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Description of Intimate Partner Violence

Definition

• Intimate partner violence (IPV) is an umbrella term that describes “any form of physical, sexual, 
emotional, psychological, and/or verbal abuse between partners in an intimate relationship” (Murray 
& Graves, 2012, p. 14).

• Often referred to as other terms, including “domestic violence, dating violence, battering, spouse 
abuse, wife abuse, and intimate partner abuse” (Murray & Graves, p. 13)

• There are two major sub-types of IPV:
- Situational couple violence describes relationship violence that occurs exclusively in the context 

of conflict situations, and it does not reflect underlying patterns of power and control dynamics 
(Johnson, 2006, 2009).

- Battering (also referred to as intimate terrorism) is “a patterned and repeated use of coercive con-
trolling behavior to limit, direct, and shape a partner’s thoughts, feelings, and actions” (Almeida & 
Durkin, 1999, p. 313). 

- Both forms of violence may be severe, although battering is typically more severe and more likely 
to result in negative consequences. Battering is also considered a greater safety risk due to the 
power and control tactics that serve as the basis of the violence (Johnson, 2006, 2009; Murray & 
Graves, 2012).
- Counselors should always proceed with caution and assume that any IPV is severe and danger-

ous unless or until it becomes clear that the risk is minimal (Johnson, 2009; Murray & Graves, 
2012)

• The term battering perpetrator can be used to refer to a person who perpetrates battering against his 
or her current or former intimate partner (Murray & Graves, 2012). 

 
Prevalence
• The US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) conducted the National Intimate Partner 

and Sexual Violence Survey (NISVS) in 2010 (http://www.cdc.gov/ViolencePrevention/NISVS/index.
html). According to this survey, about 36% of women and 29% of men have experienced sexual as-
sault, physical abuse, and/or stalking at the hands of an intimate partner over the course of their lives.

• I
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• Different typologies of batterers have been proposed (e.g., Gottman et al., 1995; Holtzworth-Munroe 
& Stuart, 1994; Jacobson & Gottman, 1998) that suggest that certain key characteristics (e.g., general 
antisocial behaviors, level of dependence on the victim, and level of violence outside of intimate rela-
tionships) distinguish batterers. However, to date there is minimal evidence for differential assessment 
and intervention strategies for the different types of batterers.

IDENTIFICATION/ASSESSMENT STRATEGIES

 Because of the high rates of IPV in clinical populations, combined with the significant consequences 
that can result from it, all clients should be screened for experiences of IPV. Based on a comprehensive 
review of the literature, Murray and Graves (2012) presented the following general recommendations for 
the assessment of battering perpetrators:
• Both formal instruments and more unstructured, open-ended interview questions should be used.
• Couples seeking conjoint treatment should be assessed separately, not in the presence of the partner. 

Conjoint therapy is not advised when a couple is experiencing current IPV.
• Because IPV is not generally viewed as a socially-desirable experience, clients may significantly un-

der-report their experiences with it. 
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