as
consisting of physical, sexual, and emotional violence, as
the different forms frequently overlap in occurrence
[45]. The objectives were to 1) report the prevalence of
different forms of IPV in Nigeria; 2) determine the asso-
ciation between women's status and IPV, controlling for
other individual characteristics; 3) explore the differ-
ences in IPV across communities; 4) assess the contribu-
tion of individual- and community-level characteristics
to community-level differences; and 5) examine the
moderating influence of community social norms on the
association between women’s status and IPV.

Methods

Study design and data collection

This was a cross-sectional study that used data from
the population-based 2013 Nigerian Demographic and
Heath Survey (DHS). The DHS collected data from
February — June 2013, via a stratified three-stage clus-
ter sample design using a sampling frame containing
the list of enumeration areas prepared for the 2006
Population Census of the Federal Republic of Nigeria
[6]. Contiguous enumeration areas were joined to make a
DHS cluster (primary sampling unit [PSU] representing
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one community each). The sampling yielded 904 PSU and
40,320 households from rural and urban areas [6].

However, we used only 896 PSUs in our analysis, as
these were the ones covered for the IPV data. Each PSU
had approximately 42 observations. A minimum of 30
observations per group, and 30 groups at the second
level of the analysis is recommended [46, 47]. For cross
level interactions, a minimum of 20 observations per
group and a minimum of 50 groups is recommended
[48], while 200 groups with minimum 20 observation
per group is recommended if the slope variance is es-
timated [49]. Increasing the number of PSUs will
yield more precise estimates of community effects
than increasing the number of people within the
PSUs [47].

Trained DHS field interviewers speaking the same lan-
guage as respondents collected data using questionnaires
by face-to-face interviews. Women aged 15-49 years in
each household were eligible for interview. Also, a sub-
sample of one eligible woman per household was
randomly selected to be asked additional questions re-
garding domestic violence. Where there was more than
one eligible woman in a household, the DHS used the
Kish grid to select one woman [6]. Furthermore, in every
second household, all men aged 15-49 years who were
either permanent residents of the households or visi-
tors present in the households on the night before
the survey were eligible to be interviewed. Men were
interviewed using a questionnaire that was similar to,
but shorter than the women’s questionnaire. Details
of the survey design and sampling procedure are dis-
cussed elsewhere [6].

Of the 39,948 women who participated in the survey,
27,749 (69.4%) were randomly selected to be interviewed
for the domestic violence module. Given that the present
study focused on IPV, 6745 (24.3%) women were ex-
cluded, as they had never been in a relationship. Thus,
data for this study were based on 21,004 ever-partnered
women. I[PV was assessed in the DHS based on a modi-
fied, shortened, and previously validated version of the
Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS) [50]. In total, 202 (0.96%)
women were excluded due to missing data of one or
more variables, bringing the final number to 20,802
women in 896 PSU. A total of 17,359 men were inter-
viewed, however only data from 17,194 men were ana-
lysed in this study due to missing data of 165 (0.95%).

Study setting

The presence of 374 ethnic groups in Nigeria’s 36 states
mean that cultural practices and gender norms differ
[51, 52]. The Tiv-speaking people of North Central
Nigeria believe wife-beating is a sign of affection and
love [53]. Among the Igbos in South Eastern Nigeria so-
cietal privileges such as traditional titles, lands, wealth



Benebo et al. BMC Women's Health

and decision-making are male-centered, and exclude
women [51, 52]. Marriage customs in the largely patri-
archal society of Nigeria involves payment of bride price.
This practice often gives men an excuse to lay claims to
ownership of their wives [7, 52].

In 1984, Nigeria became a signatory to the CEDAW,
and ratified it in 1985 [6], but this has done little to pro-
tect women from discrimination and violence due to the
long and laborious process of enforcing it [54—56]. The
Nigerian criminal code makes provision for punishing
unlawful and indecent assault on women, girls and men;
three years imprisonment for assault on men, while as-
sault on women and girls is punishable with two years
imprisonment [57]. There seems to be a contradiction,
however, as the Penal code, which governs the states in
Northern Nigeria, allows husbands to “correct their
wives using physical punishment, so long as the woman
is not seriously harmed”. Furthermore, cases of domestic
violence in Nigeria are hardly ever brought to trial as
law enforcement agents consider domestic violence to
be family affairs which should be resolved within the
family. Particularly in rural areas, police do not respond
if they consider the cases to be within cultural norms
[58]. It is challenging to harmonize legislation and eradi-
cate discriminatory measures due to the concurrent im-
plementation of civil, customary and religious laws
which sometimes contradict each other [59].

