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The main purpose of this review article was to collect and summarize all 
available papers that reported empirical data related to men’s and women’s 
motivations for IPV. To facilitate direct gender comparisons, the motives 
reported in each obtained study were coded by the current authors into 
seven broad categories: (a) power/control, (b) self-defense, (c) expression of 
negative emotion (i.e., anger), (d) communication difficulties, (e)  retaliation, 
(f) jealousy, and (g) other. Across the 75 samples (located in 74  articles) 
that were reviewed and coded for this study, 24 contained samples of only 
women (32%), 6 samples consisted of only men (8%), and 46 samples used 
both women and men (62%). Power/control and self-defense were com-
monly measured motivations (76% and 61%, respectively). However, using 
violence as an expression of negative emotion (63%), communication dif-
ficulties (48%), retaliation (60%), or because of jealousy (49%) were also 
commonly assessed motives. In 62% of the samples, at least one other type 
of motive was also measured. Only 18 of the located study samples (24%) 
included data that allowed for a direct gender comparison of men’s and 
women’s reported motivations. Many of these studies did not subject their 
data to statistical analyses. Among those that did, very few gender-specific 
motives for perpetration emerged. These results should be viewed with cau-
tion, however, because many methodological and measurement challenges 

ONLINE TABLES: Detailed summaries of the 74 studies reviewed in this article can be found 
in the table available online at www.springerpub.com/pa. Click on the link to “The Partner Abuse 
State of Knowledge Project” and go to Topic 10 in the online document.
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exist in this field. There was also considerable heterogeneity across papers 
making direct gender comparisons problematic.
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One important but controversial question in the field of partner violence centers on 
what motivates people to perpetrate this socially undesirable and dangerous  behavior 
in their romantic relationships. It has typically been assumed that aggression is a 
goal-directed behavior such that people are motivated to perpetrate violence with 
the expectation that their violent behavior will in some way benefit them, despite its 
obvious negative consequences (Buss, 1961). Benefits to the aggressor could include 
regaining a sense of power or control, protecting the self from ongoing physical or 
emotional pain (i.e., self-defense), transmitting communication about intrapersonal 
(i.e., anger) or interpersonal processes (i.e., relationship dissatisfaction, jealousy), or 
retaliating for past injustices (i.e., infidelity). Theoretically, each of these perceived 
benefits could then be expected to function as a primary motivation for the produc-
tion of violence. Thus, reducing the perceived benefits while enhancing negative con-
sequences to one’s partner and relationship that can result from intimate partner 
violence (IPV) might facilitate intervention strategies for this prevalent and yet de-
structive behavior. Characterizing the motives that frequently emerge as perceived 
reasons for perpetrating violence was the primary aim of this study.

However, through the process of conceptualizing and assessing potential motiva-
tions for violence, a second important and controversial question emerged. Specifi-
cally, do the motives for perpetrating physical IPV differ for men versus women? 
Consequently, in this review, the literature comparing the motives for both men’s and 
women’s perpetration of physical IPV will be reviewed and analyzed.

Addressing the two central questions of what motivates partners to perpetrate IPV 
and whether such motivations are different for men and women has important clini-
cal and policy implications (Saunders, 2002). Specifically, if men’s violence is enacted 
to subjugate women and keep them in a position of vulnerability and disempower-
ment, then the treatment of men’s violence will best be understood in the context 
of societal inequities for women. Correspondingly, if women’s violence is primarily 
enacted out of self-defense in response to their male partner’s violence, they should 
not be considered “husband batterers.” Furthermore, they are unlikely to benefit from 
being mandated to “abuser/batterer” treatment programs that were designed specifi-
cally for men. Under these conditions, the physical violence that women perpetrate 
in their romantic relationships may best be understood as a response to men’s enact-
ment of power to maintain their long-standing position of societal and interpersonal 
dominance and privilege. Taking into account women’s subjugated position in our 
culture, their resulting victimization then becomes a necessary component of success-
ful interventions for IPV (Hamberger & Potente, 1994).

On the other hand, if both men’s and women’s physical violence is motivated by 
anger management concerns, lack of skills to communicate successfully with  intimate 
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partners, or because of jealousy perhaps resulting from an inability to securely at-
tach to one’s partner, different types of IPV interventions are likely to be necessary 
(Langhinrichsen-Rohling, 2010). Interventions that take into account these types 
of motivations for violence most likely need to address psychological issues and 
 relationship-specific concerns that are unique to each perpetrator. These interventions 
may also not need to be so gender-specific in their construction or enactment. Several 
researchers and clinicians have also suggested that there is heterogeneity among 
motivations for perpetrating IPV among men and perhaps women, too, primarily be-
cause there are substantially different types of perpetrators ( Holtzworth-Munroe & 
Stuart, 1994; Johnson, 1995, 2005). For example, one type of perpetrator may engage 
in violence because of problems with emotional regulation or the expression of anger; 
a different type of perpetrator may be motivated to aggress against their partner to 
dominate or control them or aggress in self-defense in response to a dangerous part-
ner (Langhinrichsen-Rohling, 2010). With that said, it will be important to examine 
the research that has focused on whether there are different violence motivations for 
subgroups of perpetrators.

It is necessary to note that literature reviews related to this topic have been con-
ducted previously. For example, in 2003, Malloy, McCloskey, Grigsby, and Gardner 
conducted a qualitative review of women’s use of violence within their intimate rela-
tionships. These authors located the question of whether there are differences between 
men’s and women’s motivations for violence under the larger issue of whether or not 
there is “gender symmetry” in intimate violence perpetration. In essence, gender dif-
ferences in motivations such that men use violence to control or coerce their partner, 
whereas women primarily use violence in self-defense would provide evidence that 
disputes the notion of gender symmetry in perpetration (Dobash, Dobash, Wilson, & 
Daly, 1992; Pence & Paymar, 1993). Conversely, more similarity in men and women’s 
motives for perpetrating IPV would tend to support the gender symmetry position.

