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272 ELIJ. FINKEL

INTRODUCTION

Intimate partner violence (IPV) refers to any behavior carried out with the
primary proximal intent to cause physical harm to a romantic partner who is
motivated to avoid being harmed. Research on IPV rose to prominence in the
1970s and has flourished ever since. As I reviewed this body of research recently
(Finkel, 2007a, 2007b), one aspect of it that struck me is the meagerness of the
social psychological contributions relative to the contributions from other disci-
plines.” After all, social psychologists generally pride ourselves on our talents in
studying interpersonal processes, and hundreds of us have devoted large swaths
of our careers to investigating such processes as they pertain to conflictual or
otherwise aversive interpersonal processes. For example, other chapters in this
volume investigate the expression of negative emotion in romantic relationships
(see Chapter 11 in this volume), attention to desired-sex partners outside of one’s
committed romantic relationship (see Chapter 19 in this volume), punishment
and forgiveness in romantic relationships (see Chapter 15 in this volume), rela-
tional ostracism (see Chapter 18 in this volume), competition among siblings (see
Chapter 14 in this volume), the negative evaluations individuals form about their
relationships when in a bad mood (see Chapter 12 in this volume), and even the
potentially destructive consequences (at least for men) of talking about one’s
romantic relationship (see Chapter 7 in this volume).

Despite this emphasis on studying such aversive interpersonal processes,
however, we as a field have ventured only rarely into the domain of IPV, leaving
this topic primarily to sociologists, clinical psychologists, and scholars from other
disciplines. In this chapter, I begin integrating the largely independent research
literatures on social psychology and IPV toward the goal of building a more psycho-
logically informed process model of IPV than those that currently exist. Rather than
reviewing all social psychological research domains that could possibly be relevant
to IPV, I focus in particular on social psychology’s self-regulation literature.

I begin by reviewing the IPV literature as it pertains to incidence rates, gender
differences, and a distinction between two different forms of IPV. Next, I selec-
tively review the dominant theoretical paradigms employed by scholars to under-
stand IPV. I then introduce a process-oriented model of TPV that strives to impose
theoretical coherence on the identified IPV risk factors (see also Finkel, 2007a,
2007b); this model breaks from extant perspectives by emphasizing the central
importance of self-regulation in helping individuals refrain from enacting violent
behaviors even when they experience violent impulses. Finally, I first describe
five recent empirical investigations that systematically test the importance of the
self-regulation component of this process-oriented model and, second, conclude
with a brief discussion of the implications of the self-regulation literature for
IPV-relevant clinical interventions. Throughout this chapter, I focus exclusively
on the initiation of violence in a specific social interaction between heterosexual

* T use the term social psychology and its variants to refer to the subdiscipline within psychology
commonly referred to with that label. I do not intend to refer to the smaller subdiscipline
within sociology that also uses that label.
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INTIMATE PARTNER VIOLENCE PERPETRATION 273

partners that had theretofore been nonviolent; I do not examine IPV as self-defense,
nor do I examine psychological or sexual aggression.

INCIDENCE RATES, GENDER, AND
TWO FORMS OF INTIMATE PARTNER VIOLENCE

Individuals enact violent behaviors against marital and dating partners with dis-
turbing frequency (e.g., Magdol et al., 1997; Straus, 2004). Large-sample, repre-
sentative surveys in the United States, for example, suggest that approximately
one of every six couples every year experiences at least one act of IPV (Schafer,
Caetano, and Clark, 1998; Straus and Gelles, 1986). And, counter to many early
IPV scholars™ intuition, the literature reveals that men and women perpetrate acts
of IPV at near-equal rates (Archer, 2000; Ehrensaft, Moffitt, and Caspi, 2004).

These incidence estimates, however, oversimplify the story. A review of this
sometimes contradictory literature suggests that women are slightly more likely
then men to perpetrate acts of IPV, although there is a rare, severe form of IPV
that is perpetrated predominantly by men (Straus, 1999). For example, studies of
crime (e.g., Bureau of Justice Statistics, 1997) and those that frame the research
to participants as an investigation of “personal safety” (e.g., Tjaden and Thoennes,
2000) reveal both substantially lower overall levels of IPV and a large gender
asymmetry (with greater male perpetration) than do studies that frame the study
as an investigation of conflict in relationships (see Straus, 1999).

