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Domestic violence interferes with women’s exploration of career interests, pursuit of
career goals, and attainment of economic independence. Vocational research may con-
tribute significantly to preventive-intervention efforts against domestic violence and to
the liberation of battered women by increasing their economic stability and strengthen-
ing their support network. In this article, the authors’ aim is to inspire vocational re-
search with battered women. We use Prilleltensky’s emancipatory communitarian
approach to outline a vocational research agenda with battered women and to describe
research practices that facilitate collaboration among researchers and community stake-
holders and that increase battered women’s self-determination and contribution to their
communities. We discuss general research and specific vocational research practices to
assist researchers with building research partnerships, recruiting and retaining partici-
pants, and disseminating vocational research results to effect social change.



tistics show that battered women’s career development is severely restricted
because of difficulties keeping jobs, performing occupational tasks, and
earning promotions. In a qualitative study of the impact of domestic violence
on women’s work, Wettersten et al. (in press) found that women reported
receiving mixed messages about their work (e.g., partner approved of work
and then threatened her if she did not quit her job) and experiencing harass-
ment at work, difficulty concentrating at work, absenteeism, loss of work
opportunities, lowered self-concept, work as an escape from the abusive rela-
tionship, and economic control and restriction.

Domestic violence permeates all social, religious, and ethnic groups. It is
widely argued that domestic abuse also extends equally across socioeco-
nomic groups (Browne, Salomon, & Bassuk, 1999; Plichta, 1996; Tjaden &
Thoennes, 2000), but there is a growing body of literature that suggests other-
wise. The U.S. Department of Justice (1998) found that women living in poor
households were four times more likely to experience a violent intimate-
partner assault (including rape, sexual assault, physical assault, and robbery)
than women not living in poor households. Similarly, Browne et al. (1999)
argued that a higher prevalence of domestic violence or more extreme and
violent abuse is apparent in literature related to women and welfare. The
impact of domestic violence on women from all cultural and socioeconomic
backgrounds is broad, and vocational research that improves women’s edu-
cational and career achievements as well as economic attainments is war-
ranted. There has been little research, however, regarding the potential of
vocational research to contribute to women’s career and economic devel-
opment, domestic-violence preventive-intervention efforts, and liberation
(Bowen, 1982; C. Brown, 2001; C. Brown, Reedy, Fountain, Johnson, &
Dichiser, 2000; Gianakos, 1999; Ibrahim & Herr, 1987).

The purpose of this article is to stimulate and inspire research on the voca-
tional experiences and needs of battered women—research that will advance
the contributions of vocational research to the liberation of battered women.
Toward these aims, we first define liberation. Second, we outline Isaac
Prilleltensky’s emancipatory communitarian framework for psychologi-
cal practice (Prilleltensky 1997; Prilleltensky & Nelson, 2002). Third, we use
an emancipatory communitarian framework to delineate a vocational re-
search agenda with battered women and to identify research practices that
support the inclusion of women’s voices in research processes (Prilleltensky,
1997). Given the dearth of vocational research with battered women, the
vocational research agenda and practices that we describe are informed by a
broad literature base (counseling psychology, liberation psychology, voca-
tional psychology, social work, and violence prevention) and are a synthesis
of our applied experiences conducting vocational research with battered
women.
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DEFINITIONS

Prevention

To describe the potential contribution of vocational research to domestic-
violence preventive-intervention efforts, we use Romano and Hage’s (2000)
definition of a prevention effort. They define it as having one or more of the
following five dimensions: (a) prevents a problem behavior from ever occur-
ring; (b) delays the onset of a problem behavior; (c) reduces the impact of an
existing problem behavior; (d) strengthens knowledge, attitudes, and behav-
iors that promote emotional and physical well-being; and (e) supports institu-
tional, community, and government policies that promote physical and emo-
tional well-being (Romano & Hage, 2000). Vocational research may be an
important entrée for many women to receive other preventive-intervention
services. That is, services associated with vocational research (e.g., as-
sessment, career counseling) have fewer stigmas than more traditional ther-
apy and counseling services. Consequently, women who may not feel
comfortable seeking individual or group therapy may instead turn to career-
counseling services.

We believe that vocational research can help reduce the devastating
impact of domestic violence on women’s health because research has shown
that women who have access to financial resources (e.g., consistent employ-
ment, state emergency grant money, financial assistance from family and
friends) are more likely to seek help (Sullivan & Bybee, 1999). In addition,
vocational research may contribute to domestic-violence prevention efforts
by strengthening women’s vocational skills and support networks, which
promote greater life satisfaction and well-being, and by informing policy that
supports the integration of vocational research and practice as part of routine
social services for battered women. Moreover, we use this prevention defini-
tion because it includes preventive-intervention efforts within larger social
systems and acknowledges researchers’ role as agents of social change.

