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Objective: Intimate partner violence (IPV) hasmany consequences for the physical

and mental health of the victims. One strategy for coping with IPV is to turn to

formal and informal sources for help. The purpose of the present study was to

examine the di�erences in help seeking tendency in cases of IPV between Jewish

and Arab women in Israel and the connection to their mental health.

Method: We administered a structured quantitative questionnaire to a sample of

357 Jewish (44.8%) and 439 Arab (55.2%) women.

Results: The findings indicate that Jewish women tend to seek help more

often than do Arab women, and that there are di�erences in the targets they

approach. Jewish women turn more frequently to uno�cial sources, such as

friends, relatives, and associations, whereas Arab women approach more often

o�cial sources such as social workers and clergy.

Conclusions: We propose an explanation for the di�erences based on

socio-cultural factors. This study illustrates that it is necessary to act with cultural

sensitivity and adapt the help options o�ered to the culture to which the women

belong. This adjustment may encourage more women to apply for support to

escape the world of violence.

KEYWORDS

help seeking tendency, intimate partner violence, cultural di�erences, victimization,

support source, mental health

Introduction

Intimate partner violence (IPV) refers to behavior that occurs in a current or previous

intimate relationship, which causes physical, psychological, or sexual harm. It includes acts of

physical aggression, sexual coercion, and various forms of psychological or emotional abuse

(Potter et al., 2021). The latter may include humiliating, threatening, and coercive behaviors

designed to control the victim and limit her autonomy (Stark and Hester, 2019). Exposure

to IPV is a cause of injuries and physical harm, and it contributes to mental health problems

including depression, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), and suicidality (Spencer et al.,

2019).

Many studies, that examined IPV in different societies and cultures

found that it is present regardless of social class, religion, sector, country, or

continent, and it exists for many psychological and sociological reasons (Gilbar

et al., 2022). In the present study we argue that help-seeking in the wake

of IPV, like IPV itself, is the product not only of individual psychological
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aspects but also of social structure, which includes clear role

definitions, norms, and stereotypes. The study focuses on the

differences in the tendency to ask for help in cases of IPV

between Jewish and Arab women living in Israel, with the

understanding that help-seeking depends, among others, on

cultural and social codes.

Literature review

Sectoral di�erences in IPV against women
in Israel

Israeli society consists of many sectors and population groups,

but the phenomenon of IPV is present in all of them (Shwartz et al.,

2022). Studies that examined the differences between the diverse

groups have found that Arab women born in Israel have the highest

rate of IPV victimization, 21%, in the Israeli population (Ben-Porat

et al., 2021). In a survey conducted among women of childbearing

age in Israel, considerable differences were found in the prevalence

of IPV among Arab women born in Israel, Jewish women born

in Israel, and immigrants to Israel (67, 27, and 30%, respectively).

All types of IPV were more frequent among Arab women and

recurrence was higher than the other two groups (Daoud et al.,

2020).

Arabs are a minority in Israel. The Arab population of

Israel, which includes Muslims, Bedouins, Christians, and Druze,

constitutes about 21% of the total population of the country

(Central Bureau of Statistics, 2020). The Arab society is different in

many respects from Jewish Israeli society. Although the differences

are not completely dichotomous and unequivocal, in general,

the Arab society is more traditional, collectivist, and patriarchal,

and the Jewish society is more individualistic and liberal (Benita,

2017). Despite the modernization processes that Arab society is

undergoing, and the increase in the rate of Arab women working

outside the home and acquiring higher education, Arab society

remains patriarchal, which places women in a low position in

the family hierarchy. The woman’s roles as a wife and mother,

and expectations of her, remain the same even if she carries the

additional burden of working outside the home (Ne’eman-Haviv,

2021a). According to Sweet (2019), romantic relationships are the

arena where traditional gender ideologies are upheld most strongly.

This is also reflected in the phenomenon of violence andmurder for

the sake of family honor in Arab society in Israel (Ne’eman-Haviv,

2021b).