In the Malloy et al. (2003) review, two empirical articles that focused on motiva-
tions were highlighted. Specifically, in 1999, Dasgupta interviewed 32 women who 
had been court ordered to treatment as a result of their perpetration of IPV. Using 
transcriptions of the interviews that were conducted, motives for perpetrating IPV 
were coded. Dasgupta (1999) reported that several motivations for these women’s 
perpetration emerged in her analysis. However, according to her coding of the tran-
scribed interviews, the most common reason self-reported by these women was that 
they used violence to end their own abuse (i.e., in self-defense).

Malloy et al. (2003) also cited a study by Cascardi and Vivian (1995) which used 
a sample of married couples seeking relationship treatment. Cascardi and Vivian 
considered the perceived function of men’s and women’s perpetration of both mild 
and severe violence. Several functions were reported by both genders (e.g., anger/
coercion, anger, provocation, personality functions, and stress). As per their results, 
there were no gender differences in reports of self-defense functions for mild violence 
(10% of husbands’ perpetration was coded as serving this function vs. 5% of wives’ 
 perpetration). For severe violence perpetration, 20% of wives’ indicated that it was 
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done in self-defense versus 0% of husbands. Yet, despite the Malloy et al. review’s 
reliance on just two studies with heterogeneous results, these authors concluded that 
“striking differences are found between women and men concerning the motivation 
for using IPV, with women often using IPV in self-defense and most men using IPV to 
control their intimate partners” (p. 54).

Then, in 2008, a second review of the literature was conducted. Swan, Gambone, 
Caldwell, Sullivan, and Snow (2008) also focused on summarizing the literature 
pertaining to the motivations underlying women’s violence. These authors first con-
sidered gender differences in the prevalence rates of six different types of violence 
(e.g., physical aggression perpetration, sexual coercion, stalking, psychological ag-
gression, coercive control, and injury production). Swan et al. concluded that although 
rates of physical and psychological violence are similar between men and women, 
men perpetrate substantially more of the other types of violence. As a result of these 
and other dissimilarities between men’s and women’s violence, these authors chose 
to focus on what motivates women to perpetrate IPV as different from what motives 
men to perpetrate IPV. They cited evidence which indicates that women report more 
fear of their partner’s violence and that battered women’s children are also likely to 
be abused. Although it can be argued that neither of these factors are proximal mo-
tivations, Swan et al. used these data to infer that women are more motivated than 
men to perpetrate violence to protect themselves and their children.

Swan et al. (2008) did acknowledge data from multiple studies indicating that both 
women and men perpetrate violence to regain or maintain control of their relation-
ships, to defend themselves, and in response to retaliation from previous abuse. They 
also note that there are inconsistencies in the literature surrounding gender differ-
ences in most measured motivations. However, these authors still conclude that there 
are significant differences in the motivations between men’s and women’s violence. 
They further surmise that these differences indicate that male-derived interventions 
for violence may not be effective for many women (Swan et al., 2008).

Although both of these publications were some of the first to examine motiva-
tions underlying women’s perpetration of IPV, there were some limitations in these 
reviews. First, both the Swan et al. (2008) and Malloy et al. (2003) literature reviews 
appear not to be comprehensive in nature. Neither review provided evidence that 
they conducted an exhaustive search of the motivational literature. As a result, they 
drew their conclusions from a limited number of studies. Second, although both re-
views chose to focus on understanding women’s motivations for perpetrating violence, 
they finished their reviews by making conclusions relating to the question of whether 
men and women have substantially different motives for perpetrating physically vio-
lent acts against their intimate partner. Last, it could be argued that worries about 
the intergenerational transmission of violence and experiences of fear as a result of 
victimization are important components of the experience of IPV; however, they may 
not qualify as motivations for perpetration. Thus, to the extent possible, this review 
concentrated on papers that specifically measured motivations or reasons for perpe-
tration of IPV.
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Consequently, the main purpose of this review article was to collect and summarize 
all available papers that reported empirical data related to both men’s and women’s 
motivations for IPV. To facilitate the ability to make comparisons across papers, the 
motives reported in each obtained study were coded by the current authors into seven 
broad categories: (a) power/control, (b) self-defense, (c) expression of negative emotion 
(i.e., anger), (d) communication difficulties, (e) retaliation, (f) jealousy, and (g) other. 
Studies were also coded for type of sample (i.e., large populations, smaller community, 
university/school, clinical, and justice/legal) and the measurement devices that were 
used for motivations and for the perpetration of physical violence. Some of the ob-
tained studies used vignettes to assess participants’ perceptions of the perpetrator’s 
motives; these were identified as perception/vignette studies. To facilitate a further 
understanding of gender differences or similarities in motivations for IPV perpetra-
tion, existing empirical studies were also coded for whether they measured motiva-
tions for men’s physical violence, motivations for women’s physical violence, or both. 
Within studies that assessed motivations for both men’s and women’s perpetration of 
IPV, whether the men and women were a couple or were unrelated to each other was 
also determined.

Among the studies that measured motivations for the perpetration of both men’s 
and women’s violence, coders documented whether or not the data provided a way for 
the reviewers to make direct gender comparisons. When gender comparisons were 
available, studies were further coded as to whether the study reported the correla-
tions between violence perpetration and some measured motivation-related risk factor 
(i.e., levels of control, jealousy, or anger) or whether the study specifically compared the 
degree to which men and women self-reported the same motivations for their violence.

Because of the expectation of heterogeneity among studies in this field (Shorey, 
Meltzer, & Cornelius, 2010), this review should be considered primarily descriptive in 
nature. Nonetheless, the following a priori hypotheses were offered:

1. It was expected that most of the existing studies would be obtained from uni-
versity/school samples rather than large population, smaller community, clini-
cal, or justice/legal samples.

2. It was expected that more studies would be located that focused on the moti-
vations for men’s violence perpetration than women’s violence perpetration.

3. It was expected that few of the existing studies would have data that directly 
compared motivations for the perpetration of men’s versus women’s violence.

