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Introduction

The debate over men’s versus women’s domestic violence is increasingly prominent, both in academic scholarship and in popular culture. We have always known that both men and women are capable of using violence, and that both men and women are the victims of violence. At the same time, domestic violence has long been understood to be a problem largely of violence by men, against women and children. 

However, a very different understanding of domestic violence is now increasingly visible. Here, domestic or family violence is seen to be gender-equal or gender-neutral. In this paper, I assess this claim. I will demonstrate that there is no ‘gender symmetry’ in domestic violence, and there are important differences between men’s and women’s typical patterns of victimisation and perpetration.

Defining domestic violence: a pattern of power and control

I want to start with language, with the term ‘domestic violence’. And I want to emphasise that patterns of power and control are crucial. When it comes to men’s violence against female partners or ex-partners, rather than talking about isolated aggressive acts, often we are talking about a pattern of behaviours, linked by power and control. Men’s physical violence towards women in relationships and families frequently is accompanied by other forms of abusive, controlling, and harmful behaviour. (Indeed, a man may be using a series of psychological and social tactics of power and control against his partner while avoiding physical violence altogether.) Violence prevention advocates typically use the term ‘domestic violence’ to refer to a systematic pattern of power and control exerted by one person (usually a man) against another (often a woman), involving a variety of physical and non-physical tactics of abuse and coercion, in the context of a current or former intimate relationship. 

This is domestic violence in the ‘strong’ sense, ‘domestic violence proper.

In many ways therefore, domestic violence or intimate partner abuse can be best understood as chronic behavior that is characterized not by the episodes of physical violence which punctuate the relationship but by the emotional and psychological abuse that the perpetrator uses to maintain control over their partner. 
The claim that men are half or one-third of victims

So, who are the victims and perpetrators of domestic violence? The claim that men are a significant proportion of victims of domestic and family violence is increasingly prominent in community debates. In Australia, the most vocal and articulate proponent of this claim is the organisation Men’s Health Australia. Its “One in Three” campaign centres on the claim that men are one-third of domestic violence victims. A related claim is that women are a significant proportion of perpetrators of domestic violence. Claims about women’s violence to men also are made by people in the community.

However, there is also academic support for this idea.

In academic scholarship, there is a significant and long-running debate regarding domestic violence and gender. One body of scholarship focuses on ‘conflict’ in families. Family conflict studies measure aggressive behaviour in married and cohabiting couples, and typically find gender symmetries at least in the use of violence (Archer 1999). As noted later on in more detail, such studies are criticised for how they define and measure violence. On the other hand, feminist studies, crime victimisation studies, and other scholarship find marked gender asymmetries in domestic violence: men assault their partners and ex-partners at rates several times the rate at which women assault theirs, and female victims greatly outnumber male victims. 

For sake of simplicity, I will refer to arguments in support of the idea that men are a significant proportion of victims of DV – half or one-third, for example – as ‘gender symmetry’ arguments. Not all argue that DV is strictly gender-symmetrical, but all emphasise male victims and female perpetrators.

Data: What there is, and how it’s limited
I’ve said so far that ‘domestic violence’ refers to a systematic pattern of power and control exerted by one person against another, involving a variety of physical and non-physical tactics of abuse and coercion.

To compare men’s and women’s experiences of domestic violence, we need good data on a range of issues, including the character of the violence they experience, its severity, and its impact. 

The problem is, this is not how domestic or family violence often are measured in existing data. Let’s look at the most prominent source of data on violence victimisation in Australia, the ABS’s personal safety survey.
 Measuring violence in the Personal Safety Survey
To assess people’s experience of physical violence, the Personal Safety Survey asks if they have ever experienced one or more of a series of physical acts. Have they been pushed, grabbed or shoved; slapped; kicked, bitten or hit with a fist; hit with something else that could hurt them; beaten; choked; stabbed; shot; and so on (ABS 2006b: 57)?

From the PSS data, a total of 94,000 people – 73,800 women and 21,200 men  – experienced at least one incident of physical assault by a current or previous other-sex partner in the last 12 months (ABS 2005: 30). 

PSS data tell us that females comprise 78 per cent and males comprise 22 per cent of victims of physical assault by a current or former partner in the last year. These figures would be weighted more heavily towards women as victims if we included sexual assault.

We could assume that any person who has experienced any physically violent act by a partner or ex-partner has experienced ‘domestic violence’. In other words, we could define ‘domestic violence’ simply in terms of the presence of any kind of physical aggression. And we could therefore claim that males are 22%, or one in five, of the victims of domestic violence in the last year.
The MHA takes these figures at face value. But it must be noted that so do DV advocates… I’ve claimed, as have others, that over 70,000 women in the last year were living with domestic violence by a partner or ex-partner.

The problem is that the definitions and measures of violence used in the PSS are limited in important ways, as the next section discusses.

