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Abstract

Intimate partner violence (IPV) is prevalent among sexual minority women (SMW). However, 

compared to IPV research with heterosexual women and other LGBTQ+ population groups, SMW 

are understudied. We conducted a scoping review to examine the current state of knowledge about 

IPV among SMW, and to identify gaps and directions for future research. A search of Medline, 

Embase, CINAHL, and PsycINFO databases returned 1,807 papers published between January 

2000 and December 2021. After independent reviewers screened these papers for relevance, 

99 were included in the final review. Papers were included if they used quantitative methods 

and reported IPV data on adult SMW separately from other groups. Findings confirmed high 

rates of IPV among SMW and highlighted groups with particular vulnerabilities, including non-

monosexual women and SMW of color. Risk factors for IPV in this population include prior 

trauma and victimization, psychological and emotional concerns, substance use, and minority 

stressors. Outcomes include poor mental and physical health. Findings related to the effects of 

minority stressors on IPV and comparisons across sexual minority groups were inconsistent. 

Future research should focus on IPV perpetration; mechanisms underlying risk for IPV, including 

structural-level risk factors; and understanding differences among SMW subgroups.
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Introduction

Rates of intimate partner violence (IPV; physical, sexual, or psychological violence or 

aggression by a current or former intimate partner) among sexual minority women (SMW; 

e.g., lesbian, bisexual, queer; women who engage in same-sex sexual behaviors; women who 

have same-sex attractions) are similar to or greater than those among heterosexual women 

(Edwards et al., 2015; Kim & Schmuhl, 2019; Walters et al., 2013). Most research on IPV 

focuses on heterosexual women as victims of IPV; a much smaller body of research focuses 

on SMW’s IPV experiences. Generally, risk factors among sexual minorities appear to be 

similar to those of heterosexual individuals, such as alcohol misuse (Klostermann, Kelley, 

Milletich, & Mignone, 2011), power imbalance, dependency, and jealousy (McClennen, 

2009). However, SMW’s risk of IPV is also likely affected by sexual minority-specific 

factors such as stigma, discrimination, internalized homophobia (IH), and concealment of 

sexual identities (Edwards et al., 2015; Longobardi & Badenes-Ribera, 2017; Rohrbaugh, 

2006), and may vary by subpopulation.

A report from the 2010 National Intimate Partner and Sexual Violence Survey (NISVS) 

noted important within-group differences in rates of IPV among SMW, with higher 

rates of victimization among bisexual women (Walters et al., 2013). Lifetime violence 

victimization rates among bisexual women ranged from 40% for sexual violence, 55% 

for physical violence, and 76% for psychological violence (Walters et al., 2013). Recent 

reviews parsing different types of IPV among lesbian women have also found psychological 

violence victimization to be the most prevalent type (Badenes-Ribera, Bonilla-Campos, 

Frias-Navarro, Pons-Salvador, & Monterde, 2016), with a 2015 meta-analysis estimating a 

43% lifetime prevalence (Badenes-Ribera, Frias-Navarro, Bonilla-Campos, Pons-Salvador, 

& Monterde-i-Bort, 2015). Physical and sexual IPV victimization were less common, with 

lifetime estimates of 18% and 14%, respectively (Badenes-Ribera et al., 2015).

However, methodological limitations in this emerging area of research make it difficult 

to draw solid conclusions about IPV among SMW (Badenes-Ribera et al., 2016; Badenes-

Ribera et al., 2015; Lewis, Milletich, Kelley, & Woody, 2012; Mason et al., 2014; Murray 

& Mobley, 2009). A common limitation is the infrequent use of probability samples or 

representative sampling procedures (Badenes-Ribera et al., 2016; Badenes-Ribera et al., 

2015; Lewis et al., 2012; Murray & Mobley, 2009). For example, a systematic review of 

IPV studies conducted among self-identified lesbian women from 1990–2012, found that 

all included studies used nonprobability samples and that the majority of participants were 

white and highly educated (Badenes-Ribera et al., 2016). An additional limitation is the 

wide range of IPV measures used, many of which have not been validated (Badenes-Ribera 

et al., 2015; Mason et al., 2014). Other important limitations in research on IPV among 

SMW include inconsistent definitions of sexual minority status, with some researchers 

combining sexual identity and sexual behavior components of sexual orientation, and others 

aggregating all SMW, regardless of identity (Bermea, van Eeden-Moorefield, & Khaw, 

2018), or combining SMW and sexual minority men (SMM) in analyses. As a result, we 

know relatively little about some subgroups of SMW, such as bisexual women and women 

who have sex with women but may not identify as sexual minority (Bermea et al., 2018; 

Kim & Schmuhl, 2019).
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Study Purpose

No prior reviews on IPV have included a broad range of SMW subgroups. Existing 

systematic reviews and meta-analyses either focus on sexual minority populations as a 

whole (Kim & Schmuhl, 2019; Kimmes et al., 2019), or specific subgroups of SMW, such 

as those who identify as lesbian (Badenes-Ribera et al., 2016; Badenes-Ribera et al., 2015), 

or bisexual (Bermea et al., 2018). The purpose of this scoping review is to (1) describe the 

state of knowledge of both IPV victimization and perpetration among SMW using a broad 

definition of sexual minority status, (2) identify gaps in the research, and (3) help inform 

targeted prevention strategies. Our review includes studies that reported data on women who 

identified as lesbian, bisexual, queer, or another sexual minority identity; women who have 

sex with women (WSW), or women who have sex with both women and men (WSWM); 

and/or women who report same-sex attraction.

