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Abstract 

Though many studies do show that emotional abuse exists within a pattern of other 

physical violence, few researchers have adopted nonphysical abuse as the crux of their research.  

The goal of this study is to contribute to the intimate partner violence literature by examining 

other forms of abuse such as controlling and emotional abuse that are largely neglected in social 

science research.  More specifically, I examine the connection between women’s employment 

(status compatibility) and their risk of intimate partner abuse.  Examining the role of male power 

and control in intimate relationship increases our understanding of the causes and consequences 

of male-to-female violence.  Data are from the survey of Violence and Threats of Violence 

Against Women and Men in the United States, 1994-1996.  This survey involved telephone 

interviews with a national probability sample of approximately 8,000 English-speaking women 

and 8,000 men ages 18 and older residing in households throughout the United States.  Only 

women are analyzed in this study.  Respondents were asked about their general fear of violence 

and ways in which they managed those fears, emotional abuse on the part of their partners, and 

incidents of actual or threatened violence experienced by all types of offenders.  Taping into 

status compatibility by measuring women’s contribution to relationship economic well-being 

through employment and education, hypotheses are derived from feminist theory suggesting that 

women in relationships that benefit men’s marital power will experience more emotional abuse 

than women whose status are compatible with their partners.  Consistent with prior research, 

controlling and emotional abuse is associated with low education attainment and poverty.  

Results reveal that control and emotional abuse is not greatest in relationships in which a male is 

employed and their female partner is not or in relationships in which a woman is employed and 

their male partner is not.  Contrary to prior research, relationships in which unemployed men are 

married to women who work were not found to have experienced more emotional abuse than 

couples in which both partners are employed. 
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CHAPTER 1 - Introduction 

Statement of the Problem 
Research on the use of dominance and emotional abuse as tools of control in intimate 

relationships has largely been neglected by social scientists.  In contrast, research on intimate 

partner violence has gained momentum in the past two decades.  The study of family violence 

has been so extensive that a separate subfield of intimate partner violence has emerged in 

sociology.  Scholarly journals such as the Journal of Family Violence, Violence Against Women, 

Journal of Marriage and Family, and the Journal of Interpersonal Violence have spearheaded 

the movement and continue to suggest there is still a need to research intimate partner violence.  

Sociological research on the causes of family violence was largely introduced in the United 

States by Murray Straus and Richard Gelles in 1976 through the development of the National 

Family Violence Survey (NFVS).  The National Family Violence Survey recorded people’s 

involvement in family violence and measured the frequency of violence in families.  Until this 

time, no nationally representative data existed that recorded violence among intimate partners 

and in families.  Since the survey’s inception, numerous studies indicate that intimate partner 

violence is a widespread social and health problem in the United States. 

Most studies in intimate partner violence focus on physical violence (i.e. slapping, 

punching, kicking, etc).  That is, most studies do not consider other forms of abuse, including 

emotional abuse, threatening physical harm, and attempting to control a partner’s behaviors 

(Felson and Messner, 2000; DeKeseredy, 1995; 2000; Kaukinen, 2004; Johnson, 2006; Loring, 

1998).  This gap in the literature is largely due to ways in which social scientists, including 

sociologists and criminologists, define terms such as domestic violence and intimate partner 

violence.  Research in family violence is replete with a variety of terms that are frequently used 

synonymously.  Words such as intimate partner violence, family violence, domestic abuse, 

spouse abuse, and domestic violence are abundant in the literature.  More often than not, these 

terms pose a problem in data collection and analysis, as well as interpretation (Gordon, 2000; 

Saltzman, 2004).  Definitions of violence in the legal system generally focus on physical harm or 

injury.  In other words, whether or not an act is considered abusive is determined by the amount 

of damage to a person’s body.  Consequently, someone who throws a punch in the intent to 
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physically hurt a person, but misses, would not be classified as committing violence because 

there were no physical injuries.  Therefore, simply defining domestic violence or intimate partner 

violence by measuring physical damage to a person’s body would fail to capture other abusive 

acts, such as the verbal, mental, and emotional abuse that victims are likely to endure (Demaris 

and Kaukinen, 2005; Carbone-López, Kruttscnitt, and MacMillan, 2006; Kaukinen, 2004; 

Loring, 1998; Stark, 2007). 

Guided by a feminist perspective, some researchers suggest that intimate relationships 

may not be held together so much by love and intimacy but rather by aggression and intimidation 

(Johnson, 1995; Dobash and Dobash, 1992; Browne, 1987) and abuse in the context of a 

relationship becomes a way to construct masculinity (Anderson and Umberson, 2001; Anderson, 

1997; Bowker, 1998; Stark, 2007).  Control in intimate partner relationships can be 

conceptualized as a problem of men using threats and emotional abuse to maintain control over 

their wives or girlfriends (Johnson and Ferraro, 2000; Johnson, 1995; 2006; Stark, 2007).  In any 

type of relationship, a male’s sense of ego may heavily depend on his ability to control and 

dominate his partner, particularly in patriarchal cultures (Ogle and Jacobs, 2002; Ogle, Maier-

Katkin, and Bernard 1995).  In any relationship where the man’s authority is challenged and his 

partner is perceived as being disobedient, he may use emotional abuse to establish his rule and 

reestablish command instead of (or in addition to) physically hurting his partner.  The level of 

violence in those relationships will typically escalate as the abuser tests the limits of aggression 

(Leonard, 2002; Ogle and Jacobs, 2002).  Women may threaten to leave in such cases, but the 

abuser/controller may exploit her feelings or needs by begging for forgiveness and promises of 

change (Browne, 1987).  However, in many cases the change is only an increase of brutality as 

the male tries to tighten his control (Fox and Levin, 2001).  Thus, examining the controlling 

behavior between offender and victim is warranted. 

Though many studies do show that emotional abuse exists within a pattern of other 

physical violence (Stets and Burke, 1996; 2005; Felson and Messner, 2000; Kaukinen, 2004; 

Hamby and Sugarman, 1999; Stark, 2007), few studies have focused on nonphysical abuse as the 

crux of their research.  Focusing on emotional abuse will increase our understanding of the 

etiology of the entirety of the phenomenon of intimate partner violence because it can establish 

physical victimization patterns that can persist during the duration of the relationship (Melton, 

2007; Demaris and Kaukinen, 2005; Thompson et. al, 2002; Salari and Baldwin, 2002).  This is 
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particularly important when women are victims because nonphysical abuse is more common than 

physical abuse, and can be as threatening as or more threatening than physical abuse 

(DeKeseredy, 1995; 2000; Burks, 2006).  Nonviolent acts, such as being controlled by an 

intimate partner and emotional abuse, are highly injurious behaviors and are just as worthy of 

empirical research as those examining physical abuse (Schwartz, 2005; Kaukinen, 2004; Salari 

and Baldwin, 2002; Burks, 2006; Johnson, 2006; Loring, 1998). 

Studying nonphysical violence such as emotional abuse and controlling behavior towards 

women is important for several reasons.  First, many female activists and scholars argue that 

emotional abuse is the worst kind of abuse in intimate dating (see Burks, 2006 and Loring, 

1998).  Emotional abuse towards an exhausted female partner can convince her that she is not 

worthy of his affection or approval.  Female victims of emotional abuse may never reach their 

full potential for happiness due to their destruction of their self belief in themselves (Loring, 

1998).  Second, abusers may use emotional abuse towards their female partners to feel better 

about themselves or their situations, or fill their desire for a sense of power and control.  

Therefore, some scholars argue that there is a notion of inequality of power in intimate 

relationships, especially in marriages (Dobash and Dobash, 1979).  Men can fill their need for a 

sense of control over their situation by stealing the power of others.  Third, nonphysical forms of 

violence need to be better understood in a legal context (Dutton and Goodman, 2005).  In the 

criminal justice system, it is almost impossible to use emotional abuse as grounds for pressing 

domestic violence charges on perpetrators (Burks, 2006).  Victims of emotional abuse will have 

a better chance of recovery when the legal system aims to make all forms of abuse unacceptable.  

