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Sex and Sexual Orientation

One of the most consistent findings in criminological and public health research is that 
men commit more violent crime than women do. Yet, for about 40 years, IPV research-
ers have argued about whether women are as violent as men (see also Chapter 1). This 
is referred to as the gender symmetry (or gender parity) debate. The data that 
prompted the debate were generated using one of the most commonly used measures of 
IPV, the Conflict Tactics Scales (CTS; Straus, 1979), which were revised in the 1990s to 
include measures of sexual assault and injury (CTS2; Straus, Hamby, Boney-McCoy, &  
Sugarman, 1996). Studies that use the CTS and CTS2 frequently find that women and 
men perpetrate IPV at nearly equivalent rates; in fact, some of these studies show that 
women perpetrate more IPV than men (Archer, 2000; Straus, 2007). Critics of the CTS 
and CTS2, however, point out that such measures ignore important contextual factors 
and outcomes (DeKeseredy & Schwartz, 1998). For instance, given the average size and 
strength differences between women and men, if a woman pushes a man, she is not 
likely to do him much harm, but if a man pushes a woman, he could seriously injure 
her. Yet, on the CTS and CTS2, both actions would be equivalent. Sherry Hamby 
(2018), one of the coauthors of the CTS2, further points out that nearly all other indi-
cators of IPV perpetration—for example, arrests, police reports, homicides, witness 
reports—show significantly greater male perpetration with more severe outcomes. 
Does this mean that women never perpetrate IPV, serious or otherwise? No experi-
enced IPV researcher would answer that question affirmatively, but they would 
respond that, as with other types of violent crime, men make up the majority of the 
offender population. “Most indicators fall in the range of about two to four male per-
petrators for one female perpetrator, although a few indicators have even lower rates of 
female-perpetrated violence” (Hamby, 2018, p. 3).

Men’s and women’s IPV perpetration varies not only quantitatively, but qualita-
tively as well. Consider threats, for example. Women commonly threaten to (or actu-
ally do) harm themselves (e.g., commit suicide) or destroy their partner’s valued 
property (e.g., scratching or crashing the partner’s car), whereas men more often 
threaten to (or actually do) kill not only their partner, but also the partner’s children, 
the partner’s relatives (e.g., the partner’s parents), or other people close to the partner 

(recidivists identified as moderate or low risk), is known as a false negative. False positives could 
result in mistreatment of perpetrators (e.g., unwarranted harsher punishments), while false negatives 
could leave serious batterers unaccountable for their abusive behavior and potentially put their inti-
mate partners at severe risk of re-victimization or even death. As Kropp (2004, p. 677) warns, “there 
is no such thing as no risk in the context of spousal violence. Risk assessments should not be used 
to marginalize the concerns of those victims believed to be at lower risk: All spousal assaulters are 
dangerous to some degree, and risk assessment does not allow us to rule out danger.”
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