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Abstract
Research has not conclusively determined whether men and women are 
equally likely to commit intimate partner violence (IPV). One explana-
tion for the disparity in previous findings may be gender-based differences 
in reporting styles. The present study investigated whether there was any 
gender difference in self-reported IPV prevalence. A total of 3,740 Chinese 
couples from a representative population in Hong Kong were interviewed. 
Self-reports of men-to-women and women-to-men IPV between spouses 
were compared. Gender was controlled for to evaluate whether age, educa-
tion, the Chinese concept of face, and other violence-related characteristics 
would affect the self-reporting of IPV. Findings supported gender symmetry 
in self-reported IPV prevalence as well as a moderate interspousal agree-
ment in the self-reports. After adjustment for covariates, face was a signifi-
cant factor predicting the interspousal differences in both men-to-women 
and women-to-men physical IPV.
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The question of whether there is a gender symmetry or difference in the prev-
alence, frequency, and severity of perpetration of violence against intimate 
partners remains controversial. Some researchers have found evidence for a 
gender difference in the perpetration of intimate partner violence (IPV) 
involving male perpetrators and female victims (Rennison & Welchans, 
2000; Tjadens & Thoennes, 1998). Major empirical findings include that IPV 
is primarily committed by men (Tjadens & Thoennes, 2000) and that women 
are more likely to be injured (Rennison & Welchans, 2000) and to report 
more severe and more frequent IPV in a mutually violent relationship 
(Weston, Temple, & Marshall, 2005). Other researchers have suggested gen-
der symmetry in IPV perpetration based on their findings that women are as 
violent as men and most IPV acts are mutual and bidirectional (i.e., both 
partners are violent; Straus, 2005, 2008, 2009; Straus, Gelles, & Steinmetz, 2006; 
Straus & Ramirez, 2007). Reviews of IPV and findings from meta-analyses 
also point to gender symmetry in IPV perpetration (Archer, 2000; Fiebert, 
1997; Straus, 2010). In regard to the mixed findings on IPV prevalence rates, 
the present study explores possible explanations for the discrepancy of 
research findings.

Gender Symmetry or Asymmetry in IPV
Archer (2000) noted that there were two “clearly stated hypotheses” that may 
explain the discrepancy in gender symmetry or asymmetry in the prevalence 
of IPV (p. 651). The first hypothesis focuses on the inability of existing mea-
sures (in particular, the Conflict Tactics Scales or CTS) to capture the con-
text, motives, causes, and consequences of IPV (Dutton, 1994), which often 
results in the finding of a gender symmetry in IPV prevalence. Archer’s second 
hypothesis concerns the disparity in the samples used in different studies. 
Johnson (1995) pointed out that studies using representative samples of mar-
ried, cohabiting, and dating couples yielded very different results than those 
using women from refuges or men in violence treatment programs. For exam-
ple, the ratio of IPV perpetration was 1 (men):1 (women) using the former, 
and 17 (men):1 (women) using the latter. Straus (1997) also noted that most 
IPV cases revealed in surveys were minor, infrequent, and mutual, whereas 
most officially reported cases involved severe violence against women that 
required medical attention.

In a recent article, Straus (2010) has also suggested several possible rea-
sons, which nevertheless can be highly controversial, contributing to the con-
troversy over gender symmetry or asymmetry in the past few decades. Straus 
believed that men and women are equally likely in perpetrating IPV, and the 
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discrepancy in research findings are mainly due to the denial, concealment, 
and distortion of results supporting gender symmetry in past studies. Examples 
of the methods to conceal and distort those results include “avoid obtaining 
evidence on female perpetration” (p. 340), “selective citation of research” 
(p. 341), and “block publication of articles that report gender symmetry” 
(p. 343). Despite the difficulties in proving Straus’ claim, biased coverage of 
research findings can be one reason causing the presence of mixed results in 
IPV literature.