Tendency to seek help

IPV has many implications, both physical and mental-

emotional (Lo., 2023). Women who are at risk from their partner

are likely to experience increased levels of stress, tension, and

anxiety, and are required to develop strategies for coping with their

physical, mental, and emotional state. At times, they are required to

defend their lives (MacGregor et al., 2021). Coping is a regulatory

process used to reduce the negative emotional effects of stressful

events (van Berkel, 2009). Coping strategies refer to methods

adopted and practiced by people as means of dealing with various

stressors. Multiple coping strategies are influenced by intrapersonal

and environmental factors. One of them is seeking external support

and help. The present study examined the probability of seeking

external support by Jewish and Arab women, as well as the possible

sources of support.

Several articles have proposed a theoretical framework

explaining the inclination to seek help in cases of IPV. Lelaurain

et al. (2017) conducted a systematic literature review and identified

three phases in IPV help-seeking: (1) problem identification; (2)

decision to seek assistance; and (3) determining whom to engage

for urgent aid.

However, these processes do not occur in isolation but within

a social-cultural framework. Liang et al. (2005) assert that the

definition of IPV and a person’s recognition of being a victim of

IPV are influenced by the societal and cultural norms that shape

the interaction between gender, class, and culture, as suggested

by Waller et al. (2023) in ‘The Theory of Help-Seeking Behavior.’

This theory takes into account survivors’ sociocultural context,

intersectionality, and beliefs, examining how these factors influence

the nature and extent of their help-seeking behavior. It postulates

that women’s beliefs and experiences with available support, as

well as their individual agency, impact how and when they seek

crisis aid. The Theory of Help-Seeking Behavior includes three

key constructs: (1) social context, which explains how survivors’

sociocultural context influences their efforts to seek help; (2) beliefs,

particularly their lived experiences and reflections on available

services and support; and (3) agency, encompassing the strength

or power they employ to secure assistance.

Hence, the cultural and social environment is closely linked

to the decision to seek help, the barriers that hinder it, and the

factors survivors choose to turn to (Padilla-Medina et al., 2023).

The barriers encountered during help-seeking depend on survivors’

sociocultural context and whether they seek aid from formal

providers. These barriers range from shame and stigma to denial

of the abuse occurring and aligning with the perpetrator (Waller

et al., 2023).

According to this theoretical concept, several studies have

shown that the decision to seek help and the decision to whom

to turn are affected by social-cultural perceptions (Elias et al.,

2019; Lo, 2023; Padilla-Medina et al., 2023; Selestine et al., 2023).

Studies conducted in collectivist and patriarchal societies found

that women are expected to retain their honor by remaining hidden

and maintaining a low profile, restricting their autonomy, and

abiding by various constraints to uphold their reputation and that

of their family (Aboulhassan and Brumley, 2019).

Hulley et al. (2023) conducted a qualitative meta-synthesis of

47 papers, analyzing samples of women from diverse cultures,

including African, Hispanic/Latina, and Asian backgrounds. The

study revealed that women in traditional societies often carry

symbolic representations of purity within their respective cultures.

However, when they deviate from the established cultural norms,

they may face consequences such as ostracization, restrictions,

or abuse, all of which can destabilize family dynamics. As a

result, these women feel immense pressure to adhere to societal

expectations and may avoid seeking help from external sources in

cases of intimate partner violence (IPV) to protect family stability

and avoid further threats.
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A study that examined help-seeking by young Arab women in

Israel found that they face three categories of barriers: intra- and

interpersonal, sociocultural, and sociopolitical (Elias et al., 2019).

Beyond the cultural reasons that prevent Arab women from seeking

help, other barriers arise from belonging to a minority group in

Israel and the existing political conflict between Israel and the

Palestinians. Some of these have to do with a lack of trust in

the Israeli authorities and with cultural and language gaps. These

sociopolitical difficulties may affect both the women’s willingness

to ask for help and the sources to whom they can turn.