Liberation

To fully understand liberation, we begin with concientización, or the pro-
cess of developing critical consciousness. Concientización was first defined
by Brazilian educator Paulo Freire (1970). Ignacio Martín-Baró (1994)
applied it to the practice of psychotherapy and described it as

learning to say the word of one’s own existence, . . . and to pronounce that per-
sonal and collective word, people must take hold of their fate, . . . a move that
demands overcoming false consciousness and achieving a critical understand-
ing of themselves as well as of their world and where they stand in it. (p. 40)
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Concientización supposes that persons change in the process of changing
their relations with their environment and with other people (Martín-Baró,
1994). This change process is known as liberation—the action counterpart of
the psychological changes associated with critical consciousness.

Liberation of battered women is the process by which they surmount their
situations of oppression by first critically recognizing its causes so that
through transforming action, they—and their communities—can create a
new situation (Freire, 1970). A woman survivor may begin to increase her
critical consciousness through dialogue with supportive community mem-
bers, including counselors, friends, or family members. Dialogue with others
facilitates the woman survivor’s understanding of the effects of abuse on her
beliefs about herself, her abilities, and her health and goal attainments. She
begins to see more clearly how her partner’s abuse has hindered her ability to
concentrate and perform well at work or to study for school exams. As a
result of increased critical consciousness, the woman survivor is less likely to
blame herself for her poor school or work performance, to believe that she is
incompetent, and to feel helpless in directing her future. New knowledge and
potential also comes with increased critical consciousness. The woman sur-
vivor may begin to take action against her oppressive situation and to trans-
form her life as she becomes more critically aware of her skills, resources,
and ability to make autonomous choices to determine her future (Comas-
Díaz, 1994; Martín-Baró, 1994). The woman survivor redefines herself and
her reality and makes choices to change her abusive situation.

Liberation also must include the increased critical consciousness of
women’s communities. It is the responsibility of community members,
including counseling psychologists, health care and social service providers,
educators, and government officials, to become more critically conscious of
the social, political, and economic factors that foster violence against women
and form significant barriers to women’s survival. Increased critical con-
sciousness includes counseling psychologists’ awareness of how their val-
ues, beliefs, and practices reinforce structures of injustice. For example,
counseling psychologists must become more critically aware of how theories
of psychotherapy fail to address the effect of women’s environments on
development and how many psychologists push women to leave abusive
partners because of the view that this as the only valid movement toward
empowerment (McWhirter, 1997; Vera & Speight, 2003). To foster libera-
tion, counseling psychologists also must work collaboratively with other
community members to use collective skills and resources in addressing
domestic violence at broader levels of the ecology, including community
interventions, distribution of research information, and political involve-
ment. As community members increase their critical consciousness of
oppressive and unjust social structures, they will better understand their par-
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ticipation in and maintenance of such social structures, and can choose to
work collaboratively for social change.

Recently, vocational psychologists reaffirmed their challenge to psychol-
ogists, other social scientists, and mental health professionals to consider
vocational issues as primary, contextual factors in individuals’ lives and to
create interventions that liberate or give voice to the oppressed and that help
eliminate structures of injustice (Bingham, 2002; Blustein, McWhirter, &
Perry, 2004; DeBell, 2002; Gore, Leuwerke, & Krumboltz, 2002; Heppner &
Davidson, 2002; Krieshok & Pelsma, 2002; O’Brien & Brown, 2001). It is
important to include liberation in our discussions of vocational research and
social change because liberation involves a critical awareness and transfor-
mation of one’s individual identity and social identity, which must occur
together because the individual is not separate from the community, society,
and culture in which she lives and works (Martín-Baró, 1994). Thus, voca-
tional research for the liberation of battered women increases our critical
consciousness (i.e., as researchers, counselors, women survivors, members
of society) of the impacts of domestic violence on women’s vocational and
economic development, and provides us with transformative knowledge. Let
us discuss a specific example to further illustrate the potential of vocational
research to contribute to the liberation of battered women.

Previous research indicates that economic independence is paramount in
restoring a battered woman’s sense of power and control over her life situa-
tion (Sullivan, 1991). Battered women have identified financial resources as
a major factor in their decisions to seek support, their ability to provide for
family needs without their abusers’ contributions, and their resolve to leave
abusive situations (Sullivan, 1991). Sullivan and Bybee (1999) conducted an
experimental investigation of the effectiveness of an advocacy program for
battered women. They found that women who had advocates, people who
helped them access community resources and negotiate social service and
legal systems, experienced less violence over time, reported a higher quality
of life and support, and experienced less difficulty accessing community
resources than did women in the control condition. Thus, it is important that
career-counseling assistance addresses women’s immediate financial and
employment needs as well as their longer term economic needs. Neglecting
their economic and career potential often results in their struggling to finan-
cially support themselves and their families in the long term, thereby increas-
ing the risk for returning to their abusive partners and a cycle of violence
(Sullivan, Basta, Tan, & Davidson, 1992). A short-term financial focus also
fails to capitalize on the benefits of longer term collaboration between coun-
selors and women’s communities and on the possibility for transformation of
community services for women survivors (Walsh & Osipow, 1994).
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Given the critical role that career-development interventions may play in
enhancing battered women’s economic independence, vocational research
that addresses social justice issues, informs policy, and empowers battered
women in their career-related and personal-life decision making can make
significant contributions to domestic-violence prevention efforts (Fassinger,
2001; Gianakos, 1999; Ibrahim & Herr, 1987). Specifically, vocational re-
search that identifies career assessment, counseling, and intervention strate-
gies may be implemented with professionals working in a broad range of
settings (social service agencies, state employment agencies, educational
settings, religious organizations) to (a) improve women’s access to resources
(housing, counseling, postsecondary education, support network); (b) ex-
pand their career interests and goals, which may increase career satisfaction
and economic stability; (c) support the realization of their educational and
career potential; (d) advance their contributions to their communities; and (e)
raise their levels of critical consciousness regarding the impact of domestic
violence in their lives. Vocational research designed to reduce the risk of and
to prevent domestic violence has the potential to provide battered women
with the resources needed to take action to live free from violence—that is,
liberation.