Johnson (1995, in press) and Johnson and Ferraro (2000) integrate this litera-
ture by suggesting that there are two qualitatively distinct forms of IPV: situational
couple violence and intimate terrorism (formerly labeled common couple violence
and patriarchal terrorism, respectively). The critical difference between these two
forms is that situational couple violence emerges sometimes when conflict situa-
tions get out of hand, whereas intimate terrorism is perpetrated toward the goal
of asserting dominance and control in the relationship. In extreme cases, both
forms can lead to injury or even death, although such outcomes are more likely
for any given act of intimate terrorism than for any given act of situation couple
violence. Intimate terrorism is perpetrated predominantly by men (Johnson, in
press), whereas situational couple violence is perpetrated at slightly higher rates by
women (Archer, 2000; Johnson, 1995; Straus, 1999). The present chapter addresses
situational couple violence, not intimate terrorism. I argue that (1) even “normal”
individuals (i.e., those who are neither dominance oriented nor pathological)
sometimes experience violent impulses during conflict, and (2) a psychologically
plausible model of IPV perpetration will remain elusive until scholars explicitly
incorporate the distinction between violent impulses and violent behaviors.

One serious limitation of the existing literature is relevant to the gender issues
just discussed: Many scholars™ a priori assumptions of gender differences have
caused them to collect data on and to build theoretical models of only male-to-
female IPV, generally neglecting female-to-male IPV. Working from the assumption
that gender differences must be demonstrated rather than assumed (see Felson,
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274 ELIJ. FINKEL

2002), the model of IPV advanced in this chapter is gender neutral but sufficiently
flexible to accommodate scholars’ gender-related predictions.

PROMINENT THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES ON
INTIMATE PARTNER VIOLENCE

Over the past several decades, social scientists have presented at least two sepa-

rate (and largely incompatible) arguments to make the case that the high rates of

IPV are perhaps less surprising than they initially appear.! The first argument is[Note 2-Dalyand
i o ; o0 i i oo Wilson 1988 and

that individuals learn, via socialization practices, that it is acceptable to engage Holtzworth-Mun-

in violent behavior toward a romantic partner. One variant of this argument, best]1994 notin ref

list. Please pro-
summarized by the perspective that “the marriage license [is] a hitting license”lzgf%g;r'\'_ci‘a“O"
Page number (Gelles and Straus, 1988), suggests that both men and women are socialized to

uote. believe that violence is acceptable in romantic relationships. A second variant sug-
gests that only men are socialized to believe that perpetrating violent behavior is
acceptable in romantic relationships (e.g., Dobash and Dobash, 1979). This latter
variant asserts that socialization practices teach men that they are entitled to exert
power over women and that violence is an acceptable means for doing so. From
this perspective, IPV is primarily a strategic behavior perpetrated almost exclu-
sively by men and oriented toward the long-term goal of establishing and main-
taining dominance and control. Men are socialized to believe that dominating and
controlling women with violence (and in other ways) is their right; female violence,
in contrast, is used almost exclusively for self-protection (Bograd, 1988; Dobash
and Dobash, 1979). Although patriarchal beliefs may well be a risk factor for male
IPV, the view that patriarchal socialization is the primary cause of virtually all acts
of IPV has begun to crumble under the weight of extensive contradictory evidence
(see Dutton and Corvo, 2006; Dutton and Nicholls, 2005).

The second argument to make the case that the high rates of IPV are perhaps
less surprising than they initially appear is that the high levels of emotional and
behavioral interdependence that characterize most intimate relationships invite
unusually high levels of nonviolent conflict, which can on occasion serve as a precur-
sor to violent behavior. In other words, violence is primarily an impulsive behavior
that emerges when individuals (either males or females) feel angered or threatened
in their relationship. From this perspective, some degree of nonviolent conflict
(and the anger and insecurity that can arise from it) is virtually certain to emerge
in close, interdependent relationships, and this nonviolent conflict can sometimes
boil over into violent conflict (e.g., Felson, 1984; Stets, 1990). Interdependence,
which refers to having one’s life circumstances intertwined with another person, can
lead to nonviolent conflict in intimate relationships because it increases the likeli-
hood that (1) the partner’s behavior will adversely affect the individual’s well-being
(Thibaut and Kelley, 1959), (2) the individual will be vulnerable to emotional pain
at the hands of the partner (Holmes, 2002), and (3) individuals will be especially
motivated to influence their partner’s behavior (Felson, 2002). The extant corpus of
empirical evidence suggests that this interdependence, conflict-based perspective

RT715X_C016.indd 274 1/15/08 1:58:01 PM



INTIMATE PARTNER VIOLENCE PERPETRATION 275

on IPV accurately describes at least a large proportion of violent acts that men and
women commit in their intimate relationships (e.g., ibid.).