Gender differences in IPV reporting or disclosure—which may stem from 
the reliance on self-reports in IPV studies—may offer another explanation for 
the discrepancy in research findings. Men and women may exhibit different 
patterns of reporting, which can, in turn, affect conclusions about the preva-
lence of IPV (Dobash & Dobash, 2004). Gender may be one factor that signifi-
cantly influences disclosure and reporting of IPV, and researchers generally 
agree that some IPV cases involve gender-biased reporting (Caetano, Field, 
Ramisetty-Mikler, & Lipsky, 2009; Caetano, Schafer, Field, & Nelson, 2002). 
Factors found to shape the gender-specific (under)reporting pattern of IPV 
include social desirability (Rosenbaum & Langhinrichsen-Rohling, 2006), 
shame, and guilt (Knapp & Kirk, 2003). Respondents who bear a high level 
of social desirability have a stronger desire to be viewed positively and are 
more likely to underreport IPV incidents, which are socially undesirable. 
Indeed, Arias and Beach (1987[AQ: 2]) reported a negative association 
between social desirability and the willingness to report physical violence 
perpetration. Underreporting may occur even more frequently during in-person 
interviews, in which the face-to-face disclosure of socially undesirable IPV 
behavior may evoke feelings of shame, guilt, and embarrassment (Felson & 
Paré, 2005; Knapp & Kirk, 2003).

Culture-specific factors may interact with gender to affect the reporting 
styles of IPV. For example, the concept of “face” has tremendous influence 
on the disclosure of social undesirable behaviors within the Chinese culture. 
Face can be viewed as “prestige; dignity; honor; respect; status” (Carr, 1993, 
p. 90) that can be gained or lost through social interactions. “Losing face” is 
extremely undesirable in the Chinese culture; the avoidance of face-losing 
situations has shaped the behaviors of Chinese people (Eberhard, 1967), 
especially when immoral acts are involved. The influence of “face” is espe-
cially great among Chinese men, who have been found to have a higher ten-
dency to feel greater pressure to present themselves as capable, as well as to 
avoid “losing face” (Li, 1999). IPV is a socially unacceptable behavior; dis-
closure of one’s experience of it to others, for example, other family mem-
bers, friends, or even health professionals and survey interviewers, would 
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probably evoke shame and embarrassment and induce a sense of “losing 
face” (Felson & Paré, 2005). To prevent placing themselves in such undesir-
able situations, Chinese people who highly value “face” may refrain from 
disclosing IPV (Chan, 2009).

Agreement Studies of IPV Reporting
Considering that gender-specific reporting styles may mask the actual preva-
lence of IPV across gender, there is a growing body of research that examines 
the agreement between men’s and women’s self-reports of IPV. According to 
Armstrong et al., there are two ways to obtain prevalence rates using couple 
data: (a) lower bound estimates, which only count IPV occurrence when both 
partners have reported violence, and (b) upper bound estimates, which count 
occurrence when either partner has reported IPV incidence. Overall, the 
agreement between self-reported IPV prevalence across gender is low to mod-
erate (Armstrong, Wernke, Medina, & Schafer, 2002). For example, Szinovacz 
(1983) showed that the rate of IPV based on upper bound estimate was 50% 
higher than the rate based on husbands’ reports only and 20% higher than that 
based on wives’ reports only. Szinovacz and Egley (1995) found that the IPV 
rates as counted with female-data or male-data differed considerably from 
those using lower bound estimates, and people tended to underreport both 
violence perpetration and victimization. Using community sample of 360 
couples, Moffitt et al. (1997) found poor-to-fair levels of interspousal agree-
ment, with a mean kappa value of .36. However, a more recent study by 
Heckert and Gondolf (2000) used a clinical sample of 588 couples of which 
the men were receiving intervention programs for battering and revealed a 
range of levels of agreement between 17% and 74%. In regard to the possibil-
ity of underreporting by both men and women, using one-partner data may 
confound the results. Therefore, it has been suggested that, when possible, 
couple data should be used to form a more accurate and complete set of empiri-
cal data (Straus, 2006).