Emotional abuse is the process by which an individual systematically diminishes and destroys 

the inner self of another person (Loring, 1998).  In intimate relationships, this is almost always 

the female.  Family violence researchers must incorporate nonphysical abuse such as emotional 

abuse and controlling behavior in their research to better understand violence against women. 

The goal of this study is to contribute to the intimate partner violence literature by 

examining other forms of abuse that are largely neglected in social science research.  Intimate 

partner violence is part of a systematic pattern of control and dominance over women and is not 

exclusive to men who have more income and social status than their female partners (Kwesign, 

et al., 2007).  Examining the role of male power and control in intimate relationship increases 

our understanding of the causes and consequences of male-to-female physical violence.  Testing 
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the idea that lack of power and dependence increases vulnerability to emotional abuse is 

necessary to understand the link between gender inequality and emotional abuse and controlling 

behavior (Hamby and Sugarman, 1999).  Due to paucity of research on this topic, it is important 

to examine whether predictors of emotional abuse differ by status compatibility of partners.  Men 

have traditionally possessed greater control in intimate relationships and this control has been 

connected to their status as breadwinner (Tichenor, 1999; 2005).  Emotional abuse is perpetrated 

by both men and women in the context of relationships.  However, the increase of married 

women into the labor force has led to a change in the quality of intimate relationships (Nock, 

2001) and this change has been linked to the perpetration of violence towards women (Anderson, 

1997; Macmillan and Gartner, 1999).  For women, the imbalance of status compatibility is 

predicted to be salient in determining the levels of emotional abuse and control attempts.  

Specifically, this study examines the possible correlation between a woman’s employment 

compatibility relative to her partner and the risk of emotional abuse.  Examining the structural 

position of women and their risk of victimization, some theories argue that female victimization 

is largely due to women’s economic, educational, and occupation status relative to their partner’s 

power in these same areas.  Testing status incompatibilities, as well as sociodemographic factors, 

alcohol consumption and personal dynamics between partners, will increase our understanding of 

controlling and emotional abuse that is largely absent in the literature. 
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CHAPTER 2 - Literature Review 

In a controversial finding, Murray Straus reported that women are as violent as men 

toward their partners (Straus and Gelles, 1986; Dobash, Dobash, Wilson, and Daly, 1992).  

Using data from the 1975 and 1985 National Family Violence Survey (NFVS), Straus and Gelles 

(1986) reported that the prevalence of violence by wives against their husbands is the same or 

even greater than that of husbands against wives.  Using the Conflict Tactics Scale to measure 

violence in relationships, the authors found that about twelve percent of each sex perpetrated one 

act of violence against their partner (Straus and Gelles, 1986).  In what has been labeled as the 

sexual symmetry in marital violence and the mutual combat hypothesis, the authors stress that 

women often initiate violence against their husbands, rather than simply responding to a history 

of battering (Straus and Gelles, 1986; Dobash, et al., 1992).  Largely as a response to this 

assertion, researching the problems of intimate partner violence has been of considerable interest 

to sociologists, criminologists, and feminists, and Straus and Gelles’ claim has been heavily 

criticized (Dobash, et al., 1992; Worcester, 2002; Saunders, 2002; Johnson, 2006; Nazroo, 1995; 

Dasgupta, 2002; Morse, 1995). 

The conclusion that females are as (or more) violent than males has led Johnson (1995; 

2006) to suggest that family violence researchers and feminists are in fact studying two distinctly 

different forms of violence (also see Johnson and Leone, 2005).  In what he termed common 

couple violence, this form of violence occurs when conflict situations between partners “get out 

of hand,” resulting in minor acts of violence—with some acts escalating to serious or life 

threatening forms of violence.  Both men and women are subject to the use of this form of 

violence against each other.  The second form of violence, which he termed patriarchal 

terrorism, is a general form of control where men are motivated by patriarchal tradition to exert 

control over their wives or girlfriends (Johnson, 1995; Johnson and Ferraro, 2000; Johnson and 

Leone, 2005).  Such patriarchal terrorism can take the form of economic subordination, threats, 

isolation, and other control tactics and, thus, a male partner does not need to use actual physical 

violence in order to terrorize his partner (Johnson, 1995; 2006).  Studying these two forms of 

violence, one somewhat neutral and the other clearly male dominated, increases our 
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understanding of the nature of emotional abuse perpetrated by each sex.  Because common 

couple violence primarily stems from particular conflicts rather than from a general intent to 

control one’s partner (Johnson, 1995), emotional abuse following particular conflicts are more 

likely to be performed by women.  Patriarchal terrorism—the wish to exert control over women 

through nonviolent tactics for the sole purpose of gradually altering her view of herself and their 

relationship—is more likely to be perpetrated by men.  Therefore, it is important to examine the 

different bodies of literature that have examined intimate partner violence separately—namely 

the family violence and feminist perspectives of intimate partner violence towards women. 

Family Violence Perspective on Intimate Partner Violence 
Most of the research on the causes of intimate partner violence has, in general, been 

divided into three categories.  The first category involves socioculture theories that focus on the 

influence of social, structural, and family process that involves male domination, gender 

socialization, and power control in marriages (Dobash and Dobash, 1979).  This type of research 

is mainly put forth by feminist scholars (Miller and White, 2003; Giordano et al., 1999; Kurz, 

1989; Stark, 2007).  The second type of research is a social-psychological perspective used by 

family violence researchers.  The focus of this approach is on social learning experiences of 

victim and offender, stress, and violence in the family of origin (Hoffmann and Cerbone, 1999; 

Mihalic and Elliott, 1997; Simons, Lin, and Gordon, 1998).  The third category involves 

individual or psychological approaches that primarily focus on substance abuse or psychological 

traits such as low self-esteem of people who engage in violence (Moffitt et al., 1997; McKenry, 

Julian, and Gavazzi, 1995).  Walker’s (1979) cycling of battering and Walker’s (1984) battered 

women syndrome fall into this category.  For example, arguing that women in long-term abusive 

relationships endure a cycling of abuse, women develop the battered women syndrome in which 

they learn (termed Learned Helplessness) that they cannot change their current situation and 

learn to accept their abusive fate (Walker, 1984).  Sometimes used by attorneys as a supplement 

to insanity defenses and self-defense cases, this theory is largely dismissed by legal scholars and 

sociologists who argue that it focuses only on the victim, as if the victim is the causal factor to be 

understood (Ogle and Jacobs, 2002).  This psychological theory ignores the social, cultural, 

structural, and situational factors that contribute to violence and implies that victims need 

 6



psychological therapy, rather than justice (Ogle and Jacobs, 2002).  Furthermore, no explanation 

is given as to why the batterer is abusing his partner. 

Most studies in family violence take a social learning approach in explaining intimate 

partner violence.  Such research stresses the significance of factors such as exposure to or being 

the victim of family violence and violence-prone personality types (Simons, Lin, and Gordon, 

1998; Foshee, Bauman, and Linder, 1998).  Largely based on the work of Bandura (1977), a 

social learning approach stresses how individuals learn to engage in criminal behavior (like 

family violence) by observing others engaging in that behavior (see Akers, 1998; 2000).  

Individuals who witness or experience violence in their family of origin are believed to be more 

likely to participate in intimate partner violence themselves as parents who engage in violence 

are modeling what children may interpret as appropriate behavior between partners (Carter, 

Stacy, and Shupe, 1988; Simons, Lin, and Gordon, 1998; Foshee, Bauman, and Linder, 1998), 

especially during personal conflicts.  This behavior can also be reinforced if the violent behavior 

achieves positive results (see Burgess and Akers, 1966), which would likely legitimate the value 

of violence.  In the literature, there are both supporting and contradictory findings regarding a 

social learning approach to intimate partner violence.  Early research tested small, clinical 

samples that were not generalizable to the general population, and some studies did not always 

control for variables that may have rendered a spurious relationship.  More recent literature, 

however, has supported the notion that early abuse and neglect is related to later violence.  For 

example, Foshee, Bauman, and Linder (1998) found that exposure to family violence was 

positively associated with intimate partner violence, and what happens early in a person’s life 

can influence later events. 