THE > MODEL OF INTIMATE PARTNER
VIOLENCE PERPETRATION

Although experiencing violent impulses certainly increases the probability that
individuals will perpetrate IPV, this association of violent impulses with violent
behaviors is far from absolute. Under many—Ilikely most—circumstances, violent
impulses do not result in violent behaviors. Recent evidence suggests that individuals
may be much more likely to override violent impulses in their intimate relationships
than in their nonintimate relationships (e.g., Felson, Ackerman, and Yeon, 2003).
This evidence contradicts the view that individuals believe that violent behavior
is acceptable in such relationships. In short, the same interdependence that may
make individuals especially likely to experience strong violent impulses also seems
to function on many occasions to strengthen behavioral restraint processes.

How does the preceding analysis dovetail with the extant IPV literature?
Researchers have identified dozens of risk factors for, or correlates of, IPV (see
Schumacher et al., 2001), but very little conceptual work has been dedicated to
understanding the interplay among them (for an exception, see Dutton, 1988), and
“theory and research on relationship violence remain uncohesive” (Berscheid and
Regan, 2005, p. 52). In an effort to impose enhanced theoretical coherence on the
huge number of identified IPV risk factors and to merge together insights from
social psychological aggression research and from the IPV literature, I propose
in Figure 16.1 the I? (I-Cubed) Model of IPV Perpetration, which identifies three
central questions researchers must ask regarding a given interaction between
romantic partners to determine whether IPV is likely to transpire (see Finkel,
2007a, 2007b). First, does at least one partner experience strong instigating
triggers? Second, does that partner experience strong violence-impelling forces?
And third, is that partner characterized at that time by weak violence-inhibiting
forces? If the answer to all three questions is yes, then the individual is likely to
perpetrate IPV. 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 deter-
mined by the collective power of the variables that cause the individual to override
these violence-impelling forces. (The literature on IPV has generally neglected this
distinction between risk factors that impel violence and those that disinhibit it.)
In addition, violence-impelling and violence-inhibiting forces are only relevant in
situations that include an instigating trigger, which refers to a discrete event that
prompts rudimentary action tendencies toward IPV.

The structural part of the I* Model is depicted inside the horizontal rectangle
at the bottom of Figure 16.1, whereas illustrative risk factors for strong instigating
triggers, strong impelling factors, and weak inhibiting factors (or “disinhibiting
risk factors”) are depicted inside the dotted boxes at the top of the figure. The
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Figure 16.1 The I* model of intimate partner violence (IPV) perpetration and risk
factors that trigger, impel, or inhibit IPV.

Note: The I’ model is depicted inside the large, horizontal rectangle; for simplicity, arrows
are drawn in only one direction, but no lack of alternative paths is implied. The vertical,
rectangular boxes at the top of the figure identify risk factors for strong instigating triggers,
strong violence-impelling forces, and weak inhibiting forces (the last of which is referred to
as “strong disinhibiting” forces). These risk factors are illustrative rather than exhaustive.
In addition, the categories are not mutually exclusive. For example, environmental irritants
can serve either as an instigating trigger or as an impelling force.

placement of a given risk factor into one category does not necessarily preclude its
inclusion in a second category (or even in all three categories). The structural part
of the I?* Model will remain constant across all theories of IPV, whereas the risk
factors part will vary considerably depending upon the specific research questions
under investigation. (Although the arrows go from left to right in the structural
part of Figure 16.1, no strict temporal order is intended.)

