
The Cross-Cultural Association Between Marital Status and
Physical Aggression Between Intimate Partners

Sharon Bernards and Kathryn Graham
Centre for Addiction and Mental Health (CAMH), Ontario, Canada

Abstract
Some research suggests that the risk of physical aggression by an intimate partner is related to
marital status, but this relationship may vary across cultures and by gender. In the present study,
we systematically examine the relationship between marital status and physical partner aggression
by gender across 19 countries. Logistic and multilevel regression confirmed previous findings of
lower rates of physical aggression for legally married versus cohabiting and separated/divorced
women and men across most, but notably, not all countries. Single status was associated with
higher risk in some countries and lower in others reflecting possible cultural differences in risk for
different marital statuses. For example, single women had significantly lower rates of
victimization than did married women in India where violence against wives is often accepted.
The variation in the cross-cultural findings highlights the importance of examining both men and
women and considering the cultural context when interpreting the relationship between partner
aggression and marital status.
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Aggression between intimate partners occurs worldwide (Archer, 2000, 2006) with violence
against women being a serious problem that affects women everywhere. However, rates of
violence vary considerably across different cultures (Johnson, Ollus, & Nevala, 2008;
Krahe, Bieneck, & Moller, 2005; World Health Organization [WHO], 2002). Although
intimate partner violence can take many forms including emotional and financial abuse as
well as physical aggression (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2012;
WHO, 2002), physical aggression by intimate partners is of particular importance because it
can result in physical injury or even death, especially to the female partner (WHO, 2002).
Physical aggression can also lead to a variety of harms to the couple, family members, and
society including social and economic costs related to medical care, counseling and missed
work, psychological effects (e.g., depression, post-traumatic stress disorder), and negative
impacts on children (WHO, 2002). In addition, physical aggression is often accompanied by
psychological and sexual aggression and abuse (WHO, 2002). For these reasons, most
general population studies to date have focused on physical aggression (Archer, 2000, 2006;
Johnson, 2006; Strauss, 2004; Tjaden & Thoennes, 2000). In addition, behavioral measures
of physical aggression allow for cross-cultural comparisons (CDC, 2012; WHO, 2002).
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The main goal of population level surveys on intimate partner aggression is to gain insight
into the various forms of physical aggression that occur between intimate couples in the
general population. That is, general population surveys primarily measure “situational
couple aggression” (i.e., aggression that is usually of minor severity and done by either
partner without systematic control by one partner; see Johnson & Leone, 2005). Although
population surveys also include some cases of severe abuse including “intimate terrorism”
(i.e., one-sided violence involving systematic assertion of power usually by a man toward a
female partner; Johnson & Leone, 2005), their main focus is on developing a better
understanding of factors that are linked to increased risk of physical harm in intimate partner
relationships generally.

Marital status may partially determine risk of physical aggression and associated harms
(Brownridge, 2008; Statistics Canada, 2005). However, marital status has different
implications in different cultures; therefore, the link between marital status and partner
aggression is likely to differ by culture, depending on the social structures that define each
status. In particular, in some cultures, being legally married involves institutionalized
patriarchal dominance and even ownership of the wife by the husband, including the right of
the husband to physically abuse his wife (Koenig et al., 2003; Koenig, Stephenson, Ahmed,
Jejeebhoy, & Campbell, 2006). For these cultures, married women may be more at risk than
separated or single women of aggression by a male partner, while the reverse may be true
for married women in cultures where patriarchal dominance by husbands toward wives is
less prevalent. For example, as discussed later in this section, in less patriarchal societies,
separation and divorce may increase risk of aggression (compared to being married) due to
relationship problems that led to the separation and persist even after the couple is separated.
In other cultures, separation from the patriarchal control of the husband may reduce a wife’s
exposure to physical violence (Johnson et al., 2008). Therefore, examining the relationship
between marital status and physical aggression by intimate partners in different countries
can help to identify the key features of marital status in each culture that may be influencing
risk of partner physical aggression.

There is relatively little systematic research on the relationship between marital status and
intimate partner aggression, and most of the research is from North America. This research
has generally found higher risk of physical and sexual aggression by an intimate partner for
cohabiting versus married women. For example, Canadian studies have found that rates of
physical and sexual aggression in the past 12 months reported by women in common law
relationships were higher than rates reported by married women (Brownridge, 2008;
Brownridge & Halli, 2002; Statistics Canada, 2005). A study in Latin American countries
found that cohabiting women were more likely than married women to report ever
experiencing physical violence by an intimate partner (Flake & Forste, 2006). One study
compared data from the USA and Australia on rates of women killed by their male romantic
partners as well as rates of men who killed their female romantic partners (Shackelford &
Mouzos, 2005). Their analyses indicated that cohabiting women in both countries were more
likely than married women to be killed by a male partner.