4. It was further expected that even fewer studies would contain data from men 
and women who were reporting about their mutual current romantic rela-
tionship. This would also limit direct gender-based comparisons because only 
studies with data from both partners in a dyadic relationship would be able 
to consider the couple as a unit of analysis (i.e., Winstok & Eisikovits, 2008).

5. It was expected that existing empirical studies would primarily focus on 
control/dominance and self-defense as motivations for men’s versus women’s 
violence, respectively (i.e., Shorey et al., 2010).
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6. However, when assessed, it was expected that diverse motivations for physi-
cal violence perpetration would emerge (Shorey et al., 2010). These diverse 
motives might include the following: because it was sexually arousing, the 
person was under stress, to show anger or as a consequence of emotional dys-
regulation, to keep from being ignored or to get a partner’s attention, to get 
away from a partner, to obtain love, or because of reduced inhibitions caused 
by alcohol or drug use (i.e., Follingstad, Wright, Lloyd, & Sabastian, 1991; 
Leisring, 2011; Ross, 2011).

7. Considerable heterogeneity among studies was expected in terms of sample 
type, measures used, and who was reporting on the motivation.

METHOD

Study Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

Studies eligible for this review were those that directly investigated motivations for 
the perpetration of physical IPV. For inclusion, studies were required to investigate 
and report results pertaining to the motivation of either men’s or women’s perpetra-
tion of physical violence in an intimate relationship. Studies that exclusively focused 
on motivations for psychological aggression, sexual coercion, stalking, or coercive con-
trol were eliminated (i.e., psychological aggression; Shorey, Cornelius, & Idema, 2011). 
Studies that focused exclusively on factors that motivate physical IPV victimization 
were also excluded (e.g., Tanha, Beck, Figueredo, & Raghavan, 2010). In addition, 
studies that focused on motives as associated with other related constructs were also 
excluded (e.g., control and marital commitment; Stets & Hammons, 2002). Included 
studies had to report empirical data, be written in English, use Western populations 
(i.e., samples within the United States, the United Kingdom, Canada, Australia, or 
Spain), be published during 1990 or later (or be an initial or seminal paper in the 
literature), and appear in a peer-reviewed journal. Consequently, excluded studies 
included theoretical or review articles, single case studies, studies focusing on aggres-
sion that was not defined as physical violence, studies of victimization, and material 
published solely in a book or a book chapter (unless the paper was widely cited as a 
seminal work in the field).

Data Sources and Search Strategy

Databases that were used in searching for articles included the following: Academic 
Search Premier, ERIC, MEDLINE, PsycINFO, CINAHL, Biomedical Reference Col-
lection, and SocINDEX. Articles were searched using date criteria from 1990 to 
 September 2011 and with the following terms searched in all fields: IPV, domestic 
violence, spouse abuse, dating violence, or partner violence; and motivation, self-
defense, control, anger, communication, retaliation, jealousy. The initial search was 
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augmented with a bibliographic review of all located studies and related review arti-
cles. Several additional articles were located in this fashion. In addition, these search 
strategies located a few studies on motivations for perpetrating IPV that were pub-
lished prior to 1990 or were contained in a book chapter. Given that many of these 
additional studies were frequently cited and typically constituted landmark articles 
in the field (i.e., Dasgupta, 1999; Makepeace, 1986) and contained codeable data, they 
were retained for this review. Finally, based on the titles of papers that were located 
for this review, several additional searches were conducted with the following terms 
(reasons, justifications, antecedents, perceived function, and context) to confirm that 
all relevant studies were located for this review.

Study Selection

As shown in Table 1, the initial search yielded more than 7,000 articles (n 5 7,631). 
The initial search terms used were broad by design; as a result, many obviously irrel-
evant articles appeared in the initial searches. However, if an article’s title indicated 
that it could be relevant to this study, the abstract was reviewed. Next, full text articles 
were retrieved for the 90 studies that appeared to be eligible for inclusion in this re-
view, or for which eligibility could not be determined from the title and abstract alone. 
Two independent reviewers read these 90 articles to determine relevance. These re-
viewers agreed that 57 of these studies were appropriate for inclusion in this review. 
A number of the excluded articles were topically relevant but did not include any 
codeable empirical data (e.g., Winstok & Eisikovits, 2008); many other located studies 
were theoretical or speculative in nature. Next, references cited in the 90 obtained 

TABLE 1. A Description of the Initial Search Results

Initial  
Search IPV

Domestic 
Violence

Partner 
Violence

Spouse 
Abuse

Dating 
Violence Subtotals

Motivation 238 436 283 144 32 1,133

Power/control 262 584 303 193 34 1,376

Self-defense 72 241 94 45 17 469

Expression 
of negative 
 emotion  
(e.g., anger)

271 746 345 207 75 1,644

Communication 393 1,145 448 244 97 2,327

Retaliation 31 70 38 17 3 159

Jealousy 110 160 133 82 38 523

Subtotals 1,377 3,382 1,644 932 296 Total 5 7,631
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articles and the 57 selected studies were also considered to obtain additional studies 
that might qualify for inclusion; additional searches were also conducted with terms 
used in the identified papers. This iterative process yielded another 17 studies that 
contained codeable empirical data related to this topic. Thus, 74 papers are included 
in the final online review table that corresponds to this manuscript. One of these 
studies reported results on two distinct samples; thus, most tables included in this 
review article refer to 75 samples that were drawn from 74 empirical articles.

Data Abstraction Process

The task leaders of this article in conjunction with the editors of the Partner Abuse 
State of Knowledge Project (Hamel, Langhinrichsen-Rohling, & Hines, 2012) devel-
oped a data extraction coding system to record relevant information from eligible 
studies. This information is reported in the comprehensive online review table that 
corresponds to this article. The table was developed in an iterative fashion with ex-
tensive communication between task leaders and directors. As a result, the final on-
line table includes the full reference of each included paper along with its sample 
setting (i.e., large population, small community, university/school, clinical, or jus-
tice/legal), sample characteristics (i.e., demographics, size), methodology and design 
(i.e.,  cross-sectional, self-report), and results. The measures used to quantify both 
motivations and IPV was recorded. Results were organized first according to sample 
characteristics (if the results were broken down into such groups). Within each type 
of sample, reported results were then categorized into the seven broad motivation 
groups that were identified by the authors of this article. These overall motivations 
were those most commonly seen in the literature and consisted of (a) power/control, 
(b) self-defense, (c) expression of emotion (i.e., anger), (d) communication, (e) retali-
ation, (g) jealousy, and (h) other. Several additional tables were then constructed to 
address the hypotheses advanced for this review article. These tables are included 
solely within this manuscript.