Methods

We used scoping review methodology (Peters et al., 2021) to summarize current research on 

IPV perpetration and victimization among SMW. A scoping review is a type of systematic 

review that seeks to present the state of knowledge of a topic, rather than answer a specific 

question (Chang, 2018; Tricco et al., 2018). A scoping review may serve a number of 

functions, including summarizing existing research, clarifying definitions, revealing key 

concepts, and identifying knowledge gaps and directions for future research (Peters et 

al., 2021). Rather than focus on a narrower research question, we sought to synthesize 

what is known regarding the topic of IPV among SMW, with a major aim of guiding 

future and more targeted research in this area. We adhered to the Joanna Briggs Institute 

(JBI) guidelines for scoping reviews (Peters et al., 2021), pre-registered our protocol on 

Open Science Framework (https://osf.io/), and reported our results in accordance with the 

Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses extension for Scoping 

Reviews (PRISMA-ScR) guidelines (Tricco et al., 2018).

Inclusion Criteria

We included quantitative or mixed methods studies that were published in peer-reviewed 

journals between January 2000 and December 2021. We selected studies that reported IPV-

related data for adult SMW (ages 18 and older, cisgender or transgender). To be included, 

studies needed to report data for SMW separately from other groups. Studies that used only 

qualitative methods and those published in a language other than English were excluded.

Search Strategy

Working with a library informationist we systematically searched four databases to identify 

relevant studies published between 2000 and 2021: (1) Medline (PubMed); (2) Embase; 

(3) CINAHL and (4) PsycINFO (Ovid). The year 2000 was selected as a start date for 

the review because it was one year after the 1999 landmark Institute of Medicine report 

calling for expanded research on lesbian health (Solarz, 1999). Search terms, developed in 

collaboration with all authors, are included in Appendix A. In addition to the electronic 

search, we ensured literature saturation by reviewing the reference lists of each included 

article for additional studies that met the inclusion criteria.
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Data Extraction

We used Covidence, a web-based software that facilitates the review process in systematic 

and scoping reviews, to conduct title and abstract screening, full-text review, and data 

extraction. Two independent reviewers completed the title and abstract screening, and met 

to reconcile any discrepancies. A total of 99 articles were included (see Figure 1). Data 

on study design and parameters, sample characteristics (including size, geographic location, 

and key demographic variables), sampling and recruitment methods, and major variables 

and outcomes were then extracted by five of the authors (see Table 1). Two of the authors 

independently reviewed the extraction table for accuracy and consistency.

Results

Of the 99 papers included, 48 reported prevalence data of IPV among SMW, 36 examined 

correlates of IPV among SMW, and 15 examined associations between IPV and health 

and social outcomes in this population. The majority of studies used validated measures 

or adaptations of validated measures, such as the Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS) (Straus, 

1979), the Multidimensional Measure of Emotional Abuse (Murphy & Hoover, 1999), or 

the Psychological Maltreatment of Women Inventory (Tolman, 1999) to measure IPV; four 

studies used law enforcement records, and 30 studies used investigator-developed measures 

of IPV or did not specify how IPV was measured. Additional key characteristics of the 

included studies are reported in Table 1. In the following section, results are organized under 

the following major headings with relevant sub-headings: prevalence of IPV among SMW; 

correlates of IPV; and physical and mental health, health care, and social outcomes.

Prevalence of IPV among SMW

Findings from studies using large U.S. probability samples suggest that bisexual women are 

significantly more likely than both heterosexual or lesbian women to report physical, sexual, 

and/or psychological IPV victimization (Chen, Walters, Gilbert, & Patel, 2020; Conron, 

Mimiaga, & Landers, 2010; Coston, 2017; Goldberg & Meyer, 2013; Messinger, 2011; 

Schwab-Reese, Currie, Mishra, & Peek-Asa, 2021). “Mostly heterosexual” women were 

also at higher risk, with another study using a large probability sample finding that they had 

55% and 59% higher odds of experiencing physical and sexual IPV, respectively, compared 

to exclusively heterosexual women (Swiatlo, Kahn, & Halpern, 2020). In a secondary 

analysis of U.S. National Intimate Partner and Sexual Violence Survey (NISVS) data, Daigle 

and Hawk (2021) found that LGB women were more likely than heterosexual women 

to experience psychological and physical aggression, coercive control and entrapment, 

revictimization, and polyvictimization. Only one study using a national probability sample 

failed to find a statistically significant difference in the prevalence of IPV between SMW 

and heterosexual women (Moracco, Runyan, Bowling, & Earp, 2007); however, this study 

combined lesbian and bisexual women in all analyses and asked about physical partner 

assault only among married or cohabiting women, thereby excluding women who were not 

living with their partners, or experienced other forms of IPV.