However, a social learning approach in explaining the link between violence in the family 

of origin and later violence towards an intimate has been heavily criticized for failing to explain 

two important shortcomings.  First, the vast majority of children who experience or witness 

violence in the home do not grow up to physically hurt their partners.  This leads to the second 

concern, which is to understand the mediating or intervening factors that reduce the effect of 

exposure to violence.  Some intervening mechanisms that have been offered include the belief in 

the approval of violence towards one’s partner (Williams, 1992) and social controls that prohibit 

individuals from later acting out what they have learned (Williams and Hawkins, 1989).  
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Research that fails to control or measure mediating/intervening factors such as those argued 

above will not support or provide evidence consistent with a social learning approach. 

Feminist Perspective on Intimate Partner Violence 
Feminist perspectives explain intimate partner violence by examining social factors such 

as class, sex, education, and income as they are related to power relations in society and the 

family (see Anderson and Umberson, 2001; Anderson, 1997).  Feminists in particular examine 

the influence of male domination and the impact of strictly gendered socialization on the use of 

power.  Consistent with this perspective, intimate partner violence is primarily a consequence of 

patriarchy, male dominance, and gender inequality (Schwartz, 2005).  Violence against women 

reflects their social and economic inequality and thus allows men to exert and maintain power 

over women (Anderson and Umberson, 2001; Stark, 2007).  In such explanations, these theories 

attempt to combine the significance of social and structural variables to explain the behaviors of 

both abusers and victims.  This perspective thus provides a bigger picture of the extent of 

intimate partner abuse because it broadens the examination of emotional abuse against women 

by including social, economic, cultural, and power factors that shape female victimization. 

In explaining intimate partner violence, feminist criminologists emphasize the importance 

of gender for understanding criminal behavior and victimization.  In particular, such scholars see 

intimate partner violence as a fundamental mechanism through which men maintain their control 

and dominance over women (Brownmiller, 1975).  Therefore, feminist criminologists argue that 

one cannot understand violence against women unless people recognize men’s social, economic, 

and physical dominance over women.  This imbalance of power between men and women 

(social, economic, and physical) allows men to exert control over women (Dwyer, Smokowski, 

Bricout, and Wodarski, 1996; Stark, 2007).  The connection between violence and masculinity is 

thus important when examining intimate partner violence, particularly the use of control and 

emotional abuse towards women.  Dominance and control are central characteristics of the 

masculine identity, and men are expected to dominate and be in control.  This concept can be 

applied to explanations of emotional abuse as well.  If a man perceives that his intimate partner is 

not obeying his authority, this is a serious challenge to his masculinity.  The use of violence is 

more likely to occur when a man’s masculinity is threatened (Anderson, 1997).  In cases of 

intimate partner violence, not being able to control one’s wife or girlfriend is seen as un-
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masculine (Browne, 1987; Ogle, Maier-Katkin, and Bernard 1995; Ogle and Jacobs, 2002).  

Threats, verbal assaults, and emotional abuse can be ways of obtaining and maintaining 

masculinity (Polk, 1994; Anderson, 1997; Kaukinen, 2004).  Patriarchal attitudes and beliefs, as 

well as male control over economic and other resources, may instigate emotional abuse towards 

women.  Consequently, examining a person’s social and economic power relative to their 

partner, as well as examining the role of power and influence in the family, is central for 

explaining intimate partner violence (Hamby and Sugarman, 1999). 

Controlling in Intimate Relationships 
The majority of published work examining controlling in relationships shows that a key 

element in intimate violence occurs when one partner tries to control the other.  Current findings 

suggest that women use violence to try to gain control over the immediate situation or express 

control, whereas men use violence to produce fear in a partner (Hamberger and Guse, 2002)—

with the goal of increasing the levels of control over the course of the relationship (Kimmel, 

2002).  In what has been called the control theory, research in intimate violence shows that 

violence tends to occur when one party tries to influence the behavior of their partner using some 

form of control (Felson and Messner, 2000; Umberson, et al., 1998; Dutton and Goodman, 2005; 

Stark, 2007).  Much of the literature tends to focus on control that may lead to the use of 

violence, including emotional abuse. 

From a feminist perspective, the use of emotional abuse by men against women to control 

their behavior is seen as an attempt to influence their partner’s current or future behavior (Felson 

and Messner, 2000).  By issuing a threat, whether physical or emotional, the person is sending a 

message to the other that they must comply with the demand or face harm (Felson and Messner, 

2000; Dutton and Goodman, 2005).  Emotional threats or abuse by women towards men may not 

have the same effects because the use of threats for control depends on their relative coercive 

power (Felson, 1996; Dutton and Goodman, 2005), and research indicates that threats delivered 

by people in positions of less power may lack credibility (Felson and Messner, 2000; Stets and 

Burke, 1996; 2005; Dutton and Goodman, 2005).  Further, women who threaten physical harm 

or attempt to emotionally abuse their partners may receive retaliation from their male partners 

whose goal is to restore their male masculine identity (Felson, 1978). 
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According to Dutton and Goodman (2005), controlling (or coercion) in intimate 

relationships is dependent on several factors.  The authors argue that the ability to control 

another individual is contingent on the ecological setting, the ability of the abuser to “soften” or 

create vulnerabilities in the victim, and the abuser’s ability to communicate the demand with a 

threat.  In order to understand controlling, the authors argue that each of these factors (along with 

others) must be fully examined.  The most salient factor of their argument, for the purposes of 

this study, is their notion that women with prior vulnerabilities are more apt to being controlled.  

A female’s vulnerability in the form of being financially dependent on the abuser (by 

withholding income), or simply having small child (by threatening to hurt them), are all 

mechanism in which the abuser can effectively coerce the victim (Dutton and Goodman, 2005).  

Past child victimization is another vulnerability which the authors argue is a tool of coercion and 

control by the abuser.  Women who told their partners about past child victimization with the 

intent of seeking support later reported that this information were used against in a coercive 

manner (Dutton and Goodman, 2005).  Financial and past victimization are vulnerabilities to 

nonphysical forms of violence. 

A key element when examining emotional abuse is the unequal social distribution of 

power between sexes as well as economic dependence, which constitutes gender inequality.  

Sociologically speaking, it is not surprising that females are the victims of abuse (physical or 

emotional), as individuals with less power are often the victims of violence by those with power.  

As discussed above, feminist scholars see domestic violence towards women as inevitable 

consequences of patriarchy or male dominance.  To the extent that physical and emotional abuse 

arise from women’s economic subordination, reducing gender inequality should reduce acts of 

physical and emotional abuse.  Some studies suggest that intimate partner violence is positively 

associated with a person’s economic dependence (see Tolman and Raphael, 2000 for a review).  

That is, economic dependence (as measured by poverty, women not employed, or husband being 

the sole provider) is associated with violence against women. 

Some studies have indicated that when women’s economic, political, and legal power are 

the same as that of men, crimes such as rape are low (Baron and Straus, 1987).  Baron and Straus 

(1987), for example, developed a gender equality index for all fifty states in the United States.  

This index measured women’s economic equality with men, based on women’s median income.  

Obtaining rape rates from the Uniform Crime Report (UCR) for each state, the authors found that 
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states with greater gender inequality had higher rape rates.  Social class differences give 

emphasis to an important consequence of economic inequality in society, especially for women.  

Theoretically, then, reducing the sex gap in wages, increasing career opportunities for women, 

and increasing social power should reduce rates of intimate partner violence against women. 

Relationships of equally dependent partners that embrace egalitarian decision making and 

an equal division of power within the family are found to report higher relationship satisfaction 

(Tichenor, 1999; Schoen, et al., 2002), and studies report that such couples experience low levels 

of conflict, aggression, emotional abuse, and physical harm (Kaukinen, 2004; Nock, 2001).  