The ways in which women choose the source of support

and coping may change and vary between turning to official

state agencies (counseling, welfare, legal services) and agents of

unofficial support like family and friends. According to Selestine

et al. (2023) for women who do decide to seek help, selecting an

appropriate source of support brings more challenges. A study that

examined help-seeking on a sample of 6,589 American women who

experienced domestic violence, and compared women who were

part of a social minority with those of a higher social status, revealed

that women who were in a social minority sought less help from

state aid agencies (Cheng and Lo, 2015). Another study examined

the willingness to turn to informal sources of help (family and

friends) compared to official sources on a sample of 152 Indian

women belonging to a social minority, and found that most of them

would prefer to turn to informal sources of assistance (Kim and

Hogge, 2015). Additional findings revealed that although women

approach informal sources of assistance, they do so with relatively

low frequency because they fear that their status in the family will

be harmed (Frías and Carolina Agoff, 2015). By contrast, women

who are not part of a minority, are more likely to seek assistance

in general, mainly from official aid agencies, because they do not

encounter the barriers faced by minority groups (Tengku Hassan

et al., 2015).

Hence, Arab women in Israel are trapped. On one hand, they

are afraid to turn to unofficial sources of assistance within Arab

society because they fear damaging the status of the family in the

community. On the other hand, turning to formal authorities in

Israel is problematic because of the political complexity caused by

belonging to a minority group.

The ability to seek help and gain access to sources of support is

of great importance (Robinson et al., 2021). It is essential for mental

health, protecting a person from the effects of stress (Turner and

Brown, 2010). In the case of IPV, the protection is not only for the

person’s mental state, but often also for her life.

Research objective

This study examined the willingness of Jewish and Arab women

in Israel to ask for help in case of IPV. The cultural differences

between the sectors and the differences arising from being part of

majority vs. minority groups may affect their tendency to ask for

help as well as the sources they choose to approach. Understanding

these factors may help devise accurate and culturally appropriate

interventions for each group, taking into account and lowering the

barriers that prevent seeking help.

Hypotheses

1. Jewish women will show a greater tendency to seek help than

Arab women. Moreover, Jewish women are more likely to

seek help from unofficial sources (family and friends), whereas

Arab women are more likely to approach official sources

that identify with their community (such as Arab-identified

social workers).

2. A positive correlation exists between the tendency to seek help

and mental wellbeing.

3. A negative correlation exists between the tendency to seek

help and demographic variables (age and level of religiosity).

Methods

Participants

Seven hundred and ninety-six Israeli women participated in the

study, including 357 Jewish (44.8%) and 439 Arab (55.2%) women.

Participants’ ages ranged 18-75 years (M= 27.33, SD= 9.16) years;

495 (62.1%) of the participants were single, 278 (34.9%) married,

and 23 (3%) widowed or divorced; 41.4% defined themselves as

religious, 31.8% as traditional, and 23.2% as secular.

An a priori power analysis was conducted using G∗Power

version 3.1.9.7 (Faul et al., 2007) to determine the minimum sample

size required to test the study hypothesis. Results indicated the

required sample size to achieve 90% power for detecting a medium

effect, at a significance criterion of α = 0.05, was N = 191 for each

group for independent t-test. Thus, the obtained sample size of

N = 796 is adequate to test the study hypothesis.

Tools

The study was based on a quantitative questionnaire consisting

of three parts:

1. Demographic questionnaire, including questions about

the participants’ age, religion, level of religiosity, and

marital status.

2. Willingness to seek help questionnaire, which asked

participants: “If you were a victim of domestic violence,

whom would you be willing to tell about it?” Participants were

presented with a list of 11 options and were asked to mark on

a scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (to a very large extent)

the likelihood that they would turn to each of them for help.

The list of options is shown in Table 1. Cronbach’s alpha for

the questionnaire was 0.82.

3. Mental Health Continuum Short Form (MHC-SF) (Lamers

et al., 2011; Shrira et al., 2016). The questionnaire consists of

14 items, each one containing a statement describing mental

wellbeing. Participants were asked to rate the frequency with

which they experienced each item in the preceding month, on

a scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 6 (every day). Examples

of statements: “I felt that my life had meaning and purpose,”

“I felt I had a warm and trusting relationship with others.”

Cronbach’s alpha for the questionnaire was 0.92.
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TABLE 1 The probability of seeking help from various sources, by ethnicity.