Additional research with smaller or nonprobability samples generally also have found a 

higher prevalence of IPV among SMW. In a study of IPV among sexual and gender 
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minorities that used electronic medical record data from primary care clinics (N=7,572) 

in Boston, MA, researchers found that bisexual women had almost four times higher 

odds of reporting physical or sexual victimization, and over 2 times higher odds of 

psychological IPV victimization as heterosexual women (Valentine et al., 2017). Two 

studies of women veterans (N=6287; N=411) found that those who identified as lesbian, 

bisexual, or queer (combined for analysis) had significantly higher odds than did their 

heterosexual counterparts of (1) past-year emotional, physical, and sexual IPV victimization 

(Dardis, Shipherd, & Iverson, 2017; Kimerling et al., 2016), and (2) of lifetime physical 

and sexual IPV victimization (Dardis et al., 2017). Two additional studies using large 

community-based convenience samples of SMW (N=1,274; N=6,030) found higher lifetime 

prevalence (Balsam, Rothblum, & Beauchaine, 2005) and higher past-six month prevalence 

(Edwards et al., 2015) of physical IPV victimization among SMW than among heterosexual 

women.

Studies of IPV using behavioral indicators of sexual minority status (e.g., women who 

have sex with women [WSW], sex with men [WSM], or sex with both men and women 

[WSWM]) report findings similar to those using identity indicators (Alexander, Volpe, 

Abboud, & Campbell, 2016; Dyar, Feinstein, Zimmerman, & Newcomb, 2020; Heintz & 

Melendez, 2006; McCauley et al., 2015). In a study of 3,455 family planning clinic clients 

in Western Pennsylvania, McCauley et al. (2015) found that WSWM had three times the 

odds of reporting lifetime IPV as WSM. Further, in a community-based sample of 149 

low-income young Black women, Alexander et al. (2016) found that compared to WSM, 

WSWM were significantly more likely to report lifetime physical IPV and certain types of 

sexual IPV. Among participants assigned female at birth (AFAB; N=368), Dyar et al. (2020) 

found that participants who reported both male and female partners in their lifetime were 

more likely to report having experienced IPV in their current relationships, compared to 

those with only male or only female partners.

IPV among SMW compared to other sexual and gender minority (SGM) groups.

Thirteen studies compared the IPV prevalence among SMW and other SGM groups; 

findings from these studies are largely inconsistent. Three studies using convenience 

samples of sexual minority individuals found no significant gender differences in IPV 

victimization (Gabbay & Lafontaine, 2017; Owen & Burke, 2004), or IPV perpetration 

(Craft, Serovich, McKenry, & Ji-Young, 2008; Gabbay & Lafontaine, 2017). However, 

several convenience sample studies from Southeast Texas (Turell, 2000), the Southwestern 

U.S. (Castro, Nobles, & Zavala, 2020), Chicago, IL (Reuter, Newcomb, Whitton, & 

Mustanski, 2017; Whitton, Newcomb, Messinger, Byck, & Mustanski, 2019), Hawaii 

(Wong, La, Lee, & Raidoo, 2020), and the U.S. as a whole (Gaman, McAfee, Homel, 

& Jacob, 2017; Jacobson, Daire, & Abel, 2015), found higher rates of physical IPV 

victimization (Gaman et al., 2017; Reuter et al., 2017; Turell, 2000; Whitton, Newcomb, et 

al., 2019), physical IPV perpetration (Castro et al., 2020), psychological IPV victimization 

(Jacobson et al., 2015; Turell, 2000), and sexual IPV victimization (Wong et al., 2020) 

among SMW compared to SMM. Researchers using a representative sample of college 

students from 120 schools across the U.S. found that differences in rates of sexual IPV were 

smaller between sexual minority and heterosexual women than between sexual minority 
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and heterosexual men (Whitfield, Coulter, Langenderfer-Magruder, & Jacobson, 2021). In 

addition, in two studies using online convenience samples, researchers found that bisexual 

men had higher overall scores on the Composite Abuse Scale than bisexual women (Turell, 

Brown, & Herrmann, 2018), and were more likely to report cyber sexual IPV than lesbian 

and bisexual women (Trujillo, Cantu, & Charak, 2020). Finally, using National Violent 

Death Reporting System data (N=6,348) Velopulos, Carmichael, Zakrison, and Crandall 

(2019) found that bidirectional violence was more commonly reported among female and 

male same-sex couples than among different-sex couples.

IPV among SMW of color.—Few studies examined IPV prevalence among SMW by 

race/ethnicity. In a cross-sectional study of a community sample of SMW (N=608), Steele, 

Everett, and Hughes (2020) found that Black and Latina SMW reported higher rates of IPV 

than White SMW. In addition, in a sample of students from the National College Health 

Assessment (N=9,435), Pittman and colleagues found that SMW of color were at higher 

risk of physical IPV than White heterosexual women, White SMW, and heterosexual women 

of color (Pittman, Riedy Rush, Hurley, & Minges, 2020). In a community-based sample 

of 488 AFAB sexual minority individuals (including SMW and some non-binary sexual 

minority individuals), Latinx and Black participants reported two times higher rates of IPV 

victimization as White participants, and 4.5 to six times higher rates of perpetration as 

White participants (Whitton, Dyar, Mustanski, & Newcomb, 2019). In another study using a 

community-based sample of AFAB sexual minority individuals (N=308), researchers found 

that Black and Latinx participants were more likely to experience multiple types of IPV 

compared to White participants, and these differences were indirectly associated with higher 

economic stress, racial/ethnic discrimination, and childhood violence exposures (Whitton, 

Lawlace, Dyar, & Newcomb, 2021).