Defining violence

The Personal Safety Survey, like many large-scale surveys of violence, focuses on violent ‘acts’. And if we use it to make claims regarding the prevalence of domestic violence, we’re defining domestic violence only in terms of violent ‘acts’, rather than say a pattern of power and control, or the presence of fear or injury. 

I’ll now offer some criticisms of acts-based approaches to the measurement of DV. The most common approach focused on violent ‘acts’ is the Conflict Tactics Scale. I’ll focus particularly on this, as it’s the basis for so many of the claims that domestic violence is gender-equal. The Personal Safety Survey is vulnerable to some of the same criticisms. But later, I’ll also note how the PSS may help us get a richer idea of women’s and men’s experiences of DV.

An acts-based approach to measuring DV: The Conflict Tactics Scale

Support for the idea that domestic violence is gender-symmetrical comes largely from studies using a measurement tool called the Conflict Tactics Scale. The CTS situates domestic violence within the context of “family conflict”. It asks one partner in a relationship whether, in the last year, they or their spouse have ever committed any of a range of violent acts. CTS studies generally find gender symmetries in the use of violence in relationships. 

Methodological problems with the Conflict Tactics Scale

There are serious methodological problems with the Conflict Tactics Scale. The CTS is widely criticized for not gathering information about the intensity, context, consequences or meaning of the action. The CTS focuses on counting a series of violent ‘acts’, defining as ‘violent’ a person who commits one or several of these acts (Dobash & Dobash 2004, 330).

· The CTS does not tell us whether violent acts were a single incident or part of a pattern of violence, ignores who initiates the violence, assumes that violence is used expressively (e.g. in anger) and not instrumentally (to ‘do’ power or control), omits violent acts such as sexual abuse, stalking and intimate homicide, ignores the history of violence in the relationship, and neglects the question of who is injured (Dobash and Dobash 2004: 329-332; Flood 2006: 7-9).

· The CTS depends only on reports either by the male partner or the female partner, despite evidence of lack of agreement between them – what the literature calls ‘poor interspousal reliability’. The evidence is that wives and husbands disagree considerably both about what violence was used and how often it was used, and that wives are more likely than husbands to admit to their own violence (Dobash & Dobash 2004, 333; Flood 1999).

· CTS studies’ samples are shaped by high rates of refusal particularly among individuals either practising or suffering severe and controlling forms of intimate partner violence, what some call ‘intimate terrorism’ (Johnson 2010: 213). Individuals using violence against a partner, and those suffering violence at a partner’s hands, are less likely than others to participate in such surveys, particular where more severe violence is involved (Headey et al. 1999: 61).

Let’s say that I’ve been systematically abusing my wife over the last year. I’ve hit her, I’ve constantly put her down, I’ve controlled her movements, and I’ve forced her into sex. And once, in the midst of another of my violent attacks on her, she hit me back or threw an object at me. My various strategies of power and control have left her physically bruised and emotionally battered. And her one act of self-defence just made me laugh. But according to the CTS, we’ve ‘both’ committed at least one violent act. So the CTS counts us as equivalent. (Note here that, if our positions were reversed and it was my *wife* who’d been systematically abusing *me*, the CTS would still be a poor measure of the violence. It’s crappy either way. )

· CTS studies exclude incidents of violence that occur after separation and divorce. Yet Australian and international data show that it is the time around and after separation which is most dangerous for women (Australian Bureau of Statistics 1996: 8; Dobash & Dobash 2004, 329-332).

· Finally, CTS studies do not highlight situations in which there is no physical violence but one partner is using coercive control against the other. I return to this later.
Some of the weaknesses of the CTS have been addressed in a second version, the CTS2 (1996). For example, the revised CTS now includes sexual coercion. However, this is omitted by most users of the CTS2, and it is still limited in its measurement of sexual violence (Hamby 2009: 27-28).
Because of the limitations of the Conflict Tactics Scale, many CTS studies find an apparent gender ‘symmetry’ or ‘equivalence’ in intimate partner violence, at least in men’s and women’s overall use of particular violent acts. Because the CTS treats violence in a highly decontextualised and abstracted way, the method produces findings of apparent gender equality in domestic violence, while obscuring the actual patterns, meaning, and impact of violence by men or women (Dobash and Dobash 2004: 332). 

While CTS-based studies find that roughly similar numbers of men and women have perpetrated at least one of the violent behaviours listed, even in these studies it is clear that men’s violence produces more physical injuries, more negative psychological consequences, and more fear than women’s violence (Johnson 2010: 213). 

So, the PSS, and the other large-scale Australian studies, give us some idea of what proportions of women and men have experienced acts of physical aggression by their partners or ex-partners. But they don’t tell us much, necessarily, about ‘domestic violence’ – about a systematic pattern of power and control, involving the use of a variety of physical and non-physical tactics of abuse and coercion. They tell us little about the character, dynamics, meaning, context, or impact of the violent acts they measure. 