Females who break away from historically held gender roles (i.e. stay-at-home mother or 

working at a menial job) may challenge their partner’s masculinity as provider or breadwinner, 

which may ultimately result in violence (Macmillan and Gartner, 1999).  Kaukinen (2004) and 

McCloskey (1996), for example, found that women whose economic resources approached or 

exceeded their partners’ resources were more likely to report victimization.  That is, the greater 

equality (or less inequality) between partners will increase women’s risk of violent victimization 

as it threatens men’s position of power (Brewer and Smith, 1995; Gauthier and Bankston, 1997; 

Whaley and Messner, 2002; Stark, 2007).  These studies (i.e. McCloskey, 1996; Nock, 2001; 

Tichenor, 1999; Macmillan and Gartner, 1999; Kaukinen, 2004) generally support the notion that 

conflict is more common in families in which there is an economic and power discrepancy 

between partners.  When both the male and female have equal statuses (termed status parity), 

violence between partners should be low.  In other words, men and women who have 

approximately equal education, income, and high social economic status relative to their partner 

should have equal power in their relationships (Macmillan and Gartner, 1999), and the chances 

for any type of victimization should be greatly reduced.  In sum, egalitarian roles and equal 

power between partners should lead to a less violent relationship.  Control and emotional abuse 

are used by some men to reassert authority at home when their partner hinders their ability to 

control the environment.  Women who lack equal share of social resources and decisions in their 

relationship should experience more control and emotional abuse. 

Studies done by MacMillan and Gartner (1999) and Kuakinen (2004) demonstrate the 

importance of examining the connection between economic contributions, power, and control.  

Using a large survey of women from Canada, these authors argue that a woman’s risk for 

violence is conditioned by her employment and the employment of her partner.  Women are at a 
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greater risk of control and emotional abuse when their partner is not employed, as this challenges 

their self-view as breadwinner, and might encourage controlling behaviors and emotional abuse 

to reassert their authority at home (Kaukinen, 2004).  A female’s educational attainment protects 

her from control and emotional abuse if her partner has a similar education; however, exceeding 

her partner’s education attainment increases her likelihood of being victimized by emotional 

abuse and control.  The following typologies capture the various status compatibilities examined 

in the literature on marital quality.  Status parity signifies couples in which neither partner is 

dominant and both have similar occupational status in the workforce.  Both partners are either 

employed or unemployed and have similar educational backgrounds.  Traditional status couples 

are partners in which status incompatibility favors men.  These relationships are characterized by 

men who have higher education than their partner and also the primary “breadwinner” in the 

family.  Men are traditionally employed while their wives or partners are not.  Status reversal, 

the least common among intimate relationships, characterizes relationships in which the female 

is employed and her husband or partner is not.  In these relationships, the female typically has 

higher education and contributes more than her partner to the household income (Tichenor, 

2005).   

Goode (1971) was first to suggest that status reversal couples and couples in which only 

the male works (and the female does not) should experience more physical abuse than 

relationships characterized by status parity.  Men who lack power, as measured by factors such 

as lower income, lower occupational status, or little education, may use violence to obtain power 

in the relationship.  Economic stressors, therefore, serve as triggering factors for violence 

towards women.  Though MacMillan and Gartner (1999) and Kaukinen (2004) test these 

premises, their use of a Canadian sample and limitations in their analyses hinder their ability to 

generalize their findings. 

Class, Economic Deprivation, and Abuse 
The question of social class, economic deprivation, and its role in intimate partner 

violence has been well examined by research, with research finding economic deprivation linked 

to higher rates of violence towards women (Peterson and Bailey, 1992; Tolman and Rachael, 

2000; Leone, et al., 2004).  For example, analyzing evidence from the National Crime 

Victimization Survey, Greenfeld et al. (1998) and Rennison (1999) found that the poorest 
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women had rates of violence almost eight times as high as women in the highest income level.  

Crucial to the debate on the etiology of intimate partner violence and victimization has been the 

relative importance of absolute poverty and relative economic inequality.  This relationship is 

even more important when it intersects with the notion of masculinity (see Newburn and Stanko, 

1994; Bowker, 1998).  For some men, being economic successful is an important part of what it 

means to be a man (see Kimmel and Messner, 1998).  Deprived of economic success, men at the 

bottom of the socioeconomic ladder are more willing to engage in various forms of nonphysical 

dominating behavior as an attempt to demonstrate masculinity or to acquire the respect their low 

socioeconomic status denies them.  Economic deprivation can lead to frustration, which can then 

lead to intimate partner violence (Anderson, 1997; Tichenor, 1999).  From a feminist 

perspective, females become convenient scapegoats for the frustration men may feel over their 

low socioeconomic status.  Violence, including nonphysical abuse, allows men to vent their 

frustration resulting from poverty and to prove their masculinity to women (Petrik, Olson, and 

Subotnik, 1994). 

In addition to the role of class, a number of studies indicate that intimate partner violence 

occurs disproportionately in non-white, minority groups (Neff, Holamon, and Schluter, 1995; 

Sherman et al. 1992; O’Keefe, 1997; Greenfeld et al., 1998; Rennison, 1999).  For instance, 

Straus and Smith (1990) found that battering rates among Hispanic women, while controlling for 

income, were slightly higher than those of white women.  Neff, Holamon, and Schluter (1995) 

used a multi-stage area probability technique using census tracts to collect information on 

Mexican-American, African-Americans, and Anglo couples in San Antonio.  They found that, 

while controlling for demographic factors, financial stress, social desirability, sex role 

traditionalism, and drinking quantity, African-American females reported the highest rates of 

violence by their intimate partners.  In a more recent study, Ramirez (2005) found that Mexican-

Americans were more likely to be victims of minor acts of violence.   

Though several major studies indicate that there is more physical violence in lower 

income families (Greenfeld et al. 1998; Rennison, 1999; Cunradi, Caetano, and Schafer, 2002), 

emotional abuse in these relationships is somewhat less clear.  It is argued that emotional abuse 

most likely follows a similar pattern (Salari and Baldwin, 2002; Hamby and Sugarman, 1999).  

Because controlling and emotional abuse almost always follows physical assaults in intimate 

violence (Felson and Messner, 2000; Salari and Baldwin, 2002; Hamby and Sugarman, 1999), 

 13



and women reporting lower socioeconomic status to those of their partners report higher rate of 

violence (Macmillan and Gartner, 1999), the majority of those reporting controlling behavior and 

emotional abuse on the part of their partners will hold poverty status.  In examining controlling 

behavior in intimate relationships, Stets (1995) suggests that males from minority groups may be 

more likely to attempt to control their partners.  Arguing that members of minority groups are 

relatively powerless members of society who feel they cannot control their environment, they are 

more likely to control their partners in order to maintain control they would otherwise not 

experience (Stets, 1995).  It is worth mentioning that if females of minority groups do have 

higher victimization rates than white women, their low socioeconomic status and lack of power 

may explain their experiences (see Frias and Angel, 2005; Leone, et al., 2004). 

Alcohol Abuse and Intimate Partner Violence 
A number of researchers have examined the correlation between alcohol abuse and 

intimate partner violence, as well as the relationship between alcohol inducing aggression and 

violent behavior in general (Parker and Auerhahn, 1999).  Research has clearly shown a 

statistically significant relationship between alcohol abuse and violence between partners.  

Alcohol abuse and intimate partner violence are associated with one another (Miller, Downs and 

Gondoli, 1989; O’Farrell, Van Hutton, and Murphy, 1999; Testa, Quigley, and Leonard, 2003; 

Thompson and Kingree, 2006).  For example, conducting a meta-analysis of quantitative studies 

of men who batter their partners, Tolman and Bennett (1990) found that alcohol use across the 

studies analyzed ranged from 56 percent to 70 percent.  The authors concluded that chronic 

alcohol abuse is a predictor of physical abuse.  Leonard and Quigley (1999) reported that 

drinking by husbands was more common in severely violent encounters.  Analyzing data from 

the National Violence Against Women Survey, Thompson and Kingree (2006) found that women 

whose partners had been drinking were more likely to report an injury than women whose 

partners were not drinking.  Alcohol is a risk marker for partner violence. 

