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Abstract
Research on violence against (im)migrant women is emerging, but definitions and classifications of immigrants
are not consistent, which makes comparisons within and between countries difficult if not impossible. This is also
problematic when studying abused (im)migrant women’s needs and experiences within health care. (Im)migrants
are often subsumed under the umbrella term ethnic minorities, ethnic groups, racial minorities, ethnicity or race, or
these terms are used interchangeably. This is partly due to the countries’ different historic and political migration
trajectories. Although there are similarities between migrants and ethnic minorities (e.g. a shared geographical and
cultural heritage), there are also considerable differences (e.g. the act of migrating to another country and, as a
consequence, the loss of a social network). An important dimension, which is often neglected when studying migrant
women, is the age at migration, which is indicative of the migrant generation a woman belongs to and important since
it influences how well she can adjust to a new country, language and culture.
The direction of flow of migration (e.g. South-North vs. North-North) may show how similar the country of origin
is from the country of residence (e.g. linguistic proximity between the U.K. and the U.S.) and the different reasons for
migration (e.g. work, war; forced vs. voluntary) often affect the legal status. When distinct migrant groups are subsumed and are then compared either with each other, other migrant groups or with non-migrants, this has limitations
since it masks heterogeneity. Moreover, domestic violence, being one form of gender violence, needs a broader
scope to capture the domestic violence experience of (im)migrant women (e.g. violence committed by extended
family members). The following article argues for careful definitions, operalisations, and usage of “migration” and
“domestic violence” when conducting research on violence against im(migrant) women to make comparison possible
and meaningful.
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Introduction
“Overall, in much of the debates about ethnicity and immigration
as well as gender and VAW [Violence against women], MEM [migrant
and ethnic minority] women have been either absent and marginal or
more recently constructed and represented in particular ways.” Thiara,
Condon and Schröttle 2011, p. 20, [1]).
Research on domestic violence (DV), being one form of gender
violence, against (im)migrant women is emerging [1]. However, this
is highly politically polarized – while domestic violence is prevalent
in all countries and societies irrespective of socio-economic status,
ethnicity, religion and culture, DV in (im)migrant and ethnic minority
communities is often portrayed as a cultural problem while DV in
western countries is thought to represent individual deviant acts [2].
Feminist researchers, however, propose that all violence against women
is rooted in the patriarchal ideas of male ownership over women [3].
Domestic violence is one of the greatest health risks to women
and children [4]. Women will seek help for injuries or other health
consequences caused by the domestic violence, thus the health care
sector plays a vital role. Despite this, DV is often hidden in the health
care sector [5]. Asking about domestic violence has been likened to
opening Pandora’s Box as clinicians feel uncomfortable asking women,
ineffective and powerless to intervene and also fear offending women
[6-9]. For all women affected by domestic violence, there are many
barriers to disclosure such as fear of the abuser or repercussions (e.g.)
and feelings of shame [7,8].
(Im)migrant women may face a number of vulnerabilities and
additional barriers when it comes to domestic violence: Their specific
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immigration status, lack of language skills and being removed from
their social network may make them more likely to experience more
severe and more frequent forms of domestic violence, including
abuse and coercive control from other adult family members [10-13].
Moreover, migrant women might face difficulties accessing support
due to a) language barriers, b) not knowing where to get help, c) being
accompanied by relatives to health care professionals and d) expressing
their suffering differently [12,14]. When migrant women do not speak
the language, family members often function as an interpreter, which
makes the disclosure difficult if not impossible [14,15]. On the other
hand, health care professionals may fear appearing “racist” or offending
women when asking them about domestic violence [9,16]. Conversely,
migrant women may be assumed to experience DV as it is a part of
“their” culture or that the family should be informed about disclosure
of domestic violence [9,16].
There are few representative surveys or qualitative studies on
violence against (im)migrant women, which include either large
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enough sample sizes and/or adequate migrant classifications; there are
also ethical and methodological issues, such as, accessing these women
safely, getting informed consent, and conducting interviews in the
native languages of (im)migrant women [1,12,17].
To review abused (im)migrants’ women needs and experiences
within the health care system, we are currently undertaking a systematic
literature review of qualitative studies to conduct a qualitative metasynthesis of them. Here we were faced with the challenge of how to
search bibliographic databases systematically for “migrant” women.
This, in turn, has shaped our thinking about the terms “(im)migration”
“ethnic minority women” and also “domestic violence”, which will be
discussed in this paper. Although this paper will primarily focus on
definitions and the search strategy and not on the actual results, a few
examples will be given to illustrate the key points.

