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ABSTRACT [ntimate partner violence (IPV) has been associated with adverse physical,
psychoemotional, and sexual health, and African American women are at higher risk
for experiencing IPV. Considering African American women predominantly have
African American male partners, it is essential to identify factors associated with IPV
perpetration among African American men. The present study examined attitudes
toward IPV, ineffective couple conflict resolution, exposure to neighborhood violence,
and the interplay of these factors as predictors of IPV perpetration. A community
sample of 80 single, heterosexual, African American men between 18 and 29 years
completed measures assessing sociodemographics, attitudes towards IPV, perceived
ineffective couple conflict resolution, exposure to neighborhood violence, and IPV
perpetration during the past 3 months. Hierarchical multiple linear regression analyses,
with age, education, and public assistance as covariates, were conducted on 65 men
who reported being in a main relationship. Couple conflict resolution and exposure to
neighborhood violence moderated the relation between attitudes supporting IPV and
IPV perpetration. Among men who reported high ineffective couple conflict resolution
and high exposure to neighborhood violence, IPV perpetration increased as attitudes
supporting IPV increased. The findings indicated that interpersonal- and community-
level factors interact with individual level factors to increase the risk of recent IPV
perpetration among African American men. While 1PV prevention should include
individual-level interventions that focus on skills building, these findings also highlight
the importance of couple-, community-, and structural-level interventions.

KEYWORDS African—American, Intimate partner violence, Conflict resolution,
Neighborhood, Community violence

INTRODUCTION

Intimate partner violence (IPV) is considered a serious public health concern and is
associated with both adverse health outcomes and high-risk sexual behaviors among
diverse groups of women.'™ According to the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC),* IPV is defined as “physical, sexual, or psychological harm by a
current or former partner or spouse.” Experiences of IPV can adversely affect
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women’s physical and psychological health.”~® Additionally, IPV has been associated
with high-risk sexual behavior and sexually transmitted infections (STIs).>”~'% In the
United States, the estimated total cost for medical and mental health services related
to IPV each year is approximately $4.1 billion and nearly $1.8 billion for loss of
productivity (e.g., lost time from work).'?

Given the multiple negative health and economic costs of IPV, it is important to
examine factors associated with male perpetration of IPV towards female partners.
Previous research has indicated that attitudes towards IPV are an important
predictor of male perpetration of partner violence'*™'® across societies and
cultures.” Men who are violent towards their wives are more likely to have
attitudes accepting violence and are more likely to approve of marital violence.'”
Additionally, men who are violent, in general, are more likely to have positive
attitudes towards violence against women.'®'” Given that attitudes towards IPV are
an established predictor of IPV perpetration, the present study expands upon this by
examining whether these attitudes interact with other known risk factors for IPV,
namely, conflict resolution and exposure to violence, to increase the risk of IPV
perpetration by young adult African American men. Previous research has indicated
that African American women are at higher risk for experiencing IPV.>* More recent
research suggests that once socioeconomic status and other known risk factors are
considered, the relative risk of socioeconomic status (SES) on IPV varies by ethnicity,
wherein compared to white or Hispanic couples, African American couples residing
in impoverished neighborhoods were more likely to report IPV regardless of other
factors like male or female perpetration of partner violence.”! Considering that the
relative association of SES on IPV is especially influential among Black couples, it is
pertinent to examine other factors that may be associated with an increased risk for
IPV among African American women and their male partners.

Several studies have established a relationship between an individual’s level of
skill in conflict resolution or problem solving and violence perpetration,”*>° and
previous research has found that ineffective or destructive communication styles are
more indicative of men who use violence.”®*” However, another important factor to
consider beyond the individual is a couple’s pattern of conflict resolution or the
extent to which the relationship involves a pattern of ineffective communica-
tion.”®=3Y Prior research has evidenced an association between couples’ perception of
ineffective conflict resolution communication within their relationship and adverse
couple functioning, including marital dissatisfaction and divorce,””*° and IPV.*’
Feldman and Ridley*” employed the Communication Patterns Questionnaire,’’ a
self-report measure assessing the perceptions partners have regarding their
communication patterns during conflict. Compared to nonviolent men, men
reporting IPV also described the communication pattern in their relationship as
having less constructive communication and instead used more mutual blame,
mutual threat, and mutual verbal aggression. The frustration of being unable to
effectively resolve a conflict or assertively communicate within a relationship can
lead to anger, which, in turn, may also lead to violence,'****** and having
attitudes that support males’ use of violence toward a female partner may increase
this risk of violence.