Operationalisation of variables

Outcome variable

IPV as the outcome of interest was measured as physical
violence, sexual violence, and emotional violence. Ques-
tions included experiences of one or several of the follow-
ing acts of abuse by a current or former partner:

Physical violence: i) pushing, shaking, or throwing
something at her; ii) slapping her; iii) twisting her
arm or pulling her hair; iv) punching her with his
fist or hitting her with something harmful; v) kicking,
dragging, or beating her; vi) choking or burning her on
purpose; and vii) threatening or attacking her with a
weapon (e.g., gun or knife).

Sexual violence: viii) forced sexual intercourse; ix)
physically forcing her to perform any other sexual
act when undesired; and x) forcing her with threats
to perform sexual acts when undesired.

Emotional violence: xi) humiliating her in public; xii)
threatening to hurt or harm someone close to her; and
xiii) insulting or making her feel bad about herself.

Physical violence had a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.82; sexual
violence by items viii—x, o =0.84; emotional violence by
items, o = 0.74; and any physical, sexual, or emotional vio-
lence, a = 0.87, indicating overall good test performance of
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the interview questions. A respondent was considered
to have experienced IPV if she answered yes to at
least one act of any of the forms of violence (physical,
sexual, or emotional).

Exposure variables

Individual-level factors Women's status —Women's
status/empowerment encompasses several dimensions of
a woman’s life — socio-cultural, economic, familial/inter-
personal, political, legal -, at various levels — individual,
family/household, community and the larger society.
Practically, it is not so easy to separate these dimensions,
as they may overlap considerably [18, 20]; thus, for the
present study variables were selected that function as
proxies for different dimensions [18, 20, 21]. Eleven sin-
gle items were used to create a women's status index via
principal component factor analysis. The Kaiser—Meyer—
Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy (KMO) was 0.81,
indicating that the variables used in creating the index
were adequate for principal component analysis.

Employment status and earnings: Respondents were
asked whether they were working, to which they responded
‘ves” or ‘no’. Those who answered ‘yes’ were further asked
what kind of earnings they got from their jobs; responses
were ‘no earnings, ‘cash earnings; and ‘earnings in kind'.

Control of income: Respondents were asked who de-
cided on how their earnings were used. Responses were
categorised as ‘no earnings, ‘has no control over her
earnings,; and ‘decides solely or jointly with her partner’.

Education was categorised as illiterate, primary, sec-
ondary, or higher. Media exposure: An ordinal variable
created from responses to three individual questions
about how often a respondent read newspapers, listened
to radio, or watched television. Responses were cate-
gorised as ‘no exposure, ‘less than weekly exposure, or
‘weekly exposure or more’.

Age at first marriage/cohabitation defined as median
age in years when women aged 15-49 first married or
lived with consensual partner [21]. This variable was
categorised into four age groups: ‘less than 18; ‘18-24;
25-31; and ‘more than 31".

Participation in household decision-making measures
women’s participation in the following items: who de-
cides on the woman’s healthcare, who decides on large
household purchases, and who decides on visits to relatives.
For each item, a woman participates in decision-making
when she alone or jointly with someone makes the deci-
sion. Responses are categorized as “no participation”
or “participation”. These items reflect the degree of
decision-making that a woman can exercise in areas
that affect her own life and environment [21].

Eleven items were analysed for the index, from which
11 factors were generated; each factor, corresponding to
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one item. The Kaiser criterion, a rule of thumb, was
used to determine the number of factors to be retained.
Based on this criterion, factors with eigenvalues greater
than 1 were retained, leading to three factors being
retained [60]. These three factors explained about 72%
of the total variability in the original 11 items. Some
scholars have argued that the Kaiser criterion could lead
to overestimation in the number of factors extracted
[61], thus, the scree plot (see Additional file 1) was also
used in conjunction with the Kaiser criterion to de-
termine the number of factors to retain. The ideal
pattern of the scree plot is a steep curve followed by
a bend (elbow), which then begins to flatten out. The
number of factors to be retained is the data points
above the bend [60].