Migrants or Immigrants – Does it Mean the Same?
As Anderson and Blinder succinctly put it “definitions affect
data” [18], but there is no consensus regarding a single definition of
who constitutes an (im)migrant [19]1. Consequently, there are many
different definitions and data sets and the terms “migrant”, “immigrant”,
as well as, “foreigner” are often used interchangeably [19]. When
looking at comparative studies, (im)migrants are often subsumed under
the umbrella term “ethnic minorities”, racial minorities, foreigners, or
race (e.g. in large-scale surveys). So far, there is no agreed system for
classifying migration, race, ethnicity, and culture hyphen, particularly
across countries [19,20].
Even the use of the term “migration” or “immigration” (or
“migrant” or “immigrant” respectively) is not clear: In Latin, migratio
means movement and migrāre means to move from place to place,
change position or to change one’s abode [21]. To immigrate means
that a non-national moves to a country to settle, while emigrate
means to leave one state to settle in another [21]. These terms are
commonly used in biology and sociology. Researchers either use
them interchangeably or prefer one over the other. This led one of the
authors to question whether this is due to an American English or
British English/European preference.
The United Nations’ definition emphasizes the time dimension
[22], but refers to all people who have migrated as “immigrants”:
“An immigrant is a person who moves to a country other than that
of his or her usual residence for a period of at least a year (12 months), so
that the country of destination effectively becomes his or her new country
of usual residence. From the perspective of the country of departure the
person will be a long-term emigrant and from that of the country of
arrival the person will be a long-term immigrant.”
Conversely, an international short-term immigrant/short-term
emigrant is defined as: “A person who moves to a country other than
that of his or her usual residence for a period of at least 3 months but
less than a year (12 months) except in cases where the movement to
that country is for purposes of recreation, holiday, visits to friends and
relatives, business, medical treatment or religious pilgrimage2.”
1 In British law, there does not exist a definition of migrants or immigrants, the
only distinguishing feature is the “right to abode” in the U.K. (i.e. all British citizens,
as well as a small minority of Commonwealth citizens) [18]. People who have not
got the right are “subject to immigration control” . However, as the “right to abode”
also applies to EU citizens, this distinguishing feature has become blurred and is
no longer clear-cut [18].
2 The time dimension leaves it unclear how recently (im)migrated women (i.e.
women who lived in a country for less than 3 months) can be classified. This
definition is also problematic in regards, for example, Army personnel who may
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The International Organization for Migration (IOM)3 uses
“migration” as the overall term for either em- or immigration and
simply calls its report “World Migration Report”4 [23].
“The term migrant was usually understood to cover all cases where
the decision to migrate was taken freely by the individual concerned
for reasons of “personal convenience” and without intervention of an
external compelling factor; it therefore applied to persons, and family
members, moving to another country or region to better their material
or social conditions and improve the prospect for themselves or their
family” (IOM).”
So nowadays the scope of migrants is extended to refugees and
asylum seekers. To simplify matters and to adhere to the International
Organization for Migration’s definition, the term migrants will be
used, which covers both long- and short-term migrant women.