Separated or divorced women have also been found to be more likely than married women
(or, in some comparisons, married and cohabiting women) to report being the victim of
physical or sexual aggression by an intimate partner. For example, a Canadian study found
that rates of victimization from physical or sexual aggression by a partner during the
previous year were 9 times higher for separated women and 4 times higher for divorced
women, compared to married women (Brownridge et al., 2008). Another Canadian study
found that over 20% of women in a previous married or common law relationship reported
physical or sexual aggression by a partner in the previous 5 years, while the rate among
women in current relationships (married or common law) was 3% (Statistics Canada, 2005).
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Studies in the USA have also found a higher risk of victimization in the past year by a male
partner for women who were separated or divorced compared to married women (Hazen &
Soriano, 2007) and compared to women who were married or living with their partner (Vest,
Catlin, Chen, & Brownson, 2002). Overall, existing research suggests higher rates of
physical aggression for (a) cohabiting compared to married women and (b) separated/
divorced compared to married women and, in some studies, compared to cohabiting women.

A number of explanations have been proposed to account for why cohabiting and separated/
divorced women have greater risk of aggression by an intimate partner than do married
women. In the case of “intimate terrorism,” a male partner may be more likely to be
aggressive toward his ex-partner than a current married partner because he views the
woman’s departure from the relationship as a public challenge to his right to control her
(Brownridge, 2008, 2010; Johnson et al., 2008). However, it has also been suggested that
factors such as poorer socioeconomic conditions of separated/divorced women might also
partly explain their increased risk (Walker, Logan, Jordan, & Campbell, 2004). Younger age
and riskier lifestyles of separated/divorced (Brownridge et al., 2008; Spiwak & Brownridge,
2005; Walker et al., 2004) and cohabiting women (Li, Wilsnack, Wilsnack, & Kristjanson,
2010) might also explain the increased risk for situational couple forms of aggression. In
addition, higher rates of aggression between partners in cohabiting relationships may be
attributable to the lower social status and the less permanent nature of cohabitation
compared to marriage (Brownridge, 2008; Brownridge & Halli, 2000, 2002; Flake & Forste,
2006).

In terms of the relative risk of cohabiting, divorced and separated status in other cultures,
Johnson et al. (2008) examined cross-cultural differences in the relationship between marital
status and physical aggression by male partners toward women across a broad range of
countries. They found that rates of past year physical and sexual partner aggression were
higher for cohabiting than for married women in Australia, Costa Rica, and the Philippines,
but higher for married compared to cohabiting women in Mozambique. This study also
compared women who were in a current relationship to women who had no current partner
but had previously been in a relationship (either married, cohabiting, or a dating
relationship). They found that women with a previous partner (but no current partner), were
more likely than women with a current partner to have experienced physical aggression in
Switzerland, Poland, Australia, Costa Rica, the Czech Republic, and the Philippines. By
contrast, previously partnered women in Mozambique reported lower rates of aggression
than did women with current partners. Johnson et al. attributed the greater rate of
victimization experienced by married versus cohabiting and previously partnered women in
Mozambique to the greater acceptance of violence by husbands toward their wives in that
country. Thus, a similar pattern might be expected in other countries where wife abuse is
common or acceptable such as India (Koenig et al., 2006) and Uganda (Koenig et al., 2003).

There has been less research on relative risk of physical aggression by intimate partners for
women who are single (i.e., dating) and widowed. A USA study (Vest et al., 2002) found
that widowed women had the lowest rates of all marital statuses. This finding is not
surprising given that conflict and physical aggression between intimate partners tends to
decline with age (Bookwala, Sobin, & Zdaniuk, 2005); therefore, widowed women who are
dating would be less likely to experience aggression from an intimate partner than would
previously married women who are younger. Vest et al. (2002) also found that single
women had higher victimization rates than did married women, but had lower rates than
those found for separated and divorced women. However, in another USA sample, Hazen
and Soriano (2007) found no difference between never married women and women in other
marital statuses in rates of physical and sexual aggression by an intimate partner. And
Johnson and colleagues’ (2008) cross-national study found that rates for women with dating
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partners were generally lower compared to women who were married or cohabiting. These
conflicting findings might be related to the different terminology used (e.g., dating versus
never married), or to the variety and complexity of relationship characteristics among single
individuals. Shorey, Cornelius, and Bell (2008) noted that dating relationships differ from
married relationships in ways that are likely to increase risk of partner aggression (e.g.,
younger age, risk-taking tendencies, less commitment to the relationship, etc.), but in other
ways are likely to reduce risk (e.g., less time spent together, no children).