Consequently, whether or not alcohol causes intimate partner violence is still debated.  It 

is argued that alcohol abuse does not cause intimate partner violence because alcohol is not 

involved in all cases of domestic violence and men who do drink do not always abuse their 

partners.  Barnett and Fagan (1993) found evidence that the abuser and his victim are more likely 

to drink after the violent episode than before it.  It is generally accepted that the aggression-
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enhancing effects of alcohol occur in conjunction with other factors such as life stress, 

depression, and anger (Barnett and Fagan, 1993; Neff, Holamon, and Schluter, 1995).  The role 

of alcohol in domestic violence is complex, but in the current study alcohol consumption by both 

offender and victim will be used to predict emotional abuse.  It is important to examine both the 

offender’s and victim’s alcohol consumption, as research has indicated that a victim’s alcohol 

use is often associated with partner’s alcohol use (Leadley, Clark, and Caetano, 2000).  Research 

including a measure of victim’s alcohol use has shown that their alcohol consumption had little 

impact on being the victim of violence (Cogan and Ballinger, 2006; Thompson and Kingree, 

2006).  These studies show that alcohol use by a woman’s partner increases her chance of 

victimization, but her own alcohol use does not contribute to her victimization.  Based on such 

findings, greater alcohol use by the offender is expected to show a positive relationship with 

emotional abuse. 

Child Victimization and Intimate Partner Violence 
Child victimization has also been found to be a risk factor (i.e. a characteristic of 

individuals or situations that place individuals at a greater risk for some negative consequence) 

for subsequent victimization in the life course.  Child abuse and maltreatment has been linked to 

subsequent criminal behavior for men (Weeks and Widom, 1998), but re-victimization for 

women later in their adult life (Hamilton and Browne, 1998).  The victimological consequence of 

abuse refers to the assertion that children who are abused and/or neglected tend to be re-

victimized as adults.  This is particularly true for female victims.  Several studies support this 

assertion.  For example, Irwin (1999) found in her female sample that childhood trauma 

predicted proneness to both violent and nonviolent victimization in adulthood.  Analyzing 163 

female undergraduate students, Sanders and Moore (1999) reported that all types of abuse and 

neglect experienced as a child lead to a greater chance of being sexually assaulted later in their 

lives.  Just as important is witnessing violence at home.  Reporting data collected from a survey 

of 131 college women, Maker, Kemmelmeier, and Peterson (1999) showed that women who 

witness violence as a child were more likely to experience violence in their own dating 

relationships. 

The apparent relationship between child abuse and subsequent victimization has 

prompted several scholars to offer various explanations.  Irwin (1999) argues that a victim’s 
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coping strategy and attachment style can play a role in determining whether victimization will 

occur in the future.  Hamilton and Browne (1998) argue that child victims of sexual abuse are 

more likely to have more sexual partners, which translates into more sexual assaults.  Sanders 

and Moore (1999) contend that psychological consequences of child abuse and neglect (i.e. 

depression and disassociation) increase the probability of future negative experiences.  For 

example, some survivors of child abuse learn to use disassociation as a child to remove 

themselves from their negative situation.  As a result, some women may use disassociation as an 

escape route as an adult instead of attempting to escape physically from abusive encounters 

(Sanders and Moore, 1999).  These and other studies suggest that some female victims of child 

abuse are more likely to be victimized again later in their adult life.  It is therefore important to 

examine if child abuse also contributes to emotional and controlling behavior against women. 

Research Hypotheses 
Based on previous research findings, predictions stemming from feminist theories of 

intimate partner violence, power discrepancies in relationships, and gender inequality, this 

research tests hypothesis derived from the literature review above and will examine emotional 

abuse in heterosexual relationships in the United States.  In particularly, from a socioeconomic 

standpoint, it will be argued that having low social status is associated with emotional abuse and, 

based on status norms in heterosexual relationships, relationships that challenges a male’s 

masculinity as primary provider or breadwinner will result in the use of nonphysical violence.  I 

make the following hypotheses: 

Hypothesis 1: Education will be negatively related to nonphysical violence. 

Hypothesis 2: Poverty status will be positively related to nonphysical violence. 

Hypothesis 3: Partner’s alcohol consumption will be positively related to nonphysical violence. 

Hypothesis 4: As respondent’s alcohol use increases, the effect of partner’s alcohol use on 

emotional abuse will increase. 

Hypothesis 5: Relationships in which neither the male nor the female is employed will 

experience more emotional abuse than women in status parity relationships. 

Hypothesis 6: Women in a traditional status relationship (male employed, female not) will 

experience more emotional abuse than women in status parity relationships. 
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Hypothesis 7:  Women in a status reversal relationship (male not employed, female employed) 

will experience more emotional abuse than women in status parity relationships. 

Hypothesis 8: Women in traditional status relationship (male employed, female not) will 

experience less emotional abuse than women in relationships in which both partners are 

unemployed. 
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CHAPTER 3 - Data and Methods 

Data 
Data are from the survey of Violence and Threats of Violence Against Women and Men in 

the United States, 1994 through 1996.  Conducted in 1994 and ending in 1996, the survey relied 

on telephone interviews with a national probability sample of approximately 8,000 English-

speaking women and 8,000 men ages 18 and older residing in households throughout the United 

States.  Respondents were asked about their general fear of violence and ways in which they 

managed those fears, emotional abuse on the part of intimate partners, and incidents of actual or 

threatened violence experienced by all types of offenders.  A Spanish language version of the 

survey was used for respondents who spoke Spanish.  Those disclosing victimization were asked 

more detailed questions about the characteristics and consequences of those experiences.  The 

participation rate among female sample was 72 percent.  Of those eligible women who started 

the interviews, 97 percent completed the survey (see Tjaden and Thoennes, 2000).  Because the 

focus of this study is on the victimization of women and the characteristics of their intimate 

partners who use nonphysical abuse, I employ only the female sample for the analysis below.  

This research does not negate the existence of emotional abuse by wives or girlfriends, but since 

the frequency and severity are much more likely towards females than males, it will test 

emotional abuse toward females.  Furthermore, because published work has demonstrated 

differences in the nature of intimate partner violence as a function of marital status, this analysis 

will pay particular attention to married couples, and partners between the ages of 18 through 64 

as these are the ages in which respondents are more likely to be in the labor force (N=4,838). 

Dependent Variable 
The dependent variable indicates whether the victim experiences controlling and 

emotional abuse.  In the survey, female respondents were asked a series of fourteen questions 

regarding their control and emotional abuse experiences.  To conform to the predictions above 

on intimate partner violence and other previous published research, nine particular questions 
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were chosen to create the dependent variable.  To determine power and controlling behavior, 

female respondents were asked if their current husband/boyfriend is either a jealous or 

possessive person; tried to provoke arguments; tried to limit their contact with family or friends, 

and insists on knowing who they are with at all times.  To determine emotional abuse, female 

respondents were asked if their current partners called them names or put them down in front of 

others; made them feel inadequate; shouts or swears at them; and if their partner frightens them.  

These nine questions were then added up to create an emotional abuse scale.  A scale reliability 

analysis of these nine questions demonstrated an alpha of .79.  An exploratory analysis revealed 

that the dependent variable was heavily skewed, thus violating the assumption of normality.  The 

decision was made to dichotomize the outcome, with respondents who experienced any of the 

above victimization coded 1 and 0 otherwise.  Logistic regression, therefore, is used in the 

current analysis. 

Independent and Control Variables 
There are several variables that will be employed in this research as independent and 

control variables that are likely to be related to victimization.  There are two primary 

independent variables: the relationship between the offender1 and victim and the status 

compatibility of that relationship.  Married is a dummy variable coded 1 if the victim and the 

offender are married and 0 otherwise.  Status compatibility is captured by the respondent’s and 

her partner’s employment status.  In this research, the respondent is considered employed if they 

indicated they were employed full-time, part-time, or are in the military and not employed if at 

the time of the survey indicated they were unemployed but looking for work or a homemaker.  

The respondent’s husband/partner is considered employed if they were employed full-time, part-

time, or are in the military and not employed if at the time of the survey were unemployed but 

looking for work, or a homemaker.  Status Compatibility is captured then by four dummy 

variables.  Traditional status is coded 1 for female respondents who were not working, but their 

male partners are and 0 otherwise.  Status Parity is coded 1 if both partners are working and 0 

otherwise.  Status Reversal is coded 1 if only female respondents are working and their male 

                                                 
1 Although an individual is technically not classified as an offender until convicted in a criminal court, I use the term 
offender to describe the assailant for ease of understanding.  
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partners are not and 0 otherwise.  Both Unemployed status is coded 1 if both respondent and her 

partner are not working. 