Historical and political difference in use of terms and
measurements of migrants and ethnic minorities
There are different trajectories of migration. While the population
of the United States and Canada are formed by in-migration [24] and
consist of descendants of European (North-North), Afro-Amerian
(South-North) and Hispanic origin (South-North) (and where the
first settlers – namely Native American Indians – have become ethnic
minorities), Europe until very recently, was forged by out-migration
[25]. In post WWII Europe, the rapidly developing economy resulted
in large-scale labor migration. For instance, in Western Germany,
so-called “Gastarbeiter” (guest workers) were recruited from other
neighboring European countries (e.g. Turkey)5. In addition to this
form of migration, in the U.K. for instance there also exists a flow of
migration from ex-colonies (e.g. South-North). Moreover, migration
takes place due to war (e.g. refugees) or family reunification [20]. All
these different forms of migration have an impact on migrants’ legal
status, which, however, falls outside the scope of this paper.
Consequently, migration has a few important dimensions such
as: 1) the direction of flow of migration (e.g. South-North vs. NorthNorth), 2) the similarity of country of origin and country of residence
(e.g. language, culture, religion, legal and social system), 3) reasons for
migration (e.g. war, work; forced, voluntary), 4) the migrant generation/
age at migration, and 5) how people are (consequently) classified
including their migrant status. For example, if a female engineer
from the U.K. migrates to the U.S. (North-North migration) for work
reasons, then the country of origin and the country of usual residence
share a common language and are very similar in terms of culture,
legal system and religion, which impact the migration experience and
its outcome. If this woman encounters domestic violence she would
presumably know better where to seek help than when compared to
have lived abroad for a long time and whose children might have also been born
abroad, and are consequently migrants [18].
3 “Migration - the movement of a person or a group of persons, either across an
international border, or within a State. It is a population movement, encompassing
any kind of movement of people, whatever its length, composition and causes; it
includes migration of refugees, displaced persons, economic migrants, and persons
moving for other purposes, including family reunification”. (See:http://www.iom.int/
cms/en/sites/iom/home/about-migration/key-migration-terms-1.html#Migration)
4 See: http://www.iom.int/cms/wmr2013: “IOM, or as it was first known, the
Provisional Intergovernmental Committee for the Movement of Migrants from
Europe (PICMME), was born in 1951 out of the chaos and displacement of Western
Europe following the Second World War”.
5 Thus in Germany the term migration background is used, which is a defining
criterion of official statistics to describe a population composed of migrants and
their descendants since 1950 [26].
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a migrant woman who cannot speak English and is unfamiliar with
the overall system and culture. So, putting all migrant women into
the same category is potentially misleading. In the following section,
migrant generation and age of migration will be discussed.

Migrant generation, age at migration and migration
background
Migrant generation and age at migration are often not considered
when studying migrant populations; yet, they reveal whether a person
has actually migrated him or herself (i.e. 1st vs. 2nd generation) and the
age of migration influences how well an individual can adjust to the
new country, language and culture.
When pre-school children aged 0-5 arrive in the country of
migration they usually have no or only little memory of their country
of origin; because of their young age, they have not yet learned to
read or write their paternal language, and are usually socialized and
schooled in the country of migration. They typically learn the “new”
language without any accent [27]. Their experiences within and outside
education and their adaptive outcomes are therefore very similar to
their second generation counterparts [27]. Children who are slightly
older (aged 6-12) have learned to speak, read and write their mother
tongue at school, but finish their education in the country of migration
– so they are most likely to become fluent bilinguals who can flexibly
adapt between two worlds [27,28]. Rumbaut (2004, 2012) [27,28]
termed them the “1.5 migrant generation”, because they are half-way
between the first and second generation. Adolescents aged 13-17 may
arrive with or without their families, and may attend secondary school
or, if they are older, immediately start work. Consequently, their
experiences and outcomes might be more similar to first generation
adults than to their native-born second generation counterparts [28].
Within the second generation there are two subgroups: one consists
of children whose parents were both foreign born, whereas the other
consists of children where only one parent was foreign born and the
other one was native born [27,28]. Here, children with only one foreign
born parent usually feel more native than children where both parents
were foreign-born. Indeed, Rumbaut [27] found that these children
were less likely to report their ethnicity as non-native unless they were
asked about the place of birth of their parents6.

Research Findings on Domestic Violence
Interpersonal Violence against Migrant Women

and

Hyman et al. [29] found that recent migrant women from nontraditional source countries (e.g. Asian/African countries who had lived
in Canada for less than ten years) experienced less intimate partner
violence than migrant women from traditional source countries such
as the U.K. (who had lived in Canada for more than ten years). In
this study, two heterogenic migrant groups were compared with one
another, which not only differed in cultural respects but also in terms
of socio-demographic characteristics such as education. A reporting
bias due to lack of acculturation might have been responsible for the
different rates of partner violence found (while no differences in the
rates perhaps existed).
Women with foreign born parents might be more acculturated and
thus more adept in recognizing and revealing partner violence than
their foreign born counterparts [30]. Garcia et al. [31] found highly
6 Rumbaut classified these children (with one native born parent) as 2.5
generation, while children born to both foreign born parents are classified as 2.0
generation.
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or moderately acculturated migrant women or second generation
migrant women to be more likely to report partner violence when
compared to women with the lowest level of acculturation or of the
first generation women [32]. In contrast, women of the first generation
were more likely to tolerate partner violence – here migrant status was
assumed to influence both attitudes to a) recognise and b) to reveal
partner violence [32]. As mentioned in the introduction, the dependent
legal status can make migrant women more vulnerable to experience
domestic violence [13,14]. When migrant, acculturation or migrant
status definitions differ considerably between studies, findings cannot
be compared and have to be interpreted carefully.