While physical aggression can be perpetrated by both male and female partners, there are
considerable differences among countries in relative rates for men and women of
perpetrating physical aggression (Archer, 2000; Hou, Yu, Ting, Sze, & Fang, 2011; Krahe et
al., 2005). For example, one study found similar rates of partner physical aggression
reported by men and women in Germany, New Zealand, and the United Kingdom, but
higher rates by men than by women in Australia, Hong Kong, India, and Korea (Krahe et al.,
2005).

These cross-national gender differences in physical aggression toward an intimate partner
might be better understood by examining gender differences in the relationship between
marital status and partner aggression. For example, gender differences in the relationship
between marital status and intimate partner aggression may vary by country depending on
norms regarding the degree of patriarchal attitudes and male dominance in relationships.
Specifically, as noted above, in countries with high rates of abuse by men toward their
wives, married women may be more likely than unmarried women to be the victims of
physical aggression by an intimate partner (as was found for Mozambique; Johnson et al.,
2008). However, married men may experience no increased risk or even lower risk
compared to unmarried men in such countries. There are also likely to be gender differences
in the relationship between marital status and partner aggression in countries such as Uganda
where men have multiple partners while women have only one (Koenig et al., 2004).

There are few studies of the relationship between marital status and partner aggression
among men on which to assess whether this relationship is the same for men and women.
One Canadian study (Statistics Canada, 2005) found that physical aggression was more
likely to be experienced by separated/divorced than by married men (as was found for
women); however, the difference between separated/divorced and married status was greater
for women than for men. This is consistent with the interpretations discussed previously in
this paper that at least some of the victimization among separated/divorced women relates to
the male partner’s feeling that his control and dominance has been challenged by the female
partner’s departure from the relationship (Brownridge, 2008; Johnson et al., 2008), as well
as to factors that would affect both men and women, such as increased riskier lifestyle and
relationship problems associated with separated/divorced status.

In terms of gender differences in risk of aggression for cohabiting and single persons, the
Statistics Canada (2005) study found no gender difference in the increased risk of partner
aggression among cohabiting compared to married individuals. Also a study of perpetration
of intimate partner aggression among dating, cohabiting, and married 21-year-olds in New
Zealand found higher rates of perpetration among participants who were cohabiting
compared to those who were dating, with the relative difference between cohabiting and
dating similar for men and women (Magdol, Moffitt, Caspi, & Silva, 1998). Further
Brownridge (2010) found that the risk of victimization for cohabiting men and women
compared to their married counterparts was higher for both intimate terrorism (defined as
having a high score on a measure of controlling tactics) and situational couple (defined as
having a low score on the controlling tactics measure) types of violence for both men and
women. Other factors were found to account for the increased risk of victimization for
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cohabitors such as young age, partner abused alcohol, a previous relationship, education,
and for women only, having children in the home. These findings suggest little difference
between men and women in the relationship between cohabiting status and intimate partner
aggression.

There may also be differences in the relationship between marital status and partner
aggression depending on whether marital status refers to the victim or the perpetrator. For
example, if as previous research suggests, separated/divorced women are at higher risk of
victimization from an intimate partner aggression than are separated/divorced men
(Statistics Canada, 2005), this should be reflected in a higher rate of self-reported
victimization by separated/divorced women and lower rate of self-reported perpetration,
while the converse would be true for separated/divorced men. Such a pattern would provide
additional insight into the relationship between marital status and partner aggression and
how it may vary by gender, yet previous research has focused on victimization or
perpetration but not both.

Despite the potential importance of marital status in determining risk of partner aggression,
few studies have examined systematically the links between each marital status and partner
aggression. Most previous research has been limited to comparing two statuses (e.g.,
cohabiting versus married or separated/divorced versus married). Further, no studies have
examined gender differences across different marital statuses and different countries, even
though there are reasons to believe that some marital statuses pose differential risks for men
and women and this risk is also likely to vary by country and culture. The Gender, Alcohol,
and Culture: An International Study (GENACIS; see http://genacis.org/5) collaboration,
although focused primarily on gender and cultural differences in alcohol use, provides a
unique data set that permits examination of the relationship between marital status and
physical aggression by intimate partners by gender and across a wide range of cultures. In
the present paper we use data from 19 countries in the GENACIS collaboration to address
the following overarching questions:

1. Is the relationship between marital status and physical aggression by intimate
partners the same for men and women?

2. Is the relationship between gender, marital status, and intimate partner physical
aggression similar across different cultures?