Numerous studies have also observed a significant association between IPV and
community-level factors, including exposure to neighborhood violence and pover-
ty.”13*3 It is believed that communities where violence exists lack cohesion and
that repeated witnessing of community violence may make interpersonal violence,
including IPV, a credible tool for negotiation.>®*” Gelles’*® social structural theory
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posits that IPV is a conditioned response to “socially structured stress,” or stress
attributed to social conditions such as low income and education, poverty, and
unemployment. The inequity within socioeconomic positions are experienced by the
marginalized as stressors that may increase their risk of violence. Using this theory,
one study found that as the proportion of the unemployed, the working class, and
those living below the poverty level increased and the number of high school
graduates within a neighborhood decreased, the rate of IPV increased.®® Hence, it is
possible that attitudes towards IPV interact with exposure to neighborhood violence
to increase men’s actual threat and use of violence towards their female partners.

Given that attitudes towards IPV is an independent, individual-level predictor of
IPV, this study extends upon previous findings by examining two higher level
predictors—perceived couple conflict resolution and exposure to neighborhood
violence—as moderators of the association between African American men’s
attitudes towards IPV and their perpetration of IPV. We hypothesize that higher
perceptions of ineffective couple conflict resolution and greater exposure to
neighborhood violence will interact with attitudes supporting IPV to elevate the
risk of perpetrating IPV in the past 3 months. The interplay of these factors and their
role on IPV have important implications for violence prevention programs for both
men and women.

METHODS

Participants and Procedures

This study is part of a larger study targeting African American men for an HIV/STI
intervention piloted from March 2009 through September 2009. Participants were
recruited from barber shops and recreational facilities frequented by African
American men throughout the metropolitan area of Atlanta. Those males self-
identifying as African American, heterosexual, unmarried, between the ages of 18
and 29 years, and reporting unprotected vaginal intercourse within the last 30 days
were eligible to participate in the larger study. Overall, 96 of 113 African American
men met the eligibility criteria, and of those eligible, 80 men agreed to participate,
yielding a response rate of 83 %. Considering this study assessed perceived couple
conflict resolution, only men reporting a main relationship (7=65) were included in
the study analyses. Men agreed to complete an audio computer-assisted self-
interview (ACASI) assessing several demographic, psychosocial, and behavioral
factors. The study protocol was approved by the Emory University Institutional
Review Board prior to implementation. Participants provided informed consent, and
each participant was compensated for his completion of these study procedures.

Measures

Sociodemographics Participants were asked to report their age in years, highest
level of education obtained, and whether they or someone living in their household
received public assistance (i.e., welfare, TANF, SSI, food stamps, WIC, or section
8 housing subsidies). Additionally, participants reported the length (in months) of
their main relationship and whether they lived with their “girlfriend.”

Attitudes Towards Intimate Partner Violence (IPV) Attitudes towards IPV were
assessed using a 12-item, Likert-type scale®” (a=.80) that measures men’s attitudes
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towards males’ use of violence against a dating partner. Response options ranged
from (1) strongly disagree to (5) strongly agree. Negatively worded items were
reverse-scored, all items were summed, and higher scores represented greater
acceptance of violent behavior towards female partners.

Ineffective Arguing Inventory (IAI)*® A revised version of the IAI assessed
perceived couple conflict resolution. As opposed to assessing an individual’s style
of resolving conflict, this six-item, Likert-type scale (o=.75) measured men’s
perception of how they and their partner resolve conflict as a couple. Example
items include, “By the end of an argument, you and your partner have really listened
to each other,” “You and your partner’s arguments are left hanging and unsettled,”
and “You and your partner go for days being mad at each other.” Response options
ranged from (1) strongly agree to (5) strongly disagree. Positively worded items were
reverse scored; all items were summed, and higher scores indicated a higher degree
of perceived ineffective conflict resolution between the participant and his partner.

City Stress Inventory (CSI)** A shortened version of the CSI assessed neighbor-
hood disorder and men’s exposure to neighborhood violence. Men were asked to
report the frequency in which several events (e.g., gang, drug, gun activity, and
public disputes) occurred in their neighborhood during the past year. Response
options ranged from never (1) to often (4), all scores were summed, and higher
scores on this 11-item survey (o=.91) indicated greater exposure to neighborhood
violence.