Ethnicity, ethnic minority, race – can these terms be applied
to migrants?
“Race” is often used in the U.S. and North America to refer to ethnic
minorities. Yet, “race” is a biological concept, which divides human
populations into sub-species according to differences in phenotype/
appearance e.g. skin color, hair texture [24,25]. The term “race” is
much disputed as there is vast evidence, which indicates that there is
as much within genetic difference in one “racial” group as between
different “racial groups” [24]. Bhopal [24] calls for cautious use, yet
he considers it essential when studying racism. In North America,
however, researchers are using “race” in a much broader sense, and
thus “ethnicity” and “race” are often used interchangeably or as a
hybrid form as in “racial and ethnic minorities” [24].
“Ethnicity” or “ethnic group” is used instead of “race” in Europe,
which is due its historic misuse (e.g. in committing genocide).
Ethnicity describes much for than physical characteristics such as
skin color as it is derived from the Greek word “ethnos”, which means
“people” or “nation” [24]. Bhopal [24] defines it as “the social group
a person belongs, and/or is perceived to belong, as a result of certain
shared characteristics, including geographical and ancestral origin,
but particularly cultural traditions and language”. According to Sohal
[33] ethnicity is often used as a politically correct way of referring to
race or skin color. In Britain, ethnicity was usually measured by using
country of birth as a proxy [24]. However, the country of birth might
be the same as the country of residence for second or third and later
migrant generations. So if the country of birth is the only criterion for
establishing ethnicity, then the ethnic origin is not going to be recorded
if subsequent generations are born in the country of residence.
Also, minorities, for instance, Kurdish people in Turkey cannot be
distinguished using the country of birth as a criterion for establishing
ethnicity. Consequently, self-assigned “ethnicity” is often used as a
defining indicator [18,24]. However, it has certain limitations such as
test-retest reliability [27]. Furthermore, there might be variations over
time how a person perceives his or her ethnicity which may be depend
on the level of integration in the host country as outlined earlier [27].
Nationalities or citizenships have also been used as a crude
measure to identify migrant populations [18,25,26]. Yet, depending on
the national contexts of the countries, nationalities are not fixed and
can change [18,26]. This poses a challenge. Maybe as a result, the (self-)
classifications “race” and “ethnicity” have been used in the U.S. and in
the U.K respectively to identify people with a migration history [24].

Similarities and differences between migrant women and
ethnic minority groups
So what are the similarities and differences between migrants and
ethnic minorities/ethnic groups? The commonality is that the terms
all relate to migration and resulting changes, which can still persist in
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subsequent generations (e.g. regarding citizenship, legal status etc.)
[26]. The boundaries between migrant and ethnic minority women
are blurred. The obstacles faced by ethnic minority women are often
also encountered by migrant women. However, while ethnic minority
women may also have a distant history of migration such as AfroAmericans and often experience similar problems with regards to
racism, discrimination and poverty [26,34], they do differ regarding
other factors when compared to (first generation) migrants. Foremost,
they often have been living in the country of residence for generations.
As a consequence, ethnic minority women usually do not face barriers
related to a) separation from their social network, b) language, c)
immigration status and d) acculturation, though some still do. Yet as
noted previously, not all studies differentiate between ethnic minority
and migrant women.
In conclusion, there is a current deficit of clear-cut definitions
regarding migrant or ethnic minority women, and first or second
generation migrants in studies on violence against migrant women.
While barriers experienced by migrant women may at least in some
aspects be similar to the ones encountered by ethnic minority women,
clear definitions, classifications and adequate sample sizes are a
necessary pre-requisite to study and address any divergent needs.
When taking all the above into consideration, for the systematic
literature review, we decided to define first generation migrant women
for instance, the U.K. as women who were a) born outside the U.K.
to b) non-British (foreign born, no British citizenship/nationals)
parents and c) who have come to live in the country of residence for
various reasons (including asylum seekers and refugees). The duration
of stay in the country of residence can be very recent (e.g. they have
just arrived, for instance, in Britain) with no upper time limit being
set (e.g. a woman from India who has lived in the U.K. since the 1960s
or longer). Therefore, our definition conflicts with the UN definition,
where the minimum amount of time of long-term/short-term migrants
is twelve and three months respectively. Moreover, where possible, we
will take the age at migration, country of origin, duration of stay in the
country of residence, linguistic proximity, legal status, and other sociodemographic aspects (e.g. education) into account.