Jewish women (N = 357) Arab women (N = 428) T (df)

Low
probability

Medium
probability

High
probability

Low
probability

Medium
probability

High
probability

Father 54.9% 15.4% 29.7% 56.3% 14.5% 29.2% 0.485 (783)

Mother 71.4% 12.9% 15.7% 77% 9.8% 13.3% 1.108 (785)

Brother/sister 64.7% 15.7% 19.6% 71.1% 14.4% 14.6% 1.064 (787)

Other relatives 46.5% 29.4% 24.1% 72.8% 14.3% 12.9% 7.426∗ (745)

Friend 21.3% 16% 62.7% 48.6% 19.1% 32.3% 11.691∗ (783)

Teacher 59.1% 21% 19.9% 57.1% 18.5% 24.4% 0.472 (782)

Social worker 40.3% 22.4% 37.3% 39.2% 19.1% 41.7% 0.391 (784)

Physician/nurse 40.6% 22.4% 37% 51.7% 19.6% 28.9% 3.743∗ (766)

Religious leader 71.1% 11.5% 17.4% 56.3% 15.9% 27.8% 4.317∗ (783)

Social organization 26.1% 19.6% 54.3% 50% 13.5% 36.5% 7.336∗ (782)

∗p < 0.001.

Research procedure

The study was approved by the University Ethics Committee.

The research questionnaires were administered to a convenience

sample of Jewish and Arab women in Israel in the course of

2022. Although the sample was not a representative one, it

includes representation of participants from various areas in Israel.

Emphasis was placed on including participants from Arab, Jewish,

and mixed localities (where Jews and Arabs live together). The

questionnaires were distributed in Hebrew and Arabic by research

assistants from both communities through social networks.

Participants were guaranteed that the survey was anonymous,

and that it was intended for research purposes only. The

participation in the research was voluntary. We clarified to

participants that there were no correct answers to questions and

participants were asked only to express their opinions.

Findings

Help-seeking in case of IPV
Confirming our first hypothesis, t-tests for independent

samples revealed that there were significant differences between

groups in the probability of seeking help for IPV, and the probability

of Jewish women seeking help (m = 3.01, df = 0.811) was

significantly higher than that of Arab women (m= 2.76, df= 0.795)

doing so (t= 4.171, df= 763, p < 0.001).

Table 1 presents the likelihood of seeking help from various

sources by Jewish and Arab women in Israel.

As shown in Table 1, the rate of help-seeking by both Jewish

and Arab women from first-degree family members was not high.

About 30% would turn to their fathers with high probability, and

less than 20% would turn to their mothers or siblings for help. But

there were significant differences between the groups. Most Jewish

women (62.7%) indicated that they would turn to a friend, whereas

only 32.3% of Arab women did so. Jewish women also indicated

greater willingness to seek help from non-first-degree relatives than

Arab women did (24.1 vs. 12.9%), physicians or nurses (37.3 vs.

28.9%), and social organizations (54.3 vs. 36.5%). By contrast, Arab

women indicated greater willingness than did Jewish women to

seek help from social workers (41.7 vs. 37.3%) and of religious

leaders (27.8 vs. 17.4%).

Correlations between variables
Tables 2, 3, concerning hypotheses 2 and 3, present

statistics of the study variables and the correlations between

them. We examined the correlations between likelihood

to seek help, mental wellbeing, and age using Pearson’s

test, and the correlations with the level of religiosity with

Spearman’s correlation.

As shown in Tables 2, 3, and confirming hypothesis 3, the

probability of seeking help correlated significantly with the sense

of mental wellbeing. The correlation was stronger in Jewish than in

Arab women.

We found a significant correlation between the probability

of seeking help in the case of IPV and the participants’ age,

with opposite trends between Jewish and Arab women. For

Arab women, we found a negative correlation, in accordance

with hypothesis 4, whereas for Jewish women, we found a

positive correlation. Thus, the younger Arab women were, the

greater the probability was of their seeking help, whereas for

Jewish women, the probability of seeking help was higher for

older women.

