
Abstract
Although much research on

men who are violent toward
their wives has involved com-
parisons of groups of violent
and nonviolent men, there is
increasing evidence that mari-
tally violent men are not a ho-
mogeneous group. Several re-
cent studies support a batterer
typology that distinguishes
maritally violent subgroups. In
an effort to identify different
underlying processes resulting
in husband violence, this ar-
ticle discusses how these sub-
groups differ along descriptive
dimensions and in terms of
their correlates in a develop-
mental model of husband vio-
lence. The results suggest the
importance of at least two con-
tinua (i.e., antisociality and
borderline personality fea-
tures) for understanding the
heterogeneity in husband vio-
lence. The results also demon-
strate the necessity of further
studying low levels of hus-
bands’ physical aggression and
of considering batterer sub-
types when designing treat-
ment interventions.
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Violence of husbands toward
their wives is a serious problem in
this country. Data from nationally

representative surveys suggest
that, each year, one out of every
eight married men will be physi-
cally aggressive toward his wife
and up to 2 million women will be
severely assaulted by their partners
(Straus & Gelles, 1990). Although
husbands and wives engage in ag-
gression against their partners at
very similar prevalence rates, a se-
ries of studies has demonstrated
that husband violence has more
negative consequences than wife
violence; for example, husband
violence is more likely to result in
physical injury and depressive
symptomatology (see the review in
Holtzworth-Munroe, Smutzler, &
Sandin, 1997). In attempting to un-
derstand the correlates and poten-
tial causes of husband violence, re-
viewers have noted that the most
fruitful efforts have focused on
characteristics of the violent man,
as opposed to the female partner or
the dyad (Hotaling & Sugarman,
1986). Indeed, much of the avail-
able data regarding husband vio-
lence has been gathered in studies
comparing “violent” with “nonvio-
lent” samples of men; in such stud-
ies, batterers are usually treated as
a homogeneous group.

Recent research, however, has
made it clear that maritally violent
men are a heterogeneous group,
varying along theoretically impor-
tant dimensions. These findings sug-
gest that the understanding of hus-
band violence will be advanced by
drawing attention to these differ-
ences. Comparing subtypes of vio-

lent men with each other, and pin-
pointing how each type differs
from nonviolent men, may help re-
searchers to identify different un-
derlying processes resulting in vio-
lence.

PREDICTED SUBTYPES

After conducting a comprehen-
sive review of 15 previous batterer
typologies, Stuart and I observed
that batterer subtypes can be clas-
sified along three descriptive di-
mensions: (a) severity and fre-
quency of marital violence, (b)
generality of violence (i.e., within
the family only or outside the fam-
ily as well), and (c) the batterer’s
psychopathology or personality
disorders (Holtzworth-Munroe &
Stuart, 1994). Using these dimen-
sions, we proposed that three
subtypes of batterers could be
identified (i.e., family-only, dys-
phoric-borderline, and generally
violent-antisocial).

Family-only batterers were pre-
dicted to be the least violent sub-
group. We expected that they
would engage in the least marital
violence, the lowest levels of psy-
chological and sexual abuse, and
the least violence outside the home.
We also predicted that men in this
group would evidence little or no
psychopathology. Dysphoric-border-
line batterers were predicted to en-
gage in moderate to severe wife
abuse. Their violence would be pri-
marily confined to the wife, al-
though some extrafamilial violence
might be evident. This group
would be the most psychologically
distressed (e.g., exhibiting depressed
and anxious symptoms) and the
most likely to evidence borderline
personality characteristics (e.g., ex-
treme emotional lability; intense,
unstable interpersonal relation-
ships; fear of rejection). Finally,
generally violent-antisocial batterers
were predicted to be the most vio-
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lent subtype, engaging in high lev-
els of marital violence and the
highest levels of extrafamilial vio-
lence. They would be the most
likely to evidence characteristics of
antisocial personality disorder
(e.g., criminal behavior and arrests,
failure to conform to social norms,
substance abuse).

We then integrated several in-
trapersonal models of aggression
into a model outlining the develop-
mental course of these differing
types of husband violence (Holtz-
worth-Munroe & Stuart, 1994). The
model highlighted the importance
of correlates of male violence as
risk factors for the differing bat-
terer subtypes. Both historical cor-
relates (i.e., genetic and prenatal
factors, childhood home environ-
ment and violence in the family of
origin, association with delinquent
peers) and proximal correlates
(correlates more current and di-
rectly related to battering; i.e., at-
tachment and dependency; impul-
sivity; social skills, in both marital
and nonmarital relationships; and
attitudes, both hostile attitudes to-
ward women and attitudes sup-
portive of violence) were consid-
ered.

Based on this model, we pre-
dicted that, among the subtypes of
batterers, family-only batterers
would evidence the lowest levels
of risk factors. We proposed that
the violence of these men would re-
sult from a combination of stress
(personal, marital, or both) and
low-level risk factors (e.g., child-
hood exposure to marital violence,
lack of relationship skills), so that
on some occasions during escalat-
ing marital conflicts, these men
would engage in physical aggres-
sion. Following such incidents,
however, their low levels of psy-
chopathology and related prob-
lems (e.g., impulsivity, attachment
dysfunction), combined with their
positive attitudes toward women
and negative attitudes toward vio-
lence, would lead to remorse and

help prevent their aggression from
escalating.