AN EMANCIPATORY COMMUNITARIAN APPROACH
TO VOCATIONAL RESEARCH

In 1997, Isaac Prilleltensky expressed concern about the lack of clear
guidelines by which psychologists evaluate the ethical and moral implica-
tions of their work. He asserted that researchers who claim to be value neutral
and objective during research processes risk engaging in oppressive power
dynamics and reinforcing unjust social structures. From this perspective, he
articulated the values, assumptions, and practices of an emancipatory com-
munitarian approach to psychological practice, inclusive of conducting
research. This approach to research (a) places equal importance and value on
the common good and individualistic visions of the good life (communi-
tarian) and (b) contends that to pursue the good life, individuals and commu-
nities must be free to define and pursue their goals (emancipation). Its pri-
mary aim is to liberate individuals and communities from oppression by
engaging in research that is rooted in emancipatory communitarian values,
assumptions, and practices (see Table 1).

Prilleltensky’s values, assumptions, and practices, as described in Table 1,
are not presented in an order that gives priority to any one of these over the
others. An emancipatory communitarian approach supports a balance among
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TABLE 1: Values, Assumptions, and Practicesa of an Emancipatory Communitarian
Approach (Prilleltensky, 1997) to Psychological Research

Values Assumptions Practices

Caring and compassion:
Researchers’ and partici-
pants’ manifestation of
care for others’ well-
being as expressed in the
research agenda and the
process by which research
is carried out.

Knowledge: Researchers
gain knowledge from par-
ticipants and distribute
knowledge to many dif-
ferent audiences (partici-
pants, stakeholders, policy
makers, scholars, practi-
tioners) to promote social
justice.

Problem definition: The
assessment and conceptu-
alization of a psychologi-
cal or social problem that
relates to oppression of
people and communities.

Self-determination: Partici-
pants’ ability to pursue
their chosen goals in
collaboration with their
community and the
researcher’s ability to
empower participants
and communities.

Good life: Researchers and
participants articulate
their visions of well-
being, which, in turn,
inform the research
process.

Role of the client (partici-
pant): Participants collab-
orate with researchers to
define, understand, and
test a problem or inter-
vention. Participants are
actively involved in the
research process.

Human diversity: Research-
ers and participants pro-
mote knowledge, inclu-
sion, and respect of
diverse social identities.

Good society: Researchers
and participants articulate
their visions of a good
society, which, in turn,
informs the research pro-
cess. Research helps build
a just society rather than
maintaining the status quo.

Role of the helper: While
recognizing the value of
different roles for different
situations or needs, re-
searchers collaborate with
individuals and communi-
ties to promote social
change.

Collaboration and demo-
cratic participation: Peace-
ful and respectful process
by which participants (and
researchers) have input
into decisions affecting
their lives, including
research questions, de-
signs, and participation.

Power in relationships:
Researchers consider how
relationships with partici-
pants influence outcomes,
and they attempt to
acknowledge and/or dis-
tribute that influence
fairly.

Type of intervention: Re-
search is grounded in the
knowledge base of indi-
viduals and communities,
as well as scholars. Inter-
ventions (and the research
designs used to test inter-
ventions) are based on
that knowledge and on
the value of distributive
justice.

Distributive justice: Fair
allocation of resources
and power for individuals
and for communities.

Professional ethics: Re-
search provides a service
and promotes distributive
justice. Research partici-
pants take part in ethical
decision making.

Time of intervention: Focus
of intervention is on the
prevention/intervention
continuum, including
applied research in field
settings.

a. There is no direct and exclusive relationship among the values, assumptions, and practices pre-
sented in each row.



all of these values as part of the research process and as desired outcomes
(Prilleltensky, 1997). We use this approach to research because of its empha-
sis on the good of the individual and the community through elimination of
structures of injustice. This individual and social/community focus facili-
tates the process of liberation—the transformation of one’s individual and
collective realities (Martín-Baró, 1994).