Abusive Bebavior Inventory (ABI)*" A revised version of the ABI assessed recent
IPV perpetration Participants indicated on a five-point, Likert-type scale ranging
from 1 (never) to 5 (very frequently) how often in the past 3 months they engaged in
various physically (e.g., threatened her with a knife, gun, or other weapon),
emotionally (e.g., made her do something humiliating or degrading like beg for
forgiveness), or sexually (e.g., physically forced her to have oral, anal, and/or
vaginal sex) abusive behaviors towards a dating partner (24 items; a=.82). All
scores were summed, and higher scores indicate higher frequency of IPV
perpetration.

Data Analysis Plan

This study tested two models predicting IPV perpetration: the interaction of attitudes
supporting IPV with (1) perceived ineffective couple conflict resolution and (2)
neighborhood violence. Separate hierarchical linear multiple regression analyses
tested each model. Based on previous research on IPV perpetration,**** demo-
graphics (age, education, and public assistance) and relationship characteristics
(cohabitation and relationship length) were entered as covariates in the first and
second steps of each model. The predictor variable (attitudes supporting IPV) was
entered into the second step, and each moderator variable (ineffective couple conflict
resolution communication and neighborhood violence) was entered into the third
step of its model. The interaction term was entered in the final step of each model.
The two interaction terms were calculated by centering the predictor and moderator
variables and then multiplying the centered predictor variable with each moderator
variable. To aid in the graphing of significant interaction effects, we plotted the
regression line between y (the criterion variable) and x (the predictor variable) at
specific values of z (moderator variable). When entering one standard deviation



788 RAIFORD ET AL.

below and above the mean of z, these points represented the lower and upper values
associated with each of the slopes, respectively.** Significance test for the slopes
representing each model were also conducted.®

RESULTS

Participants reported an average age of 23 years (SD=3.5 years). More than a third
of the sample (7=24) reported receiving a high school diploma or GED as the
highest level of education attained, while 17 % (n=11) reported attending some
college. Forty percent (n=26) reported having a paying job, and half of those men
reported earning $9 or less per hour (M=9.82, SD=3.38). Also, 55 % of men
reported living in a household that received some form of public assistance.
Relationship, psychosocial, and behavioral characteristics of the study sample are
shown in Table 1. This sample reported varying lengths of time in their current
relationships with 50 % reporting having been in their current relationship for
19 months or longer. Forty-two percent of men (#=27) indicated they were
cohabitating with their current partner.

Model 1

When controlling for demographics and relationship characteristics, there was a
significant interaction effect of attitudes supporting IPV and perceived ineffective
couple conflict resolution on males’ recent perpetration of IPV, Adjusted R*=.151,
AF(1,56)=4.52, p=.04 (Table 2). The association between attitudes supporting IPV
and IPV perpetration was greater among men reporting high ineffective couple
conflict resolution than among men reporting low ineffective couple conflict
resolution (Figure 1). Among men reporting low ineffective couple conflict
resolution, IPV perpetration increased 0.18 U for each unit increase in attitudes
supporting IPV, #(56)=1.65, n.s., whereas among men reporting high ineffective
couple conflict resolution, IPV perpetration increased 0.49 U for each unit increase
in attitudes supporting IPV, #(56)=4.60, p<.001.

Model 2

When controlling for demographics and relationship characteristics, there was a
significant interaction effect of attitudes supporting IPV and neighborhood violence
on males’ recent perpetration of IPV, Adjusted R*=.221, AF(1,56)=6.00, p=.02
(Table 3). The association between attitudes supporting IPV and IPV perpetration
was greater among men with high exposure to neighborhood violence than among
men with low exposure to neighborhood violence (Figure 2). Among men with low
exposure to neighborhood violence, IPV perpetration increased 0.01 U for each unit
increase in attitudes supporting IPV, #(56)=0.15, n.s., whereas among men with high
exposure to neighborhood violence, IPV perpetration increased 0.32 U for each unit
increase in neighborhood violence, #56)=3.30, p<.001.