RESULTS

Hypothesis 1 postulated that a search of the relevant literature would locate more 
articles using university/school than population-based, community-based, clinical, or 
justice/legal samples. As shown in Table 2, 28 of the 75 samples (37%) were drawn 
from university/school participants. In addition, 23 of the 75 samples (31%) were 
obtained from justice/legal settings. Nine of the samples were categorized as coming 
from a clinical setting (12%), 12 of the samples were coded as community (16%), and 
only 3 large population studies (4%) were located for this review.

Hypothesis 2 predicted that the preponderance of studies would focus on men’s 
motivations for perpetrating physical violence. Thus, it was expected that few studies 
would focus on women’s motivations for physical violence perpetration. Likewise, it 
was anticipated that relatively few studies would be found that directly compared 
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motivations for men’s and women’s violence. However, as depicted in Table 2, across 
the 75 samples (located in 74 articles) that were reviewed and coded for this study, 
24 contained samples of only women (32%), 6 samples consisted of men only (8%), 
and 46 samples used both women and men (62%). Contrary to expectation, 12 of the 
46 samples that used both women and men had data from women and men who were 
in a relationship with one another (i.e., couples, 26%).

According to Hypothesis 3, it was also expected that not many existing studies 
would contain data that directly compared motivations for men’s versus women’s 
violence. As shown in Table 2, 18 of the located study samples (24%) included data 
that allowed for a direct comparison of men’s and women’s reported motivations for 
perpetrating physical violence against their relationship partner. Another eight stud-
ies (11%) reported correlations between a motivational factor and IPV perpetration 
for both men and women. Thirty-five of the studies (47%) did not include data that 
would allow a comparison of men’s versus women’s motivations, although some of 
these papers included men and women in the sample. The remaining 15 manuscripts 
(20%) constituted perception/vignette (n 5 9) or typology (n 5 6) study samples.

Next, Hypothesis 4 predicted that among those studies with direct comparisons of 
men’s versus women’s motivations for perpetrating IPV (n 5 18), few of these stud-
ies would contain data from men and women who were in a couple relationship with 
one another. This hypothesis was supported because only three of the located study 
samples that had self-reported motives for both the male and the female partner 
came from a study sample of couples (i.e., Cascardi & Vivian., 1995; Ehrensaft et al., 
1999; Perry & Fromuth, 2005; 27% of the couple samples). Four of the study samples 
with couples contained data that included only correlations between potential moti-
vational factors and IPV perpetration for men and women (36%), making direct com-
parisons of perceived motivational factors more difficult (i.e., Cousins & Gangestad, 
2007; O’Leary & Slep, 2006; O’Leary et al, 2007; Stets & Pirog-Good, 1990). Three of 
the remaining studies using couples were focused on typology research and motiva-
tions (Babcock et al., 2004, Study 2; Rosen et al., 2005; Ross & Babcock, 2009) and 
the final couple study included qualitative interviews of both members of the dyad; 
direct comparisons of motives between genders was not possible on the basis of the 
presented data (Dobash & Dobash, 2004).

Across all the obtained manuscripts and regarding the motivations that were 
measured a priori, it was expected that existing empirical studies would primarily 
focus on control/dominance and self-defense as motivating factors for men’s versus 
women’s violence. As shown in Table 3, both power/control and self-defense were com-
monly measured motivations (n 5 57 of 75 samples, 76% and n 5 46 of 75 samples, 
61%, respectively). However, violence motivated by the expression of negative emo-
tion (e.g., anger; 47 of 75 samples or 63%), communication/influence efforts or difficul-
ties (36 of 75 samples or 48%), as a means to retaliate (45 of 75 samples or 60%), and 
because of jealousy/cheating (37 of 75 samples or 49%) were also commonly studied. 
Finally, contrary to expectations of Hypothesis 5, in 47 of 75 samples (63%), at least 
one other type of motive was also measured.
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However, when assessed, it was also expected, in Hypothesis 6 that diverse motiva-
tions for physical violence perpetration would emerge in studies that assessed for vari-
ous motives. Among the 75 study samples, either one (n 5 12; 16%) or two (n 5 7; 9%) of 
the preidentified seven-coded motivations were assessed. Another 17 studies assessed 
three or four of the coded motivations (23%). The remainder of studies (n 5 39) coded 
five, six, or seven of the main motivations (52%).

Among the studies that reported “other” specific motivations generated by par-
ticipants, several emerged with some frequency. Specifically, within the 75 study 
samples, 16 of the authors indicated that drug or alcohol use or abuse was cited as 
a motivating factor for the perpetration of IPV (22%). Eight of the studies indicated 
that sexual arousal was generated as a motivation for perpetrating physical violence 
against an intimate partner (11%). Personality or character issues, modeling effects 
from family of origin violence, playfulness/teasing, and unknown reasons were also 
generated by participants as motives for physical violence in more than one study.

As noted in Table 2, eight of the located and included studies reported correlations 
between a potential motivational factor and violence perpetration for men versus 
women. It is likely, however, that many other studies of this sort are included in pa-
pers reviewing risk factors and violence perpetration. Thus, these results should be 
considered cautiously.