Prilleltensky (1997) states, “The practice of an emancipatory communi-
tarian approach would examine the role of oppression and lack of responsi-
bility toward people in positions of disadvantage” (p. 530). As vocational
researchers, we are not facilitating women’s emancipation and addressing
structures of injustice if our research and practices assist women only with
finding short-term employment and financial resources. This kind of
research is not representative of emancipatory communitarian values of dis-
tributive justice and caring and compassion for all. That is, vocational re-
search for the liberation of battered women must include examination of
counseling strategies and interventions that advance women’s vocational and
economic attainments over time such that women are able to access more
power and resources and contribute fully to our society. In the next section,
we use the emancipatory communitarian approach to outline a vocational
research agenda and to describe research practices that foster collaboration
among researchers, women survivors, and communities, and that facilitate
women’s identification of their needs and community responsibilities.

A VOCATIONAL RESEARCH AGENDA
WITH BATTERED WOMEN

Vocational Theories and Assessment

One of the most significant challenges for vocational researchers is to
identify career theories that apply to the work experiences of battered
women, which do not necessarily follow an uninterrupted, linear pursuit of a
career. In particular, women from lower socioeconomic and less-educated
backgrounds are not necessarily afforded the time or resources to pursue
careers that may serve as means to realize their potential. Rather, many bat-
tered women work solely as a means for survival.

Researchers are beginning to address shortcomings in career theory as
they pertain to vocational research with battered women. Blustein et al.
(2004) distinguish between people’s experiences of work and career and use
the emancipatory communitarian approach to discuss the creation of new
vocational development theories. They comment,
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Despite the promise that a psychological study of careers offers people, the
reality is that most career development theories have been developed from the
perspective of white middle class males and have served the interests of those
who have the privilege of a self-determined career. (p. 3)

Blustein et al. (2004) suggest that new vocational theories need to be devel-
oped for the working poor and those who work to survive financially.

Also adding to career-development theory regarding women survivors of
domestic violence, Chronister and McWhirter (2004b) provided quantitative
data that support social-cognitive career theory (SCCT) (R. W. Lent, Brown,
& Hackett, 1994) as a useful framework for conceptualizing the career expe-
riences and needs of battered women. Chronister and McWhirter (2004a)
experimentally tested the effectiveness of two group career interventions
designed specifically for battered women and grounded in SCCT. One of the
programs also incorporated features of critical consciousness. Results
showed significant increases in career search self-efficacy and critical con-
sciousness of domestic-violence scores for intervention participants at
posttest relative to a control group. In addition, women who participated in
the intervention that incorporated features of critical consciousness reported
more progress toward their career goals at follow-up. To date, the study con-
ducted by Chronister and McWhirter (2004b) is the only empirical exam-
ination of theory with battered women.

An emancipatory communitarian approach to the development of voca-
tional theories and assessment measures or procedures must include re-
searchers’ advancement of the values of human diversity, collaboration with
women survivors, and women’s democratic participation in research pro-
cesses. These values are congruent with the emancipatory communitarian
assumptions and practices that recognize battered women as researchers’
greatest source of knowledge and that use women’s voices in defining their
visions of a good life and good society. In keeping with these values and
assumptions, vocational researchers may improve vocational theories and
assessment measures for battered women by engaging in emancipatory com-
munitarian research practices that include women in defining salient theoret-
ical variables and constructs as well as research questions and hypotheses.

For research in the area of vocational theory development with battered
women, we recommend research that uses qualitative and quantitative
methodologies:

1. More qualitative research that explores how battered women’s access to voca-
tional opportunities and financial resources vary as a function of their cultural
backgrounds (i.e., ethnicity, social class, sexual orientation, ability, etc.) and
abuse experiences. Qualitative methodology allows researchers to capture the
human diversity in battered women’s experiences and could help researchers
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test vocational theories that may arise from a greater understanding of wom-
en’s diverse experiences.

2. More qualitative research that identifies how domestic violence impacts dif-
ferent stages of women’s vocational development (e.g., career adjustment,
advancement, and satisfaction). Research suggests that experiences of do-
mestic violence, especially for women on welfare, may not impact their abil-
ity to obtain employment (Tolman & Rosen, 2001) but rather their ability
to maintain long-term employment (American Psychological Association
[APA], 1996; Browne et al., 1999). More research is needed to identify how
domestic violence differentially impacts women’s self-determination.

3. More qualitative investigations to contrast the personal and career experi-
ences of battered women who are employed or attending school and those not
employed or attending school—specifically, qualitative investigation that
examines how work contexts (e.g., employers, coworkers, and work policies)
strengthen or diminish a woman’s ability to survive an abusive relationship.
This type of research will help researchers better understand the effect of
women’s contexts on their ability to pursue goals and overcome barriers.

4. More quantitative investigations on how work, career satisfaction, and bat-
tered women’s definitions of the good life influence their self-concept, effi-
cacy, hopefulness, and outcome expectations—outcomes for which quantita-
tive measures have been developed (Betz, Klein, & Taylor, 1996; Chronister
& McWhirter, 2004a; Coopersmith, 1987; Snyder et al., 1991; Solberg, Good,
& Nord, 1994; Wettersten, in press).

5. More qualitative research that explores the influence of larger systems (e.g.,
contact with government and law enforcement agencies, public policies, and
cultural expectations and norms) on battered women’s vocational develop-
ment. Researchers who consider contextual influences are less likely to en-
gage in research practices that define the “problem” as lying solely with the
battered woman and create interventions that focus only on the individual.