Method
GENACIS involved the collaboration of researchers in over 40 countries or large regions
within countries to develop and deliver a survey in order to examine gender and cultural
differences related to alcohol use and other health issues (see http://genacis.org/5). A
common core set of 128 questions was administered in each country covering a number of
areas including alcohol consumption and consequences and other health issues.

Questionnaires in 20 of the collaborating countries included a common set of 24 questions
relating to physical aggression by an intimate partner. In order to include as many countries
as possible without compromising the integrity of the results, we limited cell sizes to a
minimum of 20 in at least two marital status categories. This resulted in one country (Sri
Lanka) being excluded from the present analyses. Thus, the 19 countries included in the
present analyses are Argentina, Australia, Belize, Brazil, Canada, Costa Rica, the Czech
Republic, India, Isle of Man, Japan, Kazakhstan, New Zealand, Nicaragua, Nigeria, Peru,
Uganda, United Kingdom, USA, and Uruguay). Of these, three countries included questions
on victimization only (the Czech Republic, Belize, and the USA). One country (the USA)
included only female respondents because the GENACIS survey in USA was conducted as
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part of a longitudinal study of American women (Wilsnack, Kristjanson, Wilsnack, &
Crosby, 2006). The total sample from these countries was 16,111 men and 21,209 women.
Table 1 shows the year of the survey, sampling region (if not national) in each country and
sample sizes within each marital status group for each country and overall. Countries are
grouped by regions defined for the 2005 Global Burden of Diseases (GBD), Injuries, and
Risk Factors Study (http://www.globalburden.org/).

Surveys were conducted face-to-face in all countries except Australia and Canada where
Computer-Assisted Telephone Interviewing was used, Japan where surveys were mailed to
respondents, the USA where 21% of surveys were conducted by telephone and the rest face-
to-face, and the Isle of Man where 57.5% were conducted by telephone and 42.5% face-to-
face. Random probability respondent selection methods were used in all countries except the
United Kingdom where a quota sampling method was used. Information required to
calculate response rates was not collected in some countries, but where available response
rates ranged from 38% (Australia) to 96% (Kazakhstan). In each country, procedures were
followed to protect human research subjects according to the required ethical considerations
in that country. Further details regarding study methods can be found in Wilsnack,
Wilsnack, Kristjanson, Vogeltanz-Holm, & Gmel (2009) and Graham, Bernards, Munné, &
Wilsnack (2008).

Measures
Victimization and perpetration—Respondents were asked about both victimization and
perpetration. These questions are based on the approach used by Harris (1992) in which the
respondent is asked to describe “the most aggressive thing that has ever been done to you,”
but have been adapted to apply to someone in an intimate relationship with the respondent
during the 2-year period preceding the survey. A 2-year time frame was chosen for the
present study to maximize the period of time covered in order to capture as many incidents
as possible while ensuring that the incident was sufficiently recent to be remembered
accurately and be relevant to the respondent’s current circumstances. The following question
(with slight variations to make the question culturally appropriate for each country) was
used to address victimization: People can be physically aggressive in many ways, for
example, pushing, punching, or slapping, or physically aggressive in some other way. What
is the most physically aggressive thing done to you during the last 2 years by someone who
is or was in a close romantic relationship with you such as a spouse/partner, lover, or
someone you are or were dating or going out with? They were asked the same question
regarding most aggressive act toward a partner. From these, we created two dichotomous
measures, whether there was physical aggression by a partner toward the respondent, and
whether there was physical aggression by the respondent toward a partner.