Studies of IPV among SMW outside the U.S.—Twelve studies of IPV were 

conducted outside the US. The methods and foci of these studies were diverse, although 

most examined prevalence. In a study of self-identified lesbian women in China (N=225), 

60% reported bidirectional psychological aggression, and 19% reported more than one type 

of bidirectional violence (Lin, Hu, Wang, & Xue, 2020). Two studies used data from the 

Australian Longitudinal Study on Women’s Health (ALSWH). The first found that 27% of 

SMW, compared to 13% of heterosexual women, reported having ever been in a violent 

relationship with a partner/spouse (R. Brown, McNair, Szalacha, Livingston, & Hughes, 

2015), and another found that “mainly heterosexual,” bisexual, and lesbian women had two 

to three times the odds of having been in a violent relationship as heterosexual women 

(Szalacha, Hughes, McNair, & Loxton, 2017). Four studies characterized IPV experiences 

of SMW in relation to SMM, with inconsistent findings. In convenience sample studies 

conducted in Kenya (Harper et al., 2021) and Hong Kong (Mak, Chong, & Kwong, 2010), 

researchers found higher rates of IPV among SMW than SMM, and that SMW were 

significantly more likely than SMM to question their partner’s sexual orientation as an IPV 

tactic. However, in a convenience sample of Australian sexual minority individuals (N=287), 

SMM were more likely to report psychological aggression than SMW (Ireland, Birch, 

Kolstee, & Ritchie, 2017). Further, in a nationally representative sample from the General 

Social Survey of Canada, researchers found no significant differences in the proportion of 

Porsch et al. Page 6

Trauma Violence Abuse. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2023 December 01.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



SMW and SMM who reported IPV; however, SMW survivors of IPV reported a significantly 

higher number of incidents of violence, with bisexual women reporting the highest number 

(Barrett & St. Pierre, 2013). Finally, researchers in Italy examined the sequelae of emotional 

abuse among a convenience sample of lesbian women (N=165) and found that most (78%) 

who reported abuse did not break up with their partners and that frequency of abuse was 

inversely correlated with likelihood of breaking up (Battista et al., 2021).

IPV among SMW with unique vulnerabilities.—A few studies examined the 

prevalence of IPV by sexual identity in vulnerable groups of women, such as sex workers, 

those living with HIV or at high risk for HIV, and those experiencing homelessness or 

living with substance use disorders. Two studies found no sexual identity differences in 

rates of IPV, including in a community sample of women with substance use disorders 

in Tucson, AZ (Stevens, Korchmaros, & Miller, 2010), and among women experiencing 

homelessness in San Francisco (Flentje, Leon, Carrico, Zheng, & Dilley, 2016). Further, 

among women living with HIV or at high risk for HIV in four major U.S. cities, Pyra et al. 

(2014) found that the difference in psychological IPV victimization between bisexual and 

heterosexual women was fully mediated by high-risk sex and substance use. Among female 

sex workers in Baltimore, Maryland (N=247), SMW reported greater odds of physical 

IPV than heterosexual women (Glick et al., 2020), but these differences were no longer 

statistically significant when the data were analyzed by sexual behavior rather than sexual 

identity.

Correlates of IPV

Demographic factors.—Differences in rates of IPV among SMW may be explained 

in part by demographic factors. Hirschel and McCormack (2021) analyzed more than 

2.5 million cases of IPV reported to law enforcement in the U.S. and found that female-

female couples involved in these incidents were significantly younger than male-male and 

male-female couples. Steele et al (2020) and others (Barrientos et al., 2018, Descamps, 

2000) found that SMW who report IPV tend to have lower income and educational levels. 

However, Coston (2017) found an association between experiencing violence and greater 

social power (an aggregate measure of age, race/ethnicity, education, income, immigration 

status, and indigeneity) among bisexual women. In addition, a Canadian study using police 

reports found a higher prevalence of IPV among same-sex female couples in rural compared 

to urban areas (Whitehead, Dawson, & Hotton, 2020), whereas an American study found 

the opposite (Blosnich & Bossarte, 2009). Differences in how socioeconomic status is 

operationalized, recruitment and data collection methods, and sample characteristics likely 

contribute to such discrepancies.

Prior trauma.—Three studies examined adverse childhood experiences as a correlate 

or predictor of IPV experiences and/or outcomes. In a sample of 457 AFAB sexual 

minority young adults, Messinger, Dyar, Birmingham, Newcomb, and Whitton (2019) 

found that both IPV perpetration and victimization were significantly associated with 

childhood victimization exposure. Having witnessed parental IPV had a particularly strong 

relationship with IPV in adulthood. Rausch (2016a) found a significant association between 

reporting physical abuse in childhood and reporting IPV in adulthood (including physical, 
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sexual, and emotional abuse) in a sample of 87 lesbian- and queer-identified women. 

In other analyses by Rausch (2016b) with the same sample, childhood emotional abuse 

and a combined measure of childhood emotional, physical and sexual abuse were each 

significantly associated with the perception that the queer community is not accepting of 

individuals who seek help for IPV.