Domestic Violence and Migrant Women
Research on domestic violence may be criticized for not
investigating cultural forms. They may be subject to additional forms of
violence such as isolation and domestic servitude, which may not only
be perpetrated by their spouses, but also by their family-in-law (e. g
mother-in-law) and other relatives [10,13,15]. Therefore, the context of
DV has to be widened as it can happen within and outside the intimate
relationship (i.e. abuse by the wider family). Raj et al. [10] investigated
intimate partner violence (IPV) and found an interrelationship between
abuse by in-laws (e.g. emotional and physical abuse) and intimate
partner violence among South Asian women. Perpetrators were often
the mother-in-law [10]. Here the gender and power constellations
are also operative, but sometimes in a different way than in intimate
partner violence [35]. There are various manifestations of domestic
violence that are present in some cultures and not others, such as, forced
marriage, FGM (female genital mutilation) and so-called honor related
violence (including dowry-related blackmail or even murder when
the family of the bride does not pay the dowry). Bui and Morash [36]
discovered among Vietnamese migrant women in the U.S. culturally
relevant forms of partner violence such as throwing liquids (or turning
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around dining tables). Yet in surveys, these cultural forms of partner
violence are not investigated. For instance, the Conflict Tactic Scale 2
(CTS2) developed by Straus et al. [37] consists entirely of “Western”
forms of violence, which are, of course, also found in non-Western
countries.
Humphreys et al. [38] argue that a good DV definition is crucial for
agencies, and ideally should
a) be inclusive and acknowledge diversity, b) include different
types of abuse (e.g. physical, emotional, sexual etc.), c) recognise
diverse experience (e.g. including mother-in-law violence, women in
polygamous relationships, female infanticide and sex selection) and d)
include gender and interconnected power/control issues. The Home
Office in the U.K. defines DV as:
“Any incident or pattern of incidents of controlling, coercive or
threatening behaviour, violence or abuse between those aged 16 or over
who are or have been intimate partners or family members regardless
of gender or sexuality. This can encompass, but is not limited to, the
following types of abuse: psychological, physical, sexual, financial,
emotional.“ [HO, 2012, 39].
This definition therefore includes a) DV between wider family
members and b) DV between parents and children over the ages
of 16. It also covers a range of experiences specific to BME (Black
Minority Ethnic) communities such as mother-in-law to daughter-inlaw violence, forced marriage (FM) and honor related violence, FGM
(female genital mutilation), bride price and dowry related violence.
Yet, while apparently inclusive, it only applies to persons over the ages
of 16 while there has been evidence of FM happening at an early age
[40]. Furthermore, FM and honor related violence often include wider
community members, which, for instance, in mainstream Britain, are
not seen as family [40].

Searching for Studies on Migrant Women and Domestic
Violence
In the following, a brief summary of the systematic literature search
only relating to the definitions of “migrant” women and “domestic
violence” will be given. A more detailed protocol can be found at
PROSPERO7: http://www.crd.york.ac.uk/PROSPERO/display_record.
asp?ID=CRD42014008718#.Uw4SQ_l_vh0.
The research question for the systematic literature search was:
What are the needs and experiences of migrant women who have
previously experienced domestic violence regarding communication
within health care? As discussed above, different definitions exist for
migrant women and domestic violence as well as health care (Table
1); this made the search challenging as not to overlook any relevant
articles while at the same time not generating too many irrelevant titles
and abstracts.
As there is no consistent definition of DV, it was decided that the
search strategy should contain DV, “partner violence” and alternative
synonymous terms and phrases such as “intimate partner violence”,
“violence”, “abuse”, or “battered” combined with “domestic”, “partner”,
“spouse” or “wife” to reduce the risk of missing any significant articles8.
The search terms “migrant” or “immigrant” women were used. It
was decided to examine migrant women in OECD (Organization for
7 PROSPERO is an international database of prospectively registered systematic
reviews in health and social care.
8 Furthermore, family violence and abuse extending to family members (inlaws) were also used. Yet, these combinations did not generate any substantial
findings and were so discarded.
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Concept