The Present Study
Existing studies of agreement between men’s and women’s self-reports of 
IPV originate mainly from Western societies. Chinese culture emphasizes 
family honor and face-saving. These factors might influence the self-reporting 
of partner violence (Chan, 2009) as Chinese society tends to stress the impor-
tance of keeping family matters private to minimize conflicts that might bring 
shame to the family (Ho, 1990[AQ: 3]). The impact of Chinese culture on 



Chan 5

the self-reporting of IPV may thus lead to key differences from previous 
Western studies. Using a large, representative matched sample of Chinese 
couples in Hong Kong, the present study investigated the reporting of IPV 
across gender. In particular, it examined (a) whether there is any difference 
in the self-reporting of IPV across gender and/or between perpetrators and 
victims and (b) whether there are any other factors affecting the self-reporting 
of IPV (e.g., age, education, and social desirability) when gender is con-
trolled for. On the basis of existing literature on agreement of self-reports 
between spouses, the present study expected a moderate level of interspousal 
agreement in the self-reported prevalence rates of IPV.

Method
Sample

Data were obtained from a representative household survey study conducted 
in Hong Kong in 2004. In this study, eligible households were selected using 
stratified random sampling. Chinese couples living in the sampled house-
holds were invited to participate if they met the following criteria: aged 16 
or above; Cantonese, Mandarin, or English speaking; married or cohabitat-
ing; and able to give informed consent during the study period. Of the eli-
gible participants, a total of 5,049 respondents agreed to participate and were 
successfully interviewed, representing a response rate of 70%. Face-to-face 
interviews were conducted individually with all participants by trained inter-
viewers. For items on sensitive topics, respondents were provided with a 
separated, self-administered questionnaire which was to be completed and 
sealed in an envelope by the respondents themselves. This was to ensure 
respondents’ privacy and to avoid their partners knowing their disclosure of 
any IPV. On completion of the interview, respondents were also given a card 
containing information about social services related to violence prevention. 
All procedures were approved by the Ethics Committee of The University of 
Hong Kong. For more detailed information on recruiting and surveying pro-
cedures, see Chan (2005).

The present study employed a subsample of data from a 2004 survey 
study. Self-report records of 1,870 pairs of couples (1,870 men and 1,870 of 
their female partners; N  3,740) were included in the analysis. Among the 
participating couples, 98% were married and about 14% had an interspousal 
age difference of more than 10 years (M  4.5; SD  4.5). The complete 
demographic profile is shown in Table 1.
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Table 1. Demographic Profile of the Couples

Female  
(n  1,870)

Male  
(n  1,870)

Characteristics % %

Age
 Under 34 16.5  9.0
 35-54 61.3 59.5
 55 or above 22.2 31.5
Educationa

 F3 or below 61.1 58.7
 F4-F7 30.2 28.9
 Tertiary or above  8.7 12.4
Spouse age difference (10 years or above) 13.8
Marital status
 Married 98.1
 Cohabiting  1.9

a. F3 or below  Grade 9 or below in the United States; F4-F7  Grade 10 to Grade 12 (or 
high school) in the United States; Tertiary or above  university, college, vocational education, 
or above.

Measures

IPV. The validated Chinese version of the Revised Conflict Tactics Scale 
(CTS2) was used to capture the prevalence of both lifetime IPV and IPV of 
the preceding year (Chan, 2004). The CTS2 covers five aspects of spousal 
conflict: negotiation, physical assault, psychological aggression, physical 
injury, and sexual violence. It has satisfactory psychometric characteristics 
(Straus, Hamby, Boney-McCoy, & Sugarman, 1996), high cross-cultural reli-
ability (Straus, 2004), and satisfactory criterion validity (Coben, Forjuoh, & 
Gondolf, 1999). The internal consistencies of the CTS2 subscales have been 
found to be satisfactory, with Cronbach’s alpha ranging from .79 to .95 in the 
initial study (Straus et al., 1996) and from .88 to .96 in the present study.