Substance use.—Findings related to the links between substance use and IPV were 

mixed. Seven studies examined substance use as a correlate of IPV victimization and/or 

perpetration. Of the three studies examining correlates of victimization, one study using a 

nationally representative sample (N=34,653) (Hughes, McCabe, Wilsnack, West, & Boyd, 

2010) and one study using a convenience sample of LGB adults (N=1,048) (Bimbi, 

Palmadessa, & Parsons, 2007) found a significant relationship between IPV victimization 

(including physical and non-physical victimization) and substance use. Two studies using 

convenience samples of 2,200 and 414 sexual minority adults, respectively, examined 

bidirectional partner violence and found significant associations with alcohol use and misuse 

(Kelly, Izienicki, Bimbi, & Parsons, 2011; Lewis et al., 2015). Overall, SMW who engaged 

in mutual partner violence were more likely to report using alcohol and having sought help 

for substance abuse than those who did not report mutual partner violence. In contrast, Eaton 

et al. (2008) found differences in drug abuse, but not alcohol use, based on IPV history in 

a convenience sample of 226 SMW from Atlanta, Georgia. Two studies examined IPV as 

a mediator or covariate in the association between substance use and study outcomes. One 

study found that discrepant drinking between female partners was associated with poorer 

relationship adjustment when controlling for psychological and physical aggression in a 

convenience sample of 819 SMW (Kelley, Lewis, & Mason, 2015). The other study used 

data from 2,653 primary care patients in Boston, MA. Researchers in this study found that 

IPV did not significantly mediate the effect of sexual orientation on substance abuse for 

SMW, but it did for SMM (Reisner, Falb, Wagenen, Grasso, & Bradford, 2013).

Interpersonal factors and psychological factors.—Six studies identified 

interpersonal and psychological factors associated with the IPV among SMW. Factors 

linked to victimization and perpetration include factors such as relationship fusion (Miller, 

Greene, Causby, & White, 2001), lower self-esteem (Miller et al., 2001), higher levels 

of independence (Miller et al., 2001), hostility, aggression, and anger (Lewis, Mason, 

Winstead, & Kelley, 2017; Pepper & Sand, 2015), instability and negative worldview 

(Pepper & Sand, 2015), and alcohol use (Lewis et al., 2017). Using longitudinal latent 

class analysis of 433 AFAB SGM individuals, Swann, Dyar, Newcomb, and Whitton (2020) 

found that, over time, participants were more likely to transition to a “less severe” IPV class 

except when they maintained the same romantic partner across waves. The authors suggest 

that these findings point to IPV as being relationship-specific in this population. In addition, 

social factors such as gender-based stigma (Scheer, Pachankis, & Bränström, 2020) and high 

prevalence of victimization in one’s social support networks (Jones & Raghavan, 2012) have 

been linked to a higher likelihood of worrying that one might experience IPV, or actually 

experiencing sexual victimization from a partner.
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Minority stress.—Seven studies examined IPV within the context of minority stress, 

a theoretical model that describes how stigma, prejudice, and discrimination create a 

hostile social environment that leads to higher prevalence of poor mental health among 

sexual minorities (Meyer, 2003). The minority stressors examined in these studies included 

internalized homophobia or heterosexism (IH; 6 studies), discrimination (4 studies), sexual 

orientation disclosure (3 studies), and stigma consciousness (1 study). All seven studies 

used convenience samples. Ayhan Balik and Bilgin (2019) found that IH was associated 

with sexual, but not physical or psychological violence victimization and perpetration 

among lesbian women in Turkey (N=149), whereas other studies found that IH was 

associated with physical and/or sexual victimization and perpetration in a U.S. sample 

of mostly SMW (N=272) (Balsam & Szymanski, 2005), and with psychological IPV 

perpetration in a sample of lesbian and bisexual woman from Turkey and Denmark 

(N=449) (Ummak, Toplu-Demirtaş, & Jessen, 2021). In another U.S. sample of SMW 

and SMM (N=565), Carvalho, Lewis, Derlega, Winstead, and Viggiano (2011) found no 

association between IH and lifetime same-sex IPV victimization or perpetration among 

SMW; however IPV was measured using only two questions. Two studies of SMW in 

the U.S. found that relationship quality and satisfaction mediated the relationship between 

IH and IPV (Balsam & Szymanski, 2005; Lewis, Milletich, Derlega, & Padilla, 2014). 

Further, data from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health suggest that IPV 

victimization is strongly associated with decreased relationship satisfaction, irrespective of 

sexual orientation (Ackerman & Field, 2011).

In a study of the association between discrimination and IPV in a large sample of lesbian 

women (N=1051), Lewis et al. (2017) found that discrimination and IH were associated with 

anger, which in turn, was associated with physical IPV perpetration via pathways of alcohol 

use, relationship dissatisfaction, and psychological aggression. Similarly, Sutter et al. (2019) 

found that SMW (N=150) who reported the most severe psychological, physical and sexual 

violence victimization and perpetration also reported the highest levels of experiencing 

heterosexism, operationalized as harassment, rejection, and/or discrimination. In contrast, 

two studies found no association between discrimination and past year psychological, 

sexual, or physical violence perpetration, although they did find an association between 

discrimination and past year psychological victimization (Ayhan Balik & Bilgin, 2019), and 

lifetime physical and sexual victimization and perpetration (Balsam & Szymanski, 2005).