DISCUSSION

Family violence research suggests that the occurrence of violence between intimate
partners is multifaceted, involving multiple risk factors beyond individual-level
predictors.”” This study assessed the interaction of an individual-, interpersonal-,
and community-level predictor of IPV perpetration among an economically
disadvantaged sample of African American men. As expected, attitudes supporting
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TABLE 1 Relationship, psychosocial, and behavioral characteristics of 65 heterosexual African
American men, aged 18-29, Atlanta, GA, 2009

Attitudes and Range for

behaviors Number (%) scale/self-report  Cronbach’sa M (SD)

Relationship length 1-159 33.98 35.15

Lives with main partner 27 (42)

Has children 40 (62)

Children live with participant 29 (45)

Attitudes supporting IPV 12-60 .80 2384 8.76

Ineffective couple conflict 6-30 .75 15.16  5.39
resolution communication

Exposure to neighborhood 11-44 91 26.25 9.05
violence

IPV perpetration 24-120 .82 3113 533

(past 3 months)

IPV were positively related to IPV perpetration, and ineffective couple conflict
resolution communication and exposure to neighborhood violence moderated the
relationship between this individual-level factor and perpetration by elevating the
risk of male perpetration of IPV.

The finding that exposure to neighborhood violence was associated with an
increase in recent male perpetration of IPV is consistent with previous studies®****”
and supports the notion that “the environmental context influences what goes on in
the privacy of homes.”*®, p. 396 One study®* argued that the effect of community
violence on male violence toward a female partner could be explicated by a lack of
strong connections between community residents and hence, little collective efficacy
to control the level of violence in their disordered neighborhoods. A higher threshold
for violence in a community can also normalize the use of violence and provide
opportunities to consort with others that support the use of violence, thereby
producing violent male networks that increase individual risk for perpetration.* In

TABLE 2 Hierarchical linear regression of interaction effect of perceived ineffective couple
conflict resolution and attitudes supportive of IPV on male perpetration of IPV in the past
3 months, Atlanta, GA, 2009

Predictor variable Adjusted R* AR? AF B p
Step 1: Age .019 0.065 1.41 =1.50 .25
Education 0.446

Public assistance -2.51

Step 2: Cohabitation .037 0.048 1.59 -2.07 21
Relationship length 0.014

Step 3: Attitudes supporting IPV .044 0.021 1.38 0.066 .24
Step 4: Ineffective couple conflict .098 0.063 4.50 0.336 .04

resolution communication
Step 5: Interaction term 151 0.060 4.52 0.030 .04

?Adjusted for demographics (age, education, and public assistance) and relationship characteristics
(cohabitation and relationship length)
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FIGURE 1. Regression lines for association between attitudes supporting IPV and male
perpetration of IPV in the past 3 months, as moderated by perceived ineffective couple conflict
resolution (a two-way interaction). b unstandardized regression coefficient (i.e., simple slope), SD
standard deviation.

the present study, IPV perpetration increased as a function of both attitudes
supporting IPV and high exposure to community violence. Considering the
environmental context in which violence is enacted and observed, prevention of
IPV perpetration and victimization must involve coordinated efforts at the
community level, in addition to the individual and family levels.

Given that intimate relationships between men and women are characterized as
interdependent, often experiencing competing goals and resource constraints,

TABLE 3 Hierarchical linear regression of interaction effect of exposure to neighborhood
violence and attitudes supportive of IPV on male perpetration of IPV in the past 3 months,
Atlanta, GA, 2009

Predictor variable Adjusted R?  AR? AF B p
Step 1: Age .019 0.065 141 —0.264 .25
Education 0.706

Public assistance -1.86

Step 2: Cohabitation .037 0.048 1.59 -2.04 21
Relationship length 0.033

Step 3: Attitudes supporting IPV .044 0.021 1.38 0.085 .24
Step 4: Exposure to neighborhood violence 152 0.112 8.44 0.168 .01
Step 5: Interaction term 221 0.073 6.00 0.017 .02

“Adjusted for demographics (age, education, and public assistance) and relationship characteristics
(cohabitation and relationship length)
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FIGURE 2. Regression lines for association between attitudes supporting IPV and male
perpetration of IPV in the past 3 months, as moderated by exposure to neighborhood violence (a
two-way interaction). b unstandardized regression coefficient (i.e., simple slope), SD standard
deviation.