Furthermore, we examined the loadings of the three
factors retained, on each of the original 11 items used in
the analysis (see Additional file 2). The factor loading for
a variable is a measure of how much the variable con-
tributes to the factor; thus, high factor loading scores in-
dicate that the dimensions of the factors are better
accounted for by the variables [60]. A general rule is that
for larger sample size, smaller loadings are allowed for a
factor to be considered significant [62]. For a sample size
of at least 300, a rotated factor loading of 0.32 is needed
for the factor to be considered statistically meaningful
[60, 61]. Items 1-3 load highest on factor 1. These items
representing employment, income and control of income,
correspond to the economic dimension of women’s status.
Items 4—8 loads highest on factor 2, and represent expos-
ure to newspaper, radio and television, education level and
age at first cohabitation/marriage. These correspond to
the social dimension of women’s status. Factor 3 has the
highest correlation with items 9-11, which represent par-
ticipation in household decision-making and correspond
to the familial dimension. The uniqueness is the pro-
portion of variation in an item not explained by a
factor. Values more than 0.6 are usually considered
high, which means that variable is not well explained
by the factors [60].

The analysis predicted an index score for each woman,
which was categorized into tertiles — low, middle and
high status.

Covariates Socio-demographic characteristics: i) age
(four categories, 15 to 49 vyears), ii) place of residence
(urban or rural), and iii) household wealth (categorised
by the DHS into quintiles). Details of the wealth quin-
tiles creation can be found elsewhere [63].

Attitude towards wife-beating — a categorical ‘yes’ or
‘no’ variable was created from responses to five scenar-
ios: if she goes out without telling him; if she neglects the
children; if she argues with him; if she refuses to have sex
with him; and if she burns the food. An answer of ‘yes’
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to at least one scenario meant the respondent justified
wife-beating and was coded as 1, while an answer of no
in all scenarios meant the respondent did not justify
wife-beating and was coded as 0. Cronbach’s alpha of re-
liability calculated in this study for the items was 0.89.
The above-mentioned five scenarios were chosen based
on prevailing socio-cultural gender norms relations
(6,40). Patriarchal societies are characterised by power
relations and men’s authority over women. In these soci-
eties, women are expected to care for children, prepare
food properly, keep the house clean, attend to husband’s
sexual need, obtain husband’s permission before going
out, be submissive to husband. Transgression of these
expectations could be a trigger for wife-beating in a bid
to discipline the woman [14, 15, 52].

Partner’s controlling behaviour — a binary ‘yes’ or ‘no’
variable — was derived from responses to five items: jeal-
ous if she talks with other men; accuses her of unfaithful-
ness; does not permit her to meet her friends; tries to
limit her contact with family; and insists on knowing
where she is always. Women who responded ‘yes’ to one
or more questions were categorised as having a partner/
husband with control issues. Women who responded
‘no’ to all the questions were categorised as not having a
partner with control issues. This was based on only
women’s responses. Cronbach’s alpha for this item was
0.90. The DHS included these series of questions to as-
sess the degree of control exercised by a husband/part-
ner over the respondent. An important early warning
sign of violence in a relationship is control and close
monitoring of women by their husbands/partners [6].

Contextual factors i) Community norms about wife-beat-
ing was created by aggregating responses from men in
each community. Men were asked if wife-beating was
justified in the following scenarios: if she goes out with-
out telling him; if she neglects the children; if she argues
with him; if she refuses to have sex with him; and if she
burns the food. Communities were categorised as ‘does
not justify wife-beating’ if the proportion of men was 0%
and ‘justifies wife-beating’ if the proportion of men that
justified wife-beating was above 0%. ii) Control over
female behaviour was created by aggregating women’s
responses about their partner’s controlling behaviour in
each community. Communities were grouped into ter-
tiles of low, moderate, and high levels of control over
female behaviour.

Statistical analyses Descriptive analysis was conducted
to present the proportion of women who experienced
any IPV for each category in the explanatory variables.
To compensate for non-response rates and women’s un-
equal selection probability, sampling weights (DHS domes-
tic violence weights) were introduced in the descriptive
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statistics, and the results of the descriptive analysis were
presented as numbers and weighted percentages. Bivariate
analysis was performed via simple logistic regression to as-
sess the association between individual women characteris-
tics and IPV. The significance level was set at p-value =
0.05. Due to the hierarchical structure of the data, where in-
dividuals are nested within PSU (communities), a multiple
multilevel logistic model [64, 65] with two levels (individual
and community) was fitted to assess the effects of measured
individual- and community-level (fixed effect) characteris-
tics on women’s experience of IPV, and to estimate the ex-
tent of variations across communities (random effects).