The subscales of Physical Assault, Psychological Aggression, Sexual 
Violence, and Injury were selected in the present study. The CTS2 subscales 
can be divided into minor and severe levels. Items used to score severe level 
of IPV are generally considered to pose a greater risk of injury which would 
require medical attention than those used to score minor level. Sample severe 
items include “used a knife or gun on my partner” and “had a broken bone from 
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a fight with my partner.” For minor items, examples include “shouted or 
yelled at my partner” and “grabbed my partner.”

Participants were asked to report their perpetration of violence to their cur-
rent partner (i.e., the one who did the interview together with them during the 
2004 survey study), as well as their victimization of violence from the partner, 
using a “yes” or “no” version of CTS2 items. This resulted in a profile of both 
men-to-women IPV and women-to-men IPV from each spouse. For example, 
women’s report of perpetration of physical assault against their current partner 
would be coded as having experienced women-to-men physical assault, 
whereas their report of victimization of psychological aggression would be 
coded as having experienced men-to-women psychological aggression.

Participants were also asked if any of the four types of violence had occurred 
during the year preceding the interview. Using the same coding approach, the 
men-to-women and women-to-men physical assault, psychological aggres-
sion, sexual violence, and injury that occurred in the preceding year, as reported 
by each partner, were also computed for analysis.

Violence-related factors. The Personal and Relationship Profile (PRP) is a 
21-factor self-report scale measuring the individual and relationship factors 
that are theoretically related to the etiology of IPV (Straus et al., 1999). Three 
factors (subscales) were selected—negative attribution, violence approval, 
and social desirability—and were translated into Chinese using the back-translation 
procedure. These three subscales were selected from the PRP because they 
focus on one’s attitude toward violence which may affect reporting or disclo-
sure of family violence (Ashton, 2004; Rosenbaum & Langhinrichsen-Rohling, 
2006). Items were rated on a 4-point scale (1  strongly disagree, 4  strongly 
agree) and the item scores in each subscale were summed to give a subscale 
score. The definitions and internal consistencies of the selected PRP sub-
scales are shown in Table 2.

Face. The Acquisitive Face Orientation Scale (AFOS) was used to measure 
the potential of an individual to highly value prestige, success, and others’ 
respect. The AFOS is a validated 10-item scale rated on a 4-point scale (1  
strongly disagree, 4  strongly agree). A higher score indicates a higher level 
of face orientation, showing a stronger feeling of “losing face” when one fails 
to achieve prestige. The internal consistencies have been found to be satisfac-
tory to good, with Cronbach’s alpha ranging from .70 in a previous study 
(Wang, 2002) to .88 in the present study.

Demographic characteristics. Respondents were asked about their age, edu-
cation level, and marital status. An interspousal age difference was also cal-
culated for each matched couple.
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Table 2. Definitions and Reliability Coefficients of the Selected Subscales of the 
Personal and Relationship Profile (PRP)

PRP Subscales N of items Alpha Brief Description

Negative 
attribution

 4 .73 Blame/negative intentions attributed to 
partner of respondent

Violence 
approval

 9 .73 The extent to which use of physical 
force is acceptable in a variety of 
interpersonal situations

Social 
desirability

13 .61 The degree to which a respondent will 
tend to avoid admitting undesirable 
behavior, such as partner assault and 
other forms of crime

Statistical Analyses

Comparison of rates of IPV. Using chi-square tests, we compared the self-
reporting rates of IPV perpetration and victimization across gender by type 
(physical, psychological, sexual, and injury) and by severity (minor and severe).

Agreement of IPV reporting across gender. The use of a matched-couple sam-
ple in the present study allowed for a comparison of IPV reporting between 
spouses and facilitated the computation of agreement between male and 
female reporting. To compare the self-reports of men-to-women and women-
to-men IPV between spouses, Cohen’s kappa coefficient analysis was employed 
both for categorical and continuous data.