Regarding sexual orientation disclosure (“outness”) and IPV, one study found a positive 

association between outness and victimization and between outness and perpetration of past 

year psychological, sexual, and physical violence (Ayhan Balik & Bilgin, 2019). Another 

study found a positive association between outness and lifetime same-sex IPV victimization 

of any type (Carvalho et al., 2011). In contrast, Balsam and Szymanski (2005) found no 

association between outness and past year psychological aggression or physical/sexual IPV 

victimization or perpetration. Finally, stigma consciousness was positively associated with 

both lifetime same-sex IPV victimization and perpetration of any type in the one study that 

examined this stressor (Carvalho et al., 2011).

Correlates of IPV Perpetration.—Despite some research demonstrating higher rates of 

IPV perpetration among some groups of SMW compared to heterosexual women (Graham, 
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Jensen, Givens, Bowen, & Rizo, 2019; Holmes, Johnson, Zlotnick, Sullivan, & Johnson, 

2020; Swiatlo et al., 2020), the bulk of studies identified for this review focused on 

victimization. Several studies found that SMW who perpetrate IPV report mental health and 

substance use problems, which may stem from, lead to, or compound risks for perpetration 

(Fortunata & Kohn, 2003; Holmes et al., 2020; Poorman & Seelau, 2001).

As has been observed in the general population, SMW may be more likely to perpetrate 

violence if they themselves have a history of experiencing violence. In a convenience sample 

study of lesbian women from San Francisco, CA (N=92), Fortunata and Kohn (2003) found 

that childhood physical and sexual abuse were more common among perpetrators than non-

perpetrators. In addition, IPV victimization is associated with perpetration. For example, 

in a convenience sample study of SMW and heterosexual women (N=398), Holmes and 

colleagues (2020) found that only 0.3% to 9.8% (depending on IPV type) of participants 

reported perpetrating IPV but not experiencing it. Although demographic characteristics 

and sexual identity and mental health factors (e.g. PTSD and problematic alcohol use) had 

significant associations with IPV perpetration, they were no longer statistically significant 

after accounting for IPV victimization. However, other studies have found that alcohol and 

other drug use are important correlates of IPV perpetration among SMW (Baker, Pearcey, & 

Dabbs, 2002; Fortunata & Kohn, 2003; Lewis, Winstead, Braitman, & Hitson, 2018).

Perpetration of IPV may also be associated with poor mental health. Fortunata and 

Kohn (2003) found that aggressive, antisocial, borderline, paranoid personality traits, 

and delusional clinical symptoms are more commonly reported by lesbian perpetrators 

than non-perpetrators. In addition, in a convenience sample study of 105 lesbian women 

from New York City, Telesco (2003) found that jealousy significantly predicted overall 

IPV and psychological abuse. However, in a study of gay men and lesbian women 

(N=77), non-perpetrating lesbian partners had higher psychological symptom scores than 

perpetrating lesbian partners, and were also heavier drinkers (McKenry, Serovich, Mason, & 

Mosack, 2006). Finally, there may be differences in methods of homicide used by lesbian 

perpetrators compared to other groups of perpetrators. Using data from the Federal Bureau 

of Investigation Supplementary Homicide Reports, Mize and Shackelford (2008) found 

lesbian women were more likely than heterosexual women to kill their partners in more 

violent ways (defined as beating or stabbing), although rates of partner homicide were lower 

among lesbian couples than among gay male or heterosexual couples.

Recent research has sought to clarify the mechanisms underlying IPV perpetration among 

SMW. Factors within the individual, the relationship, and the environment may interact to 

increase risk of perpetration. For example, in a convenience sample of women reporting past 

year same-sex relationships (N=209), relationship fusion (or enmeshment) and identifying 

as heterosexual (despite being in a same-sex relationship) individually predicted IPV 

perpetration; fusion was also a significant mediator in the association between IH and IPV 

perpetration (Milletich, Gumienny, Kelley, & D’Lima, 2014). Similarly, in a convenience 

sample of lesbian and mostly lesbian women (N=342), Mason and colleagues (2016) found 

that negative affect and intrusiveness mediated the associations between minority stress and 

physical IPV perpetration. Further, negative affect, intrusiveness, and hazardous alcohol use 

each mediated the associations between general life stress and physical IPV perpetration.
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Physical and Mental Health, Health Care, and Social Outcomes

Physical and mental health.—Studies included in this review provide evidence that IPV 

impacts the physical and mental health of SMW. Four studies examined the associations 

between IPV and physical health (Lehavot, Walters, & Simoni, 2009; McCauley et al., 

2015; Muzny, Pérez, Eaton, & Agénor, 2018; Oginni, Jern, Rahman, & Rijsdijk, 2021). 