Marital status—Respondents identified their marital status at the time of the survey as
married, living with a partner, divorced, separated, widowed, or never married. We
combined the divorced and separated categories for the present analyses because there were
insufficient numbers for separate analyses of these groups in many countries. We use the
term “single” (instead of never married) in the present paper to clarify that while these
respondents were never legally married it is possible that they could have previously been in
a cohabiting relationship. All respondents except those who indicated they were never
married, were asked how long they had been in their current marital status. Most (87%) had
been in their current marital status for more than 2 years, with 13% percent in their current
status for 2 years or less (8% of married, 25% of cohabiting, and 26% of separated/divorced
respondents). Thus, for the majority of respondents (but not necessarily all), findings relate
to partner aggression experienced while in their current marital status.
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Exclusion Criteria
Surveys in each country varied in the age range they included. For the present analyses, we
restricted the age range for each country to 18–59 (except for the USA sample where the
youngest age sampled was 21 years) to make the ages of respondents more consistent and
comparable across countries. We also excluded widowed persons because numbers in this
age range (less than 1% of respondents in most countries) were too small for separate
analysis. We also excluded respondents with same-sex partners for surveys where this
information was available because the focus of the analyses was on differences between men
and women and because the number of same-sex partners (less than 2% in most countries
with the largest being 4% in Nigeria) was not sufficient for separate analyses. However,
information about the gender of partners was not available for Brazil, Czech Republic,
Japan, Uganda, and Uruguay. Therefore, it is possible that a small portion of the aggression
reported in these countries was by or toward a same-sex partner.

Analyses
Separate analyses were conducted for whether aggression was perpetrated by an intimate
partner toward the respondent or toward an intimate partner by the respondent and by gender
and country. Descriptive statistics include the percent of respondents reporting partner
aggression by gender and by marital status in each country. Logistic regression of partner
aggression on marital status with married status as the base category was conducted
separately for each country by gender of respondent. Similar regressions were conducted
comparing responses from single, cohabiting, and separated/divorced respondents. To
examine the overall associations (i.e., across all countries), two-level (individual and
country) Hierarchical Linear Modeling (HLM; version 6.2) Bernoulli regression
(Raudenbush, Bryk, Cheong, Congdon, & du Toit, 2002) was performed regressing partner
aggression on respondent’s marital status. Also we examined patterns in odds ratios across
countries because consistent patterns in odds ratios across countries can be indicative of
meaningful relationships, even when not all within-country odds ratios are statistically
significant (Rothman, 2002). Thus, such patterns are worth noting particularly when they are
also consistent with findings from other studies. We controlled for age of the respondent in
all regression analyses to account for the relationship between partner aggression and age
(Bookwala et al., 2005; Statistics Canada, 2005) as well as country differences in the
average age of respondents.

Results
Table 1 shows the number of men and women in each marital status in each country and the
percent in each marital status who reported aggression by and toward a partner. For ease of
discussion in the following, we refer to aggression by a partner as “victimization” and self-
reported aggression toward a partner as “perpetration” even though in some instances these
terms may not reflect the true nature of the aggression that occurred (e.g., aggression done
toward a partner in self-defense is a different kind of perpetration from one-sided aggression
toward a partner). We have organized the results in the tables to show percent of “male-to-
female aggression” in each country as reported by male perpetrators and female victims as
well as “female-to-male aggression” as reported by female perpetrators and male victims.
Results are suppressed if the number of respondents in that marital status was less than 20.

Table 2 shows odds ratios for each country for cohabiting (Part A of the table), separated/
divorced (Part B), and single (Part C) compared to married status based on logistic
regression of partner aggression on marital status as well as overall odds ratios which are
based on HLM Bernoulli regression of partner aggression on marital status in all countries.
We also conducted comparisons involving other marital status combinations (i.e., cohabiting
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and separated/divorced compared to single, and cohabiting compared to separated/divorced).
These odds ratios are shown in Parts D, E, and F of Table 2. Although marital status was
modeled as three dummy variables, e.g., cohabiting, separated/divorced, and single
compared to the married reference category in the first logistic and HLM regressions, for
ease in examining patterns across countries, all odds ratios pertaining to each marital status
(compared to the reference category) were grouped together. To test for significant gender
differences, we repeated all analyses including gender and a gender by marital status
interaction term. Significant gender by marital status interactions are shown using
superscripts in Table 2.

Cohabiting Versus Other Statuses
The HLM analyses indicated significantly higher overall rates of partner aggression for
cohabiting compared to married men and women (Table 2, Part A) regardless of whether the
respondent was reporting victimization or perpetration. This trend was consistent across
most countries and regions, with no countries where cohabiting persons had significantly
lower rates compared to married persons. However, analyses were not possible for the three
Asian countries (i.e., Japan, Kazakhstan, and India) and for women from Nigeria due to the
small numbers of cohabiting men and women.