Factors affecting the disagreement in male and female reports. Disagreement 
was defined as any discrepancy in the responses to CTS2 items between 
spouses. Logistic regression analyses were conducted to study the effect of 
age group (which was categorized as “below 34,” “35-54,” and “55 or above” 
[the reference group]), education level (which was categorized as “Secondary 
3/Grade 9 or below,” “Secondary 4 to 7/Grade 10 to 12,” and “Tertiary or 
above/university, college, vocational education, or above” [the reference 
group]), face, and the selected PRP factors (negative attribution, violence 
approval, and social desirability) on the disagreement in spouses’ reports.

Results
Gender Differences in Reported Rates of IPV

The prevalence of IPV perpetration as reported by the respondents is shown 
in Table 3. There was no significant gender difference in the prevalence of 
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Table 3. Self-Reported Prevalence of IPV Perpetration Across Gender

Total  
(N  3,740)

Male  
(n  1,870)

Female  
(n  1,870)  

IPV % % % 2

Lifetime
 Physical
  Overall  9.9  9.4 10.5 1.136
  Severe  3.4  3.4  3.5 0.064
  Minor  9.6  9.2 10.1 0.836
 Psychological
  Overall 54.2 53.9 54.4 0.076
  Severe 19.0 18.3 19.7 1.134
  Minor 53.2 53.1 53.4 0.044
 Sexual
  Overall  6.9  7.8  5.9 4.925*
  Severe  1.6  1.8  1.3 1.443
  Minor  6.8  7.7  5.9 4.395*
 Injury
  Overall  3.3  3.3  3.3 0.003
  Severe  1.5  1.5  1.5 0.001
  Minor  3.2  3.2  3.2 0.003
Preceding year
 Physical
  Overall  5.8  5.5  6.0 0.566
  Severe  1.4  1.4  1.5 0.016
  Minor  5.5  5.3  5.7 0.305
 Psychological
  Overall 48.3 47.5 49.2 1.007
  Severe 35.9 34.3 37.6 4.489*
  Minor 39.5 38.7 40.3 0.936
 Sexual
  Overall  3.6  4.0  3.2 1.540
  Severe  0.4  0.5  0.2 1.930
  Minor  3.5  3.9  3.2 1.148
 Injury
  Overall  1.6  1.7  1.5 0.092
  Severe  0.3  0.4  0.3 0.355
  Minor  1.5  1.5  1.5 0.030

*p  .05.
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IPV perpetration, except for severe psychological aggression, and overall 
and minor sexual violence. It was found that a greater proportion of male 
spouses reported lifetime sexual violence perpetration at a minor level (7.7% 
vs. 5.9%; χ2  4.39, p  .05). With regard to overall sexual violence, men 
were more likely to perpetrate lifetime sexual violence (7.8% vs. 5.9%; χ2  
4.92, p  .05). For the IPV perpetration in the preceding year, a significant 
gender difference was revealed in cases of severe psychological aggression 
only, and women were more likely to report severe psychological violence 
perpetration than men (37.6% vs. 34.3%; χ2  4.48, p  .05).

Table 4 compares the prevalence of IPV victimization as reported by male 
and female spouses. Similar to IPV perpetration, only the rates of overall and 
minor sexual violence victimization were found to be different across gender. 
More women than men reported being victims of sexual violence, both overall 
(8.3% vs. 4.7%; χ2  19.7, p  .05) and at a minor level (8.3% vs. 4.6%; χ2  
20.4, p  .05). A similar pattern was found in the reported IPV victimization 
from the preceding year. Female spouses were more likely to report being a 
victim of overall sexual violence (4.6% vs. 2.4%; χ2  12.7, p  .05) and of 
sexual violence at a minor level (4.6% vs. 2.3%; χ2  13.5, p  .05) over the 
past year.