The survey contains information on the following demographic characteristics of the 

respondents and will be serving as control variables.  Age of the respondents is coded in years.  

To measure socioeconomic status, the respondent’s education will be analyzed and their 

coverage of medical care is used to measure poverty.  Education is coded from (1) no schooling 

to (7) post-graduate.  Coverage of medical care will be a proxy variable for poverty.2  Poverty is 

coded 1 for respondents whose medical care is covered by Medicaid or MediCal, by a free or low 

income clinic, or uninsured and 0 otherwise.  Race is captured by four dummy variables.  White 

is coded 1 for white respondents and 0 otherwise.  Black is coded 1 for African Americans and 0 

otherwise.  Hispanic is coded 1 for Hispanic and 0 otherwise.  Other Minority is coded 1 for 

American Indian or Alaskan Native, Asian or Pacific Islander, or mixed races and 0 otherwise.  

Alcohol consumption by both respondent and her partner are assessed by asking how often they 

drank any alcoholic beverage during the last twelve months.  The variable is reverse coded in the 

current analysis and is coded from (1) never to (7) everyday.  The Conflict Tactics Scale is used 

in the survey to capture physical victimization experienced as a child.  Respondents were asked a 

series of twelve questions; however, a scale reliability analysis indicated that nine particular 

questions offered that highest alpha of .812.   These nine questions—throw something at you that 

could hurt you; push, grab, or shove you; pull your hair; slap or hit you; kick or bite you; choke 

or attempted to drown you; hit you with some object; beat you up; threaten you with a knife or 

other weapon besides a gun; and use a knife or other weapon on you besides a gun—were add to 

create a scale to measure child victimization. 

                                                 
2 Because a large number of women refused to report personal income (21%), this measure is not included in the 
analysis. 
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CHAPTER 4 - Results, Conclusion, and Discussion 

Results 
Table 1 reports means, standard deviations, and description for the variables used in the 

analysis.  After omitting respondents with missing data and restricting the sample between the 

ages of 18 and 64, a total of 4,838 women respondents were used in the final analysis.  Of these 

women, 24.3% reported experiencing emotional and controlling abuse.  Nearly 90 percent of the 

respondents were married at the time of the survey and 24.2 percent indicated they were 

currently in a traditional status relationship.  In regards to other relationships, 60.1 and 7.6 

percent of respondents indicated they were in a status parity and status reversal relationship, 

respectively.  Only 7.7 percent of couples in this survey were both unemployed. 

Demographically, 81.3 percent of respondents were white, 8.2 percent were Hispanic, 6.0 

percent were Black or African American, and 4.1 percent of respondents were either American-

Indian or Alaskan-Native, Asian or Pacific Islander, or mixed races.  In the current sample, 67.7 

percent of respondents were employed and 84.5 percent of respondent’s spouse or partner is 

employed.  Average education for the current sample is a high school education and the average 

age is 40.38 years.  Respondents’ average alcohol intake averaged 2.19, while partner’s alcohol 

intake average 2.80. 

Table 2 reports the bivariate correlations among variables used in the analysis.  The first 

hypothesis predicts that education will be negatively related to emotional abuse.  Table 2 shows a 

negative correlation between emotional abuse and the respondent’s education.  The table reveals 

a significant Pearson correlation of -.102.  Because education is negatively associated with 

emotional abuse, it provides some support for hypothesis 1.  Hypothesis 2 states that poverty will 

be positively related to emotional abuse.  A look at the correlation between poverty and 

emotional abuse reveals a positive and significant relationship (r = .102), which is consistent 

with the hypothesis.  Hypothesis 3 states that partner’s alcohol consumption will be positively 

related to emotional abuse.  Emotional abuse and partner’s drinking is found to be positively 

correlated and significant (r = .078).  However, the respondent’s own drinking shows no 

relationship (r = .001).  In regards to hypotheses 5 through 8, emotional abuse was found to be 

positive and significant correlated with both partners being unemployed (r =.066), negative and 
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insignificant with women in traditional status relationships (r = -.014), but positive and 

significant for women in status reversal relationships (r =.036).  An unexpected finding is that 

emotional abuse and child victimization are negatively associated and significant (r = -.195). 

Table 3 shows the results of the logistic regression analysis.  Hypothesis 1 indicates that 

education will be negatively related to nonphysical violence.  The model in Table 3 reports that 

education is negatively related (b= -.177) to emotional abuse and, therefore, providing partial 

support for this hypothesis.  In substantive terms, this suggests that as a female’s education 

increases, emotional and controlling abuse decreases.  This result lends support to the notion that 

obtaining an education protects women from emotional abuse and is consistent with pervious 

research.  Thus, females with low educational attainment are likely to experience more emotional 

abuse and controlling.  Hypothesis 2 states that poverty will be positively related to nonphysical 

violence.  This hypothesis is also supported.  Table 3 shows that levels of emotional abuse are 

higher for females who hold poverty status (b=.548).  Women holding poverty status are 1.7 

times more likely to experience emotional and controlling abuse.  As stated above, Stets (1995) 

argues that women in the lower classes may be situated with men who can be frustrated by their 

economic conditions which may lead to violence against their female partners.  Hypothesis 3 

states that partner’s alcohol consumption will be positively related to emotional abuse.  Table 3 

supports this hypothesis.  In this sample, for each one unit increase in the alcohol consumption 

scale, the likelihood of emotional abuse increases by 1.2 times.  The respondent’s own alcohol 

intake was not found to be significant.  The multivariate model was run with a variable 

representing the cross-product of partner’s and respondent’s alcohol consumption in order to test 

hypothesis 4.  Hypothesis 4 predicted that as respondent’s alcohol use increases, the effect of 

partner’s alcohol use on emotional abuse will increase.  As Table 3 indicates, this interaction 

term was not significant in predicting emotional and controlling behavior against women.  

Consequently, hypothesis 4 is not supported. 

Hypothesis 5 posits that women in relationships in which neither the male nor the female 

is employed will experience more emotional abuse than women in status parity relationships.  

Results do not support this hypothesis.  Although the coefficient is in the predicted direction (b= 

.621) it is found to be insignificant.  Hypothesis 6 says that women in a traditional status 

relationship (male employed, female not) will experience more emotional abuse than women in 

status parity relationships.  My analysis does not support this hypothesis as indicated in Table 3.  
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It is not statistically significant.  This finding is somewhat surprising as literature reviewed above 

suggests that women who are dependent on their partner will experience more physical and 

emotional abuse.  This finding differs from those of Kuakinen (2004) and Macmillan and 

Gartner (1999).  Changing gender roles and contemporary attitudes about gender ideals 

(discussed below) may help explain this unexpected finding.  Hypothesis 7 states that women in 

a status reversal relationship (male not employed, female employed) will experience more 

emotional abuse than women in status parity relationships.  Again, Table 3 shows a positive 

relationship (b= .183) to emotional abuse, but the finding was not significant.  Therefore, the 

hypothesis is not supported. 

Hypothesis 8 predicts that women in a traditional status relationship (male employed, 

female not) will experience less emotional abuse than women in relationships where both 

partners are unemployed.  In order to test this hypothesis, a second logistic regression model is 

needed in which the reference category for the employment variables is the condition in which 

both partners are unemployed.  This model is found in Table 4, in which traditional status shows 

a negative relationship and is statistically significant (b = -.759).  This means that couples in 

which both the male and female are unemployed experience more emotional abuse than couples 

in which only the male works, providing support for hypothesis 8.  Women in traditional status 

relationships experienced approximately 53% less emotional abuse (1-OR= .468) than women in 

relationships where both partners are unemployed.  This model also indicates that when both 

partners are employed, as opposed to both partners being unemployed, nonphysical abuse is less 

likely (b = -.621), supporting the role of economics in reducing nonphysical violence in intimate 

relationships. 

