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Defining Empowerment 
Amongst Asian Domestic 
Violence Survivors  

 

In the Asian immigrant community, domestic 
violence represents an important public health problem, 
with unique challenges related to cultural and family 
norms, language barriers, and lack of access to 
resources for families. However, Asian communities are 
still often underrepresented in domestic violence 
research, and many gaps exist in understanding how to 
best serve and empower survivors.  

“Programs are developed [for domestic violence 
survivors] without really asking the clients what 
empowerment actually means to them,” said researcher 
Jocelyn Chu, ScD, MPH, formerly at the Institute for 
Community Health. Starting the empowerment 
conversation with Asian survivors themselves, on the 
other hand, can help fill gaps and make programs more 
culturally competent. 
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With seed funding from the Tufts Community 
Research Center (TCRC), Chu and her colleague Dr. 
Carolyn Rubin at Tufts have been able to explore the 
idea of empowerment with Asian domestic violence 
survivors through a continued partnership with the 
Boston-based Asian Task Force Against Domestic 
Violence (ATASK). Driven by an empowerment-focused 
mission, ATASK serves domestic violence survivors and 

their families in the New England region Asian 
community in a culturally and linguistically competent 
manner. This collaboration grew out of the Tufts Clinical 
and Translational Science Institute (CTSI) training 
program Building Your Capacity: Advancing Research 
Through Community Engagement, through which ICH 
has been working with ATASK staff on developing their 
research capacity.  

Utilizing a community-based participatory research 
(CBPR) approach, ATASK, ICH, and Tufts brought 
together focus groups of both clients and advocates at 
ATASK to learn more about how these women defined 
empowerment and its ensuing barriers and facilitators. In 
these focus groups – held in English, Hindi, and Chinese 
– researchers were able to facilitate conversations to 
explore the notion of empowerment for Asian survivors. 

The definitions that emerged from the groups 
showed that both clients and advocates believed 
empowerment meant control over one’s decisions, as 
well as reclaiming life with respect and dignity. The 
groups also led researchers to the unexpected concept 
of “giving back,” seen by participants as critical to the 
empowerment process. 

“Giving back was something that really resonated 
with the women in our focus groups,” said Chu. “The 
empowerment process includes being able to give back 
to the organization, or give back to others who are on 
the same journey as you.” The process of giving back 
empowers by allowing survivors to act as spokespersons 
in their communities, aiding in the prevention of domestic 
violence by “spreading the word,” according to ATASK 
Program Manager Sujata Ghosh, MSW, MSc. ATASK 
staff are now hoping to use this finding to inform their 
service delivery, and are considering ways to incorporate 
opportunities to “give back” into their programming. 

Purnima Sahgal, ATASK Case Manager and South 
Asian Advocate, expressed that the act of bringing the 
clients together also had an effect on their sense of 
empowerment. “What was happening in their life was 
mirrored in another person’s. There was a sense of 
community that came about, and that was further 
empowering – for them to know that they were not 
alone.” 

Ghosh considers being a part of this project with ICH 
a milestone for ATASK, and believes it is only the first 
step in a larger research initiative for the organization. 
“It’s helping us get a sense of our work and how it’s 
being translated and realized by the people that we 
serve.”  
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