Six models were fitted: A null model with no explana-
tory variables was used to show variation across commu-
nities and to justify the use of multilevel analyses. Model
2 contained only individual variables, showing random
intercepts and fixed slopes. This model studied the asso-
ciation between women's status and IPV, adjusting for
other potential confounders in the association and
showed how much of the variation in IPV across com-
munities was explained by individual-level factors.
Model 3 was like model 2, but also contained commu-
nity variables to show measures of association and to
quantify how much community-level factors explained
the IPV over and above individual-level factors. Model 4
was a random intercept random slope model, with indi-
vidual variables only. We assumed that the effect of
women status on I[PV might be different from one com-
munity to another. In that case, the slope of the associ-
ation between women’s status and IPV would vary from
one community to another and community disparities
become a function of individual women's status. Model
5 was like model 4 but included community-level vari-
ables. Each community had its own coefficient for the
association between individual women’s status and IPV
exposure. The random slope analyses provided informa-
tion about whether the association between women sta-
tus and IPV differed across communities to ultimately
justify the examination of cross-level interaction. Model
6 was a full model that included a term for interaction
between individual women’s status and men’s justifica-
tion of IPV at the community level. We tested for only
one cross level interaction.

Fixed effects (measures of association) The results
were expressed as odds ratios (OR) with 95% confidence
intervals (CI). Statistical significance was determined at
p-value < 0.05.

Random effects (measures of variation) We calculated
the second-level variance (variation between communi-
ties) regarding the prevalence of IPV (i.e., the intercepts
in the multilevel logistic regression) and the second-level
variance regarding the association between women status
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and experience of IPV (i.e., the slope variance in the multi-
level regression). The slope variance tells us how each
community’s coefficient for the association between
women's status and IPV deviates from the population
average. We also calculated the covariance between inter-
cept and slope residuals. The covariance gives information
about whether the association between individual women
status and IPV depends on the community norms regard-
ing IPV in the different communities (i.e, cross-level
interaction). We also applied the intra-class correlation
(ICC) and median odds ratio (MOR) to test the hypothe-
sised phenomenon that individuals living in the same
community shared a similar probability of experiencing
IPV, after adjusting for the individual characteristics stud-
ied. The ICC gives us the proportion of the total variation
at the community level, while the MOR expresses the
community variance in the OR scale. If the MOR is equal
to 1 (no community-level variation), there is no difference
between the communities regarding IPV. The higher
the MOR, the more important the contextual effects
for understanding the individual probability of experi-
encing IPV.

The model fit was analysed using deviance information
criterion (DIC) as a measure of how well our different
models fitted the data. A lower value in DIC indicates a
better fit of the model [66]. Parameters in the model
were estimated using the mean—variance adaptive
Gauss—Hermite. The Stata Version 14.1 (Stata Corp. Inc,,
TX, USA) software package was used for the analyses.

Ethical consideration The survey procedure and instru-
ments used in the DHS had already received ethical ap-
proval from the National Health Research Ethics
Committee of the Federal Ministry of Health of Nigeria
and the Ethics Committee of the Opinion Research
Corporation Macro International, Inc. (ORC Macro Inc.,
Calverton, MD, USA). In line with WHO recommenda-
tion, only one woman per household was interviewed so
that no one else in the household knew which issues
were discussed. Interviewers reiterated informed consent
immediately prior to administering domestic violence
questions. Care was taken by interviewers to ensure
privacy; where this was not possible, the interview was
not conducted, or it was terminated if privacy was brea-
ched [6]. Permission to use the DHS data in the present
study was obtained from ORC Macro Inc. The dataset
does not contain any individual identifiers that would
make it possible to track any participant.