Just to go into detail on one aspect of this, knowing how many women or men were subject to at least one physical assault by a partner does not necessarily tell us much about the impact of domestic violence on the victim. Women may see the emotional impact of physical aggression as more significant than the physical impact. In addition, women may experience the impact of non-physical tactics of control and abuse – controlling their movements, destroying property, verbal abuse, mind games, and so on – as more damaging than physical aggression. 
Types of violence

I’ve mentioned that different studies find wildly differing patterns in domestic violence. Studies using the CTS and other acts-based approaches tend to find gender symmetry, while other studies and other data sources find strong gender asymmetries, with men’s violence against women a much more serious problem that women’s violence against men. Another way of making sense of the conflicting findings of these bodies of data is in terms of different patterns of violence.
Different patterns of violent behaviour in couples and relationships

There are diverse patterns of violent behaviour in couples and relationships. I draw here on the most prominent articulation of this, by Michael Johnson, although later I will note some criticisms of his work.
Intimate terrorism: a violent and controlling individual with a partner who is neither.
Let’s start with the patterns of violence and control which comprise the classic situation of domestic violence – domestic violence in the strong sense. Johnson first described this as “intimate terrorism”, and now terms it “coercive controlling violence”. ‘Intimate terrorism’ (or ‘coercive controlling violence’) describes a situation involving a violent perpetrator who uses violence in combination with a variety of other coercive control tactics in order to attempt to take general control over his partner (Johnson 2010: 213). In situations of “coercive controlling violence” one partner (usually the man) uses violence and other controlling tactics to assert or restore power and authority (Johnson 1995, 284-285). The violence is severe, it is asymmetrical, it is instrumental in meaning, it tends to escalate, and injuries are more likely. In heterosexual relationships, intimate terrorism is perpetrated primarily by men.
Situational couple violence: neither are violent and controlling

Johnson contrasts this pattern of violence with what he terms “common couple violence”, or more recently, ‘situational couple violence’. Some heterosexual relationships suffer from occasional outbursts of violence by either husbands or wives during conflicts. Situational couple violence involves arguments which escalate to verbal aggression and ultimately to physical aggression (Johnson 2010: 213). Here, the violence is relatively minor, both partners practise it, it is expressive (emotional) in meaning, it tends not to escalate over time, and injuries are rare. Situational couple violence does not involve a general pattern of coercive control.

Violent resistance – typically by a woman to a male partner’s violent and controlling behaviour.

Johnson identifies a third pattern of violence, termed ‘violent resistance’. This describes the situation where a woman (or, rarely, a man) uses violence as resistance while entrapped in a relationship with an intimate terrorist (Johnson 2010: 213).
Patterns of violence and the data

Some forms of violence in relationships are more likely than others to dominate in survey data. Violence which is usually minor and infrequent – what Johnson calls situational couple violence – is likely to dominate general survey data. This is partly because of the biases of so-called representative survey samples, produced by high rates of refusal: intimate terrorists and their partners refuse to participate in such surveys, so general social survey data includes almost no intimate terrorism or violent resistance (Johnson 2010: 213).

Studies using the Conflict Tactics Scale are most likely to pick up the pattern of aggression involved in ‘situational couple violence’. Acts-based studies are only a weak measure of levels of minor violence in conflicts among heterosexual couples. They are poorer again as a measure of intimate terrorism or coercive controlling violence (Johnson 1995, 284-285).
The other two types of violence – coercive controlling violence or intimate terrorism, and violent resistance – predominate in samples drawn from agencies (law, refuges, hospitals) (Johnson 2010: 213).

Patterns of violence and the Personal Safety Survey

So what about the largescale survey of victimisation in Australia, the Personal Safety Survey? Johnson (2011: 293) argues that most violence in these kinds of surveys is situational couple violence. Four studies have tried to break down the violence reported in largescale surveys, with findings that 75% and up to 89% of the violence is situational couple violence (Johnson 2011: 293). 
Going back to the 73,800 females who experienced at least one incident of physical assault by a current or previous other-sex partner in the last 12 months, Johnson would suggest that three-quarters are experiencing situational couple violence, and one-quarter – 18,450 women – are experiencing intimate terrorism. However, of the 21,200 male victims, the proportion experiencing intimate terrorism is likely to be far lower, perhaps five or 10 per cent, or 1060 to 2120 men.

So, if this is accurate, than female victims of intimate terrorism by a male partner are somewhere from eight to 17 times as common as male victims of intimate terrorism by a female partner. There are around 19 to 20,000 individuals (19,510 to 20,570) living with intimate terrorism this year, and males are between five and 10 percent of all victims.

I will report later on my efforts to look for these different patterns of violence in the ABS data. But even in the published ABS data, and from a wide range of other studies, we can see contrasts in women’s and men’s experiences of domestic violence.
Actual contrasts in women’s and men’s experiences of domestic violence

A growing body of research tells us that there are important contrasts in women’s and men’s experiences of violence by intimate partners. I run through a series of contrasts…
Violence by known individuals versus by strangers

Two key points here:

· Among female and male victims of violence, women are more likely than men to be assaulted by someone known to them. Men are more likely to be assaulted by a stranger.