Of these eight studies, six (75%) reported associations between power/control 
(or instrumental beliefs about aggression, high need for power; proprietariness, or 
dominance/jealousy) and IPV. Three of these studies (38%) reported a greater re-
lationship between power/control and perpetration for men as opposed to women 
generally (Archer & Graham-Kevan, 2003; Mason & Blankenship, 1987) and among 
ex-spouses only (Felson & Outlaw, 2007). Four of the studies reported no significant 
gender differences in this association: macho was unrelated to perpetration for both 
genders (Bookwala et al., 1992), no relation between power/control and perpetration 
for male or female spouses in current marriages (Felson & Outlaw, 2007), jealousy/
dominance was significantly associated with perpetration for both men and women 
(O’Leary et al., 2007), and control was related to perpetration of minor but not severe 
violence for both genders (Stets & Pirog-Good, 1990). However, none of these studies 
found a stronger association between power/control and women’s physical violence 
than men’s physical violence.

In two of the correlation studies, measures of relationship satisfaction were used 
as correlates of physical violence perpetration against a partner. In United States, 
married couples’ lack of marital satisfaction was significantly associated with vio-
lence perpetration for both husbands and wives (O’Leary et al., 2007). However, in 
a sample from Spain, relationship dissatisfaction was significantly correlated with 
perpetration for women (r 5 .22) but not for men (r 5 .13).

Three of the eight (38%) correlation studies reported associations between re-
taliation and/or anger and violence perpetration; one of these studies also measured 
power/control along with retaliation. This study is reported earlier and indicates that 
men are more likely to perpetrate violence in retaliation/dominance than are women 
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(Mason & Blankenship, 1987). One study failed to find a gender difference as retalia-
tion was a significant motive for perpetration for both genders (Bookwala et al., 1992). 
In the study by O’Leary et al. (2007), anger was reported to be a significant correlate 
of expressed violence for both men and women. No gender differences in the strength 
of these associations were reported.

Four of the correlation studies (50%) reported findings related to the jealousy mo-
tive. In the study by O’Leary et al. (2007), dominance and jealousy were combined; 
this construct was significantly associated with partner aggression for men and 
women. Bookwala et al. (1992) used jealousy as a predictor of violence. Jealousy was 
significantly correlated with women’s but not men’s expressed violence. The remain-
ing study in this group was conducted in Spain. They reported no gender differences 
in the associations between jealousy and violence perpetration as jealousy motivated 
IPV for both men and women (Fernandez-Fuertes & Fuertes, 2010).

Of primary importance to this review article is the data included in Tables 4, 5, 6, 
and 7. These tables contrast studies that provide direct comparisons of women’s and 
men’s self-reported motivations for perpetrating IPV. Some of the included studies 
assessed the reported construct in multiple ways; each measurement is listed as a 
separate row in the table resulting in nonindependence of reported data (i.e., some 
studies had many more measurements of the same construct than did others). Very 
few studies are included in each of these tables, indicating that all summaries of 
these analyses should be treated with extreme caution.

Nonetheless, as shown in Table 4, of the 12 papers measuring power/control motives 
for men and women perpetrators, three (25%) reported statistics indicating no signifi-
cant gender differences (Harned, 2001; Kernsmith, 2005; Ross, 2011). One paper (8%) 
reported statistically significant results indicating that women were more motivated to 
perpetrate physical violence as a result of power/control factors than men ( Follingstad 
et al., 1991). Three papers (25%) reported results indicating that power/control factors 
were more motivating for men than women (Barnett et al., 1997;  Ehrensaft et al., 1999; 
Shorey et al., 2010), and one paper reported mixed findings for gender (8%; Makepeace, 
1986). The remaining four papers (33%) did not report statistics to indicate whether or 
not the values they reported were significantly different between men and women.

As presented in Table 5, 13 of the 17 papers (76%) compared men’s and women’s 
perpetration of physical violence for the purpose of self-defense. Among these papers, 
three did not report statistics indicating whether or not the data differed signifi-
cantly between men and women. Five papers (38%) reported results indicating that 
women were significantly more likely to report self-defense as a motive than men 
(Barnett et al., 1997; Foshee, 1996; Kernsmith, 2005; Makepeace, 1986; Ross, 2011). 
Four papers reported that no significant gender differences were obtained (Cascardi 
&  Vivian, 1995; Follingstad et al., 1991; Hamberger & Guse, 2002; Harned, 2001) and 
the remaining paper reported that men endorsed self-defense as a motive for physical 
violence perpetration significantly more often than did women (Shorey et al., 2010).

Data from 13 studies that considered anger and/or retaliation as motives for IPV 
are presented in Table 6. Five of the presented studies (38%) did not report  statistical 
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data regarding potential gender differences in this motivation (i.e., Barnett et al., 
1997; Carrado et al., 1996; Cascardi & Vivian, 1995; Hamberger et al., 1994;  Henning 
et al., 2005; Jackson et al., 2000). Of the remaining eight studies, three reported 
nonsignificant gender differences (Barnett et al., 1997; Makepeace, 1986; Ross, 2011), 
and two reported that women endorsed this motivation at higher levels than did 
men—anger/jealousy (Harned, 2001) and anger and retaliation (Kernsmith, 2005). 
The remaining three studies reported mixed findings as follows: two findings of 
women greater than men, one finding of men greater than women (Follingstad et al., 
1991); women greater than men, men greater than women, and nonsignificant gender 
differences (Shorey et al., 2010); and one finding that men were significantly more 
likely to be motivated by retaliation than women, the other findings had no statistics 
reported (O’Leary & Slep, 2006).

Potential gender differences in self-reporting jealousy as a motivation for perpetrat-
ing IPV are presented in Table 7. Seven studies contained gender-differentiated data 
related to the jealousy motive. Two of these studies did not subject their data to statis-
tical analyses (Cascardi & Vivian, 1995; Jackson et al., 2000), leaving five studies with 
statistical data about gender differences. One of these studies found that jealousy was 
more commonly cited as a motivation for men’s versus women’s violence (Follingstad 
et al., 1991). Ross (2011) indicated that women were more motivated to perpetrate vio-
lence as a result of infidelity than were men. A second study that measured jealousy 
and anger together also found that women reported greater amounts of this motiva-
tion than did men (Harned, 2001). However, a study of domestic violence perpetrators 
failed to find significant gender differences (Kernsmith, 2005). The remaining study, 
which relied on a university/school sample, reported that men were significantly more 
likely to report jealousy as a motivation for their  perpetration; however, women were 
more likely to state that their partner cheating was a motivation for their violence; 
consequently, this study had mixed findings (Shorey et al., 2010).