Another three examined healthcare utilization and costs (Coston, 2020; McNair et al., 2018; 

Valentine et al., 2015). Seven studies tested associations between IPV and mental health 

(Charak, Villarreal, Schmitz, Hirai, & Ford, 2019; Coston, 2019; Descamps, Rothblum, 

Bradford, & Ryan, 2000; Hellemans, Loeys, Buysse, Dewaele, & De Smet, 2015; Lehavot et 

al., 2009; Longares, Escartín, & Rodríguez-Carballeira, 2016; Muzny et al., 2018). Together, 

these studies suggest that IPV among SMW is associated with poorer self-rated physical 

health (Lehavot et al., 2009) and specifically, poorer sexual health (McCauley et al., 2015; 

Muzny et al., 2018; Oginni et al., 2021). In addition, IPV is associated with multiple 

negative mental health outcomes, including stress, depression and anxiety, alcohol abuse, 

emotion regulation difficulties, and IH among SMW (Descamps, 2000; Longares et al., 

2016; Charak et al., 2019). Importantly, having a disability may exacerbate the mental health 

impacts of IPV. Using data from the National Intimate Partner and Sexual Violence Survey 

(N=2,657), Coston (2019) found that bisexual women with disabilities who reported IPV 

were almost twice as likely as those without disabilities to report negative mental health 

outcomes (74.1% vs 41.8%) and four times as likely to rate their mental health as fair or 

poor (52.6% vs 15.5%).

Health care and social service utilization impacts of IPV.—Overall, experiencing 

IPV appears to increase health care utilization and costs for SMW. In a study of lesbian and 

bisexual women visiting an LGBT health center in Massachusetts (N=341), the presence of 

multiple psychosocial problems, including IPV, had an additive effect on medical costs and 

on medical and mental health care utilization (Valentine et al., 2015) In addition, financial 

concerns related to cost of health care may be compounded by the negative impact of IPV 

on employment (Wathen, Macgregor, Tanaka, & Macquarrie, 2018). Despite the burdens of 

increased health care needs and costs, the majority of SMW experiencing IPV do appear to 

seek help. In a convenience sample of same sex-attracted Australian women (N=521), 66% 

of participants who experienced past-year IPV received mental health or alcohol treatment 

(McNair et al., 2018). However, as a group, they may still underutilize resources. In a 

convenience sample of 354 LGBTQ young adults, Scheer and Baams (2021) found that 

young cisgender SMW were less likely than gender minority young adults to seek housing 

and supportive services in response to experiencing IPV. Further, different sub-groups of 

SMW report different levels of health care needs. Using a nationally representative dataset, 

Coston (2020) found that bisexual and heterosexual women reported similar levels of post-

IPV health care needs when data were analyzed by sexual identity; however, when data were 

analyzed by sexual behavior, WSWM were significantly more likely than WSM to report 

these needs.
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Discussion

Findings of this review provide additional evidence that SMW are more likely than 

heterosexual women to report IPV. Studies using large probability samples suggest that 

bisexual women are more likely to report physical, sexual, and/or psychological IPV 

victimization than other groups of women, but findings are more mixed in studies that use 

non-probability samples. The most common correlates of experiencing IPV among SMW 

are low socioeconomic status, substance use, prior trauma, and minority stressors. Correlates 

of IPV perpetration include prior trauma, IPV victimization, substance use, and poor mental 

health. Unsurprisingly, we found evidence that reporting IPV is associated with a range of 

negative physical and mental health outcomes among SMW.

Although existing research highlights the disproportionate impact of IPV on the health 

of sexual minority individuals, relatively few studies focus on SMW specifically. Many 

articles found in our search were not included because they failed to report results for SMW 

separately from heterosexual women or from SMM. Further, many of the included articles 

presented only descriptive statistics for SMW separately from other groups. Considering 

findings of studies that reported results specifically for SMW, it is clear that the contexts, 

correlates, and outcomes of IPV differ by sexual identity subgroup and that more attention 

should be given to lesser studied SMW, such as bisexual and queer women. Given the 

great diversity of SMW, an intersectional approach that considers the combined impacts 

of multiple sources of oppression such as racism, heterosexism, homophobia and biphobia 

is important (Bowleg, 2008, 2021; Crenshaw, 1991). For example, lack of differences by 

sexual identity in the prevalence of IPV in high-risk groups (such as women experiencing 

homelessness and women living with HIV) may be a function of multiple marginalization of 

those groups and structural stigma that limits their opportunities and heightens stress.

An interesting question arising from this review is whether sexual identity or sexual behavior 

is a stronger predictor of IPV. Findings from the few studies using only behavioral measures 

of sexual orientation suggest that WSWM report higher rates of IPV than WSM. Even 

fewer studies used both behavioral and identity measures of sexual orientation and these 

studies produced conflicting findings. For example, Dyar and colleagues (2020) found that 

sexual behavior, but not sexual identity or attraction, was significantly associated with IPV 

victimization in a sample of sexual minority individuals AFAB. However, Coston (2017) 

found that women who identified as bisexual were more likely to report IPV victimization 

than lesbian or heterosexual women with histories of both male and female partners. More 

research that analyzes outcomes by both sexual behavior and identity is needed to better 

understand which is the strongest correlate.