Instigating Triggers

The I° Model applies to a given social interaction between romantic partners
and begins at the left of Figure 16.1 with the question of whether at least one
partner experiences one or more instigating triggers. Berkowitz’s (1993) cognitive
neoassociationistic model of aggressive behavior explored the role of risk factors
for the “instigation to aggress” (Berkowitz, 2003, p. 806) and suggests that a broad
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INTIMATE PARTNER VIOLENCE PERPETRATION 277

range of aversive events can immediately trigger, potentially via either appraisal

or associative processes,? aggression-linked cognitive, physiological, and even
Wmotor tendencies (a syndrome of affect-related processes that Berkowitz called
03? “rudimentary anger”). The notion that affective experience can be associated with
motor tendencies is consistent with mainstream perspectives on emotion (e.g.,
Frijda, Kuipers, and ter Schure, 1989); for example, Izard (1991, p. 241) observed
that anger is associated with “an impulse to strike out, to attack the source of the
anger.” As depicted in Figure 16.1, the I* Model categorizes predictors of strong
instigating triggers into relational, displaced, and situational risk factors. All of
these instigating trigger risk factors include circumstances that the potential per-
petrator perceives as provoking or goal obstructing. Those instigating trigger risk
factors that are uniquely “relational” include perceived rejection by the partner
(e.g., Finkel and Slotter, 2007; Holtzworth-Munroe and Hutchinson, 1993), an
those that are uniquely “situational” include aggression-related cues in the imme-
diate environment (e.g., Berkowitz and LePage, 1967).

Violence-Impelling Forces

Moving to the right in Figure 16.1, I argue that many of the variables predicting
IPV function as risk factors because they amplify the violent tendencies emerg-
ing from the instigating triggers into full-fledged violent impulses; that is, these
variables serve to moderate the association of the instigating trigger with violent
impulses. Sometimes, the violence-related associations emerging in the wake
of an instigating trigger will dissipate almost instantaneously. At other times,
however, these associations become exacerbated, potentially leading to an intense,
full-fledged violent impulse. The middle of the three rectangular boxes at the
top of Figure 16.1 presents an illustrative series of risk factors that I hypothesize
function by increasing the strength of impelling forces. I divide these risk factors
into distal, dispositional, relational, and situational categories (Finkel, 2007a). The
distal category encompasses ontogenic factors, cultural and subcultural norms,
and socioeconomic and demographic factors. The dispositional category encom-
passes personal and interpersonal dispositions, biological factors, and attitudes and
beliefs that are relatively stable over time. The relational category encompasses
characteristics of the romantic relationship that are distinct from each partner’s
distal or dispositional characteristics. Finally, the situational category encom-
passes temporary cognitive, affective, and physiological experiences triggered by
aspects of the current situation.

Although Figure 16.1 lists examples of violence-impelling risk factors, I do not
provide a detailed overview of them because such treatment is beyond the scope
of this chapter and because I provide a more detailed analysis elsewhere (Finkel,
2007a). One violence-impelling risk factor of relevance to the present volume,
however, involves the obsessiveness and fear of rejection associated with elevated
dispositional attachment anxiety, dispositionally low self-esteem, or experiencing
unrequited romantic love (for discussions of these constructs, see Finkel and
Slotter, 2007; see also Chapters 2, 4, 5, 8, and 17 in this volume). This obsessiveness
and fear of rejection can render individuals vigilant for, and emotionally volatile
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278 ELIJ. FINKEL

(e.g., anger, jealousy) in response to, cues that the partner’s dedication to the rela-
tionship is less than absolute.

Violence-Inhibiting Forces

Moving farther to the right in Figure 16.1, the I* Model suggests that some of
the variables predicting IPV function as risk factors because they weaken the
restraining power of violence-inhibiting forces. Weakened violence-inhibiting
forces decrease the individual’s likelihood of overriding violent impulses in favor
of nonviolent behavior. The right-most of the three rectangular boxes at the top of
Figure 16.1 presents an illustrative series of risk factors that I hypothesize function
by weakening the strength of violence-inhibiting forces. I once again divide these
risk factors into distal, dispositional, relational, and situational categories (Finkel,
2007a). I suggest that these violence-inhibiting forces function as thresholds (see
Fals-Stewart, Leonard, and Birchler, 2005). If the violent impulses formed by the
interaction of the instigating trigger with the violence-impelling factors exceed the
relevant threshold, the individual will perpetrate IPV; if they do not, the individual
will override the violent impulses in favor of nonviolent behavior. As with violence-
impelling risk factors, although Figure 16.1 lists examples of violence-impelling
risk factors, I do not provide a detailed overview of them (see Finkel, 2007a). One
set of violence-impelling risk factors of relevance to the present chapter, however,
involves low dispositional self-control and current self-regulatory strength. Follow-
ing, I present results from a study exploring the association of low self-control with
IPV perpetration.