Search terms/alternative terms/synonyms

Domestic violence

Domestic Violence or Spouse Abuse or Battered Women or Battered Women or Battered Females or Partner Violence or
Intimate Partner Violence or Family Violence

Migrant

Immigration or Migration or Human migration or "Emigrants and Immigrants" or Migrant farm workers or “Transients and
Migrants or Refugee or Migrant worker or migrant* or immigrant* or emigrant* or refugee* or asylum seek* or foreigner*
or country of birth or foreign born or Ethnic groups or ethnic* or Minority groups or minorit* or ethnically diverse or ethnic
minorit* or foreign or non-native or black minority ethnic or newcomer* or new-comer* or adoptive citizen* or incomer* or
naturali#ed citizen* or temporary foreign worker* or Vulnerable populations or vulnerable population*

Health care

Health Care or Healthcare or Health Service* or Primary Health Care or Primary Healthcare or Primary Care or
Secondary care or secondary healthcare or secondary health care or Tertiary care or tertiary healthcare or tertiary health
care or General Practice* or Medical care or Family health care or Family healthcare or Family practice* or Primary Care
Nursing or Community Health Nursing or Nursing or Dental facilit* or Preventive Health Service
Table 1: Terms for literature search (abridged overview).

Economic Co‑operation and Development) high income countries
only and not, for instance, migrants from Thailand in Saudi Arabia.
As outlined earlier, much research subsumes migrant women under
the term “ethnic minority women”. Thus search terms also included
“ethnic minority groups”, “ethnicity”, “ethnic groups” and similar9. For
example, when looking at the meta-analysis by Feder et al. [7], which
investigated the needs and experiences of all women with histories of
domestic violence in health care, 29 articles covered 25 studies, of these
23 articles stated that they had included “ethnic minority women”
(e.g. Afro-American, but the definitions varied here) or migrants (also
numerous definitions given in the studies) while the remaining articles
did not specify or stated women’s ethnicities. This may pose a problem
for the inclusion or exclusion of studies (e.g. Humphreys and Thiara ) [41].
When specified, ethnic minority women or migrant women were
included to a varying degree ranging from only one ethnic minority/
migrant woman to studies containing migrant women only10. The latter
applied to 3 articles [14,42,43], whereby two articles [42,43] referred to
the same study. In Robinson and Spilsbury’s review [8] of 10 qualitative
articles, women’s ethnicities were not presented at all, but they cited
the same three articles [14,42,43]. However, other articles contained a
majority or a large proportion of ethnic minority or migrant women
[e.g. 44-48]. This posed the question of which studies should be
included and what criterion should be applied. It was decided that
only when migrant women were a sub-sample for which results were
presented separately, these results could be included to examine and
identify the specific needs of migrant women.

Conclusion
It was challenging to search for literature on migrant women
affected by DV systematically. Research in this field would be easier
to identify and synthesize if we used consistent definitions of the main
concepts. Results on migrants should be reported separately – caution
should be exerted when subsuming migrant women under the heading
“ethnic minorities” unless an overall insight into ethnic minorities is the
goal. There is an overall lack of studies for migrant groups specifically
with clear-cut migrant or migrant generation definitions. While
migrant women’s barriers may (at least in some aspects) be similar to
the ones encountered by ethnic minority women, precise definitions
are an important pre-requisite to address their respective needs.
9 Interestingly, while translating and searching the respective search terms,
some databases, e.g. PsycINFO mirror the current use of combining race and
ethnicity as their subject heading was "Racial and ethnic groups".
10 However, the sample sizes of these studies varied considerably too.
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The contribution of this article is to raise awareness regarding the
various terms used for migrant women, to advocate a clearer use and
operalisation regarding domestic violence and to make research on DV
in migrant populations more comparable as well as meaningful.
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