conflict in relationships is expected. However, ineffective conflict resolution is
associated with destructive outcomes like IPV.***’ Whereas previous IPV re-
search?®?” has focused on conflict resolution at the individual level (i.e., targeting
an individual’s ability to resolve conflict), this study assessed the issue of conflict
resolution at an interpersonal level—an individual’s perception of how he and his
partner resolve conflict. This study’s findings suggest that males’ perceptions of
ineffective conflict resolution elevate the risk of IPV perpetration, given attitudes
supporting IPV also exist. As Feldman and Ridley’s*” study indicated, relationships
are often mutually combative, especially in the African American community where
rates of male to female partner violence (MFPV) and female to male partner violence
(FMPV) are two to 2.7 times as high as the rates among Whites.’® However, caution
is needed in the implication and application of these findings as male and female use
of aggression and violence cannot be treated equally. Furthermore, such findings do
not imply there is less power imbalance in African American couples relative to
other groups, and other contributing factors may exist.

IPV and community violence may be understood as mechanisms for resolving
conflict when other methods for resolving conflict due to competing demands are
not available or successful.”” Many IPV studies focus on individual-level variables
like attitudes or individual conflict resolution skills without considering higher level
factors like exposure to violence in the community and the ways in which a couple,
not an individual, resolve conflict. This focus has driven IPV prevention
interventions for men to exclude prevention partners or community members and
organizations. In their review of primary and secondary dating violence prevention
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programs, Cornelius and Resseguie”” found that most interventions focus on
education, gender role attitudes, attitudes towards violence, and psychoeducational
resources for perpetrators and victims. However, the facilitation of behavior change
requires that men and women also learn skills for effective communication,
negotiation, conflict resolution, and anger management through modeling, role
playing, and rehearsal of skills.***"*¢

In addition to skill building and couples-level interventions, Gelles*® social
structural theory, which focuses on social stressors and poor social conditions,
indicates that attention is needed towards structural factors that promote IPV.
Structural interventions offer an opportunity to target social determinants of health
in multiple capacities.”' These interventions might include job training, debt relief
counseling, and income generation.’> A microfinance-based structural intervention
in South Africa was found to be effective in reducing IPV over a 2-year period.’?
Community- and societal-level interventions should alter norms surrounding
neighborhood violence, conflict resolution skills, and IPV. If men participate in
individual-level IPV interventions but then return to communities where violence or
norms that support violence exist, then this may lead them to revert back to old
behaviors, including IPV perpetration.®*

LIMITATIONS

Despite significant and interesting findings associated with African American men’s
perpetration of IPV, it is necessary to discuss potential limitations of this study.
Given the cross-sectional analyses, causal interpretations cannot be made. Also, the
data on IPV attitudes, perceptions of conflict resolution, and perpetration of and
exposure to violence rely on retrospective self-report data. It is possible that
participants had difficulty recalling important information and/or they provided a
socially desirable response to sensitive questions. However, use of the ACASI can
reduce socially desirable responses and increase the likelihood of more honest
responding.”*’° Also, other sources of data for couples’ pattern of conflict
resolution (e.g., partner’s perception and actual observations of couple conflict
resolution) would be superior to one partner’s perception of couple conflict
resolution. Given the small sample size, it is possible that we may have failed to
detect other associations among the study variables due to insufficient power.
However, the inclusion of other known predictors of IPV perpetration not assessed
in the current study (e.g., peer norms, family violence, stress, witnessing and
experiencing violence as a child, and antisocial personality characteristics) might
have increased the magnitude of the models’ effect. Finally, the results of this study
may have limited generalizability to men from other racial/ethnic backgrounds or
men from various geographic regions of the United States other than the southeast.
Given that the eligibility criteria for the larger study included engaging in risky
sexual behavior, replication with diverse populations is ideal.

CONCLUSIONS

Interventions for IPV are essential, as IPV serves as a risk factor for other negative
health behaviors. Considering the increased risk of physical, psychological, and
sexual health concerns in the context of partner violence,””~***” prevention
interventions targeting key risk factors are essential. For example, the number of
studies assessing prevention interventions that address both IPV and sexual risk is
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scant.'' Although numerous dating violence prevention programs have been
developed, most are not evaluated for their effect on changes in attitudes and
behaviors.”* Furthermore, the majority of dating violence prevention programs
target individuals within school systems (e.g., adolescents and college-aged men and
women), and the efficacy of these interventions has not been evaluated with older
men and women. Future research should assess IPV-related factors that may differ
for older samples of intimate partners and design prevention programs to meet the
needs of these individuals.**
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