Other findings needing mention are race/ethnicity, the effect of marriage, and the 

unexpected negative correlation between child victimization and emotional abuse.  In the current 

analysis, Black and other minority women were found to have experienced more emotional 

abuse than white women.  Table 3 indicates that Black women are 2.1 times more likely to 

experience emotional abuse and other minorities are 1.6 times more likely.  Results for women 

of Hispanic origin were not found to be significant as demonstrated in Table 3.  However, it is 

important to point out that perhaps this finding would disappear if I had a more adequate 

measure of poverty or socioeconomic status instead of the proxy variable used in the current 

analysis.  Marriage was found be negatively related to emotional abuse (b= -.381) and 
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significant.  This result is consistent with Macmillan and Gartner’s (1999) research.  Compared 

to other individuals in non-marriage relationships, individuals who are married experience less 

emotional abuse.  Perhaps the most stimulating finding of the research is the relationship 

between child victimization and emotional abuse.  As demonstrated in Table 2, child 

victimization and emotional abuse were found to be negatively associated and significant.  

Logistic analysis results show child victimization with a negative statistically significant 

coefficient (b= -.237) and an odds ratio of .789.  In substantive terms, this indicates that as child 

victimization increases (or the more victimization a female experiences as a child) the less likely 

they are to experience emotional abuse as an adult.  Future research is needed to explain why this 

is the case. 

Conclusion and Discussion 
The main objective of this research is to examine nonphysical abuse in intimate partner 

violence.  Although intimate partner violence is clearly a serious social and health problem in the 

United States, little research has examined nonphysical violence such as emotional and 

controlling behavior towards women.  Research on intimate partner violence and the link 

between relationship compatibility and abuse have been largely conducted with a focus on 

poverty, welfare, or homelessness (Kwesiga, et al., 2007)—with little variability in employment, 

education, and social status.  This study is one of only a handful of studies that examines 

emotional abuse in the context of a person’s relationship compatibility. 

It has been argued by many scholars that variables measuring women’s social and 

economic status are important in predicting violence against women.  At the core of this 

argument is the idea that women who have more resources (i.e. education) may be better able to 

protect themselves from physical violence and, as demonstrated in this study, are also able to 

protect themselves from emotional and controlling abuse.  On the other hand, women with fewer 

resources are more likely to suffer from physical victimization and emotional and controlling 

behavior.  Hypotheses one through four and hypothesis seven were set to test this notion.  

Socioeconomic status (measured by employment, education, and poverty) influences where a 

person lives and works, as well as the people to which they are exposed.  In this study, it was 

found that low education, poverty, and being in a relationship in which neither person is 

employed are all related to higher levels of emotional abuse.  Occupying the lower rungs of the 
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social and economic ladder, these women may be exposed to greater levels of gender inequality 

which may elevate their physical and nonphysical victimization rate by placing them at a 

disadvantage relative to men.  This research supports other studies that suggest that economic 

conditions produce or increase frustration and stress, which can be vented towards female 

intimates.  Increasing education and reducing poverty protects women from nonphysical 

violence. 

Physical and nonphysical abuse is not the exclusive action of men who earn more (or 

less) than their partners or whose partners are unemployed.  Gender and gender roles play a 

crucial role in the perpetration of violence against women (Schwartz, 2005).  Males who hold 

strong masculine gender norms, such as being the primary provider for their families, may be 

more likely to use violence if they feel that these norms are being violated (see Heckert, Nowak, 

and Snyder, 1998).  This gender-role conflict reflects the idea that socially constructed gender 

roles can be physically (and emotionally) damaging to individuals and their partners.  Thus, 

males who hold a worldview in which the man should be the sole or primary provider may 

perceive their successful working, financially dependent partner as a threat to this worldview and 

their violence is a response to that threat.  Hypotheses five and six were developed to tests these 

notions.  Contrary to these arguments and other studies, this study did not find support for these 

hypotheses.  The fact that the economic based hypotheses were supported, while the status norms 

hypotheses were not, is the most important finding in this research.  Economic resources, 

education, and a person’s demographic characteristics are not the only basis for nonphysical 

abuse; contemporary gender roles and ideals are another, which may help explain some of the 

findings. 

Although portions of my results are not consistent with findings of previous research, the 

conclusions may support alternative explanations.  For example, Nock (2001) argues that boys 

and young men are now more likely to be raised by single, working mothers (also see Aulette, 

2002).  As more and more young males grow up in these nontraditional households, the more 

they are likely to believe in nontraditional gender roles (Nock, 2001).  People are now more 

likely to approve women working outside the home while caring for young children.  

Furthermore, males who marry females with higher education, income, and social status may not 

be threatened by such a relationship and the likelihood of using violence or emotional abuse to 

secure masculinity is reduced.  Similarly, the public’s attitudes about gender roles have changed 

 25



considerably.  For example, Cassidy and Warren (1997) found that women who were full time 

employed were more likely to support nontraditional gender roles as compared to stay-at-home 

mothers who were more likely to hold onto traditional gender roles.  Currently, more and more 

marriages are being formed in which the female is already participating in the labor force (Nock, 

2001) and research finds that females in these relationships are contributing more of the income 

and making more marital decisions than females did in the past (Rogers and Amato, 2000).  

Traditional relationships in which only the male works and the female does not are now being 

replaced by dual income earning couples.  As women continue to increase their representation in 

the workforce and obtain higher wages and higher status occupations, it is predicted that more 

relationships will be status parity (see Nock, 2001). 

A number of shortcomings cause us to view the results of this research with caution.  

First, when using self-report measures of any human involvement, full disclosure can be a 

problem (Fowler, 2002).  Because this survey relied on self-reported victimization, some 

respondents may not be willing to disclose full victimization to avoid embarrassment and/or 

acknowledging that their partners are abusive towards them.  Furthermore, because the survey 

was conducted over the telephone, there is the possibility of the victimizer overhearing the 

administration of the survey.  Thus, the respondent may be reluctant to disclose full victimization 

with the abuser present in the room.  Second, the data is retrospective and recollection of events 

can be a problem in self-reported surveys (Flower, 1995).  Third, several other unmeasured 

variables (i.e. depressive symptoms) may help explain the findings (see Thompson, et al., 2002).  

Fourth, the survey questions used to capture emotional and controlling behavior were measured 

using single, broadly worded items.  These questions may lack evidence of content validity.  

Fifth, as pointed out by Brecklin and Ullman (2002), data on alcohol intake in this survey is 

limited by a lack of information on type or amount of alcohol consumed by both offender and 

victim.  Sixth, when measuring alcohol intake, the survey relied on the victim’s report about their 

partner’s alcohol consumption.  However, research indicates that victims of intimate partner 

violence can accurately report their partner’s alcohol use (Lindquist et. al., 1997). 

Yet, despite these limitations, this study contributes to the much needed body of research 

on nonphysical violence by assessing the linkage between emotional abuse and relationship 

status compatibility, while controlling for demographic factors related to intimate partner 

violence.  Future research needs to address three important things.  First, if we are to more 
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completely understand violence against women, we must also address the issue of controlling in 

relationships.  Therefore, national studies such as the National Violence Against Women Survey 

and the National Family Violence Survey must ask questions about control tactics in addition to 

actual physical violence by both partners.  Only then can scholars make distinctions between the 

use of control and violence by each sex.  Similarly, Dutton and Goodman’s (2005) proposed 

conceptualization of coercion and control needs empirical testing.  Their central elements of their 

proposed model will help better understand the use of control and coercion in domestic violence.  

Second, further research needs to measure occupational and organizational status as potential 

variables.  As more women enter the workforce and obtain high-wage, high-status occupations, it 

will become increasing important to examine the relationship between intimate partner violence 

with high-status jobs and organizational support.  Finally, to understand violence between 

couples, surveys need to address the issue of gender symmetry and asymmetry.  Research is 

needed that includes measures of defensive violence by those who are assaulted, attacked, or 

emotionally abused.  The domestic violence literature is full of research where it is unknown if 

the violent act against the partner was an act of self-defense as opposed to acting out first.  

Taking such precautions and incorporating them in the future will undoubtedly increase our 

knowledge of intimate partner violence.
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Appendix A - Descriptions of Variables Used in Scales. 