Results

Characteristics of the study population

Table 1 shows characteristics of the study sample by ex-
perience of IPV, with bivariate association between the
lifetime experience of IPV and individual-level exposure
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Table 1 Characteristics of the study sample and bivariate analysis by experience of any intimate partner violence
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Never experienced IPV Experienced IPV Total
N (%) N (%) N (%)

Women's status p <0.001

Low 5168 (32.7) 1764 (33.5) 6932 (32.8)

Middle 5138 (33.8) 1815 (35.2) 6953 (34.1)

High 5296 (33.6) 1621 (31.3) 6917 (33.0)
Age groups p <0.001

15-24 4046 (25.1) 1071 (19.9) 5117 (23.9)

25-34 6229 (37.7) 2253 (404) 8482 (38.3)

35-44 3870 (26.3) 1446 (29.9) 5316 (27.2)

45-49 1 (109 454 (9.7) 2045 (10.6)
Residence p <0.001

Urban 5547 (35.3) 1976 (41.1) 7523 (36.7)

Rural 10,055 (64.7) 3224 (58.9) 13,279 (63.3)
Wealth level p <0.001

Poorest 3455 (25.3) 764 (14.1) 4219 (22.7)

Poorer 3283 (21.3) 1108 (21.5) 4391 (214)

Middle 9 (169 1157 (21.4) 3976 (18.0)

Richer 2948 (17.5) 1144 (21.0) 4092 (18.3)

Richest 3097 (19.0) 1027 (22.1) 4124 (19.7)
Region p <0.001

North Central 2384 (12.6) 943 (17.9) 3327 (13.8)

North East 2396 (14.8) 1427 (21.9) 3823 (16.5)

North West 5506 (42.5) 514 (17.2) 6020 (36.5)

South East 1296 (7.3) 589 (11.8) 1885 (84)

South South 1743 (8.3) 958 (14.5) 2701 (9.8)

South West 2411 (14.6) 793 (16.8) 3204 (15.1)
Partner’s controlling behaviour p <0.001

No controlling behaviour 6584 (41.6) 832 (17.2) 7416 (35.9)

Has controlling behaviour 9018 (584) 4368 (82.8) 13,386 (64.1)
Woman's attitude to wife-beating p <0.001

Does not justify wife-beating 10,030 (65.8) 2725 (534) 12,755 (62.8)

Justifies wife-beating 5572 (34.2) 2475 (46.6) 8047 (37.2)
Community level male justification of wife-beating p <0.001

No justification 2023 (14.2) 378 (6.7) 2401 (12.5)

Justification 13,579 (85.8) 4822 (933) 18,401 (87.6)
Community level control of female behaviour p <0.001

Low 5681 (35.3) 998 (19.6) 6679 (31.6)

Moderate 4804 (29.4) 1861 (39.1) 6665 (31.7)

High 117 (35.3) 2341 (414) 7458 (36.8)
TOTAL 15,602 (764) 5200 (23.6) 20,802 (100)

Significance level- a < 0.05; Percentages (%) are weighted. N = 20,802

variables. The average age of women in the sample was
31 years. Thirty-four percent of women were of middle
status, and 63% lived in rural areas. Twenty-two percent

of the sample lived in the poorest households. Eighty-
seven percent of the sample lived in communities where
men justified wife-beating. Experience of IPV was lowest
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among the oldest age group, but highest among
women aged 25-34 years. Also, the frequency of IPV
was higher among women living in rural areas, those
belonging to the middle wealth quintile. There was
regional variation in the frequency of IPV; the pro-
portion of women that reported experience of IPV
was highest in the North East (21.9%) and lowest in
the South East (11.8%).

The frequency of IPV increased in younger women
aged 15-24, peaked at 40.4% among women aged 25—
34 years and declined to 9.7% among women aged 45—
49 years. Sixty-four percent of women in the sample had
a partner who exhibited controlling behaviour, and 62%
did not justify wife-beating. Women whose partners ex-
hibited controlling behavior were more likely to have ex-
perienced IPV. However, women who did not justify
wife-beating (53%) reported experience of IPV more
frequently than those who justified (47%) wife-beating.
Results from Table 1 also show that women who re-
ported experience of IPV differed statistically signifi-
cantly from women who reported no experience of IPV,
in women status and other characteristics examined.
Baseline characteristics of the men interviewed are
shown in Additional file 3.

Prevalence of IPV among women

Figure 1 shows the proportion of women who reported
any IPV and the different forms of IPV. Almost one in
four women reported experience of any IPV ever
(23.6%), while one in five (20%) reported experience of
any IPV in the 12 months preceding the survey. Of the
three forms of violence, emotional violence had the
highest frequency (18% ever and 16% in the 12 months
preceding the survey).
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Experience of different forms of IPV, singly or in combination
Women reported experiencing the different forms of
IPV either singly or in combination. Figure 2 below
shows the overlap between the different forms of vio-
lence among women who reported experience of one or
more forms of IPV. The figures represent the proportion
of abused women (n = 5224) who reported experience of
a specific form or combinations of different forms of
violence. For example, about 10% of women who had
experienced any IPV reported experience of all three
form of IPV. Thirty-seven percent of women who
had experienced IPV reported experience of emo-
tional violence alone.