Across all countries, cohabiting men and women reported greater rates of victimization and
perpetration than did single respondents (Table 2, Part D). Although there were some
within-country exceptions to this overall pattern, again, no odds ratios that were less than
one were statistically significant. However, a significant gender-by-marital status interaction
was found for Costa Rica and Peru, with the higher rates of victimization for cohabiting
versus single status being greater for women than for men. On the other hand, a significant
interaction for Canada showed the opposite, with increased risk associated with cohabiting
versus single status greater for men than for women; in fact, the odds ratio for cohabiting
versus single status was not significantly different from one for women.

Across countries, there were no overall significant differences in comparison of cohabiting
to separated/divorced respondents (Table 2, Part F); however, there were considerable
variations by country. In Australia and Canada and for women in the USA, cohabiting
respondents reported lower rates than separated/divorced respondents across all regression
models (significant only for female respondents’ reports of victimization). On the other
hand, cohabiting respondents in New Zealand and Uganda reported consistently higher rates
than separated/divorced respondents (significant only for female perpetration in New
Zealand). A significant gender-by-marital status interaction was found for Canada with the
relative rates of victimization among cohabiting compared to separated/divorced
respondents being lower for females than males.

Overall, the findings suggest a general pattern of higher rates of partner aggression for
cohabiting persons when compared to married and single respondents but no overall pattern
for cohabiting versus separated/divorced respondents across countries, and some significant
differences between genders within countries.

Separated/Divorced Versus Other Statuses
There was a significant overall pattern across all countries (Table 2, Part B) for separated/
divorced men and women to be more likely than married respondents to report aggression
by a partner (i.e., victimization). Only in two countries (India and Uganda) were separated/
divorced female respondents less likely than married respondents to report being the victim
of partner aggression and this difference was not significant in either country. Separated/
divorced male respondents from Uganda were also slightly less likely than married
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respondents to report being the victim of partner aggression and this difference was also not
significant.

There was no significant overall relationship between separated/divorced versus married
status for perpetration of aggression toward an intimate partner and no consistent regional
patterns. In terms of individual country results, separated/divorced participants were
significantly more likely than married participants to report perpetration of aggression in
Australia, Canada, and the USA (significant for all odds ratios except one) as well as the
United Kingdom and Nigeria (significant only for self-reported aggression by women
toward men in both countries). However, in some countries odds ratios were less than one
for separated/divorced compared to married respondents (significant for self-reported
perpetration by female respondents from New Zealand). There was also a significant gender
interaction found for Canada for both victimization and perpetration with higher rates for
separated/divorced respondents (compared to married) for females than for males.

As shown in Part E of Table 2, across all countries separated/divorced men and women
reported significantly higher rates of victimization and perpetration than did single
respondents. This pattern was consistent across all countries for victimization (significant in
seven countries). For perpetration, the general pattern of higher odds ratios for separated/
divorced versus single persons was evident, but the difference was not significant in all
countries including a few countries where the odds ratios were less than one. Significant
gender-by-marital status interactions were found for Canada with relative rates of
perpetration higher for separated/divorced versus single men than for women. As noted
above in the discussion of cohabiting status, no clear pattern emerged across all countries for
separated/divorced versus cohabiting respondents, although some significant differences
were found within countries.

Single Versus Other Statuses
Overall across countries, there were lower rates of partner aggression for single versus
married respondents, statistically significant only for self-reported perpetration by male
respondents (Table 2, Part C). However, there was considerable variation among countries
and there were a number of significant gender-by-single/married status interactions.
Countries that reflected the general overall pattern of lower rates for single respondents for
both men and women in all regression models included Japan, India, Czech Republic,
Nicaragua, Belize, and Uganda. Countries that mostly reflected this pattern of lower rates
were: Argentina (except female victims) and Isle of Man, Brazil, Costa Rica, and Peru
(except for male victims for all four countries). In Australia and Canada, on the other hand,
single female respondents reported significantly higher rates of victimization than did
married females.

There were significant gender by marital status interactions for Kazakhstan and Peru with
single female respondents significantly less likely than married respondents to report
aggression by a male partner (i.e., victimization) while single male respondents more likely
to report aggression by a female partner (although the main effects for males were not
significant). There was also a significant interaction for Nigeria reflecting that single female
respondents were significantly more likely than married respondents to report aggression
toward a partner (i.e., perpetration) and male respondents significantly less likely. For
Canada significant interactions reflected that the relative rates (compared to married status)
for both victimization and perpetration were higher for single women than for single men.
As shown in Table 2, Parts D and E, and described above, across countries, single
respondents reported generally lower rates for partner aggression than did cohabiting and
separated/divorced respondents.