Findings from this review also highlight common limitations of existing research on IPV 

among SMW. For example, many studies combined subgroups of SMW in analysis, which 

may mask differences in the prevalence, correlates, and outcomes of IPV. There was 

also wide variation in the way that sexual minority subgroups were defined (e.g. lesbian 

and bisexual women; lesbian, bisexual, and queer women; WSW and WSWM; women 

in same-sex relationships; sexual minority individuals AFAB; etc.), making comparisons 

across studies difficult. Clear and consistent definitions and categorizations of sexual 
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minority groups are needed to enable valid comparisons. In addition, many of the studies 

included in this review were limited by inconsistent and incomplete measures of IPV 

(e.g. measuring only physical IPV), small samples, convenience sampling methods, and 

homogenous samples; in particular, the great majority of study samples were predominantly 

White. It is important to note that there are unique challenges in studying IPV among SMW, 

such as differing perceptions and myths about women’s ability to be aggressive towards 

other women, and fear of further stigmatization of sexual minority populations (Lewis et 

al., 2012). Finally, the present scoping review is not without limitation in its synthesis of 21 

years of literature on IPV among SMW. Specifically, this review did not undertake a quality 

assessment of the included studies, as this is not typically included in a scoping review 

(Tricco et al., 2016). In addition, we excluded studies not published in English and grey 

literature, potentially excluding data from non-English speaking and/or community-based 

settings. Our rationale for excluding studies published prior to the year 2000 is that there 

have been major advances in both SGM health research and our understanding of IPV over 

the last two decades; however, we may have missed relevant studies published earlier.

Implications for Future Research, Practice, and Policy

IPV perpetration among SMW is an important area of research. A considerable portion of 

research on IPV among SMW—and in the general population—focuses on predictors and 

correlates of IPV victimization, outcomes associated with IPV victimization, and how to 

assist survivors. However, given emerging findings that IPV perpetration is prevalent among 

SMW, it is imperative to better understand mechanisms underlying IPV among SMW, 

that is, why SMW may be aggressive with their partners. Such information is essential in 

breaking cycles of violence and preventing its negative outcomes.

More research is also needed to better understand bidirectionality of IPV among SMW. 

A recent systematic review (including SMW and SMM) found that a little more than 

half of violent same-gender or sexual minority relationships are bidirectional (Messinger, 

2018), which is similar to rates among heterosexual couples (Langhinrichsen-Rohling, 

Misra, Selwyn, & Rohling, 2012). Although bidirectionality may be prevalent, undermining 

the traditional narrative of unidirectional IPV, it is important to note that IPV among 

sexual minority couples tends to be stereotyped as bidirectional and less severe than that 

among heterosexual couples (Blasko, Winek, & Bieschke, 2007; M. J. Brown & Groscup, 

2009). Thus, it is possible that bidirectionality may be overestimated among SMW. Further, 

few studies that examine bidirectionality consider important factors such as motives for 

perpetration of violent behaviors, which consequently equates violence intended to protect 

oneself versus harming another, and other factors in the relationship context (Messinger, 

2018). IPV perpetration and bidirectionality are often overlooked in research, policy, 

and practice, and a better understanding of their complexities is needed to support the 

development of effective interventions for SMW perpetrators of IPV. Such interventions are 

necessary to help survivors of IPV heal and to prevent further violence.

Finally, future research on IPV among SMW should consider structural-level and policy-

related factors, such as whether state-level non-discrimination policies affects risk of IPV 

among sexual minority couples. Further, clinicians and social service professionals should 
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pay particular attention to sexual minority-specific stressors when assessing indicators of 

IPV among SMW given emerging (though mixed) evidence that minority stressors may 

increase risk for IPV perpetration and victimization in SMW’s relationships. Gaining 

a deeper understanding of the unique correlates and risk factors of IPV among SMW 

will assist health care providers, public health program planners, and policy makers in 

developing and providing culturally appropriate clinical care, community programming, and 

policies to prevent IPV in this population.

Supplementary Material

Refer to Web version on PubMed Central for supplementary material.
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Figure 1. 
PRISMA Flow Diagram
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Table 2.

Critical findings

• SMW are at increased risk for experiencing IPV compared to heterosexual women. Women who identify as bisexual or as “mostly 
heterosexual”, WSWM, and SMW of color have increased vulnerabilities for IPV.

• Risk factors for IPV victimization among SMW include low socioeconomic status, prior trauma, interpersonal and psychological factors 
(i.e. relationship fusion, low self esteem, alcohol use, etc.), and minority stress, though findings are inconsistent. IPV perpetration among 
SMW is associated with prior victimization, alcohol use problems, and poor mental health.

• SMW experience a wide range of negative mental outcomes, including stress, depression and anxiety, alcohol and substance use, and 
emotion regulation difficulties. They also experience poorer physical and sexual health associated with IPV.
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Table 3.

Implications for future research, practice, and policy

• There is a dearth of research on IPV perpetration and bidirectionality among SMW. These areas should be prioritized for future research 
considering their prevalence and importance to preventing further violence.

• Future research on IPV among SMW should consider structural-level factors and mechanisms involved in IPV and its predictors and 
outcomes. Further, it is necessary to address discrepancies in how minority stressors impact SMW’s IPV.

• Existing research in this area is limited by methodological issues, including combining subgroups of SMW in analyses, inconsistency and 
incomplete measures of IPV, small and homogenous convenience samples, and cross-sectional designs.

• Clinicians should be aware of the higher prevalence of IPV among SMW, as well as the role of minority stressors, socioeconomic status, 
prior trauma, relationship factors, mental health, and substance use in IPV.

• Policy makers should acknowledge the high prevalence of IPV among SMW, as it is typically underestimated among service providers.
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