6. More quantitative research, including the use of advanced statistics (path
analysis, structural equation modeling), to establish empirical support for new
and extant vocational theories and to define the interrelationships among
vocational constructs. Such a quantitative agenda is important for identifying
complex interrelationships among career variables salient for battered women
and could make use of both one-time survey and longitudinal methodologies.

Like career theories, there are few vocational-assessment instruments that
measure constructs that are meaningful to battered women’s experiences or
that have been validated with this population. Thus, we stress the importance
of qualitative research to further our development of assessment instruments
and quantitative research that involves gathering reliability and validity evi-
dence for measures used with battered women. Chronister and McWhirter
(2004a) gathered reliability and validity evidence for vocational instruments
measuring battered women’s career-search self-efficacy, career outcome
expectations, and perceived contextual barriers and supports. Data with a
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sample of 75 women residing in domestic-violence shelters yielded strong
reliability and validity evidence for the career-search self-efficacy and
outcome-expectations measures. Reliability and validity evidence for the
career barriers and supports measures was moderate to weak. In another
study, C. Brown et al. (2000) used vocational measures of perceived career
barriers and career-related self-identity and control variables to examine pre-
dictors of battered women’s career decision–making self-efficacy. Findings
of this investigation revealed that higher perceptions of career barriers were
related to an external expectancy, and self-esteem emerged as the most signif-
icant contributor to battered women’s self-efficacy for career decision-mak-
ing tasks. Moreover, these women regarded discrimination, inadequate prep-
aration, and dissatisfaction with career as the greatest hindrances to their
career pursuits. To date, these are the only career measures for which validity
information has been collected with battered women. These endeavors repre-
sent only a starting place, however, with regard to vocational assessment with
battered women.

An emancipatory communitarian approach to vocational assessment in-
volves enhancing our knowledge of women’s vocational development within
larger contexts and addressing diversity issues in our assessment of women’s
vocational needs and goals. In addition, it includes testing the accuracy and
inclusiveness of our assumptions about women’s vocational experiences,
visions of the good life, and aspirations for contributing to a good society.

To further vocational-assessment research with battered women, we rec-
ommend the following:

1. More qualitative research to inform construction of vocational measures that
assess outcomes important to diverse groups of battered women (e.g., ethnic
minority and immigrant women, women in same-sex partnerships, women
with disabilities, etc.). For example, feminist theory and practice have
increased our critical consciousness of domestic violence and, at the same
time, advanced the idea that women must leave abusive partners. As a result,
many of our vocational counseling interventions have focused on getting
women financial resources to leave abusive situations rather than on accessing
financial and mental health support for themselves, their partners, and their
families (e.g., children). For vocational assessments to represent our value for
human diversity and accurately capture themes, patterns, and changes in
women’s vocational development, we must include outcomes that are impor-
tant to diverse groups of women.

2. Construction of vocational measures that include the specific vocational
experiences of battered women. For example, perceived-career-barriers mea-
sures might include items such as, “Couldn’t go to work because of physical
injuries from partner” or “Lost job because of time spent in legal proceedings”
(Riger, Ahrens, & Blickenstaff, 2000).
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3. Qualitative and quantitative research examining the utility of different forms
of vocational assessment (e.g., interview, self-report, behavioral, multiple-
rater assessments, and computers) and different information gathered from
using different forms of assessment. For example, assessment with women
must account for how gender role socialization, experiences of violence, and
other forms of oppression may result in women’s significant underreporting
of their skills, abilities, and achievements (Gilbert & Brownson, 1998; Walsh,
1997; Walsh & Osipow, 1994; Whiston & Bouwkamp, 2003).

4. More research evaluating the effectiveness of computer- and Internet-based
assessments and career information that may allow women to gain experience
with computers, participate in research activities, and access career support if
they cannot leave their homes (e.g., immobility, injury, constraints from abu-
sive partner). Although poorer women may not have access to their own com-
puters, Chronister and McWhirter (2004b) used computer assessments and
intervention software available for free on computers in public libraries, com-
munity colleges, and employment and social service agencies to significantly
increase battered women’s career-search self-efficacy. This study is an excel-
lent example of an emancipatory communitarian approach to research that
includes community collaboration to increase women’s access to resources.

5. More reliability and validity data gathered for new and extant vocational
measures.

Career Interventions

An emancipatory communitarian approach to career-intervention re-
search involves increasing women’s self-determination, democratic par-
ticipation, and pursuit of the good life and good society as they define it.
Vocational researchers risk reinforcing women survivors’ feelings of help-
lessness and oppression by creating interventions without personal experi-
ence, knowledge, and consultation with women and their communities; by
collecting data without providing a service to women participants; and
by entering the research process as “expert,” thereby sharing little informa-
tion and power with women participants. Instead, vocational researchers
may forward emancipatory communitarian values by engaging in practices
that include women in problem definition and construction of research
hypotheses and outcomes and that examine the effectiveness of different
types of interventions across time.