The preceding discussion was intended to introduce the I* Model and to pro-
vide a brief illustration of its potential power to impose theoretical coherence on
established risk factors for aggression in general and for IPV in particular. Before
concluding this discussion of the I* Model, I emphasize that one of its strengths is
that it facilitates the cross-fertilization of ideas between the IPV literature and the
flourishing literature on self-regulation (see Baumeister and Vohs, 2004). Any time
individuals want to override an impulse, they invoke self-regulatory processes.
Such processes are frequently relevant in those moments leading up to acts of IPV
but have been largely neglected by IPV researchers.

SELF-REGULATION AND INTIMATE PARTNER VIOLENCE

That partners sometimes experience violent impulses toward one another with-
out these impulses resulting in violent behaviors is, I suggest, a common phe-
nomenon that has been largely neglected in the IPV literature. The occasional
violent impulse toward a romantic partner may not be experienced exclusively
by patriarchal or pathologically deviant men (Finkel et al., 2007). I suggest that
many individuals, both men and women, experience violent impulses toward their
partner on occasion. Fortunately, these individuals are frequently able to manage
such impulses without them leading to violent behaviors. A more complete
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understanding of IPV will likely emerge if scientists devote greater attention to
understanding the mechanisms by which individuals refrain from perpetrating
IPV when such impulses arise.

Although the I’ Model immediately presents a slew of testable hypotheses,
perhaps its most novel feature is the claim that violence-inhibiting forces are crucial
in determining whether a given instigating trigger leads an individual to perpetrate
IPV. This claim may seem relatively straightforward to social psychologists steeped
in the self-regulation literature, but I emphasize again that it has been largely ignored
in the IPV literature. Scholars have on occasion recognized that “impulsivity” is an
important correlate of IPV perpetration (e.g., Holtzworth-Munroe et al., 2000), but
these impulsivity measures do not establish whether the impulsive tendencies are
caused by (1) the inability to restrain impulses of a given strength or (2) the pres-
ence of extremely powerful impulses that would be difficult for anybody to restrain.
In contrast, this distinction is essential to the I* Model. And I underscore that even
those individuals who generally believe (especially when queried in a cool cognitive
state) that perpetrating IPV is unacceptable are susceptible to experiencing violent
impulses toward their partner on occasion.

A REVIEW OF THE EMERGING EVIDENCE LINKING
SELF-REGULATION TO REDUCED IPV TENDENCIES

Thypothesize thatdiverse self-regulatory factors function bymodulating the strength
of violence-inhibiting forces. As such, these factors are crucial in determining
whether individuals experiencing violent impulses toward their partner will follow
through with violent behaviors. A series of five recent studies has investigated the
role of several of these factors in strengthening violence-inhibiting forces (Finkel
et al., 2007). This research builds on programs of research demonstrating that low
self-control predicts (1) diminished tendencies toward prorelationship behavior in
response to potentially destructive partner behavior (Finkel and Campbell, 2001)
and (2) aggressive behavior toward strangers (DeWall et al., 2007). Although these
previous studies did not examine IPV, they indicate the self-regulation is relevant
for predicting how individuals behave during romantic relationship conflict and in
response to provocation by strangers.

Study 1: Low Dispositional Self-Control

Ciftation correc]One factor that we (Finkel et al., 2007) hypothesized would influence self-regulatory
restraints on violent impulses is whether potential perpetrators are characterized
by weak versus strong dispositional self-control. In Study 1, we predicted
IPV perpetration from male and female adolescents’ (N = 813) dispositional
self-control. An initial analysis revealed a strong correlation between current
reports of participants” dispositional self-control (e.g., “T often act on the spur of
the moment without stopping to think”) and their reports of perpetrating violent
behaviors against romantic partners (e.g., “scratch him/her,” “hit him/her with my
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fist”) over the preceding 12 months: Low self-control predicted greater IPV. More
importantly, an additional analysis revealed that low self-control predicted greater
tendencies toward IPV over the ensuing year, controlling for IPV tendencies over
the previous year.