Agreement on the Reporting of IPV Across Gender
Table 5 compares spouses’ reports on men-to-women IPV. Among all types 
of IPV, the reports on lifetime psychological aggression were significantly 
different across gender. Men were more likely than women to report lifetime 
men-to-women psychological aggression (Overall: 53.9% vs. 50.2%; χ2  
5.99, p  .05; Minor: 53.1% vs. 49.0%; χ2  5.02, p  .05). Matched couple 
reports showed that the percentages of interspousal agreement ranged from 
77.45% to 99.33%. The kappa coefficients, which indicate the agreement on 
matched-couple reports, ranged from .370 to .593, generally representing a 
moderate agreement on the disclosure of IPV between spouses (Landis & 
Koch, 1977). Severe sexual violence and severe injury were found to have 
smaller kappa values (.113 and .140, respectively), implying that only a 
slight agreement existed between those reports across gender.

The results of the comparison between male and female reports on women-
to-men IPV are shown in Table 6. Again, only the reports on psychological 
aggression showed significant differences, with a greater proportion of 
women reporting lifetime women-to-men psychological aggression at all lev-
els of violence (Overall: 54.4% vs. 48.9%; χ2  11.18, p  .05; Severe: 19.7% 
vs. 17.1%; χ2  3.97, p  .05; Minor: 53.4% vs. 47.8%; χ2  11.53, p  .05). 
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Table 4. Self-Reported Prevalence of IPV Victimization Across Gender

IPV

Total  
(N  3,740)

Male  
(n  1,870)

Female  
(n  1,870)

2% % %

Lifetime
 Physical
  Overall  8.7  8.8  8.7 0.010
  Severe  3.2  3.0  3.4 0.617
  Minor  8.5  8.6  8.5 0.002
 Psychological
  Overall 49.6 48.9 50.2 0.696
  Severe 17.1 17.1 17.0 0.004
  Minor 48.4 47.8 49.0 0.556
 Sexual
  Overall  6.5  4.7  8.3 19.764***
  Severe  1.5  1.5  1.4 0.030
  Minor  6.5  4.6  8.3 20.453***
 Injury
  Overall  3.6  3.3  3.9 1.268
  Severe  1.6  1.4  1.8 1.054
  Minor  3.5  3.1  3.8 1.307
Preceding year
 Physical
  Overall 4.6  4.6  4.6 0.005
  Severe 1.3  1.3  1.4 0.011
  Minor 4.5  4.5  4.5 0.000
 Psychological
  Overall 45.1 44.3 45.8 0.862
  Severe 33.0 32.4 33.5 0.455
  Minor 36.3 35.4 37.2 1.366
 Sexual
  Overall  3.5  2.4  4.6 12.771***
  Severe  0.4  0.4  0.4 0.000
  Minor  3.5  2.3  4.6 13.534***
 Injury
  Overall  1.5  1.4  1.6 0.286
  Severe  0.4  0.4  0.4 0.000
  Minor  1.4  1.2  1.6 0.679

*p  .05. **p  .01. ***p  .001.
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Table 5. Comparison of Men’s and Women’s Reports on Men-to-Women IPV

Male  
(n  1,870)

Female  
(n  1,870)