Bernards and Graham Page 9

J Fam Violence. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2014 May 01.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



Discussion
Overall, the findings from these analyses relating to cohabiting and separated/divorced men
and women are mostly consistent with previous research suggesting that individuals in these
marital status groups report higher rates of partner aggression than do married and single
persons although these patterns showed some variability across countries. Single persons
reported generally lower rates than did cohabiting and separated/divorced persons, but
findings relating to single versus married persons varied considerably across countries.
Cross country variability was also found with respect to gender differences and
victimization versus perpetration rates, particularly for separated/divorced and single
statuses.

The results suggest that previous findings from Canada, Latin America, the USA, and
Australia (Brownridge, 2008; Brownridge & Hali, 2002; Flake & Forste, 2006; Shackelford
& Mouzos, 2005; Statistics Canada, 2005) regarding increased risk for cohabiting status
apply generally to most other countries. This perhaps reflects differences between
cohabiting and married couples in factors such as risky behavior, social status, or
relationship structure (Brownridge, 2008; Brownridge & Halli, 2000, 2002; Flake & Forste,
2006; Johnson et al., 2008; Li et al., 2010). This finding has important implications for
prevention, screening, and treatment. Specifically, prevention and screening programs in
most countries need to focus not only on legally married couples, but also, and perhaps
especially, on cohabiting couples. There also needs to be more research on why cohabiting
is so risky and how risks can be reduced. Our analyses controlled for age; therefore, the
findings cannot be attributed to age differences between cohabiting and legally married
persons. In addition to the analyses presented here, we conducted exploratory analyses
controlling for respondent’s alcohol consumption pattern, education, employment status, and
number of social contacts (the findings from these analyses are available from the authors
upon request). Adding these variables to the models resulted in no substantial changes to the
associations found between marital status and partner aggression, and thus, the findings
suggest that these variables do not explain the higher rates associated with cohabiting status.
In addition, it is important to note that there were too few cohabiting respondents in some
countries for comparisons (women and men from Japan, Kazakhstan, and India; women
from Nigeria). Given that these countries differed from others in some comparisons,
especially India, additional research is needed to explore whether this general pattern of
higher rates for cohabiting men and women applies to these countries.

Although there was a general pattern of higher rates for separated/divorced respondents,
separated/divorced women from India and Uganda reported lower rates of victimization than
did married women. While this difference was not statistically significant for India or
Uganda, it suggests a similar pattern to findings from Mozambique (Johnson et al., 2008)
where partner aggression was more likely among women with a current spouse or intimate
partner than among those with previous partners. Thus, the present findings could be
considered consistent with the interpretation by Johnson et al. (2008) that married women
are at increased risk in countries where wife abuse is more common or acceptable as was the
case in India and Uganda (as shown in Table 1, 25.7% of married women in India and
29.6% in Uganda reported victimization).

Separated/divorced respondents were significantly more likely than married respondents to
report victimization by an intimate partner, but not significantly more likely to report
perpetration overall. This may reflect the possibility that the aggression for some separated/
divorced victims happened while they were still married. In addition, a significant gender
interaction for Canada showing a higher rate for separated/divorced women than for men
confirmed previous findings from a survey by Statistics Canada (2005). This finding
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supports the argument that being separated/divorced is especially risky for women in some
countries, perhaps reflecting separation as a particular challenge to the control of male
partners in cases of intimate terrorism (Johnson et al., 2008). Thus, public education and
prevention programming needs to address the special risk of intimate partner violence
towards separated/divorced women in countries where they are at higher risk.

Across countries, single men and women were significantly less likely than cohabiting and
separated/divorced persons to report partner aggression controlling for age. Single
respondents were also generally less likely than married respondents to report partner
aggression (significant for male perpetration); however, differences between single and
married respondents varied among countries, by gender and victimization versus
perpetration. For example, in several countries, single respondents were significantly more
likely than married respondents to report physical aggression by an intimate partner. On the
other hand, married women in India and Uganda and some other countries (Japan,
Kazakhstan, and Peru) reported significantly higher rates of victimization than did single
women in those countries. There were also gender-by-marital status interactions in some
countries, as discussed below. Thus, the risk of partner violence for single individuals
appears to vary by both gender and culture. This means that findings related to partner
violence among single persons in one country will not necessarily apply to single persons in
other countries. Although violence among dating couples has been examined and is known
to occur at high rates (Shorey et al., 2008), much of previous research on the relationship
between marital status and partner aggression has excluded single respondents who had
never lived with a partner (Flake & Forste, 2006; Koenig et al., 2003, 2006; Shakelford &
Mouzos, 2006; Statistics Canada, 2005). Our findings suggest that single persons should
also be included in studies of intimate partner aggression. In addition, prevention
programming should be directed toward single as well as married/cohabiting adults in
countries where single persons are at particularly high risk of intimate partner aggression.