· Related to this, violence against women is more likely than violence against men to take place in the context of family and other relationships.

Women are far more likely than men to be assaulted by persons known to them than by strangers. Indeed, women are more likely than men to be assaulted by a partner or ex-partner than by any other category of perpetrator. Among female victims of assault, the category of perpetrator most likely to have inflicted the assault is male current or previous partners (31%). In other words, women are more likely to be assaulted by men they know, particularly male partners or ex-partners, than by any other category of perpetrator. In contrast, among men, less than 5% were assaulted by a female partner or ex-partner, and men are most likely to be assaulted by male strangers.

Frequent and prolonged violence

Among adult victims of intimate partner violence, women are far more likely than men to be subjected to frequent, prolonged, and extreme violence, (Kimmel 2001, 19; Bagshaw et al. 2000; Belknap & Melton 2005, 5-6; Swan and Snow 2002, 290-291).

Data from the Personal Safety Survey indicates that women reporting violence by current or former partners in intimate relationships are significantly more likely than men to experience repeated acts of violence. Whether we focus on violence by current or previous partners, women are more likely than men to report experiencing more than one incident of violence.

Among people who had experienced violence by a previous partner since the age of 15, twice as many females as males reported that the violence was ‘often’. If we look at the raw numbers, the gender contrast is even greater. For example, over six times as many females as males who were the victims of violence by a previous partner reported that this violence was ‘often’ (267,700 females and 43,200 males). 

Sexual violence by partners

Domestic violence often is accompanied by sexual assault and coercion, and indeed, some definitions of domestic violence include sexual coercion and sexual violence. 

Comparing females and males, there are two points to make here. First, women are far more likely than men to be sexually assaulted by an intimate partner or ex-partner (Kimmel 2001, 19; Bagshaw et al. 2000; Belknap & Melton 2005, 5-6; Swan and Snow 2002, 290-291). 

· According to the Personal Safety Survey, a total of 29,300 females were sexually assaulted in the last 12 months by a current or previous partner (ABS 2005: 33). There are no figures on sexual assaults on males by a partner or ex-partner, suggesting that the numbers are too low to be recorded. 

Second, among adult victims of any kind of intimate partner violence, male victims are less likely than female victims to experience sexual violence in particular. Among men who are the victims of violence by a female partner, there are low rates of sexual violence. 

Impact: Injury, fear, etc

Among adult victims of intimate partner violence, women are far more likely than men to sustain injuries, and to fear for their lives (Kimmel 2001, 19; Bagshaw et al. 2000; Belknap & Melton 2005, 5-6; Swan and Snow 2002, 290-291). When men are subject to domestic violence by women, they are far less likely to be injured, and they are less likely to fear for their own safety (Bagshaw et al. 2000).

It is a consistent finding that men’s violence has more negative consequences than women’s violence, in terms of physical injury, psychological harms such as depression, and fear of the partner, whether one examines men and women dually arrested for domestic violence, in domestic violence treatment programs, or seeking care in hospital emergency departments (Holtzworth-Munroe 2005, 252-253).

This is largely true of the Australian studies described earlier:

· Crime Prevention Survey (2001): In the National Crime Prevention survey, about one-third of all boys and girls who had been in a dating relationship had experienced some measure of physical violence in one or more of those relationships. However, four times as many girls as boys had been frightened by the physical aggression they experienced, and five times as many girls as boys had been both frightened and hurt (National Crime Prevention 2001: 122-123).
Australia’s Personal Safety Safety also finds gender contrasts in fear and anxiety:

· Among individuals who had experienced violence by a previous partner since the age of 15, women were more likely to have experienced anxiety or fear regarding this during the relationship, that is, while they were living together. Among individuals who had experienced violence by a previous partner since the age of 15, 767,200 women but only 91,800 men had ever experienced anxiety or fear during the relationship.

· The same gender contrast is evident if we look only at the last 12 months. 

· Among all people who had experienced violence by a previous partner, close to one in five females (18.3%) and only one in twenty males (5.5%) had experienced anxiety or fear due to previous partner violence in the past 12 months  (ABS 2006a: 37). This involved ten times as many females as males. 
Dobash and Dobash (2004) provide a clear example of apparent symmetries and actual asymmetries in domestic violence. Using an acts-based approach found that both men and women were physically aggressive to their partners. But interviews with the same men and women documented that men’s violence differed systematically from women’s in terms of its nature, frequency, intention, intensity, physical injury, and emotional impact.

Women and men agree that women’s violence is far less ‘serious’ than men’s. Women subjected to violence by their male partners feel frightened, helpless, trapped, and so on, while men subjected to violence by their female partners are ‘not bothered’, see it as insignificant or ludicrous or even admirable, and see its impact as largely inconsequential (Dobash & Dobash 2004, 336-341; Belknap & Melton 2005, 6).