Vocational researchers have outlined specific career-counseling guide-
lines with battered women, which include providing women with opportuni-
ties to develop new skills, gain career-related knowledge, and address the
impact of domestic violence on social-cognitive-related variables (Bowen,
1982; C. Brown, 2001; Chronister & McWhirter, 2003, 2004a, 2004b;
Gianakos, 1999; Ibrahim & Herr, 1987). Many of these guidelines have
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not been tested empirically. An emancipatory communitarian approach to
career-intervention research involves researchers, battered women partici-
pants, and members of battered women’s communities working together to
answer the question, “What intervention strategies are effective with which
battered women, in what settings, and at what times?” (S. D. Brown & Krane,
2000).

In one of the only empirical career-intervention studies conducted with
battered women, Chronister and McWhirter (2004b) created two 5-week,
group, career-intervention programs designed to increase battered women’s
career-search self-efficacy, outcome expectations, and critical consciousness
of the impact of domestic violence on their lives. As described previously,
results indicated that career-program participation resulted in significant
increases in battered women’s career-search self-efficacy and goal achieve-
ment. Replication of this research and examination of the effectiveness of
other career interventions and career-counseling strategies with battered
women are necessary.

In the area of career-intervention research with battered women, we rec-
ommend the following:

1. Quantitative and qualitative investigations on how to create and implement
effective career interventions for battered women across settings (e.g., shelter,
transitional housing, employment, school, and community agency). Voca-
tional research may provide information about women’s vocational needs and
how employers, educators, and social service providers can meet those needs
by using the distinct resources of various settings.

2. Quantitative and qualitative investigations that help answer, “How might
effective career practice vary as women’s experiences of domestic violence
change over time?” For example, the needs of a battered woman who is cur-
rently living in transitional housing and has not experienced domestic vio-
lence for 2 years may be very different from when she first entered a domestic-
violence shelter.

3. Quantitative and qualitative investigations on how the effectiveness of
career interventions varies with the timing of intervention implementation
and counseling strategies used. That is, how can we vary the timing of career-
intervention implementation (e.g., primary prevention efforts, such as psy-
choeducational career interventions in high schools; vs. secondary prevention
efforts, such as career interventions in state employment agencies; vs. ter-
tiary prevention efforts, such as interventions in postsecondary institutions for
battered women in schools) to effectively address different needs along a
domestic-violence prevention/intervention continuum.

4. More research examining how implementation of routine career services
influence agencies’ service provision (including primary, secondary, and ter-
tiary prevention/intervention services), clientele, and funding priorities. That
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is, how does social service provision change as a result of an agency’s in-
creased attention to battered women’s career development?

5. More research that examines the impact of public policies on women’s voca-
tional development and the development and implementation of effective
interventions. For example, the U.S. Office of Justice Programs, the Family
Violence Prevention Fund, and the Corporation for Financial Resources for
Women and Children have introduced grant funding for research and commu-
nity efforts that address “career counseling and skills training services for
women.” In addition, welfare reform has focused on moving women immedi-
ately into jobs, often at the expense of furthering women’s educational and
vocational training (Duncan & Chase-Lansdale, 2001). Public policies have a
direct impact on the types of jobs, training, and education that women are able
to pursue. Vocational research has the potential to inform public-policy devel-
opment and increase the effectiveness of how governments expand women’s
vocational opportunities, foster their self-determination, improve their access
to resources, and support their pursuit of the good life.

VOCATIONAL RESEARCH PRACTICES AND
THE EMANCIPATORY COMMUNITARIAN APPROACH

In addition to the content of a vocational research agenda, we also recom-
mend an emancipatory communitarian approach to shape the practices of
vocational researchers who work with battered women. Specifically, we sug-
gest that the emancipatory communitarian themes of care and compassion,
self-determination, human diversity, collaboration and democratic participa-
tion, and distributive justice be brought to bear on how vocational research
with battered women is conducted and how it is distributed. These research-
process issues include building collaborative relationships with community
stakeholders and participants; making research accessible to the diverse indi-
viduals who experience domestic violence; giving extra consideration to
informed consent, confidentiality, mandatory reporting, and dual relation-
ships; providing resources to participants; and distributing research findings.

Building Collaborative Partnerships

An emancipatory communitarian approach to research includes building
collaborative research partnerships to increase democratic participation by
women and community members and to facilitate distribution of power
(Chronister & McWhirter, 2003; Browne et al., 1999; Fisher et al., 2002;
Prilleltensky & Nelson, 2002). Collaboration among community partners
and researchers has become increasingly important because of the multiple
forms of expertise offered by both groups. In addition, many community
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members want authentic participation in research and regard research that
benefits only the researcher and gives nothing back to the community to be
exploitative (Riger, 1999). These community partners and stakeholders are
requesting a researcher-community exchange relationship whereby their
knowledge and expertise as well as that of the researcher can be combined to
liberate battered women, improve services, and inform policy.

