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Abstract

Introduction: While guidelines exist for physicians to identify and respond to patients experiencing
intimate partner violence (IPV), no studies describe physician practices of making mandated reports,
advising patients about conWdentiality limitations, or conducting homicide risk assessment. This pilot
study aimed to explore current physician responses to patient disclosure of experiencing IPV.

Methods: We sent interview invitations from March to August 2022 to 11 US national medical societies
and 118 state chapters for family medicine, general internal medicine, obstetrics and gynecology,
emergency medicine, and plastic surgery. We conducted semi-structured qualitative online interviews that
were recorded and transcribed. We conducted a thematic analysis to determine codes and themes.

Results: Participants consisted of ten female and three male physicians with a median of 16 years in
practice. Analysis revealed two themes based on self-reported knowledge and actions: (1) limited
knowledge and use of mandatory reporting and risk assessment, and (2) reliance on team members due
to limited protocol awareness and time. Most participants did not recall reporting requirements, and few
physicians described reporting IPV to law enforcement, advising patients of conWdentiality limitations, or
conducting risk assessments. As a result of time barriers and limited expertise about protocols and
resources, participants relied on social work and nursing team members to respond to IPV.

Conclusions: Physicians in this sample describe limited knowledge and use of mandatory reporting and
safety assessment. These limitations can be further investigated in larger studies to determine the need
for trainings that include reporting requirements and for developing IPV response protocols.

Introduction
Intimate partner violence (IPV) is a critical public health issue, and health care guidelines emphasize ongoing
training, understanding legal reporting requirements, conducting safety assessments, awareness of protocols,
and referrals to community resources.  The World Health Organization (WHO) guidelines emphasize
communicating conWdentiality limitations, shared decision-making, and homicide risk assessment following
IPV disclosures.  Nearly all US states require healthcare providers to report to law enforcement when patients
have acute injuries due to violence, despite medical organization recommendations against mandated
reporting.
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Despite guidelines, physician knowledge of IPV intervention protocols, including mandatory reporting, safety
assessment, and warm referrals to local services, remains limited.  Only two studies from the 1990s
describe US physician knowledge of mandatory reporting, demonstrating physician awareness ranging from
29-86%.  Prior studies of physician knowledge of their worksite’s IPV protocol ranged from 0%-24%.
Regarding intervention, one study, including only four physicians, described warm referrals to on-site social
work, and a survey of 400 physicians reported referral to shelters (79%) and counseling (88%). No studies
describe physician practices of mandatory reporting, communication of conWdentiality limitations, or risk
assessment. This study explores physician responses to patient IPV disclosures, focusing on mandatory
reporting to law enforcement based on state laws and institutional protocols, homicide risk assessment,
clinical protocols, and collaboration with healthcare team members for community referrals.

Methods
We recruited US family medicine, general internal medicine, obstetrics and gynecology, emergency medicine,
and plastic surgery physicians. Participants were members of eleven national medical societies.  Recruitment
occurred via digital newsletters and interested participants completed an online form to provide contact
information. Participants provided informed consent after receiving information describing study objectives,
right to withdraw data, audio recordings for transcription, and voluntary participation with no compensation.

From March to August 2022, the Wrst author conducted 30-60-minute semi-structured interviews via Zoom.
The interview audio was recorded and transcribed. The lead author developed codes and a codebook using
thematic analysis and the WHO IPV screening guidelines.  Codes were reviewed and revised with coauthors
who have backgrounds in IPV research and education (authors V.S., M.L., A.L.), qualitative research (V.S., A.L.,
M.L.) and family medicine (V.S.). To ensure coding agreement, one coauthor (A.L.) reviewed and revised the
application of codes to one transcript. Data saturation was achieved after 13 interviews. The Institutional
Review Board at the University of California, Berkeley approved this study.

Results
The study included 13 physicians (10 female, 3 male; median 16 years in practice; Table 1). All had experience
caring for patients experiencing IPV. Two primary themes emerged from analyses.

The Wrst theme is limited knowledge and use of mandatory reporting and risk assessment (Table 2). All
respondents practiced in states that mandate reporting.  However, most participants were unaware of their
state reporting requirement and no patients were aware of institutional reporting requirements. Only one
emergency medicine physician recognized the state law, potentially due to experiences with acute injuries.
There was confusion about navigating the judicial system and law enforcement relationships. Some physicians
supported mandatory reporting, although none reported making a mandated report. However, two physicians
explained that they would hypothetically report to law enforcement if their patient experienced IPV, and two
others described experiences contacting law enforcement, but none described communicating conWdentiality
limitations. No physicians reported using evidence-based homicide risk assessment tools, such as the Danger
Assessment.

The second theme is reliance on team members due to limited protocol awareness and time (Table 3). All
participants expressed frustration over the lack of guidance for responding to IPV, including an absence of
intervention protocols at their institutions. Several participants described that protocol implementation may be
limited because IPV is not a clinical priority. Most participants felt that time barriers and limited expertise led to
relying on social work and nursing staff to respond to IPV disclosures, acknowledging their greater expertise
and availability.
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Conclusions
This pilot study highlights themes in physician knowledge and practice behaviors regarding IPV response.
Clinicians in our sample had extensive clinical experience, yet were unaware of or did not use mandatory
reporting, homicide risk assessment, or clinical protocols to respond to IPV disclosures. The absence of
protocols reported by participants underscores a need to investigate the prevalence of IPV intervention
guidelines for physicians at clinical sites.

Mandatory reporting to law enforcement without providing conWdentiality limitations, nor performing homicide
risk assessment or safety planning can increase risk for IPV survivors. Given how some physicians in our
sample supported reporting to law enforcement, physician education about conWdentiality limitations, safety
planning, safety risks associated with reporting, and advocacy for legislative changes is essential.

Reliance on social workers and nursing staff in our sample enabled physicians to offer warm referrals and
expert support, regardless of knowledge gaps and time barriers. Support from a multidisciplinary team may
enhance physicians’ willingness to identify IPV by offering expertise, while considering time and knowledge
constraints.

This study has important limitations. As a qualitative study, it captures in-depth experiences that may not
represent the broader physician community. We obtained a small purposeful convenience sample of clinicians
that was likely biased toward interest in IPV. However, selection bias appears minimal, as many participants
reported limited knowledge of steps in IPV response. Our participant’s limited knowledge was surprising
considering the sample was likely interested in IPV. Our sample had diversity of clinical disciplines but not
gender as our participants were primarily women with an interest in IPV. We also did not assess differences
between family medicine and general internal medicine, given a lack of recording types of primary care
physicians. While interview requests were sent to multiple medical organizations, most did not permit
dissemination requests. Although the lead author was responsible for developing and applying codes to
transcripts, all authors reviewed and revised codes, codebook, and themes.

Although this pilot study is limited by its qualitative nature and small sample size, the Wndings offer valuable
insights that can inform larger, quantitative needs based-assessment of training and protocol development that
could inguence physician behaviors in practice, rather than solely delivering educational interventions, to
ensure safe, patient-centered care for IPV survivors.
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