In contrast, we hypothesized
that dysphoric-borderline batterers
come from a background involving
parental abuse and rejection. As a
result, these men would have diffi-
culty forming a stable, trusting at-
tachment with an intimate partner.
Instead, they would be highly de-
pendent on their wives, yet fearful
of losing them and very jealous.
They would be somewhat impul-
sive, lack marital skills, and have
attitudes hostile toward women
and supportive of violence. This
group resembles batterers studied
by Dutton (1995), who suggested
that their early traumatic experi-
ences lead to borderline personal-
ity characteristics, anger, and inse-
cure attachment, which, in times
of frustration, result in violence
against the adult attachment figure
(i.e., the wife).

Finally, we predicted that gener-
ally violent-antisocial batterers re-
semble other antisocial, aggressive
groups. Relative to the other sub-
types, they were expected to have
experienced high levels of violence
in their families of origin and asso-
ciation with deviant peers. They
would be impulsive, lack relation-
ship skills (marital and nonmari-
tal), have hostile attitudes toward
women, and view violence as ac-
ceptable. We conceptualized their
marital violence as a part of their
general use of aggression and en-
gagement in antisocial behavior. In
other words, their marital violence
might not represent something
unique about the dynamics of their
intimate relationships, but rather
might occur because wives are
readily accessible victims for men
who are often aggressive toward
others.

TESTING THE MODEL

We recently completed a study
testing this model (Holtzworth-

Munroe, Meehan, Herron, Rehman,
& Stuart, in press). From the com-
munity, we recruited 102 men who
had been physically aggressive to-
ward their wives in the past year;
their wives also participated in the
study. We included men who had
engaged in a wide range of vio-
lence, in contrast to previous bat-
terer typologies that were based on
either clinical samples (i.e., men in
treatment for domestic violence) or
severely violent samples. In addi-
tion, we recruited two nonviolent
comparison samples—couples who
were experiencing marital distress
and couples who were not.

Using measures of the descrip-
tive dimensions (i.e., marital vio-
lence, general violence, personality
disorder), we found that the three
predicted subgroups of violent
men emerged, along with one ad-
ditional subgroup. There was gen-
eral consistency in the subgroup
placement of men across differing
statistical solutions, although three
men were placed into subgroups
by the researchers, as they could fit
into more than one subgroup.

The predicted subgroups gener-
ally differed as hypothesized along
the descriptive dimensions and in
terms of the developmental mod-
el’s correlates of violence (i.e.,
childhood home environment, as-
sociation with deviant peers, im-
pulsivity, attachment, skills, atti-
tudes). In addition, other recent
batterer typologies have generally
supported our predicted sub-
groups. Two studies of severely
violent men (Jacobson & Gottman,
1998; Tweed & Dutton, 1998) iden-
tified subgroups that resembled
our most violent subgroups (i.e.,
dysphoric-borderline and gener-
ally violent-antisocial). A third
study, of more than 800 batterers
entering domestic violence treat-
ment, found three subgroups that
closely resembled our proposed
subtypes (Hamberger, Lohr, Bonge,
& Tolin, 1996). Thus, our original
three subgroup descriptions have
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generally been supported and de-
scribe the three main subtypes
emerging in recent research.

The fourth, unpredicted cluster
that emerged we labeled the low-
level antisocial group, given their
moderate scores on measures of
antisociality, marital violence, and
general violence. On many mea-
sures, this group fell intermediate
to the family-only and generally
violent-antisocial groups (i.e., fam-
ily-only men had lower scores;
generally violent-antisocial men
had higher scores). This new group
probably corresponds to our origi-
nally proposed family-only group;
the levels of violence and antisoci-
ality in this fourth group are simi-
lar to those predicted for the fam-
ily-only group, which was derived
from previous typologies of se-
verely violent men. In contrast, in
our study, in which the low-level
antisocial group emerged, the
sample was recruited from the
community and included less vio-
lent men. Consequently, we believe
that what was labeled the family-
only group in our study had not
been included in previous batterer
typologies, but rather resembles
the less violent men often found in
studies of newlyweds, couples in
marital therapy, and couples in the
community who are not seeking
therapy and have not been arrested
for violence (i.e., community
samples). We hope that our four-
cluster typology will bridge a rec-
ognized gap in this research
area—between research examining
generally low levels of violence
among community samples and re-
search examining severe violence
among clinical samples, that is,
people who are seeking help in
therapy or have been referred to
therapy by the courts (e.g., “com-
mon couple violence” vs. “patriar-
chal terrorism”; Johnson, 1995).

Low levels of physical aggres-
sion (such as found among family-
only batterers) are so prevalent as
to be almost normative (statisti-

cally) in U.S. culture; one third of
engaged and newly married men
engage in low levels of physical ag-
gression (e.g., O’Leary et al., 1989).
Yet, we do not understand how
these less violent men differ from
men who are experiencing marital
distress or conflict but who do not
engage in physical aggression; for
example, on our study measures
(e.g., of psychopathology, attach-
ment, impulsivity, skills, attitudes,
family of origin, peer experiences,
wives’ depression, and marital sat-
isfaction), family-only batterers did
not differ from nonviolent, mari-
tally distressed men. It is thus
tempting to assume that low levels
of aggression do not lead to par-
ticularly pernicious outcomes, at
least not above and beyond effects
attributable to marital distress. This,
however, is not the case, as a re-
cent longitudinal study of new-
lyweds demonstrated that even
low levels of physical aggression
predicted marital separation or di-
vorce better than did marital dis-
tress or negative marital communi-
cation (Rogge & Bradbury, 1999).
Thus, although previous batterer
typologies have focused on se-
verely violent samples, we believe
that lower levels of male physical
aggression also deserve attention.

It is possible to conceptualize
three of our violent subtypes (i.e.,
family-only, low-level antisocial,
and generally violent-antisocial) as
falling along a continuum of anti-
sociality (e.g., family-only batterers
have the lowest levels of violence,
antisocial behavior, and risk fac-
tors; generally violent-antisocial
men have the highest; the new
cluster has intermediate levels).
However, the dysphoric-border-
line group cannot be easily placed
along this continuum, as these men
had the highest scores on a differ-
ent set of theoretically coherent
variables (i.e., fear of abandon-
ment, preoccupied or fearful at-
tachment, dependency). This raises
the possibility that two dimensions

(i.e., antisociality and borderline
personality characteristics) are need-
ed to describe all of the subgroups.

No previous researchers have
examined the stability of batterer
typologies, but it has been sug-
gested that the various subtypes
could exemplify different develop-
mental phases of violence rather
than stable clusters. This point is
particularly important when con-
sidering the family-only and low-
level antisocial groups. We predict
that some men will remain in these
groups, whereas others will esca-
late their levels of abuse. Indeed,
longitudinal research has demon-
strated that although severe hus-
band violence predicts the occur-
rence of future violence, violence is
less stable among less severely vio-
lent men (e.g., Quigley & Leonard,
1996). The problem, at this point, is
that researchers and clinicians can-
not predict which men in the less
severely violent groups will esca-
late their violence.

FUTURE DIRECTIONS

The batterer subtypes were
found to have differing levels of
marital violence. At this time, how-
ever, we need further theoretical
development regarding whether
the nature of aggression, and the
motivation for it, differs across
subtypes of maritally violent men.
For example, it is possible to specu-
late that the violence of generally
violent-antisocial men is instru-
mental (e.g., goal motivated, pre-
meditated), whereas the violence
of the other groups is more ex-
pressive (i.e., motivated by anger,
frustration, and emotional dys-
regulation). The answers to such
questions await future research.

At this time, it also is unclear if
one unifying variable or theory
will be able to explain the develop-
ment of all subtypes of violent hus-
bands (e.g., Dutton, 1995, has fo-
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cused on an attachment model; our
data suggest the importance of an-
tisociality). Our own model is a
multivariate one (e.g., attachment,
impulsivity, skills, attitudes), based
on our belief that more than one
variable will be necessary to ex-
plain differing developmental path-
ways; however, this question is
currently untested.

We also do not yet understand
how differing types of husband
violence emerge in the context of
varying settings and environments.
Our typology emphasizes charac-
teristics of the individual; it is an
intrapersonal model, focusing on
individual differences. Yet, hus-
band violence occurs in the context
of interpersonal relationships, com-
munities and subcultures, and so-
ciety. Thus, future researchers may
wish to consider the societal and
interpersonal, as well as the intra-
personal, causes of violence and
the interaction of factors at these
differing levels of analysis.

Prospective studies are needed
to identify the developmental path-
ways resulting in different sub-
types of violent husbands. Future
longitudinal studies should exam-
ine constructs assumed to predict
the use of violence among adoles-
cents or children and then observe
the relationship between these
variables and the emergence of re-
lationship violence as study par-
ticipants enter intimate relation-
ships.

Future researchers also should
examine how various subtypes of
violent men respond to different
treatment programs. At the present
time, the overall effectiveness of

batterers’ treatment is not impres-
sive (e.g., Rosenfeld, 1992). Along
with others, we have suggested
that this may be due to the fact that
therapists do not match interven-
tions to batterer subtypes. Initial
supportive evidence comes from a
study comparing two different
treatments; batterers who scored
high on an antisocial measure did
better in a structured cognitive-
behavioral-feminist intervention
(e.g., focusing on skills and atti-
tudes), and batterers scoring high
on a measure of dependency did
better in a new process-psychody-
namic intervention (e.g., examining
past traumas in the men’s lives;
Saunders, 1996).

In summary, research on bat-
terer typologies makes it increas-
ingly clear that violent husbands
are not a homogeneous group, and
that it is no longer adequate to con-
duct studies comparing violent and
nonviolent men. Instead, research-
ers must systematically examine
variability among violent men,
along relevant theoretical dimen-
sions of interest. Such research will
help identify the different path-
ways to violence.
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