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Impelling and Inhibiting Forces in the Perpetration of Intimate
Partner Violence

Eli J. Finkel
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The huge corpus of research identifying risk factors for intimate partner violence (IPV)
has outpaced theoretical models explaining how these risk factors combine to exert
their effects. This report presents a 2-stage process model investigating how a previ-
ously nonviolent interaction between intimate partners escalates to IPV. The first stage
examines whether at least one partner experiences strong violence-impelling forces,
which lead the individual to experience action tendencies toward IPV. The second
examines whether the partner experiencing violence-impelling forces suffers from
weak violence-inhibiting forces, which would otherwise serve to override such action
tendencies. This model extends previous research by emphasizing the importance of
inhibitory processes in IPV and by imposing a new conceptual structure on the

identified IPV risk factors.
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Spouse A and Spouse B have been married
for two years. They have been arguing lately,
and anger toward one another has become a
pervasive, simmering presence. This past Fri-
day night, anger boiled over into fury. In a rage,
Spouse A picked up a lamp, intending to throw
it at Spouse B. Moments after this violent im-
pulse struck Spouse A, however, a powerful
inhibitory force emerged to override it. Spouse
A placed the lamp back on the table and
stormed out of the house in a profanity-laced
tirade.

This scenario provides a dramatic illustration
of a common but largely neglected phenomenon
relevant to intimate partner violence (IPV):
Partners sometimes experience violent impulses
toward one another without enacting violent
behavior. Evidence suggests that experiencing
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the occasional violent impulse toward a roman-
tic partner may not be the sole province of a
group of patriarchal or pathologically deviant
men. [ argue that many individuals, both men
and women, experience violent impulses on rare
occasion, but that these individuals are fre-
quently able to manage such impulses in a way
that prevents violent behaviors. A more com-
plete understanding of IPV will likely emerge if
scientists devote greater attention to investigat-
ing, and explicitly distinguishing between, pro-
cesses that cause individuals to (a) experience
violent impulses toward their partner and (b)
refrain from perpetrating violent acts when such
impulses arise. The goals of this report are to
emphasize the importance of these violence-
inhibiting processes and to provide a conceptual
framework for organizing IPV risk factors.
Intimate partner violence' (IPV) refers to any
behavior carried out with the primary proximal

! Although many psychologists (e.g., Anderson &
Bushman, 2002) distinguish between the terms “violence”
and “aggression” (with the former term limited to acts
intended to cause extreme harm and the latter being general
enough also to include acts intended to cause less harm),
most empirical articles in the IPV literature do not allow for
clear demarcations between these two constructs. I use the
term violence rather than aggression because it is much
more prevalent in the IPV literature; I use the term aggres-
sion when reviewing the work of scholars who employ that



194 FINKEL

intent to cause physical harm to a romantic
partner who is motivated to avoid being harmed
(see Baron & Richardson, 1994).2 The strength
of violence-impelling forces is determined by
the collective power of the variables that cause
the individual to experience action tendencies
toward IPV, and the strength of violence-
inhibiting forces is determined by the collective
power of the variables that cause the individual
to override these violence-impelling forces in
favor of nonviolent behavior. The literature on
IPV has generally neglected this distinction be-
tween risk factors that impel violence and those
that disinhibit it.

Incidence Rates, Gender, and Two Forms
of Intimate Partner Violence

Dozens of large-scale surveys exploring how
individuals deal with conflict in their intimate
relationships reveal that individuals enact vio-
lent behaviors against marital and dating part-
ners with alarming frequency (e.g., Magdol et
al., 1997; McLaughlin, Leonard, & Senchak,
1992; Straus, 2004). Large-scale representative
surveys in the United States, for example, indi-
cate that approximately 1 out of every 6 couples
experiences at least one act of IPV every year
(Schafer, Caetano, & Clark, 1998; Straus &
Gelles, 1986). Such high estimates are compa-
rable with or even lower than those from addi-
tional surveys from the United States and from
around the world (e.g., Magdol et al., 1997;
Straus, 2004). These investigations have been
referred to as “family conflict studies” because
investigators typically present the survey to re-
search participants in terms of how partners deal
with conflict in their relationships.

“Crime studies” differ from family conflict
studies in that investigators typically present the
survey to research participants in terms of
crime, crime victimization, personal safety, in-
jury, or violence (e.g., Bureau of Justice Statis-
tics, 1997; Tjaden & Thoennes, 2000). These
studies reveal a substantially lower prevalence
of the number of couples experiencing IPV in a
given year, frequently less than 1% (see Straus,
1999). Moreover, whereas estimates from fam-
ily conflict studies indicate that approximately
1-3% of violent acts result in injury, estimates
from the crime studies indicate that 50—75% of
them do (Straus, 1999). Taken together, these
results suggest that (a) physically violent acts

carried out against romantic partners are dis-
turbingly common, (b) most of these acts are
not encoded by the perpetrator or by the victim
as crimes or as threats to personal safety, and (c)
both types of violence lead to a substantial
number of injuries every year, although any
given act assessed in a family violence study is
much less likely to result in injury than is any
given act assessed in a crime study.

Family conflict studies and crime studies also
reveal divergent pictures regarding gender dif-
ferences in the rates of IPV. Family conflict
studies generally reveal that men and women
are approximately equally likely to perpetrate
acts of IPV. In fact, a meta-analytic review
of 82 studies (with a preponderance in the fam-
ily conflict tradition) suggests that women may
even be more likely than men to perpetrate,
although this gender difference is miniscule
(Archer, 2000). Crime studies, in contrast, re-
veal that IPV is perpetrated by men much more
frequently than by women with some estimates
suggesting that more than 90% of the acts of
IPV are carried out by men (see Straus, 1999).
Overall, the literature suggests that men and
women perpetrate acts of IPV at near-equal
rates, although there is a rare, severe form of
IPV that is perpetrated predominantly by men
and that is especially likely to show up in crime
statistics.