Study 2: Impulses versus Behaviors

Although the Study 1 findings indicate the low self-control predicts elevated ten-
dencies toward IPV perpetration—and toward increases in such behavior over
time—it does not provide especially compelling evidence for the importance of
violence-inhibiting forces. After all, it is possible that low self-control predicts IPV
because it leads people to experience especially strong violent impulses (rather
than especially weak tendencies to override these impulses). In Studies 2 through

Citation correct?]5, we (Finkel et al., 2007) strived acquire more direct evidence for the importance
of violence-inhibiting factors per se.

The goal of Study 2 (Finkel et al., 2007) was simply to establish empirically
that individuals involved in a serious fight with a romantic partner tend to experi-
ence violent impulses that are stronger than their violent behaviors manifest. Such
results would provide compelling initial support for the notion that IPV would be
much more common in the absence of self-regulatory processes. In Study 2, male
and female participants (N = 81) brought to mind as vividly as they could “the most
serious argument or fight” they had ever experienced with their current roman-
tic partner. After writing about the incident, participants reported on nine-point
scales (anchored at “not at all” and “extremely”) both (1) the extent to which they
were tempted to enact a series of violent behaviors toward their partner and (2) the
extent to which they actually perpetrated these behaviors. These behaviors were
the same ones employed in Study 1. A repeated-measures ¢-test revealed that
participants experienced significantly stronger IPV impulses than IPV behaviors,
suggesting that impulse-override processes are indeed important in helping indi-
viduals avoid acting upon their impulses toward IPV.

Study 3: The Importance of Cognitive Processing Time

A second factor that we (Finkel et al., 2007) hypothesized would influencelCtafionok”—
self-regulatory restraints on violent impulses is whether potential perpetra-
tors respond to provocation immediately or after a brief delay. In Study 3, we
employed a sophisticated and well-validated procedure (the “articulated thoughts
in simulated situations,” or ATSS, procedure) that in an ethical manner enables
researchers to expose participants to well-controlled but experientially impact-
ful partner provocations (Eckhardt, Barbour, and Davison, 1998). Although the
ATSS uses hypothetical situations, its lengthy and personally involving scenarios,
which are interspersed with think-aloud procedures, allow for far greater eco-
logical validity than do most scenario procedures. In this study, male and female
participants (N = 46) who were involved in dating relationships of at least four
months in duration listened to (and were instructed to immerse themselves psy-
chologically in) provocative simulated situations in which their partner engaged
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INTIMATE PARTNER VIOLENCE PERPETRATION 281

in behavior that was likely to be jealousy provoking and even disrespectful to
the participant. In one scenario, participants overheard their partner having a
flirtatious conversation at a bar. In another, participants overheard their partner
sitting on a couch with an opposite-sex stranger and exchanging erotic-sounding
backrubs; it also involved the partner criticizing the participant to the stranger. By
random assignment, half of the participants provided a 30-second verbal response
to each segment of each scenario immediately after the tape stopped; the other
half did so after a 10-second delay.

Adapting procedures from Eckhardt, Barbour, and Davison (1998), we (Finkel
et al., 2007) trained coders to rate, among other constructs, the degree to which
participants articulated physically and psychologically aggressive thoughts toward
their partner. Results revealed that participants who were assigned to the condi-
tion in which they began verbalizing their thoughts immediately after the end of
each segment were significantly more likely to verbalize aggressive tendencies than
were those assigned to the condition in which they waited for 10 seconds before
verbalizing their thoughts. In conjunction with the evidence that (1) adolescents
characterized by low levels of dispositional self-control became more violent
over time relative to those characterized by high self-control (Study 1) and
(2) participants experience stronger impulses toward violence during relationship
conflict than their behavior manifests (Study 2), the Study 3 results provide good
support for the notion that immediate responses to provocative partner behavior
are much more likely to be violent than are delayed responses, even if the delay is
only 10 seconds.