Nevertheless, it is clear that some men do live with severe forms of physical violence by female partners and with other strategies of control. Hines (2007) reports on callers to a helpline for male victims of intimate partner violence in the US. There were some reports of severe and life-threatening physical attacks, and some men have been subjected to a range of controlling behaviours including coercion and threats, emotional abuse, intimidation, and so.

Gender contrasts in fear are not an artefact of reporting.

One response to this is that women show higher levels of fear in the context of domestic violence because they are more willing to report fear than men. On the oneinthree website, Men’s Health Australia argue this, emphasising that men are socialised not to show fear while women are. However there is evidence that women’s elevated levels of fear simply reflect elevated levels of violence.
This comes for example from a study of 502 Italian university students. Among all the men and women who experienced any kind of violence from a partner or ex-partner women show higher levels of injury and fear then men. This is because women are being subjected to more severe and serious forms of violence not because women show stronger reactions to the same level of violence. In other words women are not more fragile than men. The worse health impacts they show are the outcome of the worse violence they had experienced. 

In its OneInThree materials, Men’s Health Australia cite this same study. While they acknowledge that they mental health impacts of domestic violence on women were markedly greater than on men, they state that this study also found that “for experienced and witnessed family violence, the health impact was similar for males and females” (p1222). Men’s Health Australia are not being entirely transparent here. This data referred to witnessing violence by parents (physical or psychological), and the most common perpetrator was the father or a father figure.

The authors of the study state that their results support the point that “when women report more health problems, it is because they endured more or more severe violence, not because they are more fragile” (Romito and Grassi: 1232)
Why victims stay

Both female and male victims may stay in relationships with their partner because of a belief that the violence will ease, concern for the children, geographical location, familiarity, shame and embarrassment (Bagshaw et al. 2000). However, battered women are more likely than men to stay with their abuser because of fear and emotional and financial dependency. 

Violence after separation

Women are far more likely than men to experience violence after separation. In addition, men subjected to domestic violence by women rarely experience post-separation violence and have more financial and social independence (Bagshaw et al. 2000).

Among people who had experienced current or previous partner violence since the age of 15, there was a significantly greater number of women than men for whom violence was linked to separation. 

Among victims of previous partner violence, greater numbers of women than men

· Had experienced violence during the separation;

· Had first experienced violence prior to the separation rather than it occuring for the first time when they had separated.

Among victims of previous partner violence, women were more likely than men to experience an increase in the violence during separation.

Gender contrasts in the dynamics and impacts of separation-related violence

Analysis of the ABS data reveals that there are gender contrasts in victims’ reasons for returning to the partner following separation(s), and in the reasons that the relationship with the previous partner finally ended. Female victims were more likely than male victims to report that they returned to the partner because the partner promised to stop the abuse, or they had nowhere else to go.

Among men and women who had experienced previous partner violence since the age of 15, female victims were significantly more likely than male victims to have relocated to a different house or rental property during separation, and significantly more likely to have left behind property or assets.

Perpetration: Gender contrasts in intentions, motivations, and character

There are also contrasts in the intentions, motivations, and nature of men’s and women’s uses of domestic violence. Women’s physical violence towards intimate male partners is largely in self-defense, according to studies among female perpetrators (DeKeseredy et al. 1997; Hamberger et al. 1994; Swan & Snow 2002, 301), men presenting to hospital Emergency Departments with injuries inflicted by their female partners (Muelleman & Burgess 1998, 866), and heterosexual couples (Dobash & Dobash 2004, 345). In other words, when a woman is violent to her male partner, it is usually in the context of his violence to her. It is largely reactive, and self-protective (Dobash & Dobash 2004, 345). 

Various studies find gender contrasts in motivations for perpetrating relationship aggression. Women are more likely to identify emotional expression, self-defense, or retaliation as reasons for their aggression, while men are more likely to identify instrumental reasons directed towards particular goals (e.g. ‘to get her to stop nagging and leave me alone’) (Holtzworth-Munroe 2005, 253). Female perpetrators of domestic violence are less likely and less able than male perpetrators to use controlling tactics over their partners (Swan & Snow 2002, 291-292).

On the other hand, women’s intimate violence can also be motivated by efforts to show anger and other feelings, desire for attention, retaliation for emotional hurt, jealousy, and control. It is inadequate to explain women’s violence simply in terms of their own oppression and powerlessness, and naïve to assume that women are immune from using violence to gain or maintain power in relationships (Russo 2001, 16-19).

Perpetration: Control and emotional abuse

Domestic violence can be defined in important ways in terms of one partner’s systematic and coercive control of the other. So if we focus on individual experiences of controlling behaviours, how do men and women compare?