Although there were no consistent cross-country patterns found for gender differences in
rates of physical partner aggression by marital status, some significant gender by marital
status interactions were found within countries. This was especially the case among single
respondents. For example, in Kazakhstan and Peru (as well as for Brazil and Costa Rica,
although these relationships were not significant) single males reported more victimization
(than did married males) while single females reported less victimization (than did married
females). Conversely, in Canada, single females were more likely than married females to
be perpetrators while the reverse was true for single males. Such differences might be
related to more restrictive dating practices in some Latin American countries and
Kazakhstan compared to Canada, particularly for young women, or greater acceptance of
violence by men toward their wives. However, given the heterogeneity of findings across all
countries, the most important conclusion is that the risk of dating violence among unmarried
individuals is likely to vary by culture.

Generally similar results were found for victimization and perpetration; however, there was
an overall pattern for separated/divorced men and women to be more likely than married
persons to report victimization but no more likely to report perpetration. Full exploration of
this issue, however, was hampered by the small number of separated/divorced respondents,
especially male respondents, in many countries. Previous research has mostly focused on
self-reported victimization by women. These results underscore the importance of
examining both male-to-female and female-to-male partner aggression and from the
perspective of both perpetrators and victims.

While the cross-cultural analyses provide important new insight into the relationship
between marital status and intimate partner aggression, a number of limitations need to be
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recognized. First, 13% of respondents had been in their current marital status for less than 2
years and may have been in a different marital status when the aggression occurred. Thus,
especially for separated/divorced respondents, the aggression may have occurred while they
were still married. This could result in an over-estimation of the difference between
separated/divorced and married persons in some countries. Second, we measured only
physical aggression. That is, it is unknown whether these findings would apply to other
forms of intimate partner aggression such as verbal, psychological, sexual, and financial
abuse and aggression. In addition, it was not possible to determine whether aggressive acts
were done in self-defense. Therefore, while we found some gender differences and
similarities in the relationship of marital status with partner aggression by gender, there may
exist other gender differences in the nature of aggression (e.g., whether done in self-defense)
not measured as part of this study. Third, the USA survey included only women, and the
number of respondents from some countries was too low in some gender-by-marital status
groupings for inclusion of both men and women in selected analyses. Fourth, sample sizes
for each country varied considerably and the overall results would have been more strongly
influenced by some countries than by others. In addition, even where numbers in specific
countries were deemed sufficient for the present analyses, the lack of significant findings
within some countries, particularly for aggression toward a partner, might be due to
insufficient power to detect statistical significance. Finally, the possibility of Type I error
should be considered, particularly for comparisons between individual countries, due to the
large number of statistical tests conducted.

The study also had a number of notable strengths. One strength of the present study is that it
was able to compare patterns across a wide range of cultures using the same set of core
questions. Although the measure of intimate partner aggression excluded nonphysical forms
of aggression, the measure of physical aggression allowed a consistent approach to assessing
the relationship of marital status with partner aggression across a wider variety of cultures
than has previously been possible. Another strength of the GENACIS surveys is that in most
countries both male and female respondents were asked not only about aggression by a
partner but also aggression toward a partner, allowing for comparison of self-reported
perpetration as well as victimization by gender and marital status.

In summary, the findings from the present analyses give us a better understanding of how
the link between marital status and partner aggression is sometimes consistent and
sometimes variable across a wide range of countries for men and women. While previous
findings from research in some countries were confirmed, there were some notable
exceptions in other countries. Thus, from a theoretical perspective, it is clearly not only the
marital status, but also the cultural context in which intimate partner aggression occurs that
influences risk of partner aggression and violence. From a practical perspective, it cannot be
assumed that findings from a single country are necessarily generalizable to other countries.
Thus more comprehensive and comparable examinations by researchers are needed within
and across a wide range of countries, by gender and by victimization and perpetration,
including determining which factors apply universally and which are culture specific to
inform policy makers and work towards appropriate programming to prevent intimate
partner aggression.
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