Study 4: Ego Depletion

A third factor that we hypothesized would influence self-regulatory restraints on vio-
lent impulses is whether potential perpetrators have had their self-control strength
temporarily depleted. Scholars in the self-regulation tradition have distinguished
between two forms of self-control: (1) dispositional self-control; and (2) in-the-
moment ego strength (Muraven and Baumeister, 2000). Dispositional self-control
(see Study 2) is a stable personality trait assessing the degree to which individuals
are able to control their impulses across time and situations (Caspi, 2000; Tangney,
Baumeister, and Boone, 2004). Ego strength (also called “self-regulatory strength”)
represents an individual’s ability to control impulses at a particular time and in a
particular situation. Ego strength is a limited, depletable, and renewable resource;
it is influenced by situational factors such as stress, exhaustion, or overexertion of
willpower, which can leave the individual in a state of ego depletion. Baumeister
and colleagues advanced a “strength model” of self-regulation, proposing that “a
person can become exhausted from many simultaneous demands and so will some-
times fail at self-control even regarding things at which he or she would otherwise
succeed” (Muraven and Baumeister, 2000, p. 3; see also Baumeister et al., 1998;
Finkel et al., 2006; Vohs and Schmeichel, 2003). As such, when their ego strength
is depleted, it should be more difficult for individuals to move beyond their violent
impulses during conflictual interaction with their partner because they possess
fewer resources to inhibit them.
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In Study 4 (Finkel et al., 2007), we extended the previous studies by (1) providing
an experimental test of the hypothesis that low self-control (operationalized in
terms of depleted self-regulatory resources) causes IPV following provocation and
(2) employing a behavioral, laboratory-analog measure of IPV. Male and female
participants (N = 33 heterosexual couples) who were involved in dating relation-
ships of at least four months in duration went through all laboratory procedures in
aroom by themselves. In a 2 x 2 design, they were first assigned either to a deplet-
ing or a nondepleting attention control task before their partner (ostensibly) either
provoked them by evaluating them negatively and being potentially selfish or did
not provoke them.

The analog IPV measure—a new measure developed for this study—was the
duration for which participants assigned their partner to maintain physically uncom-
fortable bodily poses. The experimenter informed participants that they would
complete a two-person task with their partner in which one person (the “actor”)
would maintain a series of uncomfortable poses and the other (the “director”) would
determine how many poses their partner must complete and for how long he or
she must hold them. A rigged drawing “randomly” assigned all participants to the
director role. The experimenter informed participants that the poses tend to be
physically uncomfortable but that they do not cause long-term physical damage. This
procedure, therefore, allowed participants to inflict physical pain on their partner.

Results revealed a significant interaction effect, such that participants who
previously had been provoked by their partner assigned him or her to maintain
the painful body positions for longer durations than did those who had not been
provoked previously—but only if they were depleted. Nondepleted participants
who had been provoked assigned durations that were comparable to those who
had not been provoked. In short, it was the combination of being depleted and
being provoked that caused participants to inflict more intense physical pain on
their partners.

Study 5: Ego Bolstering

A fourth factor that we (Finkel et al., 2007) hypothesized would influence self-
regulatory restraints on violent impulses—one that is in many ways a complement
to the ego-depletion factor we investigated in Study 4—is whether potential perpe-
trators have recently had their self-control strength bolstered. The susceptibility to
ego depletion is but one of the implications of the strength model of self-regulation
(Muraven and Baumeister, 2000). A second implication is that reliably exerting
self-regulation can over time increase one’s self-regulatory strength. As with a
muscle, intensive exertion (e.g., adhering to anew resolution to skip dessert) depletes
self-regulatory resources in the short run, but a regimen of consistent use over
time (e.g., waking up daily at 5:30 a.m. to take advantage of early-morning writing
time) ultimately bolsters self-regulatory strength. Adhering to such a regimen
should result in superior behavioral restraint and enhanced likelihood of avoid-
ing violent behavior when one experiences violent impulses. Compelling studies
by Oaten and Cheng (2006a, 2006b, 2007; also see Muraven, Baumeister, and
Tice, 1999) suggested that bolstering ego strength may indeed be possible. These
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authors repeatedly demonstrated that assigning people to a two-month self-control
strengthening “regimen” causes them to gain better control over diverse aspects of
Revision ok? their lives (e.g., cutting down on impulsive spending; healthier eating habits) and
to become resilient to laboratory-based ego depletion. Their studies suggested that
self-regulation functions like a muscle that can be strengthened through sustained
self-regulatory exertion over time. We applied this approach to the study of IPV.