Kappa 
coefficient

Agreementa Disagreementb

IPV % % % %

Lifetime
 Physical
  Overall  9.4  8.7 0.606 .501 91.71  8.29
  Severe  3.4  3.4 0.020 .362 95.76  4.24
  Minor  9.2  8.5 0.533 .508 91.99  8.01
 Psychological
  Overall 53.9 50.2 5.024* .560 78.01 21.99
  Severe 18.3 17.0 1.008 .393 82.21 17.79
  Minor 53.1 49.0 5.988* .550 77.45 22.55
 Sexual
  Overall  7.8  8.3 0.377 .452 91.79  8.21
  Severe  1.8  1.4 0.746 .397 98.05  1.95
  Minor  7.7  8.3 0.543 .456 91.90  8.10
 Injury
  Overall  3.3  3.9 1.001 .493 96.39  3.61
  Severe  1.5  1.8 .644 .517 98.39  1.61
  Minor  3.2  3.8 1.041 .510 96.61  3.39
Preceding year
 Physical
  Overall  5.5  4.6 1.493 .482 95.00  5.00
  Severe  1.4  1.4 0.012 .344 98.18  1.82
  Minor  5.3  4.5 1.353 .474 95.06  4.94
 Psychological
  Overall 47.5 45.8 1.039 .593 79.74 20.26
  Severe 34.3 33.5 0.244 .502 77.60 22.40
  Minor 38.7 37.2 0.888 .535 78.02 21.98
 Sexual
  Overall  4.0  4.6 0.827 .370 94.77  5.23
  Severe  0.5  0.4 0.046 .113 99.16  0.84
  Minor  3.9  4.6 1.163 .376 94.88  5.12
 Injury
  Overall  1.7  1.6 0.052 .535 98.50  1.50
  Severe  0.4  0.4 0.002 .140 99.33  0.67
  Minor  1.5  1.6 0.001 .554 98.61  1.39

a. Agreement  % (Male—yes; Female—yes)  % (Male—no; Female—no).
b. Disagreement  (Male—yes; Female—no)  (Male—no; Female—yes).
*p  .05.

Similarly, more women than men reported experiencing women-to-men psy-
chological violence in the preceding year (Overall: 49.2% vs. 44.3%; χ2  
8.66, p  .05; Severe: 37.6% vs. 32.4%; χ2  10.70, p  .05; Minor: 40.3% vs. 
35.4%; χ2  9.43, p  .05). The percentages of interspousal agreement in 
reports ranged from 75.29% to 99.56%. The kappa coefficients of all IPV 
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Table 6. Comparison of Men’s and Women’s Reports on Women-to-Men IPV

Male  
(n  1,870)

Female  
(n  1,870)

2
Kappa 

coefficient

Agreementa Disagreementb

IPV % % % %

Lifetime
 Physical
  Overall  8.8 10.5 3.004 .533 91.76 8.24
  Severe  3.0  3.5 0.807 .453 96.51 3.49
  Minor  8.6 10.1 2.543 .535 92.04 7.96
 Psychological
  Overall 48.6 54.4 11.184* .513 75.53 24.47
  Severe 17.1 19.7 3.972* .455 83.49 16.51
  Minor 47.8 53.4 11.526* .508 75.29 24.71
 Sexual
  Overall  4.7  5.9 2.824 .425 94.12 5.88
  Severe  1.5  1.3 0.258 .423 98.37 1.63
  Minor  4.6  5.9 3.096 .428 94.18 5.82
 Injury
  Overall  3.3  3.3 0.004 .500 96.80 3.20
  Severe  1.4  1.5 0.033 .483 98.51 1.49
  Minor  3.1  3.2 0.004 .519 97.02 2.98
Preceding year
 Physical
  Overall  4.6  6.0 3.576 .450 94.35 5.65
  Severe  1.3  1.5 0.116 .423 98.39 1.61
  Minor  4.5  5.7 2.945 .453 94.63 5.37
 Psychological
  Overall 44.3 49.2 8.662* .556 77.82 22.18
  Severe 32.4 37.6 10.698* .475 75.92 24.08
  Minor 35.4 40.3 9.429* .503 76.50 23.50
 Sexual
  Overall  2.4  3.2 2.207 .354 96.40 3.60
  Severe  0.4  0.2 1.435 .003 99.32 0.68
  Minor  2.3  3.2 2.544 .359 96.46 3.54
 Injury
  Overall  1.4  1.5 0.209 .483 98.51 1.49
  Severe  0.4  0.3 0.311 .331 99.56 0.44
  Minor  1.2  1.5 0.372 .513 98.68 1.32

a. