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Behavioral Responses to 
Psychological Intimate 
Partner Violence: Are 
Responses Gendered?
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Abstract
We know from the violence literature that a distinct sex disparity exists in 
the perpetration of other-directed violence (ODV). Some scholars suggest 
that this disparity is explained in part by gendered reactions to stress, strain, 
or violence victimization, in which males and females engage in different 
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offers an enhanced opportunity to examine the role of gender orientation in the 
use of ODV across both sexes (Black et al., 2011; Hines & Saudino, 2003; 
O’Leary, 1999; Romito & Grassi, 2007). As such, we investigate the role of 
masculine orientation in the use of maladaptive coping strategies as a possible 
explanation for the sex disparity in ODV among those who have been victims 
of psychological intimate partner abuse.

Background

Although much research has investigated how violent victimization increases 
the likelihood of maladaptive coping strategies, such as engagement in violent 
behavior, little empirical research exists on behavioral responses among vic-
tims of a specific form of victimization: psychological intimate partner abuse 
(Baron, 2009; Hay & Evans, 2006; Turanovic & Pratt, 2013). Moreover, 
although many studies have established a sex disparity in ODV, there remains 
a dearth of empirically supported theorizing on what it is about “maleness” 
that is associated with ODV, particularly among those who have experienced 
victimization. In other words, beyond being a male, are socialized masculine 
qualities (i.e., masculine orientation) associated with ODV? For males in par-
ticular, scholars have found victimhood is often viewed as a feminine status—
Thus, when men are subjected to victimization, they tend to utilize violence as 
a way to reconstruct or reestablish their masculinity (Anderson & Umberson, 
2001; Daigle & Mummert, 2014; Jakupcak, Lisak, & Roemer, 2002; 
Messerschmidt, 1993). As one scholar noted, “when success, power (and also 
control), and competition are threatened by a partner then the man will respond 
by defending his masculine self-esteem” (O’Neil & Harway, 1997, p. 193). 
Although there is a considerable amount of research that examines masculin-
ity and male victimhood, there is a paucity of research that investigates how 
masculine-oriented female or feminine-oriented male victims might cope and 
hence respond to victimization.

Why so little is known about the impact of masculinity on violence perpe-
tration is likely because researchers often conflate sex (i.e., being male vs. 
female) with gender orientation (i.e., being masculine vs. feminine). Quite 
frequently, researchers state they are investigating “gender differences” in 
violence perpetration when in effect they are examining sex differences (i.e., 
male vs. female disparities; Anderson, 2005; Courtenay, 2000; Mahalik, 
Lagan, & Morrison, 2006; Messerschmidt, 1993). In addition, researchers 
routinely equate masculinity with males and femininity with females, neglect-
ing the fact that gender operates on a spectrum in which individuals can 
express a range of both masculine and feminine characteristics (Courtenay, 
2000; West & Zimmerman, 1987). As a consequence, little is known about 
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whether masculine and/or feminine orientation might be associated with 
male versus female status in terms of propensity to use ODV. That is, it is 
currently unclear, for example, if “masculine females” are as likely to partici-
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toughness, strength, virility, and heterosexuality, and are stereotypically 
associated with the male sex (Courtenay, 2000; Levant, 2011; Neff, 2001). 
Although sex category is uniform, masculine socialization can vary, which 
may explain why rates of risk behavior vary between both men and women 
as well as among men (Courtenay, 2000; Levant, 2011; Neff, 2001). 

http://jiv.sagepub.com/
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Research Question 1: Are men more likely to respond to psychological 
victimization with ODV than women?
Research Question 2: Are masculine individuals more likely to respond 
to psychological victimization with ODV than feminine individuals?
Research Question 3: Are masculine individuals more likely to respond 
to psychological victimization with ODV than feminine individuals, irre-
spective of sex?

To answer our research questions, we analyze survey responses from vic-
tims of psychological IPV via a general strain theory framework (Agnew, 
2001; Broidy & Agnew, 1997; Piquero & Sealock, 2004). This approach 
allows us to determine how exposure to a strenuous life event—psychologi-
cal intimate partner victimization—is related to the use of ODV by sex and 
gender. Although, it is worth noting that to date, researchers have yet to con-
sider femininity as a protective factor for ODV perpetration. Thus, some of 
our hypotheses below are exploratory in that they consider femininity as 
potentially protective in terms of responding to strain via ODV.

As such, we address the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1 (H1): Men who have experienced psychological victimiza-
tion will be more likely to self-report ODV compared with women who 
have experienced psychological victimization.
Hypothesis 2a (H2a): Masculine-oriented individuals who have experi-
enced psychological victimization will be more likely to self-report ODV 
compared with their feminine counterparts.
Hypothesis 2b (H2b): Feminine-oriented individuals who have experi-
enced psychological victimization will be less likely to self-report ODV 
compared with their masculine counterparts
Hypothesis 3a (H3a): Masculine-oriented individuals who have experi-
enced psychological victimization will be more likely to self-report ODV 
compared with their feminine counterparts, irrespective of sex.
Hypothesis 3b (H3b): Feminine-oriented individuals who have experi-
enced psychological victimization will be less likely to self-report ODV 
compared with their masculine counterparts, irrespective of sex.

Data and Measurements

Data Collection and Sample

To test the five hypotheses posed above, this project utilizes data from an 
online survey. The survey was developed to collect data on health risk 
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proportion of psychological IPV victims who used ODV by sex only. As 
illustrated by the graph, 61% of males engaged in ODV compared with 41% 
of females. Thus, reiterating the expected relationship, males engage in ODV 
at much higher rates than females. However, when the gender of the victim is 
incorporated, the results are significantly more illuminating.

Figure 2 illustrates the proportion of psychological IPV victims that use 
ODV by both sex and gender. As demonstrated by the figure, the importance 
of masculinity in the use of ODV becomes apparent. Not only do masculine 
men have the highest rates of ODV but it is masculine women who make up 
second highest rate of ODV. These descriptive analyses suggest that (a) men 
and women have different behavioral responses to psychological victimiza-
tion as illustrated in Figure 1, and (b) masculinity has an impact on the use of 
ODV, regardless of sex as demonstrated in Table 2 and Figure 2.
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(Adkins, Wang, Dupre, Van den Oord, & Elder, 2009; Borooah, 2010; Hyde, 
Mezulis, & Abramson, 2008; Rosenfield & Mouzon, 2013).

Our multivariate results indicate that men and women react differently to 
psychological victimization in which male victims experience increased odds 
of exhibiting ODV in comparison with female victims. This research also 
sought to determine the impact of masculinity on the use of ODV. We con-
clude that victims who ascribe to a masculine identity have higher odds of 
engaging in ODV whereas those with a feminine identity have lower odds of 
engaging in ODV. This could be because social expectations regarding femi-
ninity and masculinity are very specific. To be conventionally feminine is to 
be docile, caring, and friendly. Thus, it is strongly counter-normative for 
feminine individuals, and especially feminine females, to be engaged in 
crime and violence. This means that among our sample, feminine females 
would likely face significant social consequences and stigmatization by 
engaging in ODV, whereas masculine males would likely face minimal social 
consequences and stigmatization for engaging in ODV (and in some instances, 
may be encouraged to engage in ODV; see Messerschmidt, 1993). The distri-
bution of would-be social consequences and stigmatization mirrors the 
groups that are least to most likely to engage in ODV in our study.

The fact that the effects of masculine and feminine identity remain even 
after sex is introduced into the model suggests that gender orientation has an 
independent effect on ODV perpetration. This may mean that the internal 
consequences of being counter-normative in regard to gender identity are 
more potent than the external consequences of being counter-normative. For 
example, because masculine females were more likely to engage in ODV 
than feminine males, identifying with feminine qualities may have a stronger 
protective effect in terms of violence perpetration than being identified as 
physically male or female by others, which is how criminologists have tradi-
tionally studied the sex disparity in violence perpetration. Whether one iden-
tifies as female or male and whether one feels or expresses a masculine or 
feminine identity may be important intersecting correlates of crime for schol-
ars to consider moving forward (Belknap & Holsinger, 2006).

Limitations and Future Directions

Although the results of this study are intriguing, they should be interpreted 
with caution. The data were obtained via an online survey resulting in a con-
venience sample of college-aged students located in a Midwestern university. 
Therefore, we limit our interpretation and discussion of these results to this 
particular context. Moreover, there is a risk of selection bias considering the 
sample was self-selected and motivated to participate by an extra-credit 
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gender, and interpersonal violence. Her current research examines the social, politi-
cal, and cultural influences that contribute to the production and maintenance of the 
school-to-prison pipeline.
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