In Study 5 (Finkel et al., 2007), we investigated the effects on IPV tendencies
of assigning participants to experiencing an ego-strengthening manipulation. We
ran this study for both theoretical and practical reasons. For example, it is worth
noting that although the findings from Study 4 are certainly intriguing, their prac-
tical value are somewhat limited; after all, who wants to develop manipulations that
make people more violent toward their partner? To be sure, training individuals to
recognize that they are experiencing depletion could help them become vigilant at
those times to avoid heated arguments. But what if it were possible to employ an
experimental manipulation not to deplete ego strength, but to bolster it?

Male and female participants (N = 40) who were involved in dating relation-
ships of at least four months in duration participated in two laboratory sessions two
weeks apart. At each session, all participants first experienced an ego-depleting
attention-control task (the same one employed in Study 4) before completing a
self-report measure of IPV propensity toward one’s partner. At the end of the first
laboratory session, participants were randomly assigned to one of three conditions
relevant to the two-week period between the laboratory sessions. Two of these con-
ditions involved interventions previously demonstrated to bolster ego strength over
time, whereas the third served as a no-intervention control condition. In the first
ego-strengthening manipulation, participants exerted themselves daily to use their
nondominant hand in everyday tasks (e.g., eating). In the second, they exerted
themselves daily to regulate certain aspects of their habitual speech processes
(e.g., not saying the word “yeah”).

The IPV propensity measure participants completed after the attention-control
depletion task at each laboratory session was a modified version of the Proximal
Antecedents to Violent Episodes (PAVE) scale (Babcock et al., 2004). Participants
indicated on a nine-point scale how likely it is that they would become “physically
aggressive” in response to each of 20 situations (e.g., “My partner ridicules or
makes fun of me”). To make these scenarios as impactful as possible, the experi-
menter encouraged participants to get a vivid mental image of each situation. The
results came out as predicted: A significant Time x Condition interaction effect
revealed that participants assigned to each of the ego-strengthening conditions
exhibited a significant decline in their IPV tendencies from the Time 1 to the
Time 2 session, whereas those assigned to the no-intervention control condition
exhibited no change over time (with virtually identical means at both sessions).

CONCLUDING COMMENTS

IPV can lead to a whole host of negative outcomes, ranging from injury or even
death at the individual level to relationship breakup at the relationship level (for
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a detailed discussion of relationship redefinition, see Chapter 9 in this volume).
More generally, it can result in considerable adverse consequences for individuals,
couples, families, and societies. I have proposed the I* Model to (1) impose enhanced
theoretical coherence on the IPV literature and (2) emphasize the importance of
self-regulatory processes in helping potential perpetrators refrain from engaging
in violent behaviors, even when they are experiencing violent impulses during rela-
tionship conflict. I summarized results from five studies intended to put claims
from the I> Model about the importance of self-regulatory processes in IPV perpe-
tration on more solid empirical footing.

It may be time to incorporate self-regulation training as a central aspect of
clinical interventions for IPV. Extant interventions for IPV perpetrators, which are
notoriously ineffective (for reviews, see Babcock, Green, and Robie, 2004; Dutton
and Corvo, 2006), generally do not emphasize self-regulation or violence-inhibiting
processes. Fortunately, training people to restrain their impulses is more likely to
be successful than training them not to experience those impulses in the first
place (Baumeister, 2005), and findings from the proposed research could ulti-
mately promote restraint-oriented interventions to decrease the prevalence and
severity of IPV.
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ENDNOTES

1. A third argument, albeit a less mainstream one, suggests that evolutionary pressures
have provided a survival advantage to men who were violent toward their mating
partners because this violence helped to provide them with exclusive control over
their partners’ reproductive capacity, a survival advantage that has left present-day
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men with a genetic proclivity toward IPV (Daly and Wilson, 1988). A fourth argu-
ment, espoused largely by clinical psychologists (e.g., Holtzworth-Munroe and Stuart,
1994) and potentially related to the two arguments discussed in the text, suggests
that certain individuals are characterized by clinical disorders (e.g., borderline or
antisocial personality disorder) and that these disorders make them more likely to
perpetrate IPV.

2. There is a substantial and nuanced controversy in the literatures on emotion and
aggression pertaining to whether (and the degree to which) affective and aggressive
processes can occur associatively (i.e., without requiring cognitive appraisal processes).
Addressing this controversy is beyond the scope of the present chapter.
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