Variables 

Components of the Dependent Variable 

Power and Controlling Behavior 

Is jealous or possessive (1=Yes, 0=No) 

Tries to provoke arguments (1=Yes, 0=No) 

Tries to limit your contact with family or friends (1=Yes, 0=No)  

Insists on knowing who you are with at all times (1=Yes, 0=No) 

Prevents you from knowing about or having access to the family income (1=Yes, 0=No) 

Emotional Abuse 

Calls you names or puts you down in front of others? (1=Yes, 0=No) 

Makes you feel inadequate? (1=Yes, 0=No) 

Shouts or swears at you? (1=Yes, 0=No) 

Frightens you? (1=Yes, 0=No) 

Child Victimization 

Throw something at you that could hurt you? (1=Yes, 0=No) 

Push, grab, or shove you? (1=Yes, 0=No) 

Pull your hair? (1=Yes, 0=No) 

Slap or hit you? (1=Yes, 0=No) 

Kick or bite you? (1=Yes, 0=No) 

Choke or attempted to drown you? (1=Yes, 0=No) 

Hit you with some object? (1=Yes, 0=No) 

Beat you up? (1=Yes, 0=No) 

Threaten you with a knife or other weapon besides a gun? (1=Yes, 0=No) 

Use a knife or other weapon on you besides a gun? (1=Yes, 0=No) 

Education 

(1) No schooling 

(2) 1st-8th grade 

(3) Some high school 
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(4) High school graduate 

(5) Some college 

(6) 4 Year College degree 

(7) Postgraduate 

Respondent’s Alcohol Consumption 

(1) Never? 

(2) Once a month or less? 

(3) Two or three days a month? 

(4) One or two days a week? 

(5) Three or four days a week? 

(6) Nearly every day? 

(7) Every day? 

Respondent’s Husband/Boyfriend Alcohol Consumption 

(1) Never? 

(2) Once a month or less? 

(3) Two or three days a month 

(4) One or two days a week 

(5) Three or four days a week 

(6) Nearly every day? 

(7) Every day? 
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Table 1: Descriptive Statistics for Variables Used in the Analysis 

Variables  Description  Mean  S.D.   N 
Emotional Abuse 1=Yes,   .243     1,177 
   0=No   .734     3,549 
Relationship  Married: 
   1=Yes,   .889     4,299 
   0=No   .111     537 
Status Compatibility Traditional Status: 
   Male employed, Female Not: 
   1=Yes,   .242     1,172 
   0=No   .758     3,666 
   Status Parity: 
   Male Employed, Female Employed: 
   1=Yes,   .601     2,885 
   0=No   .399     1,914 
   Status Reversal: 
   Male Not Employed, Female Employed: 
   1=Yes,   .076     369 
   0=No   .924     4,469 
   Unemployment Status: 
   Male Not Employed, Female Not Employed: 
   1=Yes,   .077     373 
   0=No   .923     4,465 
Age   Age in Years  40.38  11.07   4,838 
Race   Self-Reported Race: 
   1=White,  .813     3,913 
   0=Non-White  .187     899 

1=Hispanic,  .082     393 
   0=Non-Hispanic  .918     4,426 
   1=Black,  .060     290 
   0=Non-Black  .935     4,522 
   1=Other,   .041     197 
   0=Non-Other  .959     4,812 
Poverty   1=Medicaid or MediCal,  
   Free or low income clinic, 
   Uninsured,  .067     324 
   0=Otherwise  .933     4,480 
Employment  Respondent’s Employment: 
   1=Yes,   .677     3,268 
   0=No   .323     1,560 
   Respondent’s Spouse/Partner Employment: 
   1=Yes,   .845     4,063 
   0=No   .155     744 
Education  Self-Reported Education:  

Respondent’s Education 4.84  1.13   4,830 
 
Child Victimization  Ten Item Scale  9.00  1.67   4,765 
 
Alcohol Use  Reverse Coded Scale: 
   Respondent’s Drinking 2.19  1.36   4,824 
   Partner’s Drinking 2.80  1.77   4,766 
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Table 2: Bivariate Correlations Between Variables Used in the Analysis 

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 
1. Emotional Abuse 1 -.140** -.014 .036* -.014 .066** -.102** -.127** .077** .077** .050** .102** -.102** -.195** .001 .078** 
2. Marriage  1 -.049** -.037* .073** -.038* .240** .082** -.027 -.094** -.014 -.172** .061** .077** -.066** -.075** 
3. Status Parity   1 -.235** -.915** -.161** .025 .018 -.111** .080** .024 -.158** .226** .019 .101** .071** 
4. Status Reversal    1 -.102** -.018 -.009 -.013 .024 .008 -.033 .044* -.023 -.039* -.002 .022 
5. Traditional Status    1 -.069** -.021 .005 .085** -.090** -.015 .110** -.201** -.004 -.098** -.075** 
6. Both Unemployed     1 -.007 -.079** .090** .019 .007 .155** -.104** -.007 -.023 -.026 
7. Age        1 .119** -.136** -.016 -.038** -.117** -.010 .045** .023 -.013 
8. White         1 -.630** -.528** -.431** -.111** .116** .036* .134** .077** 
9. Hispanic         1 -.076** -.062** .118** -.178** -.048** -.100** -.053** 
10. Black           1 -.052** .013 -.014 .040** -.059** -.040** 
11. Other  Minority           1 .043** .046** -.052** -.047** -.018 
12. Poverty            1 -.180** -.019 -.051** -.033* 
13. Education             1 -.007 .196** .121** 
14. Child Victimization             1 -.027 -.047** 
15. Respondent’s Drinking              1 .549** 
16. Partner’s Drinking               1 

Note: *p≤ .05, **p≤ .01 
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Table 3: Logistic Regression Analysis Results a

Variable     b  Odds Ratio p 
Married     -.381** .683  .006 
      (.138) 
Age      -.013** .987  .007 
      (.005) 
Hispanic     .281  1.324  .072 
      (.156) 
Black      .761*** 2.140  .000 
      (.169) 
Other Minority    .514*  1.671  .023 
      (.226) 
Respondent’s Education   -.177*** .838  .000 
      (.043) 
Poverty     .548**  1.730  .004 
      (.189) 
Child Victimization    -.237*** .789  .000 
      (.024) 
Respondent’s Drinking   .067  1.069  .438 
      (.086) 
Partner’s Drinking    .217*** 1.242  .000 
      (.048) 
Respondent’s Drinking by Partner’s -.033  .968  .073 
      (.018) 
Employment Variable
Status Reversal    .183  1.201  .502 
      (.273) 
Traditional Status    -.138  .871  .195 
      (.106) 
Both Unemployed    .621  1.860  .080 
      (.355) 
Constant     2.021*** 7.547  .000 
      (.407) 
-2 Log likelihood    3075.502***   .000 
Note: *p≤.05, **p≤.01, ***p≤.001, 
(standard errors in parentheses) 
a Both Employed is the reference category 
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Table 4: Logistic Regression Analysis Results a 

Variable     b  Odds Ratio p 
Married     -.381** .683  .006 
      (.138) 
Age      -.013** .987  .007 
      (.005) 
Hispanic     .281  1.324  .072 
      (.156) 
Black      .761*** 2.140  .000 
      (.169) 
Other Minority    .514*  1.671  .023 
      (.226) 
Respondent’s Education   -.177*** .838  .000 
      (.043) 
Poverty     .548**  1.730  .004 
      (.189) 
Child Victimization    -.237*** .789  .000 
      (.024) 
Respondent’s Drinking   .067  1.069  .438 
      (.086) 
Partner’s Drinking    .217*** 1.242  .000 
      (.048) 
Respondent’s Drinking by Partner’s -.033  .968  .073 
      (.018) 
Employment Variable 
Status Parity     -.621  .538  .080 
      (.355) 
Status Reversal    -.438  .646  .318 
      (.438) 
Traditional Status    -.759*  .468  .034 
      (.357) 
Constant     2.642*** 14.038  .000 
      (.520) 
-2 Log likelihood    3075.502***   .000 
Note: *p< .05, **p< .01, ***p< .001, 
(standard errors in parentheses) 
a Both Unemployed is the reference category. 
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