Finally, as predicted in Hypothesis 7, considerable heterogeneity among studies 
was expected. As shown in the tables constructed for this manuscript and as exempli-
fied in the online table that is associated with this article, the samples used for these 
studies varied considerably and the measures used to assess motivations appear to 
be in their infancy. Various informants were also used as determinants of the perpe-
trator’s motivations.

DISCUSSION

This project was designed to review the existing empirical studies focused on un-
covering men and women’s motivations for perpetrating IPV. Although the original 
search yielded a reasonable pool of studies, substantially fewer (n 5 74) studies met 
the specified inclusion criteria for this review. More than a third of the originally 
identified studies were excluded from this review because they lacked empirical or 
codeable data. Moreover, even among the included studies, several authors reported 
findings that they did not subject to statistical analysis. There continues to be a need 
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for researchers to collect quantifiable and analyzable data that can shed light on the 
motives that underlie both men and women’s perpetration of IPV.

Within the studies that were included in this review, it is readily apparent that 
various strategies were used to determine perpetration motives. In addition, many 
types of motive measures were employed (e.g., asking directly for reasons, using 
self-report measures of constructs assumed to be motivational in nature to con-
duct  correlational analyses). Measurement development in this field has only just 
begun. It is particularly important that some of the main motives being measured 
are  operationally defined more clearly because many might interpret the terms dif-
ferently (e.g., self-defense, control, retaliation; Shorey et al., 2010). It is encouraging, 
 however, that several instruments to measure motivations have been developed re-
cently. One of the most promising is the reasons for violence (RFV) scale developed by 
Stuart et al. (2006). Greater use of this scale is likely to facilitate comparisons across 
study samples.

The existing heterogeneity in methodology, measurement, and construct develop-
ment may also reflect the inherent challenge of determining a person’s motivation 
for committing violence. Motivations are internal experiences that may be difficult 
for even the perpetrator to discern. For example, when something like anger is self-
reported as a motive for IPV, what might underlie that anger (hurt, jealousy, discom-
fort from lack of control, inability to communicate one’s needs)? This specific difficulty 
is reflected in the studies included in this review as various researchers collapsed 
anger with retaliation (Kernsmith, 2005), jealousy (Harned, 2001), or other emotional 
dysregulation problems. It is also possible to argue that anger is not a motive for 
violence; it is an emotional state that is the context in which violence often occurs. 
Differentiating motives, reasons, functions, justifications, and contexts is a challenge 
that faces researchers in this area.

Still other studies included in this review had difficulty distinguishing between 
violence committed in self-defense and violence committed as retaliation for preex-
isting abuse of an emotional, physical, or sexual nature (Kernsmith, 2005); some au-
thors have worked hard to correct this concern (Shorey et al., 2010); these authors 
created a motivations for self-defensive aggression scale. Moreover, very few of the 
currently published studies separated proximal from distal motives and fewer, if any, 
relied on multifactorial theories that integrate motives across time or understood 
changes in motives for perpetrating violence as a function of individual or relation-
ship development. Finally, even when a perpetrator is able to accurately introspect 
about and subsequently identify their relevant motives, social desirability concerns 
may preclude admission of these motives on a self-report measure or via face-to-face 
interview. Unfortunately, social desirability measures are not routinely included as 
part of the assessment strategy used in this field.

Individually, particular motives may be more acceptable to report than others; 
however, the acceptability of reporting specific motives may also vary by gender. For 
example, it might be particularly difficult for highly masculine males to admit to 
perpetrating violence in self-defense because this admission implies vulnerability. 
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Conversely, it may be more culturally sanctioned for women to admit to perpetrating 
violence as a result of jealousy related to their partner’s infidelity than to admit to 
committing violence as a power and control strategy. A better understanding of gen-
der socialization processes related to admission of motive would be helpful.

It is also readily apparent that the nature and number of motives that are offered 
to the reporter influences the type of results that are obtained. Using open-ended 
questions or administering measures that offer various motives engenders a greater 
diversity of motivational responses than does specifying a limited number of motives. 
However, in 25% of the located studies, only one or two motives were measured. The 
remainder of the included study samples assessed three or more of the main motives 
postulated in the literature; although various combinations of motives were assessed 
across these papers. The irregularity with which all motives were included as pos-
sibilities greatly hindered direct comparisons across the literature.

It is also worth noting that some unexpected motives emerged using more open-
ended or inclusive measurement strategies. For example, in a number of studies, peo-
ple indicated that violence perpetration may be sexually arousing (11% of included 
study samples) or violence may be motivated by a desire to play with or tease one’s 
partner. Violence perpetration is also understood as an ancillary consequence of alco-
hol or drug abuse (this was generated as a possible motive in 22% of included study 
samples). Perpetration is also seen as a consequence of enduring impacts related 
to childhood trauma or as a result of long-standing personality issues. Although it 
can be argued as to whether these factors constitute actual motives for perpetrating 
violence, it would seem prudent to incorporate these concepts into existing measure-
ment devices to fully understand the function of IPV. Public perceptions of these fac-
tors as potential motivations for perpetrations may also need to be directly addressed 
in violence prevention and intervention programs.

It is also possible that some motives may be more acceptable to report in particular 
settings. For example, individuals facing criminal charges may be more likely to in-
voke self-defense as a perpetration motive than individuals gathered in a university 
study, regardless of their gender or their experiences with IPV. This is important to 
consider because 36% (n 5 27) of the study samples in this review were drawn from 
university/school settings and 34% (n 5 25) were drawn from legal, criminal justice 
settings. Only 3% of the papers (n 5 2) included in this review obtained data from a 
large population-based sample. Overall, as a consequence of experiencing pressures 
that may differ as a function of individual differences, gender roles, and/or setting, 
the conclusions drawn about men’s and women’s motives for perpetrating IPV must 
be viewed with great caution. Conducting additional population-based studies of the 
perceived motivations for both adolescent and adult IPV in dating, cohabitating, and 
married relationships would be a useful addition to the field.