This identification of two forms of violence
echoes Johnson’s (1995, in press, Johnson &
Ferraro, 2000) distinction between situational
couple violence and intimate terrorism (for-
merly labeled “common couple violence” and
“patriarchal terrorism,” respectively; Johnson,
1995). The critical difference between these two
forms is that situational couple violence
emerges sometimes when conflict situations get
out of hand, whereas intimate terrorism is per-
petrated in the interest of asserting dominance
and control in the relationship. Both forms can,
in extreme cases, result in injury or even death,

term, but the two terms are not intended in this report to
distinguish between distinct phenomena.

2 This report focuses exclusively the initiation of violence
in a specific social interaction that had theretofore been
nonviolent. It does not examine IPV as self-defense, nor
does it also does examine psychological or sexual aggres-
sion. Also, defining IPV in terms of the proximal intent to
cause harm does not contradict the notion that many acts of
IPV are also motivated in part by distal goals (e.g., to
influence the partner’s behavior in the long-run).
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although such outcomes are much more com-
mon in intimate terrorism. As Johnson (1995)
observes, the discrepant methods employed in
family conflict studies (e.g., data collection
from nationally representative surveys and con-
venience samples) versus crime studies (e.g.,
data collection from hospitals and battered
women’s shelters) likely lead investigators em-
ploying the former methods primarily to exam-
ine situational couple violence and investigators
employing the latter methods primarily to in-
vestigate intimate terrorism. Johnson’s typology
makes no a priori assumptions about sex differ-
ences in IPV, instead viewing the existence and
degree of such differences as issues to be re-
solved empirically. Empirical evidence reveals
that intimate terrorism is perpetrated predomi-
nantly by men (Johnson, in press), whereas sit-
uational couple violence is perpetrated at
slightly higher rates by women (Archer, 2000;
Johnson, 1995; Straus, 1999; but see Ehrensaft,
Moffitt, & Caspi, 2004, for evidence that even
severe IPV is perpetrated at near-equal rates by
men and women).

Although large-scale studies have now been
conducted in sufficient numbers to draw con-
clusions regarding the prevalence rates and gen-
der differences described above, a serious lim-
itation of the existing literature is that many
scholars’ a priori assumptions of gender differ-
ences have caused them to collect data on and
build theoretical models of only male-to-female
IPV, generally ignoring female-to-male IPV.
Working from the assumption that gender dif-
ferences must be demonstrated rather than as-
sumed (see Felson, 2002), I strive to build a
model of IPV that is gender neutral in its gen-
eral structure but sufficiently flexible to accom-
modate scholars’ predictions regarding gender
differences. This model is also intended to be
expansive enough to include phenomena stud-
ied in both family conflict studies (typically
situational couple violence) and crime studies
(typically intimate terrorism).

Impelling and Inhibiting Forces in
Intimate Partner Violence

Researchers have been remarkably successful
in identifying risk factors for (correlates of) IPV
(see Schumacher, Feldbau-Kohn, Slep, &
Heyman, 2001; Straus, Gelles, & Steinmetz,
1980), but little consensus has emerged to ex-

plain the interplay among them, and “theory and
research on relationship violence remain unco-
hesive” (Berscheid & Regan, 2005, p. 52). I
suggest that one organizational framework for
integrating the dizzying array of risk factors
(which are selectively reviewed below) is to
determine the degree to which each of them (a)
strengthens violence-impelling forces, (b)
weakens violence-inhibiting forces, or (c) does
both. Among other benefits, this framework will
facilitate the cross-fertilization of ideas between
the IPV literature and the burgeoning self-
regulation literature (see Baumeister & Vohs,
2004), with self-regulation defined as “the
many processes by which the human psyche
exercises control over its functions, states, and
inner processes” (Baumeister & Vohs, 2004, p.
1). Any time individuals want to initiate a new
behavior or override an impulse, for example,
they invoke self-regulatory processes. Although
such processes are clearly relevant in the cir-
cumstances preceding acts of IPV—and they
may dictate to a large extent whether violent
impulses are manifested in violent behaviors
rather then being restrained—they have been
largely neglected by IPV researchers.

Individuals will only perpetrate IPV when the
violence-impelling forces they experience at
that time exceed the violence-inhibiting forces,
an observation that focuses the Impelling/
Inhibiting Model primarily on interaction ef-
fects. For example, strengthening violence-
impelling forces will not lead to greater tenden-
cies toward violent behavior unless these forces
exceed violence-inhibiting forces. Once vio-
lence-impelling forces surpass violence-inhibit-
ing forces, however, the individual will perpe-
trate IPV. In addition, further strengthening
these already-above-threshold violence-impel-
ling forces will tend to increase the severity of
the violence acts, in terms of both their type
(e.g., slapping vs. punching) and their intensity
(e.g., a weak punch vs. a strong punch). It is
important to recognize that although the exam-
ple presented in this paragraph has examined
dynamic impelling forces and static inhibiting
forces (i.e., the former changes while the latter
does not), the inverse situation is also tenable,
as is the (perhaps most frequent) situation in
which both sets of forces fluctuate simulta-
neously.