The 2006 Personal Safety Survey does include some items which tap into controlling behaviours, and the 2013 Personal Safety Survey will include more. The 2006 Personal Safety Survey identifies nine behaviours which it identifies as ‘emotional abuse’. These can be clustered into three broad types of abuse: social control, verbal abuse, and threats to people and property.

· Social control

· Tried to prevent contact with family or friends

· Tried to prevent use of the telephone or car

· Tried to prevent knowledge about or access to family money

· Verbal abuse

· Insulted with the intent to shame, belittle or humiliate

· Threats to people and property
· Threatened to harm children

· Threatened to harm other family/friends

· Damaged or destroyed property

· Threatened to harm or harmed pets

· Threatened suicide

Analysis of the ABS data finds that women are significantly more likely than men to experience various forms of non-physical, coercive and controlling behaviour in relationships. Seven percent of women, and 4.6% of men, had experienced any kind of emotional abuse by a current partner during a relationship. Two and a half per cent of women, and 1.2% of men, had experienced what I have termed social control. Women were significantly more likely than men to have had a partner try to prevent knowledge about or access to family money, but there were no differences in relation to the two other forms of social control, trying to prevent contact with family or friends or trying to prevent use of the telephone or car.

Women were more likely than men to experience the second form of emotional abuse, what I’ve termed ‘verbal abuse’, in which the current partner insulted with the intent to shame, belittle or humiliate. 

Among the five forms of threats to people and property, there was a significant gender difference only for one, with women more likely than men to have experienced a current partner damaging or destroying property.
[Controlling behaviours and wider inequalities]

The comparison I’ve just described involves focusing on individual men’s and women’s experiences of controlling behaviours by a partner. However, coercive control is rooted in wider, structural inequalities of gender, and it is problematic to analyse coercive control removed from this context. I return to this below.

Perpetration: Gender contrasts in predictors

There is also evidence that there are different predictors for men’s versus women’s perpetration of intimate partner violence. Men’s perpetration of physical or sexual violence against women is predicted by hostile and patriarchal attitudes towards women (Heise 1998, 277; O’Neil & Harway 1997, Murnen et al. 2002) and the acceptance of interpersonal violence. On the other hand, some studies find that women’s perpetration of partner violence is predicted by depression, or low self-esteem (Cercone et al. 2005, 208).

Reporting of victimisation and perpetration

Both CTS-based and crime victimisation studies rely on retrospective reporting.  this raises issues regarding the reliability of data on both perpetration and victimisation. Let’s start first with perpetration. Both men and women contribute to the underestimation of men’s violence against women and the overestimation of women’s violence against men. More generally, men and women often disagree on their respective experiences of violence.

Interspousal agreement on domestic violence is generally low to moderate. Men are less likely to report their own perpetration of violence, especially severe violence, than women are to report theirs.  As Chan summarises, “most past findings point to a tendency for men to under-report” (174).

Gendered patterns in reporting of perpetration

Gender-specific patterns in reporting of perpetration are shaped by a number of factors. For example, Chan (2011: 173) notes that various gender specific factors shape both women’s and men’s under reporting of men’s intimate partner violence against women:

Gender-specific factors affecting men’s reporting of their own (men-to-women) violence may include: (a) blaming: the tendency to blame their partner for provoking the violence so that they can deny or minimize their own hostile and violent behaviors…;  […] (c) fear of consequences: the recognition that IPV is a crime… and the fear of resulting court action…; and (d) avoidance: the desire to avoid facing the legal consequence of their own violence…. By contrast, women who under-report their partner’s (men-to-women) IPV may be influenced by: (a) excusing: the tendency to discount, downplay, or excuse their partner’s violent acts…; (2) normalizing as an expression of love: the higher likelihood to forgive their partner and normalize IPV with the reasoning that their partner really loves them…; (3) dependence: the tendency to under-report partner violence when women are more dependent on their abusive husband, for example, when they have dependent children or when they believe in their husband’s responsibility to provide…; and (4) self-blaming: the tendency to shift attention by blaming themselves and the need to make themselves better partners

Gendered patterns in reporting of victimisation

Let’s focus now on the reporting of subjection to violence. It has been argued that men are likely to under-estimate and under-report their subjection to domestic violence by women, because admitting such victimisation and vulnerability is emasculating (George 1994, 149). 

There is mixed evidence regarding whether  male victims of domestic violence are more or less likely than female victims to report their experience. 

Men’s Health Australia cite some studies suggesting that men are less likely than women to report domestic violence against them to police. However  there is other evidence that men are more likely to report than women, or no more likely to do so.

· In the Australian Crime Victimisation Survey 2008-09, men and women were equally likely to report a domestic assault to police (Grech and Burgess 2011: 9).

· From data over 10 years (2006-15) on the reporting of nonfatal domestic violence victimisations to police in the USA, males and females were equally likely to report victimisation to the police, males were more likely than females to report victimisation involving serious injury, and females were more likely than males to report victimisation involving no injury.
· An older US study found that men were more likely than women to call the police when physically attacked by a partner (Schwartz 1987: 66-67). 

A fundamental limitation here is that there has been little research which examines women’s and men’s reporting of domestic violence. We know little about whether the factors shaping under-reporting are similar or different for women and men.

It is possible that, among the pool of men and women who experience any physical aggression from an intimate partner or ex-partner, men are less likely than women to report this to the police or to tell others because they do not see this violence as serious or threatening. 

· For example, in a British study among heterosexual couples, the researchers first used the Conflict Tactics Scale (a popular, although controversial, measure of violent ‘acts’ in relationships) to measure men’s and women’s experiences of domestic violence. This found, as most CTS studies do, that similar proportions of men and women and men had experienced at least some physical aggression by a partner in the last year. However, the researchers went on to interview the men and women about their experiences. In doing this, they found powerful contrasts between men’s and women’s experiences. The women subjected to violence by their male partners felt frightened, helpless, and trapped. On the other hand, the men subjected to violence by their female partners were ‘not bothered’, saw it as insignificant or ludicrous or even admirable, and saw its impact as largely inconsequential (Dobash and Dobash 2004). Other studies identify similar patterns (Belknap and Melton 2005).

· From data over 10 years (2006-15) on the reporting of nonfatal domestic violence victimisations to police in the USA, women were more likely than men to not report DV victimisation because of fear of reprisal, while men were more likely than women to not report DV because the crime was minor or unimportant or because of inefficient or biased police (5). (Reaves, Police Response to Domestic Violence, 2006-2015 (2017).
· In a Scottish survey, men who had experienced violence by a partner were less likely than women to view what happened to them as a crime or to see themselves as a victim of domestic abuse (MacLeod et al. 2009: 29). Again, this may be not because these men failed to see the seriousness or illegitimacy of the violence they experienced, but because in fact the violence was not serious.
Thus, if men are more likely than women to not go to the police when they have experienced physical aggression by a partner, it may be because this violence is less severe, less threatening, and even minor or trivial. 

On the other hand, other data does not support this contention. An Irish study found that, among those who had been severely abused by a partner, men were less likely than women to report their abuse to the police (5% of men vs 29% of women) (Watson and Parson 2005: 26)

Of course, all violence in relationships is unacceptable, regardless of who perpetrates it. 

Violence, control, and gender inequality

Earlier, I compared individual men’s and women’s experiences of various controlling behaviours by a partner. The problem with this exercise is that it individualises a set of behaviours which have fundamentally social and structural roots. 

Evan Stark emphasises that coercive control is rooted in systemic and structural inequalities (Stark 2006: 1021). It involves a kind of coercive microregulation by men of women’s lives, which builds on gender norms and which overlaps with sexist constraints (Stark 2006: 1022). Stark emphasises that men’s use of coercive control against women exploits persistent gender inequalities, and that this control both expresses and maintains gender inequality (Stark 2010: 207-208).

This means that women’s use of controlling behaviours against men is unlikely to work in the same way, with the same meanings or impact, as men’s controlling behaviours against women. Men’s use of coercive control against female partners is enabled by persistent gender inequalities, such as those of paid work and household labour, and by gender norms which constrain women and privilege men (Stark 2006: 1022). 
Anti-feminist backlash

The final section of my talk is a critique of the groups in Australia who are most vocal in claiming that domestic violence is gender-equal and large numbers of men are the victims of violence at the hands of their wives and female partners. I’m thinking of anti-feminist ‘men’s rights’ and ‘fathers’ rights’ groups.

The concern for male victims shown by these anti-feminist men’s and fathers’ groups is largely hollow. They’re not motivated by a genuine concern for male victimisation, but by agendas concerning family law, child custody and divorce (Kaye & Tolmie 1998, 53-57). This is evident in three ways.

First, men’s and fathers’ rights groups focus on violence to men by women, when the great majority of the violence inflicted on men is by other men.

Even if we do focus on men’s subjection to violence in families, this violence is as likely to be perpetrated by other, often male, family members as it is by a wife or girlfriend. 

There is a second way in which anti-feminist men’s groups betray the fact that their concern for male victims of domestic violence is hollow. They have tried to wind back the protections available to victims of domestic violence and to bolster the rights and freedoms of alleged perpetrators.

Third, these groups have attacked domestic violence services and networks and tried to undermine services for the victims of violence. These efforts harm female and male victims of domestic violence alike.

Backlash gets sophisticated: The One In Three campaign

Anti-feminist activism in Australia got more sophisticated with the emergence of the One In Three Campaign in 2009. 

One In Three is described by its advocates as a “campaign for male victims of family violence”, but it could be described more accurately as a campaign against efforts to address men’s violence against women. 

The One In Three website draws only on one strand of domestic violence scholarship, the ‘family conflict’ studies which claim to show gender symmetry in domestic violence, and does not even acknowledge the intense academic debate regarding this research.