Multilevel analyses

The results of multilevel logistic regression analysis are
shown for experience of any IPV in Table 2. The data
were examined to see if the decision to assess random
effects at the community levels was justified based on
the results of the random intercept-only model (null
model). The null model showed a community level vari-
ance of 2.04 with a standard error (SE) of 0.13, which
was significant, as the variance is greater than two times
the SE. The caterpillar plot (see Additional file 4) shows
the estimated residuals for all 896 communities in the
sample. For a substantial number of communities, the
95% CI does not overlap the horizontal line at zero, indi-
cating that IPV in these communities is significantly
above average (above the zero line) or below average
(below the zero line).

Fixed effects — Specific individual observational effects

A single-level multivariate logistic regression (see
Additional file 5) showed a significant negative associ-
ation between higher women’s status and IPV, but the

25
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13.4
5 I I 3 i
: -

Physical violence Sexual violence

B Past 12 months
Fig. 1 Proportion of respondents who reported experience of any Intimate Partner Violence (IPV) and the different forms of IPV

23.6

18.4

Emotional
Violence

Any IPV

M Ever
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Fig. 2 Overlap between the forms of intimate partner violence among
women who reported experience of IPV

association was not significant for women of middle
status. Across the multilevel models fitted, the higher
a woman’s status, the lower her probability of experi-
encing IPV (Table 2). In model 6, women with high
status had a 53% less chance (OR=0.47; CI=0.32—
0.71) of experiencing IPV compared to women of low
status. Although women of middle status also had a
lower probability of experiencing IPV compared to
women with the lowest status, the association was
not significant. Age showed positive significant associ-
ation with experience of IPV through all the models,
peaking at 35-44 years, and declining in older years
(45-49 years). The odds of IPV were higher for all
wealth quintiles, but not uniformly. Partner’s controlling
behaviour (OR = 3.87; CI =3.46-4.32) and women’s atti-
tude to IPV (OR = 1.31; CI = 1.19-1.44) also showed posi-
tive significant association with IPV. Women residing in
rural areas had lower odds of experiencing IPV compared
to their counterparts in urban areas. However, this associ-
ation was not significant. Polygamous union, partner’s al-
cohol use, and witnessing mother being beaten during
childhood all increased the odds of IPV. Partner’s educa-
tion level and income difference between the woman and
her partner and education difference showed positive
association with IPV, except where both partners were
not educated, which showed significant negative asso-
ciation with IPV.

Residing in a community where men justified wife-
beating was positively associated with experience of IPV
(OR =1.66; CI=1.17-2.35). Also, residing in a commu-
nity where the level of control over women’s behaviour
was high, increased a woman’s chance of experiencing
IPV by 81%.
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A significant cross-level interaction can be seen in
model 6 between men’s justification of IPV in the com-
munity and individual women’s status for women of high
status (OR =1.89; CI =1.26-2.83), so the odds of IPV
occurrence among women with high status was greater
in communities where men justified IPV (Table 2).
Figure 3 above illustrates the cross-level interaction.

Random effects

Across the models, the inter-community variance of IPV
decreased from 2.04 in model 1 to 1.14 in model 6 upon
inclusion of additional explanatory variables through the
models. The variance of 1.14 in model 6 indicates that
there is still some residual variance between commu-
nities in experience of IPV after adjustment for indi-
vidual and community characteristics. Inclusion of
men’s justification of IPV and control over women’s
behaviour in model 3 explained 7.6% of the commu-
nity differences in IPV.

The ICC and MOR through the models were quite
high, ranging from 38.3 to 25.7% and 3.88 to 2.76%, re-
spectively. This indicated that the community is a rele-
vant context for understanding a woman’s propensity of
experiencing IPV. In the null model, the ICC indicated
that 38.3% of the total variation in prevalence of IPV is
attributable to between-community differences.

For multilevel logistic regression, within community
variance is fixed, thus, the variance displayed in the re-
gression results in Table 2, was between-community
variance. The overall variance between communities as
derived from the null model was 2.04, that is an ICC of
38.3%. This means that the between community variance
contributed 38.2% to the overall variance of IPV in
the population. With addition of variables at the indi-
vidual and community levels in the model, the pro-
portion of variance explained by the variables changed
(see Additional file 6).

