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Title: Concealed pregnancy, intimate partner violence and sexual assault: Is there a link? 


Aim: 

The paper aims to explore if an association between intimate partner violence, sexual assault and concealed pregnancy.

Background: 

Keeping it Secret The KISS Study is being undertaken to understand the psychosocial  processes involved in concealed pregnancy. Whilst conducting interviews with women to explore and understand why they conceal their pregnancies an interesting association between IPV and sexual assault emerged. This paper explores the utility of Festinger’s theory of cognitive dissonance as a mechanism to explore the psychological link between IPV, sexual assault and concealed pregnancy.

Methods: 

Twenty women were interviewed using a grounded theory approach to explore their experiences of concealed pregnancy. Data were analysed using the constant comparative method. Ethical approval to conduct the study was granted by the University. 

Analysis and Results:

This study has found that in some cases concealed pregnancy is a cognitive consequence of forced compliance in relationships characterized by intimate partner violence. Women were controlled and forced to stay indoors which limited their access to health care professionals, family and friends. The paper explores the impact of controlling relationships on women’s choice to reveal their pregnancy and access healthcare in the shadow of control and violence.
As individuals we tend to act in a way that is internally consistent with our beliefs. When inconsistencies exist between a person’s beliefs and how they behave, their actions may be seen ain s quite dramatic. In this study, four women recalled being happy to be pregnant and yet concealed their pregnancy. This is inconsistent with the narratives of the other 16 women who had not experienced violence and consequently required further exploration.

Recommendations: 

The theory of cognitive dissonance may offer a useful framework to explore the psychological processes and consequences of concealing a pregnancy for women in relationships characterized by violence. Understanding the psychology involved may offer a way to further explore how we support women in crisis situations. Multidisciplinary research is required in relation to concealed pregnancy to understand its’ relationship with IPV and SA and the implications for women and their babies. 