Collaborative research partnerships may range from joint development of
research goals, recruitment process/procedures, and even interpretation of
the findings to researchers’ engaging in regular or occasional consultation
with community representatives about how to best address the needs of
women survivors. A noted hallmark of collaborative research partnerships is
the interest to share control of all aspects of the research process and to
involve all participants, including advocates, service providers, community
representatives, and women survivors. Collaborative research partners,
therefore, may include women survivors and/or staff from domestic-violence
agencies, shelters, hospitals, dental offices, welfare programs, employment
agencies, urgent-care clinics, cultural centers, and religious/faith organiza-
tions. We list medical professionals as collaborative partners, in particular, to
include the experiences of battered women with disabilities and women who
receive medical attention following a domestic-violence incident.

Collaborative community partnerships allow vocational researchers to
recruit a more representative sample of battered women because researchers
are working with the communities in which women live and work. Collabo-
rative partnerships may also provide researchers with the consultation ser-
vices of knowledgeable staff who can help with interviewer training, word-
ing of assessment questions, and analysis and interpretation of data (Ellsberg
& Heise, 2002) and who can provide other resources, such as building space,
research-team members, and participant referrals.

Collaborative research partnerships also enhance vocational researchers’
credibility, which is important for working with all battered women and espe-
cially with survivors who are ethnic and racial minorities, immigrants, or
involved in same-sex partnerships. Women of color may be concerned about
participating in research activities because of fears of stereotyping and of
racial loyalties (i.e., being loyal to the value for privacy held by her racial/
ethnic group and, as a result, not seeking help from those outside of her fam-
ily). Immigrant women may fear that research participation will result in dif-
ficulties with immigration authorities or feel reluctant to participate because
of geographic isolation or language and cultural barriers (Kanuha, 1994;
Masaki & Wong, 1997; Root, 1996; Yoshihama, 2000). Women in same-sex
partnerships may fear researchers’ homophobia or fear being “outed”
(Bailey, 1996; Mahoney, Williams, & West, 2001; Ristock, 2001). Research-
ers who are credible and trustworthy are better able to recruit battered-
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women participants from all cultural backgrounds and to offer research
information broadly to advance career-counseling services for women in
numerous settings.

Participant Recruitment and Retention

Research information, recruitment materials, and confidentiality. Con-
ducting vocational research with survivors of domestic violence necessitates
special considerations in the recruitment and retention of participants. The
primary goal of these considerations is the safety and autonomy of the bat-
tered woman. Confidentiality is a paramount concern associated with investi-
gating battered women’s vocational needs (Campbell & Dienemann, 2001).
If confidentiality is breached, the risks to battered women include, but are not
limited to, retribution from an abusive partner, stereotyping, and legal
complications (e.g., loss of child custody; Kanuha, 1994).

With regard to distribution of recruitment materials (e.g., flyers), we rec-
ommend that researchers distribute information directly to community stake-
holders and recruit by word of mouth. Community stakeholders may include
domestic-violence services-agency staff, specific ethnic-group community-
agency staff, religious officials, employment-agency personnel, and school
officials (e.g., K-12 school officials for women who have children and post-
secondary and vocational-training institutions). Women’s safety is better
protected if researchers work with community partners who understand
potential threats to women’s safety and confidentiality. In addition, research-
ers may create recruitment materials that ask for women participants who
have experienced abuse in general as opposed to women who have experi-
enced domestic violence in particular. Recruitment materials that advertise
more generally, especially in smaller urban and rural communities, may pre-
vent abusive partners from learning the research purpose. In circumstances
where this more general recruitment-advertisement approach is applied to
minimize potential repercussions by the abusive partner, it would be neces-
sary to explain to those who are considering participation but whose abuse
fails to meet the inclusion criteria of domestic violence that the study purpose
is more directly related to domestic-violence abuse and that the more general
advertisement was used so as to not compromise their safety. These women
would therefore be excused from participation and thanked for their interest
to participate. Such a general recruitment approach may not be necessary in
larger urban settings where anonymity may be possible.

We encourage researchers to make the consent process ongoing, which
means presenting participants with continued opportunities to decline partic-
ipation. Given the power dynamics of domestically violent relationships, it is
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likely that many women have not been allowed to make autonomous deci-
sions. Ongoing consent facilitates battered women’s self-determination and
democratic participation in research activities. Ongoing consent can be im-
plemented for vocational research activities that occur only one time. Re-
searchers may remind participants that they do not have to complete all of the
vocational measures if they become seriously distressed during the time it
takes to complete the battery, or researchers may check in once with the bat-
tered woman to see if she feels safe and comfortable with her participation in,
for example, a brief 2-hour career intervention.

To protect participants’ confidentiality, researchers must educate them-
selves, research-team members, and participants about mandated require-
ments to breach confidentiality in cases of known or suspected child abuse
(Kalichman, 1999) and imminent danger. Campbell and Dienemann (2001)
suggest providing verbal and written information about mandatory-reporting
laws as part of obtaining informed consent, continually reminding women
about the researcher’s requirement of mandated reporting, and, if at all possi-
ble, filing a report in conjunction with the research participant. To reduce the
risk of a breach of confidentiality, researchers also may consider obtaining a
Certificate of Confidentiality (COC) and/or working with an institutional
review board to waive signed informed consent. A COC can be obtained
from the National Institute of Health, the Office of Assistant Secretary of
Health, or the Public Health Service, and it allows for protection from sub-
poenas and other legally ordered breaches of confidentiality (except those
related to mandatory reporting).

Dual relationships increase the risk of confidentiality breaches. Although
multiple relationships are inevitable, we do not recommend that a researcher
who knows a woman from another context (other than the research setting)
engage in multiple roles with her without consent. We found it helpful to pro-
vide participants with a picture of the research team or a list of first names and
last initials of researchers and research-team members. These provisions
allow women to make an informed choice as to whether they want to work
with someone they know.

In keeping with an emancipatory communitarian approach, we support
participant recruitment and retention research practices that communicate
care and attention to women’s emotional and physical health and that foster
women’s democratic participation and self-determination. We assume that
liberating battered women includes sharing our power as researchers, in-
creasing women’s knowledge of participation risks, and facilitating their
ability to make decisions that best serve their interests.

Resources for participants. Participant recruitment and retention extends
beyond referrals and protecting women’s confidentiality. In accordance with
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the emancipatory communitarian values of compassion, self-determination,
and distributive justice, we believe that it is important for researchers to
be aware of the career and personal resources that women need (Betz &
Corning, 1993). Consequently, we recommend that researchers facilitate
women’s connection to resources by providing a list of social service, educa-
tional, and vocational resources (e.g., agencies, books, and Internet sites).
Researchers might speak with women to identify the resources best able to
meet their needs beyond participation in research activities. With careful
consideration of confidentiality, we also encourage researchers to connect
women with community members who may serve as role models and men-
tors to strengthen women’s support network and to facilitate continued
career-development progress.

Other resources might include research compensation in the form of
money, gift certificates, bus passes, child care, and career-related resources
such as charity vouchers to purchase professional clothing (e.g., suits, uni-
forms), computer software, or educational materials. Vocational researchers
must consider welfare laws. Paying participants more money is not necessar-
ily better. Some state welfare laws require women to report money earned
from participating in research activities against their income, if over a certain
amount. We also recommend that researchers pay women with cash or
money orders and not checks because abusive partners may control all
finances (Gragg, 2001).

Research activities should be held in a secure area that is easily accessible,
particularly for women with physical disabilities. In a qualitative study,
Wettersten et al. (in press) identified transportation as one example of a
barrier to self-sufficiency among rural women in shelter from domestic vio-
lence. In addition, E. B. Lent (1999) indicated that barriers such as road con-
struction, lack of clear directions, or no parking space deterred some bat-
tered-women participants from attending research activities.

Disseminating research results. Part of the emancipatory communitarian
approach to research is disseminating research knowledge in a way that will
transform social structures (Prilleltensky & Nelson, 2002). We believe that
vocational research with battered women is important to the extent that
research findings raise public consciousness (concientización), inform the
development of career-counseling interventions, and influence social policy
(Ellsberg & Heise, 2002; Fassinger, 2001; Prilleltensky & Nelson, 2002).
Many vocational researchers do not have the time or funding, however, to
disseminate research findings broadly. Thus, we recommend that voca-
tional researchers work collaboratively with community stakeholders and
research-team members to write research results and disseminate informa-
tion to be useful to researchers and practitioners. Riger (1999) noted that a
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hallmark of collaborative research is the involvement of all research part-
ners, from conceptualization through data collection and dissemination of
findings.

We encourage researchers and community stakeholders to publish
research results in professional journals, magazines, organizational news-
letters, and bulletins that reach a broad range of professionals (i.e., legisla-
tors, social scientists, and educators). Researchers and community stake-
holders also may publish research results on Web sites and send research
announcements to professional associations and committees. Prilleltensky
and Nelson (2002) identified the use of video productions, short progress
reports, and consultation meetings and workshops for disseminating re-
search results.

Disseminating vocational research broadly is a primary way to advance
the development of preventive-intervention vocational services for battered
women and to promote distributive justice. Researchers may target advertis-
ing and/or may implement preventive-intervention research efforts in health
care settings including, hospitals, dentists’ offices, and urgent-care clinics.
Many battered women access health care following a physical-abuse experi-
ence or frequent health care settings regularly for services for their children.
In addition, researchers may target their research efforts in work settings,
state employment offices, and legal-aid services. Vocational researchers
might use their research findings to write training grants to fund the imple-
mentation of career counseling and assessment practica in domestic-violence
shelters and advocacy-center settings. Data from vocational research with
battered women can also be used to encourage the development of public pol-
icy that funds programs and services designed to advance the vocational and
economic development of battered women. To effect social change, voca-
tional researchers must extend themselves beyond institutional boundaries
and work actively and creatively to communicate the value of their research
to the communities in which battered women live and work (Prilleltensky &
Nelson, 2002; Vera & Speight, 2003).

CONCLUSION

Our goal in writing this article was to describe a vocational research
agenda with battered women and present an emancipatory communitarian
approach to research that advances women’s career and economic attain-
ments, promotes distributive justice, and creates social change. We believe
that vocational research that (a) is conducted with care and compassion and
that (b) includes the women in research processes can help facilitate the liber-
ation of battered women.
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