Discussion

This study analysed the 2013 Nigerian DHS to examine
the association between women’s status and IPV in the
face of prevailing community social norms in Nigeria.
Our study revealed that about one fourth of Nigerian
women reported having ever experienced IPV. Within a
multilevel framework informed by the ecological model
[16], we found that IPV was influenced not only by indi-
vidual characteristics such as women’s status, but also by
contextual factors such as men’s attitude towards IPV at
the community level, having adjusted for other covari-
ates. In addition, the cross-level interaction between
women’s status and men’s justification of IPV showed
that the protective effect of high women’s status
could be reversed if men accept violence against
women in the community.
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Fig. 3 Fixed effect cross level interaction between men’s justification of IPV in the community and individual women'’s status

A study using the 2008 Nigerian DHS found that
among ever-married women, 18.7% reported exposure to
sexual or physical violence [44], while in our study 5224
(23.5%) ever-partnered women aged 15-49 reported ex-
periencing at least one form of IPV (physical, sexual,
emotional) at some point in their life. This prevalence
was lower than the global lifetime prevalence of 30%
from the WHO global and regional estimates of violence
against women. Studies have reported lifetime IPV
prevalence rates of 52.8% in Congo, 42% in Kenya, 27%
in Malawi, 32% in Rwanda, 48% in Zambia, and 33% in
Zimbabwe [5]. These estimates vary considerably, prob-
ably in part due to differences in definition and measure-
ment of IPV. However, estimates also demonstrate the
high prevalence of IPV as a public health concern.

We also found that experience of IPV varied across
the regions of the country; this concurs with findings
from other studies which have shown similar variations
[8-11]. This variation may be due to differences and pe-
culiarities in culture and traditions across regions, even
though patriarchy is the norm countrywide. In our
study, the proportions differed from previous reports;
this may be due to the operationalization of the IPV
variable; some studies studied only physical or only sex-
ual violence and not all three forms of IPV as we did in
our study.

Higher women’s status was negatively associated with
IPV, although the association was not conclusive for
women of middle status. Similarly, studies have found
reduced risk of IPV in relation to higher women’s status
[26-28]. Women with higher status may be able to de-
cide when and whom to marry, and thus they will be less
likely to enter an abusive relationship in the first place.

It is likely that they would not justify wife-beating, and
thus they are more likely to enter a relationship with a
partner who holds similar views and not experience IPV.
However, due to the cross-sectional nature of the study,
we cannot be certain that women’s higher status pre-
ceded occurrence of IPV, or vice-versa. Thus, this will
only hold true for women who acquired higher status
before the occurrence of IPV.

The index we created included areas such as household
decision-making, access to and control over economic
resources, which also have been used in other studies
[26-28]. However, indices created in other studies did not
include education, literacy, media exposure or age at first
cohabitation/marriage. Also, in our study, women’s status
was protective at the highest level, but its effect was mod-
erated by men’s acceptance of IPV at the community level.
Similarly, in other studies, the impact of the indices on
IPV was found to vary across cultures [27, 28].

Our results also showed that the prevalence of IPV
was higher among women who did not justify wife-beat-
ing. This finding appears quite counterintuitive; perhaps
these women are more at risk of IPV as they may act out
their perceptions, thus attracting discipline from their
partner who may consider them insubordinate [13,
15]. However, further analysis showed men’s justification
of wife-beating increased a woman’s probability of experi-
encing IPV even more. Studies have shown that men’s
views of IPV are stronger predictors of IPV than women’s
views, as women’s perception may be more descriptive or
injunctive rather than what they really think [5, 42]. Over-
all, a woman’s non-approval of IPV may not be enough to
reduce her risk of experiencing it, as her status is also
important.
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The present study revealed an increase, a peak and
then a decline in the odds of exposure to IPV as age in-
creased. Younger women are more likely to have been in
union for fewer years. Thus, the younger women may be
more submissive and more accepting of her partner’s be-
haviour as she tries to win over her in-laws, establish her
place in the family and try to make the union work. Even
when she is experiencing IPV, she may not want to leave
as she may be considered a failure, who was not able to
keep her home. On the other hand, older women are
more likely to have been in union for longer, may have
become experienced in married life and know how to navi-
gate situations with their partners to avoid conflict. Also,
they may have acquired status by working, earning an in-
come, and contributing to the family income and have
some say in decision-making in the home. Studies have
shown mixed results with regards to age and IPV. Some
studies have shown that the risk of IPV declines with age
[31], while others have shown variation with age [4, 67].