Perhaps as a result of many of the earlier challenges, some researchers have cho-
sen to avoid the problems inherent in self-reporting motives for perpetrating IPV. One 
of the main alternative strategies has been to use other informants such as spouses 
or mothers (e.g., Sarantakos, 2004). Although this strategy has intuitive appeal, the 
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validity with which other people can accurately perceive and report on someone else’s 
motivations is also unclear. The relationship between the reporter and the perpetra-
tor also needs to be clearly specified and considered. The victims of IPV may have an 
important and yet unique understanding of the motives of their perpetrator; however, 
this perspective is likely to differ from that of a mother, a therapist, or the actual 
perpetrator. As a result, a full understanding of this literature needs to consider what 
motivations were measured, how they were measured, and who was inferring the re-
ported motivation. This additional complexity makes drawing firm conclusions about 
this literature even more complicated.

However, in spite of the challenges embedded within this field, several important 
findings can be gleaned from this review. First, there does seem to be consensus 
about the main motivations to consider as findings from most studies fit into the 
motive coding scheme developed by the current authors. Sixty-one percent of the 
samples included in this review assessed for motives of self-defense; 76% assessed 
for power/control motives. This is not surprising because these two motives are the 
cornerstone of the main gender-sensitive theories regarding the perpetration of IPV 
by women versus men; they are also consistent with the Duluth model of interven-
tion for domestic violence (Pence & Paymar, 1993). Other common motives assessed 
across these studies were anger/expression of negative emotion (63%) and using 
violence to retaliate (60%). Common measurement of these motives is consistent 
with the other set of widely used interventions for perpetrators of IPV (e.g., anger 
control interventions; Rosenbaum & Leisring, 2001). It is worth noting that 47% of 
the studies measured communication difficulties as a motive for perpetrating IPV; 
similarly, 49% measured jealousy as a motivational precursor. These motives best 
fit with models that demonstrate that relationship dissatisfaction is an important 
risk factor for IPV and it is a risk factor that may be especially helpful when ex-
plaining the antecedents to what has become known as common couple violence 
(Langhinrichsen-Rohling, 2010).

Second, studies that considered the most frequent motivations for perpetration re-
ported by men and women often generated similar motives. For example,  Kernsmith 
(2005) reported that the most common reason that both men and women chose to 
use IPV was to get back at a partner for emotionally hurting them. Kernsmith also 
indicated that self-defense, anger, and stopping a partner from doing something were 
common motives for both men and women. Leisring (2011) used a revised version 
of the motivations and effects questionnaire (MEQ; Follingstad et al., 1991). She re-
ported that college womens’ most common motives for perpetration of minor physi-
cal violence were in retaliation for emotional hurt, anger, and because of stress or 
jealousy. Similarly, Shorey et al. (2010) concluded that, for both men and women, the 
most common motives for perpetrating violence are to retaliate for emotional hurt, to 
express anger, to express feelings that they could not put into words or communicate, 
and to get their partner’s attention. Given the typicality with which these motives 
were generated for perpetrators, they should be routinely measured, better under-
stood, and incorporated into prevention and intervention efforts.
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Finally, one of the main purposes of this review was to address the question of 
whether or not there are gender differences in motivations for perpetrating IPV. This 
seemed possible given that 46 of the 75 study samples (61%) contained data from both 
men and women. Contrary to expectation, relatively few papers contained data from 
only one gender (n 5 24, women only; n 5 6, men only). It was unexpected that most 
single gender papers focused on explaining women’s perpetration of violence. Very 
few papers included only men’s reports, perhaps suggesting that men’s self-reports of 
their motivations were considered more suspect. Alternatively, some researchers in 
this area may have thought that men’s motives for perpetrating violence were self-
evident and thus not as worthy of extensive study.

Across this review, there were 18 study samples that provided a direct compari-
son of men and women’s motives for perpetrating IPV. This number excludes studies 
that reported correlations between a potential motivational factor and violence per-
petration for men and women although these papers are described in the “Results” 
section of this review (n 5 8). The study samples that were retained for the gender 
comparisons vary in the degree to which each of the motives of focus in this review 
were assessed, thus, the n’s vary across each motive considered in Tables 4, 5, 6, and 
7. Some of the gender comparisons seem more direct than others. For example, when 
the men and women are recruited in the same way from the same location, they 
are likely to be similar. In contrast, comparing male domestic violence (DV) perpe-
trators to women residing in a battered women’s shelter is likely to be problematic 
(e.g.,  Barnett et al., 1997). Likewise, it may be that women who are mandated to DV 
perpetrator programs differ in some substantial ways as compared to men who are 
mandated to DV perpetrator programs. Therefore, it is important to note who the 
men and the women are in the studies that compare men’s and women’s motivations 
for perpetration.

In spite of all of these limitations, it is worth noting that the hypothesis that men 
would report perpetrating violence as a means of power and control more frequently 
than women was only partially supported. Although three of six correlational studies 
that included data related to this motive did report obtaining significant associations 
between power/control motivations for men but not women; the other three indicated 
that the findings for men and women did not differ. However, none of the obtained 
correlation studies reported stronger associations between power and control motives 
and perpetration for women as opposed to men.