This finding may be explained by the level of religiosity of the

participants. Contrary to hypothesis 4, for Jewish women we found

no correlation between the probability of seeking help and level

of religiosity. By contrast, for Arab women, we found a negative

correlation between these variables. The significant correlation

between age and level of religiosity of Arab women explains why

older women were less likely to seek help. For Jewish women, the

correlation between age and the level of religiosity was negative,

therefore we found no correlation between the level of religiosity

and the tendency to seek help.
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TABLE 2 Statistics of research variables.

Probability of
seeking help

Mental wellbeing Age Level of
religiosity

Complete sample N 764 795 793 795

Mean 2.88 3.13 27.34 2.18

SD 0.81 0.78 9.15 0.78

Min 1 1 18 1

Max 5 471 75 3

Jewish women N 357 357 357 357

Mean 3.01 3.17 25.75 2.02

SD 0.81 0.73 8.05 0.87

Min 1 1.14 19 1

Max 5 4.71 65 3

Arab women N 407 438 436 438

Mean 2.77 3.09 28.65 2.31

SD 0.79 0.82 9.78 0.68

Min 1 1 18 1

Max 5 4.71 75 3

TABLE 3 Correlations between research variables.

Probability of seeking help Mental wellbeing Age

Jewish women Mental wellbeing 0.272∗∗

Age 0.182∗∗ 0.153∗∗

Level of religiosity 0.098 0.066 −0.191∗∗

Arab women Mental wellbeing 0.120∗

Age −0.175∗∗ 0.143∗∗

Level of religiosity −0.157∗∗ 0.147∗∗ 0.125∗

∗p < 0.05, ∗∗p < 0.001.

Discussion

IPV has many consequences for the physical and mental health

of the victims (Spencer et al., 2019; Lo, 2023). One of the victims’

strategies for coping with IPV is turning to formal and informal

sources for help (van Berkel, 2009; Selestine et al., 2023). The

present study examined the tendency of Jewish and Arab women

in Israel to seek help in case of IPV. The findings revealed a

significant connection between the willingness to ask for help and

the women’s mental health. The mere knowledge that the women

have someone to turn to in case of violence appears to lead to better

mental wellbeing. An understanding of the barriers that women

face in seeking help and of the entities they can approach for

help can guide service providers in developing solutions that are

culturally appropriate for each community, in accordance with its

cultural codes.

The findings of the study reveal that, in general, Jewish

women’s willingness to seek help is significantly higher than that

of Arab women. This gap originates in the differences between

the two cultures. Although Jewish society contains, among other,

conservative groups, and the differences between the Jewish and the

Arab societies do not constitute an extreme dichotomy, the Jewish

society is considered to be more liberal, Western, and egalitarian

than the Arab society. Arab society in Israel, despite the change

it is undergoing, remains traditional, collectivist, and patriarchal

(Daoud et al., 2020). Arab culture expects women to be submissive,

subservient to men, to uphold family honor, and not approach

actors outside the community (Ne’eman Haviv, 2020, 2021a,b). The

fact that Israeli Arab women are part of a minority group, which

has conflicts with the legal authorities, reduces their trust in the

authorities and the chance that Arab women will approach either

internal or external sources of help.

As noted, Arab society is in the process of transitioning from

traditionalism to modernity. The change includes urbanization,

structural changes in participation in the labor market and work

patterns (especially in the case of women), a rise in educational

levels, exposure to media, and detachment from the extended

family and traditional social institutions (Elias et al., 2019; Vitman-

Schorr and Ayalon, 2020; Lo, 2023). Our findings indicate that

there is a negative correlation between the age of the Arab women

and their willingness to ask for help, with younger women being

more likely to seek sources of support. The change also reflects a
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willingness on the part of the women to extricate themselves from

the cultural trap in which they are.