One in Three is tied to anti-feminist men’s and fathers’ groups. The campaign’s content and activities are anti feminist. It rejects standard feminist claims about domestic violence. It acts in opposition to feminist campaigns and groups. 

One In Three is careful to avoid the hostile and overtly anti-feminist rhetoric which has characterised other men’s and fathers’ rights groups’ efforts. At the same time, some of its supporters are on record expressing hostility to women’s and domestic violence services, such as attacks on the so-called ‘domestic violence industry’ (Woods).

There are five ways in which the One In Three campaign betrays that it is not wholeheartedly a campaign for male victims of family violence:

1. One In Three claims to be concerned about male family violence, but is silent about violence against males in families by other males. 

2. Despite claiming to be concerned about the health and wellbeing of men and boys, Men’s Health Australia is silent regarding violence against males by other males.

3. One In Three uses the term ‘family violence’ in ways which paint a false picture of patterns of violence in families and relationships.

In One In Three’s materials, there is often a slippage between all forms of violence in families directed at males – including violence against boys by their fathers or mothers, violence against boys or men by other male family members – and violence against men by their adult female partners. In other words, there is a slippage between male victims of family violence (broadly defined) and adult male victims of intimate partner violence.

4. One In Three ignores or hides the gendered character of violence and the factors associated with violence.

One In Three’s materials also show a consistent effort to degender highly gendered patterns of violence and of the factors associated with violence. This is visible for example in Men’s Health Australia’s treatment of community attitudes to VAW. While the national Australian survey of community attitudes towards violence against women emphasised that the most significant influence on community attitudes was gender, this receives no mention in the campaign’s public statements.

This means that One In Three fails to address vital dimensions of men’s experiences of family violence.

5. Men’s Health Australia tries to undermine campaigns against men’s violence against women.
Men’s Health Australia’s spoiler role is evident in the timing and targets of its efforts. Its campaigns are launched often just before white ribbon day and seem intended to distract attention from men’s violence against women and to suggest that women’s violence against men is just as important. 
If One In Three really were concerned about family violence experienced by males

If the One In Three campaign really were concerned about family violence experienced by males, it would;

1. Cease its attacks on organisations and campaigns which address family and domestic violence experienced by females. Instead, One In Three would work constructively with such efforts.

2. Acknowledge that males (men and boys) in families, just like males in other contexts, are most at risk of violence from other males, and focus the bulk of its efforts on violence against males in families by other males.

3. Support ongoing efforts to reduce and prevent domestic and family violence, including support for the treatment of violence against partners or family members as criminal matters…

4. Cease its neglect of a significant form of violence against males in families, the sexual abuse of boys.

5. Cease its alliance with groups and organisations which spread misinformation about family violence and domestic violence and which advocate in irresponsible ways. In particular, One In Three would end its association with such groups as the Lone Fathers’ Association, the Men’s Rights Agency, and other ‘men’s rights’ and ‘fathers’ rights’ organisations which have made public statements encouraging the myth that women routinely make false accusations of domestic violence and child abuse, condoning men’s violence against women and children, and trivialising the risks of violence and abuse faced by children in the context of divorce and separation.

Conclusion

To conclude. It’s simply a lie to claim that large numbers of men in Australia are suffering abuse at the hands of their wives and female partners. This distracts attention from the real needs of male victims of violence and undermines support for male and female victims alike. If we think of domestic violence in terms of a pattern of power and control, it’s likely that women are 90 to 95% of victims.

The analysis I’ve given has some important implications. We have to revise downwards our claims regarding the numbers of women living with intimate terrorism, or coercive controlling violence. But there’s no change to the fundamental point that coercive controlling violence is perpetrated largely by men, and experienced largely by women (Johnson 2005).

In relation to domestic violence between adults, we should continue to focus largely on men’s violence against women. And to devote most service responses and resources to this.

More widely, we must address violence against men, which is overwhelmingly male-male violence.

I’ve argued that we need to pay attention to the detail of both women’s and men’s experiences of victimisation and perpetration: to the character of violence and abuse, to their dynamics and meaning, to their impact, and to their contexts. 

Otherwise, we will commit errors of fact, of theory, and of intervention.

Errors of fact: We will fail to recognise the true pattern, the actual pattern, of domestic and family violence.
Errors of theory: We will be unable to properly explain domestic and family violence – to identify predictors and social and structural causes.
Errors of intervention: And as a result of the first two, we will adopt strategies of intervention which are inappropriate for many victims, or do not apply to the kinds of violence they’re being used for. 

If we don’t pay attention to the realities of women’s and men’s experiences of domestic and family violence, we will fail both female and male victims alike.
� In the National Crime Prevention survey for example, there was a high level of non-response for experiences of violence in intimate relationships and particularly for questions about perpetrating violence, and this was higher for male than female respondents (National Crime Prevention 2001: 117).