This analysis makes clear that violence-
inhibiting forces play an important role in pre-
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dicting whether individuals perpetrate IPV, a
perspective differing from key aspects of many
prominent theoretical treatments of the topic.
Many scholars have argued, for example, that
IPV runs rampant at least in part because soci-
ety condones it, with some going so far as to
call the marriage license a “hitting license” for
both men and women (Straus et al., 1980) and
others arguing that only male-to-female IPV is
viewed as legitimate (e.g., R.E. Dobash & R.P.
Dobash, 1979). These theoretical treatments
seem to imply that there are common social
roles (occupied by “normal” individuals rather
than just by the emotionally unbalanced fringe
of society) that largely remove violence inhib-
iting forces. Following Felson (2002), I suggest
an alternative explanation for the strikingly high
rates of IPV emerging from family conflict stud-
ies: the frequency of IPV reflects the high levels
of interdependence that romantic partners expe-
rience with one another, which renders conflict
“an inevitable—though often unanticipated—
feature of close relationships. The strong, fre-
quent, and diverse bonds between [intimate
partners] set the stage for conflicting interests to
surface” (Holmes & Murray, 1996, p. 650).
Given that violent disputes typically begin with
verbal conflict (Felson, 1984; Murphy &
O’Leary, 1989; Stets, 1990), it is perhaps not
surprising that the elevated opportunities for
nonviolent conflict that occur within highly in-
terdependent relationships predict higher levels
of IPV. In addition, elevated interdependence
increases the motivation to influence the part-
ner’s behavior because that behavior strongly
influences one’s own outcomes (Felson, 2002;
Thibaut & Kelley, 1959). In short, violent im-
pulses may well emerge more frequently and
more powerfully toward intimate partners than
toward other individuals in large part because of
the strong interdependence characteristic of
such partnerships.

However, although experiencing violent im-
pulses certainly increases the probability that
individuals will perpetrate IPV, this association
between violent impulses and violent behaviors
is far from absolute. Under many (and likely
most) circumstances, violent impulses do not
lead to violent behaviors. One recent study sys-
tematically distinguished IPV impulses from
IPV behaviors by having university students (a)
recall the most severe fight they had ever expe-
rienced with a romantic partner and (b) report

on the degree to which they were tempted to
enact a series of violent behaviors and the de-
gree to which they actually enacted these be-
haviors (Finkel, 2006). Participants reported sig-
nificantly stronger violent impulses than violent
behaviors, which seems to signify that these stu-
dents implemented some form of behavioral re-
straint to override their violent impulses.

Other recent findings also hint at the impor-
tance of violence-inhibiting forces in preventing
IPV in highly interdependent relationships
(Felson, Ackerman, & Yeon, 2003). This study
demonstrated that although verbal altercations
were much more frequent among spouses than
among strangers, such altercations were three
times more likely to lead to violence among
strangers than among spouses. One plausible
interpretation of these findings is that verbal
conflict is especially common between intimate
partners and leads to elevated levels of IPV, but
that any given verbal conflict between them is
much less likely than one between strangers to
lead to violence. To illustrate, imagine that
James had 20 arguments with his wife and 3
arguments with strangers last year. Imagine fur-
ther that he enacted violent behavior in 4 of his
arguments with his wife and in 1 of his argu-
ments with strangers. This means that James
was 4 times more likely to perpetrate a violent
act against his wife than against a stranger (4 vs.
1), even though the likelihood of him enacting
violent behavior in any given argument was
much higher with strangers (1 out of 3, or 33%)
than with his wife (4 out of 20, or 20%).

Taken together, the results of these studies
lead to the conclusion that individuals may be
especially likely to override violent impulses in
their intimate relationships, a pattern that con-
tradicts the notion that involvement in such
relationships is accompanied by the beliefs that
violent behavior is acceptable. The interdepen-
dence characterizing intimate relationships may
render individuals especially susceptible to ex-
periencing strong violence-impelling forces, but
this same interdependence also seems to func-
tion on many occasions to strengthen violence-
inhibiting forces.

The Impelling/Inhibiting Model of
Intimate Partner Violence Perpetration

In an effort to impose coherence on the huge
array of risk factors identified by IPV research-
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ers, I propose in Figure 1 the Impelling/
Inhibiting Model of Intimate Partner Violence
Perpetration. This model identifies the two cen-
tral questions researchers must ask regarding a
given interaction between romantic partners to
determine whether IPV will transpire. First,
does at least one partner experience strong vio-
lence-impelling forces? And second, is that
partner characterized at that time by weak vio-
lence-inhibiting forces? If the answer to both

questions is yes, then the individual is likely to
perpetrate IPV; if the answer to at least one
question is no, the individual is unlikely to do
so. In Figure 1, the “structural part” of the
Impelling/Inhibiting Model is depicted inside
the horizontal rectangle at the bottom of the
figure, whereas the risk factors for strong vio-
lence-impelling forces and weak violence-
inhibiting forces are depicted inside the tall,
dotted boxes at the top of the figure. The “risk

Risk Factors for
Strong Violence-
Impelling Forces

Risk Factors for
Weak Violence-
Inhibiting Forces

Distal: witnessing paren-
tal IPV, learned violence
scripts, childhood abuse

Dispositional: anger, at-
tachment anxiety, dys-
thymia, borderline, nar-
cissism, neuroticism,
testosterone, genetics

Relational: contempt,
dissatisfaction with
power, poor com-
munication, jealousy

Situational: environ-
mental irritants, pain,
physiological arousal,
blameful attributions,
aggression cues

Distal: cultural accept-
ance, poor IPV-relevant
legal institutions

Dispositional: low self-
control, low empathy,
psychopathy, low chi-
valry, beliefs about [PV
consequences, genetics

Relational: low com-
mitment, high partner
dependence, weak
communal feelings

Situational: alcohol,
costs < benefits, blame-
ful attributions, ego
depletion, no fear of
injury to self

Strong
Impelling
Forces?

High Risk
of Intimate
Partner
Violence

Weak
Inhibiting
Forces?

Low Risk
of Intimate

Partner
Violence

Figure 1. The Impelling/Inhibiting Model of Intimate Partner Violence Perpetration and
Risk Factors that Exacerbate or Curtail the Pathway to Violence. The Impelling/Inhibiting
Model is depicted inside the large, horizontal rectangle at the bottom of the figure. The tall,
rectangular boxes at the top identify risk factors relevant to intimate partner violence and are
illustrative rather than exhaustive. The classification of a given risk factor into one category
does not necessarily mean that it has no relevance to the other category.
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factors part” consists of empirically demon-
strated and/or theoretically derived predictors;
these predictors are intended to be illustrative
rather than exhaustive. The structural part of the
model (which is akin to the hardware of a com-
puter) will remain constant across all theories of
IPV, whereas the risk factors part (which is akin
to the software) will vary considerably depend-
ing upon the specific research questions under
investigation.

Before discussing violence-impelling and vi-
olence-inhibiting forces in greater detail, two
observations are in order. First, although many
risk factors will fit cleanly into one of the two
categories (violence-impelling or violence-
inhibiting forces), others will influence both
stages in the process. In other words, if a par-
ticular variable is a violence-impelling risk fac-
tor, this does not necessarily imply that it has no
influence on violence-inhibiting processes, or
vice versa. Second, the Impelling/Inhibiting
Model is intended to apply to those circum-
stances in which at least one partner has already
experienced an instigating trigger (e.g., per-
ceived partner provocation or goal obstruction,
activation of the desire to control the partner’s
behavior; Berkowitz, 1993; Dollard, Doob,
Miller, Mowrer, & Sears, 1939; Felson, 1993,
2002), thereby situating violent behavior within
the realm of possibility. In the absence of an
instigating trigger (e.g., when placidly watching
TV with the partner), violence-impelling and
violence-inhibiting forces are largely irrelevant.

Violence-Impelling Forces

The Impelling/Inhibiting Model applies to a
given social interaction between romantic part-
ners and begins at the left of Figure 1 by asking
whether at least one partner experiences strong
violence-impelling forces. A core proposition of
the model is that many of the variables predict-
ing IPV function by strengthening the action
tendencies toward violent behavior, whereas
others do so by weakening the propensity to
restrain these tendencies. The vertical rectangu-
lar box at the top-left of Figure 1 presents an
illustrative series of risk factors that I hypothe-
size function primarily as impelling forces. To
impose enhanced theoretical coherence on these
risk factors, I divide them into distal, disposi-
tional, relational, and situational categories. The
distal category includes ontogenic factors, cul-

tural and subcultural norms, and socioeconomic
and demographic factors. The dispositional
category includes personal dispositions, inter-
personal dispositions, biological factors, and at-
titudes and beliefs that are relatively stable over
time. The relational category includes those
characteristics of the romantic relationship that
are separate from each partner’s distal or dispo-
sitional characteristics. Finally, the situational
category includes temporary cognitive, affec-
tive, and physiological experiences emerging
from features of the current situation. In the
ensuing paragraphs, I provide illustrative dis-
cussions of one violence-impelling factor (and,
subsequently, one violence-inhibiting factor)
from each of these categories.

One potentially important distal risk factor
for strong violence-impelling forces emerges
from social learning processes (Bandura, 1973).
Abundant evidence suggests that children who
witnessed interparental violence (either father-
to-mother or mother-to-father violence) during
childhood are at elevated risk of perpetrating
IPV in adulthood (Kwong, Bartholomew,
Henderson, & Trinke, 2003; Schumacher et al.,
2001; Stith et al., 2000; Straus et al., 1980).
Social learning processes can influence how
individuals (a) attend to and interpret social
cues, (b) search their memories for available
behavioral scripts, and (c) evaluate whether or
not each of these scripts is appropriate to the
situation (Huesmann, 1988). Through one or
more of these pathways, individuals who have
learned violent scripts during development are
likely to experience stronger action tendencies
toward IPV than will those who have learned
nonviolent scripts. In addition, the content of
these violent scripts is likely to influence the
nature of any violent behavior (e.g., slapping,
punching, stabbing) facilitated by them.

One potentially important dispositional risk
factor for strong violence-impelling forces is
anger. A recent meta-analytic review reveals
that trait anger tendencies exhibit moderately
strong positive associations with IPV (at least
among men; women were not studied), regard-
less of whether perpetrators of IPV are com-
pared to nonviolent men in general or to rela-
tionship-discordant nonviolent men (Norlander
& Eckhardt, 2005). In addition, men who per-
petrate severe IPV tend to exhibit moderately
higher trait anger tendencies than do men who
perpetrate less severe IPV. Despite this robust
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association between trait anger tendencies and
IPV, evidence and common sense strongly sug-
gest that the experience of anger in a given
situation frequently does not lead to violent
behavior (Averill, 1982; Tavris, 1989), a fact
that caused Norlander and Eckhardt (2005, p.
122) to conclude that, “[d]isturbances in anger
arousal are therefore likely to be related to ag-
gressive behavior only in the context of other
factors of theoretical and practical relevance.”
The Impelling/Inhibiting Model imposes theo-
retical coherence on this assertion: anger is
likely to exhibit especially strong associations
with IPV when violence-inhibiting forces are
weak (see Baumeister & Boden, 1998).

One potentially important relational risk fac-
tor for strong violence-impelling forces relates
to dissatisfaction with relationship-specific
power/control dynamics. Although the contra-
dictory literature regarding the association of
the existence of power imbalances in the rela-
tionship and IPV does not allow for firm con-
clusions about the direction of any possible
effects (e.g., Hotaling & Sugarman, 1986;
Straus et al., 1980), dissatisfaction with power
in the relationship predicts elevated tendencies
toward IPV (at least among men; women were
not studied); this effect was partially mediated
through elevated tendencies toward psycho-
logical aggression perpetration (Ronfeldt,
Kimerling, & Arias, 1998). Results from a sec-
ond study revealed that violent husbands with
low decision-making power in the relationship
perpetrate more severe IPV than do violent hus-
bands with high decision-making power
(Babcock, Waltz, Jacobson, & Gottman, 1993).

The conclusion that dissatisfaction with one’s
level of power in the relationship predicts IPV
must be tempered by the fact that this research
has been conducted only within the context of
male-to-female violence. Although most risk
factors may well predict IPV similarly for men
and women, these power processes could plau-
sibly represent an exception. Relative depriva-
tion dynamics (see Runciman, 1966; Walker &
Smith, 2002) in which individuals might com-
pare their level of power in the relationship to
the level afforded to their same-sex parent in his
or her own marriage could render dissatisfaction
with relationship power more upsetting for men
than for women. Investigating such potential
gender differences is an important topic for
future research.

In general, relational risk factors for vio-
lence-impelling forces tend to relate broadly to
dissatisfaction or conflict. In this respect, I echo
the observation that “[c]onflict is an inevitable
part of all human association, whereas violence
as a tactic to deal with conflict is not” (Straus,
Hamby, Boney-McCoy, & Sugarman, 1996, p.
284). Conflict, I suggest, not infrequently leads
to violent impulses, but violent behavior can
frequently be averted when violence-inhibiting
forces are strong.

One potentially important situational risk fac-
tor for strong violence-impelling forces in-
volves attributions or appraisals of the partner’s
behavior in the immediate situation (for a re-
view, see Eckhardt & Dye, 2000). Results from
one study employing hypothetical problematic
marital vignettes revealed that maritally violent
men were more likely than both maritally dis-
tressed but nonviolent men and maritally non-
distressed and nonviolent men to conclude that
their wife had acted with negative intent in the
vignettes (e.g., that she was deliberately trying
to be hurtful or insulting; Holtzworth-Munroe
& Hutchinson, 1993; see also Eckhardt,
Barbour, & Davison, 1998). Although such at-
tributions certainly emerge in part from stable
individual differences (see work on the “hostile
attribution bias” by Dodge & Coie, 1987), two
lines of evidence suggest that they also emerge
in part from the features of the specific situa-
tion. First, the maritally violent men, relative to
other men, attributed greater negative intent to
their wife in some vignettes (e.g., those involv-
ing jealousy or being rejected by their wife) but
not in others (e.g., those in which the wife was
being demanding; Holtzworth-Munroe &
Hutchinson, 1993). Second, recent findings
have called into question the degree to which
individuals have enduring attributional styles in
their romantic relationships, instead suggesting
that attributional tendencies change over time
(Karney & Bradbury, 2000). Although addi-
tional research is required before drawing firm
conclusions about the degree to which individ-
uals who perpetrate IPV have enduring attribu-
tional styles, there is ample reason to suggest
that the specific attributions partners make
about one another’s behavior in the present sit-
uation include nondispositional components
that will influence the strength of their violence-
impelling forces.
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Violence-Inhibiting Forces

Moving to the right in Figure 1, the Impel-
ling/Inhibition Model suggests that some risk
factors predict weak violence-inhibiting forces
instead of (or in addition to) predicting strong
violence-impelling forces. These violence-
inhibiting forces decrease the propensity to
override action tendencies toward violent be-
havior (i.e., they disinhibit violent tendencies).
The vertical rectangular box at the top-center of
Figure 1 presents an illustrative series of risk
factors that I hypothesize function primarily by
weakening violence-inhibiting forces. As I did
with the risk factors for strong violence-
impelling forces, I divide these risk factors for
weak violence-inhibiting forces into distal, dis-
positional, relational, and situational categories.

One potentially important distal risk factor
for weak violence-inhibiting forces is relative
cultural approval of IPV. A study of Hispanic
Americans, for example, showed that rates of
IPV (at least among men; women were not
studied) covaried with approval of this type of
violence (Kaufman Kantor, Jasinski, &
Aldarondo, 1994; also see Archer, 20006).
Whereas Puerto Rican husbands had both the
highest rates of approval of IPV (18.8%) and
the highest rate of IPV perpetration (20.4%),
Cuban husbands had both the lowest rates of
approval of IPV (2.1%) and the lowest rate of
IPV perpetration (2.5%). These results suggest
that cultures vary substantially in the degree to
which their members approve of IPV, and those
cultures with high levels of approval exhibit
greater tendencies toward IPV than do those
with low levels. It is worth noting, however,
that greater than 80% of the men in all four
Hispanic subcultures studied disapproved of
IPV.

One potentially important dispositional risk
factor for weak violence-inhibiting forces is low
self-control (see Baumeister, Heatherton, &
Tice, 1994; Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990).
Whereas acting on the basis of gut-level violent
impulses is relatively easy, inhibiting these vi-
olent impulses requires effort. Individuals must
exert “self-control” and reduce their depen-
dence on the “stimulus control” (Metcalfe &
Mischel, 1999) exerted on them by the instigat-
ing trigger that inspires violence-impelling
forces. Although violent impulses may dissipate
rapidly if individuals stop to take inventory of
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the situation, these impulses could well lead
directly to violent behaviors in the absence of
sufficient ability or motivation to take such in-
ventory. Consistent with the assertion that
“breakdowns in self-control processes are the
proximate causes of the majority of violent and
aggressive actions that occur spontaneously in
peacetime society” (Baumeister & Boden,
1998, p. 111), research has established low self-
control as a risk factor for relationship-
destructive nonviolent (Finkel & Campbell,
2001) and violent (Finkel & Foshee, 2006) con-
flict-based behavior. When facing conflictual
circumstances, dispositional factors such as
self-control help individuals to enact “behaviors
that break the momentum of a cycle, or play an
‘editing function.” The ability of one or both
partners to play this role depends on their being
able to step back cognitively and achieve a
broader, more positive perspective on localized
events, to effectively overcome the myopia re-
sulting from the heat of the moment” (Holmes
& Murray, 1996, p. 624).

One potentially important relational risk fac-
tor for weak violence-inhibiting forces is low
relationship commitment. Although there is
some evidence that IPV and relationship dura-
tion are positively associated (e.g., Stets &
Pirog-Good, 1987), research suggests that expe-
riencing strong psychological commitment to
one’s relationship predicts a reduced likelihood
of perpetrating IPV (Gaertner & Foshee, 1999).
In fact, relationship duration and psychological
commitment exhibit significant unique associa-
tions with the likelihood of perpetrating IPV,
with the former effect positive and the latter
negative (Gaertner & Foshee, 1999). A plausi-
ble explanation for this pattern of findings is
that whereas longer relationship durations are
associated with increased access to and interde-
pendence with the partner (factors that are likely
to increase the odds of IPV), greater commit-
ment serves as a violence-inhibiting force that
helps individuals avoid enacting violent behav-
ior in those situations where they experience an
action tendency to do so.

One potentially important situational risk fac-
tor for weak violence-inhibiting forces is alco-
hol consumption. For example, a prospective
daily diary study demonstrated that I[PV (at least
among men; women were not studied) is ap-
proximately 10 times more likely on days when
the perpetrator drank alcohol than on days when
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he did not, even after controlling for relation-
ship well-being and his general alcoholic ten-
dencies (Fals-Stewart, 2003). This study also
revealed that heavy drinking was an especially
strong predictor, with the likelihood of IPV
being approximately 18 times higher on days
where the perpetrator drank heavily than on
days when he did not drink at all. Yet another
finding was that greater than 60% of violent
episodes involving perpetrator alcohol con-
sumption took place within 2 hours of his drink-
ing, and greater than 80% occur within 4 hours.
These results are consistent with Steele’s alco-
hol myopia theory (e.g., Steele & Josephs,
1990; for a review and integration of theories
exploring the alcohol-aggression link, see
Giancola, 2000), which suggests that alcohol
predicts elevated levels of violent behavior pri-
marily by impairing the cognitive processes that
otherwise would combat violence-impelling
forces. Alcohol is unlikely to increase the like-
lihood or severity of IPV among individuals
who experience no violence-impelling forces,
but it is likely to increase the likelihood or
severity of IPV among individuals who are ex-
periencing strong violence-impelling forces. In-
dividuals who resent that their partner has re-
jected their sexual overtures, for example, are
likely to attend every bit as closely to this sa-
lient cue when they are drunk as when they are
sober, but they are much less capable when
drunk of attending to strong cues that require
further cognitive processing (e.g., the long-term
repercussions of perpetrating IPV).

Additional Features of the
Impelling/Inhibiting Model

The Impelling/Inhibiting Model depicted in
Figure 1 is intended to provide a plausible pro-
cess-oriented account of intimate partner vio-
lence with the potential to impose enhanced
theoretical coherence on the risk factors for IPV
perpetration. Before concluding the presenta-
tion of this model, I highlight three of its addi-
tional features. First, both violence-impelling
forces and violence-inhibiting forces are fre-
quently activated simultaneously, which can
leave the individual in a state of inner tension
between indulging versus overriding violent im-
pulses. This situation parallels that described by
Baumeister and colleagues (1994, p. 9) in their

discussion of self-regulatory challenges:
“[Pleople feel as if there is an inner conflict
going on, in which they are pulled in opposite
directions.” Second, the model is extremely
flexible, allowing researchers to determine
which variables (e.g., gender, anger, self-
control) are most relevant for their specific re-
search questions and to incorporate their own
theory of IPV within its more general frame-
work. Third, I have heretofore focused on each
of the model’s components (either violence-
impelling or violence-inhibiting forces) in iso-
lation from the other one, an approach that
presents an idealized picture in which all other
variables are held constant when discussing any
given predictor. Although this idealized picture
is useful for explanatory purposes, it (along
with almost all published research) ultimately
fails to capture the complexity of IPV. A
strength of the Impelling/Inhibiting Model is
that it suggests a large number of immediately
accessible moderational hypotheses.

One empirical example of research linking
together different components of the model em-
ployed a sample of 15 to17-year-old high school
students who completed scales assessing vio-
lence-impelling forces (e.g., attachment anxi-
ety, dysthymia), a central violence-inhibiting
force (expectations of negative consequences of
perpetrating IPV), and the frequency of their
IPV perpetration over the previous year (Finkel
& Foshee, 2006). Attachment anxiety refers to
emotional preoccupation with and fear of rejec-
tion by significant others (cf. Hazan & Shaver,
1987) and is an established risk factor for I[PV
perpetration (see Bartholomew & Allison,
2006). Dysthymia, or depressed affect, refers to
the subjective experience of feeling unhappy or
hopeless about the future (Kandel & Davies,
1982) and is likewise an established risk factor
for IPV perpetration (e.g., Magdol et al., 1997).
Significant interaction effects revealed that the
violence-impelling forces predicted greater per-
petration among participants who weakly ex-
pected negative consequences of perpetrating
(weak inhibiting forces), but they generally
were not associated with perpetration among
those who strongly expected such consequences
(strong inhibiting forces). These interaction ef-
fects are precisely what the Impelling/Inhibiting
Model predicts (see Figure 1).
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Implications of the Impelling/Inhibiting
Analysis

I briefly discuss three implications of Impel-
ling/Inhibiting Model depicted in Figure 1.
First, this model (a) explicitly emphasizes that
many (perhaps even most) individuals occa-
sionally experience impulses to enact IPV and
(b) underscores the importance of violence-
inhibiting forces in overriding these impulses
(see Finkel & Foshee, 2006). If the model
proves fruitful across diverse constructs and
laboratories, this would suggest that the field
could benefit considerably by complementing
research aimed at answering questions such as
“What makes individuals perpetrate IPV?” with
research aimed at answering questions such as
“What makes individuals effective at overriding
violent impulses toward their partner?” and
“How can educators, clinicians, and policymak-
ers help individuals strengthen their violence-
inhibiting tendencies?”” A great deal of evidence
suggests that an important culprit underlying
criminal and self-defeating behavior is a failure
to restrain our impulses (Baumeister et al.,
1994; Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990), and train-
ing individuals to regulate their impulses is
likely to be a more successful intervention than
training them not to experience those impulses
in the first place (Baumeister, 2005). As men-
tioned previously, the self-regulation literature
(see Baumeister & Vohs, 2004) has been largely
neglected by IPV researchers. Increased empha-
sis on violence-inhibiting processes could sig-
nificantly advance theoretical analyses of IPV
and could well lead to superior clinical inter-
ventions to curtail IPV perpetration; most extant
interventions are notoriously ineffective
(Babcock, Green, & Robie, 2004; Dutton &
Corvo, 2006).

A second implication is that the Impelling/
Inhibiting Model has the potential to impose
theoretical coherence on the vast array of IPV
risk factors, helping to identify some as risk
factors for strong violence-impelling forces and
others as risk factors for weak violence-
inhibiting forces—and still others as risk factors
for both. Of course, the current state of the
literature does not allow for definitive assign-
ments of risk factors to these categories, so
those presented in Figure 1 are tentative; firm
conclusions await future empirical research ex-
plicitly designed to examine the degree to which

certain risk factors increase the odds of IPV
perpetration by strengthening violent impulses
or by weakening the tendency to override these
impulses.

A third implication is that the Impelling/
Inhibiting Model could inform aggression the-
ories more generally. Although the focus in the
present report has been on violent or aggressive
behavior within intimate partnerships, the core
structure of the model (see Figure 1) could well
apply to such behavior in other interpersonal
contexts as well. I observed previously that the
IPV literature has largely neglected recent ad-
vances in research on self-regulation; a similar
criticism has been levied recently on the inter-
personal aggression literature more generally:
“Most theories of aggression largely ignore the
role that self-regulation plays in aggressive be-
havior” (Bettencourt, Talley, Benjamin, &
Valentine, 2006, p. 753). Perhaps the Impelling/
Inhibiting Model could be adapted to inform
our understanding of phenomena as diverse as
playground brawls, drive-by shootings, and ag-
gression as it is manifested in laboratory-based
experiments.

Directions for Future Research

The present report leads to a number of di-
rections for future research, including the fol-
lowing six. First, in contrast to the enormous
efforts that have gone into identifying risk fac-
tors for IPV perpetration, the role of violence-
inhibiting forces in IPV perpetration processes
has been relatively neglected. Mining the self-
regulation literature for insights into impulse
inhibition processes provides one promising av-
enue for future research, and this literature
comes equipped with valuable theoretical and
empirical tools that could be adapted easily for
use by scholars interested in IPV. As one ex-
ample, recent research emphasizing that a broad
and depletable resource underlies acts of self-
regulation (Muraven & Baumeister, 2000) has
now been applied to aggressive behavior
against strangers: individuals who experienced
a manipulation that depleted their self-regula-
tory resources, compared to individuals whose
self-regulatory resources were not depleted,
manifested elevated aggressive tendencies (De-
Wall, Baumeister, Gailliot, & Stillman, 2007).
It seems plausible that similar depletion dynam-
ics emerge outside the laboratory, influencing
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the likelihood that individuals who experience
violent impulses toward their partner will fail to
restrain these impulses.

Second, the Impelling/Inhibiting Model dis-
cusses the processes underlying IPV perpetra-
tion in terms of interaction effects. Although
establishing main effect predictors of IPV per-
petration remains a valuable endeavor, a greater
emphasis on moderational models will surely
yield new insights into the psychological pro-
cesses that precede both violent and nonviolent
behavior (for one empirical application demon-
strating the hypothesized interaction effects, see
Finkel & Foshee, 20006).

Third, although the Impelling/Inhibiting
Model explicitly recognizes that relational fac-
tors influence violence-impelling and violence-
inhibiting forces (see Figure 1), this report has
not dealt with dyadic processes as they play out
during a given interaction between romantic
partners. Certain partner behaviors will surely
influence the degree to which the individual
experiences strong versus weak violence-
impelling and violence-inhibiting forces. Re-
search demonstrates that dyadic processes such
as negative reciprocity (in which partners be-
come embroiled in an escalating cycle of recip-
rocated negativity; Cordova, Jacobson,
Gottman, Rushe, & Cox, 1993) and demand/
withdrawal (in which individuals become in-
creasingly demanding of their partner, who
withdraws from them; Babcock et al., 1993)
predict elevated IPV perpetration. Although
these interpersonal processes will likely be me-
diated in part through situational risk factors
such as those listed in Figure 1, they have not
been explicitly incorporated into the Impelling/
Inhibiting Model. Likewise, the present report
does not examine the interplay between the two
partners’ characteristics. For example, perhaps
witnessing parental violence as a child is a
particularly strong predictor of IPV for individ-
uals who are currently romantically involved
with a partner who is similar to the individual’s
opposite sex parent. Investigating such pro-
cesses would significantly advance both the
complexity and the sophistication of the Impel-
ling/Inhibiting Model (and of IPV research
more generally).

Fourth, as mentioned briefly above, the liter-
ature does not allow for definitive categoriza-
tion of certain risk factors as contributing either
to violence-impelling forces or to violence-

inhibiting forces. Many risk factors may be rel-
atively straightforward to categorize based on
theoretical grounds. For example, self-control is
almost surely best categorized as a violence-
inhibiting force. Other risk factors, however,
will be more difficult to categorize and will
likely influence both forces to varying degrees.
For example, I hypothesize that psychopathy (a
psychological condition characterized by inter-
personal callousness and poor impulse control)
primarily weakens violence-inhibiting forces,
but it could also strengthen violence-impelling
forces. Resolving this categorization ambiguity
issue can only be accomplished empirically, and
it represents an especially important direction
for future research. Scholars in psychology and
neuroscience have recently made great strides in
distinguishing processes related to impulsive
tendencies from processes related to the re-
straint of those tendencies. For example, re-
searchers investigating prejudice have devel-
oped methods to distinguish between these two
processes (e.g., Devine, Plant, Amodio,
Harmon-Jones, & Vance, 2002; Monteith,
1993; Monteith, Ashburn-Nardo, Voils, &
Czopp, 2002), as have researchers investigating
the distinct functions of various parts of the
brain (e.g., Damasio, 1994; Richeson et al.,
2003). Future research can build on these ad-
vances toward the goal of discerning empiri-
cally the degree to which a given risk factor
functions by strengthening violence-impelling
forces, by weakening violence-inhibited forces,
or by doing both.

Fifth, an issue to be resolved empirically in-
volves determining when acts of IPV are due to
self-regulatory failure and when they are due
to strategic self-regulatory tactics designed to
achieve specific long-term goals. In advancing
hypotheses regarding this issue, it is instructive for
scholars to consider the long-standing distinction
in the psychological literature between hostile and
instrumental aggression (cf. Feshbach, 1964).
Hostile aggression is a “‘hot,” impulsive behavior
that is motivated by a desire to hurt someone,”
whereas instrumental aggression is “‘cold,” pre-
meditated behavior used as a means to some other
end” (Bushman & Anderson, 2001, p. 273). Al-
though the field is moving away from the notion
that there is an either/or dichotomy between these
two types of aggression (Bushman & Anderson,
2001), the distinction is still valuable in concep-
tualizing those factors that can serve as instigating
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triggers to violent behavior. Instrumental instigat-
ing triggers include controlling the partner’s be-
havior, gaining justice or retribution, promoting or
defending one’s self-image, and trying to im-
prove one’s mood (e.g., Bushman, Baumeister,
& Phillips, 2001; Felson, 1993, 2002). Hostile
instigating triggers include partner or third-
party provocation, conflict, or goal obstruction
(e.g., Berkowitz, 1990, 1993; Dollard et al.,
1939; Pederson, Gonzales, & Miller, 2000). Fu-
ture research could investigate the hypothesis
that self-regulatory failure is a crucial (perhaps
the crucial) antecedent of those acts of IPV
instigated preponderantly by hostile triggers
(see Baumeister & Boden, 1998), but not of
those acts of IPV instigated preponderantly by
instrumental triggers. In fact, one could even
hypothesize that preponderantly instrumentally
triggered violence could be facilitated by effec-
tive self-regulation, for example, by steeling
one’s nerve to be as brutal as necessary to
accomplish one’s goals. Shakespeare’s Lady
Macbeth provides a compelling illustration
when she exhorts her husband to conquer his
wobbly resolve about committing cold-blooded
murder to achieve their goals: “But screw your
courage to the sticking-place,/And we’ll not
fail” (Macbeth, Act 1, Scene 7). Although Lady
Macbeth provides a vivid example of circum-
stances where effective self-regulation can
make individuals more violent, I hypothesize
that self-regulatory failure is a more common
culprit in IPV perpetration than is self-
regulatory success.

Sixth, and finally, although the Impelling/
Inhibiting Model makes a number of distinc-
tions, it does not yet distinguish between risk
factors that exert their effects via motivation-
relevant versus ability-relevant pathways. This
distinction could be useful, for example, in un-
derstanding the differences between psychopa-
thy and low self-control, which are both hypoth-
esized to weaken violence-inhibiting forces.
Psychopathy is hypothesized to weaken them
primarily by diminishing individuals’ motiva-
tion to override violent impulses, whereas low
self-control is hypothesized to do so primarily
by diminishing individuals’ ability to override
these impulses. Individuals characterized by
strong psychopathy tend not to care very much
about the pain and suffering they cause others.
Many individuals characterized by low self-
control, in contrast, do care about the pain and

suffering they cause others, but they lack the
strategies, skills, and strength necessary to con-
trol their violent impulses effectively. Whereas
individuals high in psychopathy are unlikely to
experience remorse about hurting a partner (un-
less it results in negative outcomes for the them-
selves), those low in self-control could well
experience a great deal of remorse.

Conclusions

Intimate partner violence is a serious societal
problem and a fascinating scientific one. The
past three decades have witnessed an explosion
of research on IPV, effectively establishing per-
petration rates and risk factors. Theory devel-
opment has lagged behind. The goals of this
report have been to (a) propose a process model
of IPV perpetration that emphasizes the impor-
tance of restraining violent impulses and (b)
impose increased theoretical coherence on IPV
risk factors.

Before closing, I briefly revisit the spousal
conflict scenario that opened this article. It is
important to note that Spouse A placing the
lamp back on the table and exiting the house
while yelling obscenities likely means that
Spouse B has been the victim of verbal and
psychological abuse. Hopefully, Spouses A and
B will ultimately develop the communication
and anger management skills to avoid fury-
infused conflict altogether. In the meantime,
however, having Spouse A leave the situation
without physically assaulting Spouse B is a
large step in the right direction.
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