The women in both groups tend not to turn to their parents for

help, especially not to their mothers. Possibly, they do not perceive

the mothers as having sufficient social power to help them. But

there are differences between the groups in whom they approach for

help. As noted, 62.7% of the Jewish women stated that they would

turn to a friend for help, whereas only 32.3% of the Arab women

indicated that they would turn to a friend. Jewish women were

also much more likely to seek help from non-first-degree relatives

(24.1% compared to 12.9% of Arab women), from a physician or

nurse (37.3 vs. 28.9%), and from a social organization dealing with

IPV (54.3 vs. 36.5%).

By contrast, Arab women indicated that they would approach

two sources of help more than Jewish women would: social

workers (41.7 vs. 37.3%) and religious leaders (27.8 vs. 17.4%). This

finding indicates the tendency of Arab women to turn to formal

authorities. Over the past decade, there has been a notable rise in

awareness among the Arab public in Israel regarding the urgency

to establish programs aimed at preventing domestic violence.

Consequently, numerous organizations have emerged within Arab

society, providing essential support services for women. In many

instances, social workers within Arab communities are Arab

women themselves, which not only enhances accessibility but also

helps to alleviate mistrust.

The tendency of Arab women to seek help from external parties

rather than their relatives attests to the sway of traditional culture,

which silences women victims. Cuesta-García and Crespo (2022)

reviewed numerous studies showing that family reactions and

women’s fear about what their family members and friends might

think acted as a barrier to help-seeking. For example, Abu-Ras

(2007) found that Arab immigrant women in the US showed fear

of disapproval and of being stigmatized by their families for their

decision to seek help.

Shechtman et al. (2018) explained the reluctance to seek help

from parties in the community both by the social stigma and the

self-stigma associated with it. Public stigma refers to the negative

stereotypes that individuals perceive that their society maintains

about those who seek help. In previous studies, public stigma

has been associated with decreased help-seeking attitudes and

intentions (Vogel et al., 2017; Hulley et al., 2023). Individuals

internalize these stereotypes and attach negative attitudes to their

self-concept, a phenomenon known as self-stigma, which includes

feelings of shame, fear of losing self-respect, and isolation (Liang

et al., 2005; Shechtman et al., 2018). This explanation clarifies

why the Arab women in the present study are less likely to ask

for help, underestimated the ability of their mothers to provide

support. The choice to turn to official bodies provides women with

protection and gives them the strength to face the social pressures

in their community.

Limitations

The main limitation of the study lies in the fact that the women

were not directly asked whether they had been victims of IPV.

The purpose of the study was to learn about the cultural and

social differences in the help-seeking tendency between Jewish

and Arab women. Therefore, the study addressed the general

population. But, it is possible, that some of the women who

participated in the study, were IPV victims, creating a bias in their

answers. Moreover, the study examined the women’s perception of

a theoretical case of IPV: “If you were a victim, whom would you

turn to?” Therefore, our results indicate an expectation of behavior

rather than actual behavior.

External validity and generalizability

The study examines differences between two population

groups: Jewish and Arab women. Two cultural groups differ

from each other: Jewish society is more modern, Western

and liberal, whereas Arab society is more conservative,

traditional, collectivist and patriarchal. Although the differences

between the groups are not necessarily dichotomous,

but rather on a continuum, this study can be broadly

generalized. The research findings may be relevant to many

societies that are in the process of modernization and

change, such as traditional immigrant communities living in

Western countries.

Future research

A follow-up study should be conducted among women who

identify themselves as victims of IPV, to examine whether they

sought help and from which sources. In addition, it is important

checking what influenced the decision to contact or not to contact

a certain source.

Prevention and policy implications

Both state agencies and women’s organizations in Israel

have made attempts to raise awareness of IPV and encourage

women to seek help in the case of victimization. It appears,

however, that cultural barriers significantly reduce the willingness

to seek help. This study shows that it is necessary to act with

cultural sensitivity and adapt help options to the culture to

which the women belong. Furthermore, the understanding of the

barriers facing Arab women, which result in low rates of help

seeking within their community, suggests the need to develop

intervention programs, that raise the community awareness of

the difficulty of escaping the cycle of violence, and offer an

enabling place for receiving support. To create a fundamental

change, it is necessary to start with educational programs from

a young age in schools, with the aim of encouraging solidarity

against violence.
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