At the community level, men’s attitude towards IPV
and control over women’s behaviour significantly in-
creased the probability of IPV. Men’s justification of
wife-beating in one or more situations has been found
to strongly predict IPV, even more than women’s justifi-
cation of IPV [5, 33, 42]. Previous studies in Nigeria
have also shown that justification of wife-beating by both
women and men increased the probability of IPV
[30, 39, 44]. Also, men’s control over female behav-
ior have been shown to increase the likelihood of
IPV [16, 29, 44]. However, in our study, men’s ac-
ceptance of wife-beating at the community level also
reversed the protective effect of higher status on the
likelihood of IPV. This interaction, although small,
underscores the importance of contextual factors in
IPV occurrence. Even if a woman had high status,
community norms among men tend to override the
effect of her individual status. Men would readily go
with the norm that expects them to be in control of
their home affairs and discipline their partners when
the need arises, since prevailing norms influence behavior
and non-compliance with such norms can attract conse-
quences [5, 16, 36]. Therefore, if individual women'’s status
was to be improved, a woman cannot realise the full bene-
fits if there is no change in men’s attitudes towards intim-
ate partner violence, particularly at the community level.
A study showed that the protective effect of education
against IPV was muted by community norms that ap-
proved of IPV [34]. Some studies have found that the pro-
tective effect of women’s status against IPV is absent in
culturally conservative contexts [27, 28].

Strengths and limitations
This study utilised nationally representative data with a
large sample size, which strengthens the external validity
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and generalizability of the study. The use of a two-level
analysis — individual-level and aggregated responses at the
‘community’ level - allowed for simultaneous examination
of individual and contextual factors. Also, this study went
beyond examining single factors related to women’s status,
to construct a multi-dimensional women’s status index
that was a used as the primary exposure variable. Further-
more, it contributes to efforts in exploring the interaction
between socio-cultural IPV norms and individual-level
characteristics in studies about IPV in Nigeria.

This study had some limitations that need to be
considered when interpreting the results. The cross-sec-
tional design of this study precludes us from drawing
causal inference from the results obtained. Also, we can-
not tease out the time-order of attitude towards wife
beating from IPV experience. However, our aim was not
to study the mechanism and causality. The method ap-
plied in this study can be used to disentangle contextual
effects from individual effects, but since we estimated
community-level factors based on individual responses,
associations with IPV may be partly or wholly due to in-
dividual characteristics. Aggregating individual level re-
sponses to community level might lead to the ecological
fallacy, when inference made about the association of in-
dividual level variables is based on the observed associ-
ation of parallel group level variables [68]. However,
collecting such information (i.e. community IPV norms
among men) from the entire population is practically
impossible, thus, aggregating individual responses is not
only acceptable, but also the only way to address the im-
portance of these issues. Similarly, other studies have ag-
gregated individual responses to create community level
variables [30, 34].

Only eight PSUs were not included in the analysis and
this will probably not lead to selection bias. However, we
do recognise that selection bias could arise if included
PSUs are not representative of the population, and the
association of the community level variable with the out-
come in the selected communities is different from the
association in the total population of PSUs [68].

The DHS survey teams were trained to ensure privacy
and safety, and the interview instrument used was de-
signed to enhance disclosure [6]. However, there is the
possibility that the prevalence of IPV against women was
underestimated in this population due to underreporting.
This is a problem in many studies; it is not possible to
control for such limitations. Further qualitative studies
may help to better understand the extent of the problem.
Finally, the women status index created has fewer dimen-
sions than what is found in the literature [18, 20, 23]. We
focused on these dimensions based on the available data;
further studies are needed to broaden our understanding
of women’s status. Further research should take these lim-
itations into consideration.
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Conclusions

This study explored the negative influence of community
IPV norms among men on the association between
women’s status and IPV. Our findings underscore the
importance of community socio-cultural norms and call
for adoption of community-wide approaches aimed at
changing norms alongside improvement of women's sta-
tus. In designing prevention strategies, planners should
keep in mind the complex dynamics between socio-cul-
tural norms and individual factors. However, it is im-
portant to monitor and evaluate such prevention
strategies adequately to provide evidence of the effective-
ness of such programs.
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