Regarding the direct comparison studies, four of the 12 papers considering gender 
differences in the power/control motive did not subject their findings to statistical 
analyses. Of the remaining studies, three reported that there were no significant gen-
der differences in being motivated by power/control to perpetrate violence. One paper 
found that women were more motivated to perpetrate violence as a result of power/
control than were men. The remaining three papers found, as expected on the basis 
of gender-specific theory, that men endorsed more power/control motives for their vio-
lence than did women (Barnett et al., 1997; Ehrensaft et al., 1999; Shorey et al, 2010). 
The final direct comparison study had mixed findings (Makepeace, 1986).
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In a methodological advance, Shorey et al. (2010) reported effect sizes for their 
obtained gender differences. Worth noting is that all the effect sizes for gender differ-
ences in men endorsing power/control motives more than women would be classified 
as small in size. This suggests that these gender differences are weak. However, the 
Shorey et al. (2010) study was also conducted with a college student sample. Thus, 
stronger effects might be obtained with a different type of sample but using the same 
measurement strategy. Thus, only two papers report any evidence that this motive is 
stronger for women than men; however, there are few, if any, indications that there 
is a strong effect such that power and control is much more of a motive for men’s as 
opposed to women’s violence.

Furthermore, although most relationship behaviors, including violence, can be un-
derstood as a way to influence, manipulate, and/or control one another, some perpe-
trators are likely to use this strategy exclusively and without remorse. Regardless of 
their gender, these perpetrators are likely to need different intervention strategies 
than those whose violence is more related to the emotional ups and downs that can 
be typical in less secure or unstable relationships (Johnson, 2005; Langhinrichsen-
Rohling, 2010).

The notion that the self-defense motive is more common for women than men also 
received some empirical support. Of the 10 papers containing gender-specific sta-
tistical analyses, five indicated that women were significantly more likely to report 
self-defense as a motive for perpetration than men. However, four papers did not 
find statistically significant gender differences. Only one paper reported that men 
were more likely to report this motive than women (Shorey et al., 2010). The degree 
to which this finding holds for women in all samples and settings, is consistent over 
time, and is relevant for women of different ages and ethnicities warrants additional 
consideration. However, despite findings of gender differences in some of the studies, 
it is important to point out that self-defense is endorsed in most samples by only a 
minority of respondents, male and female. For nonperpetrator samples, the rates of 
self-defense reported by men ranged from 0% to 21%, and for women, the range was 
5%–35%. The highest rates of reported self-defense motives (50% for men, 65.4% for 
women) came from samples of perpetrators, who may have reasons to overestimate 
this motive. In addition, further work needs to be done to distinguish between self-
defense and retaliation for previously experienced violence because these motives 
were difficult to separate in many of the papers included in this review.

None of the included papers in this review solely reported that anger/retaliation 
was significantly more of a motive for men than women’s violence; instead, two pa-
pers indicated that anger was more likely to be a motive for women’s violence as com-
pared to men. This is important because within the United States’ culture, it may be 
more acceptable for men to experience and express anger than women because of so-
cialization processes or adherence to traditional gender roles (Fischer & Evers, 2011; 
Shields, 2002). Women who perpetrate violence may particularly need more produc-
tive ways to manage anger within their personal relationships ( Goldhor-Lerner, 1985). 
However, making conclusions about gender differences related to the anger motive 
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is particularly uncertain because many authors measured this motive in conjunction 
with something else (i.e., jealousy, retaliation) and a substantial subset of papers 
in this area did not subject their findings to statistical analyses (5 of 13  studies). 
A  better and clearer understanding of how this motive influences the perpetration of 
IPV is warranted.

Finally, contrary to expectation, jealousy/partner cheating seems to be a motive to 
perpetrate violence for both men and women. This motive has been linked with an 
insecure attachment style in romantic relationships (Buunk, 1997; Guerrero, 1998; 
Hazan & Shaver, 1987; McCullars, 2012). Thus, it might be that less secure and stable 
relationships are more susceptible to IPV because they are unsure of the commitment 
and fidelity of their partner. However, given the extremely small number of papers 
that are summarized here, these findings should be considered preliminary.

Taken as a whole, however, the findings gleaned from this review suggest that this 
area of the IPV field is in its infancy. Researchers have employed different measure-
ment tools, focused on different motives (Langhinrichsen-Rohling, 2011), reported 
findings in different ways, made use of different informants, differed in whether or 
not they measured both men and women, and used different samples. Moreover, al-
though this review sought to be comprehensive in nature, it is possible that some 
important papers in the field have been overlooked. Furthermore, this article has ex-
clusively focused on understanding the motives precipitating physical violence. Other 
motives are likely to be more relevant for the perpetration of psychological or sexual 
violence. The motives for perpetrators of various types of violence may differ from 
those who use physical violence only. Likewise, those who perpetrate across vari-
ous relationships or on multiple occasions are likely to use violence differently than 
individuals who have perpetrated a limited amount of violence in the context of one 
problematic relationship. As a consequence, making meaningful conclusions based on 
the articles included in this review was not fully possible.

Nonetheless, it seems clear that both men and women perpetrate violence in 
response to various motives. Violence can occur as a consequence of not know-
ing how to appropriately manage anger, jealousy, and communication difficulties 
( Langhinrichsen-Rohling, 2010). The context in which the emotion occurs may also 
further motivate or inhibit violence (e.g., learning about a partner’s infidelity after 
having a few drinks vs. having a partner wear revealing clothes to a work function 
where one is trying to impress one’s boss). A better understanding of what motivates 
individuals to stop using violence over time or to refrain from violence in a context in 
which violence has often been deemed culturally acceptable would also be valuable.

In summary, much work remains to understand the motives underlying both men’s 
and women’s perpetration of IPV. The types of motives that are measured need to be 
theoretically based and consistent across samples to facilitate comparisons. Allow-
ing perpetrators to endorse various motives, as experienced across a range of con-
texts, is likely to lead to a deeper, proximal/distal, and multifactorial understanding 
of what underlies IPV. Integrating qualitative and quantitative methodologies is nec-
essary. It may also be that there are individual, interpersonal, environmental, and 
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 societal  motives that facilitate violence perpetration. Measuring the full array of these 
disparate motives in both men and women who are perpetrators will be essential. 
 Developing a clearer picture of what motivates violence, for whom, and under what 
conditions will better inform violence prevention and intervention efforts. It may also 
facilitate theory development in the field of IPV.
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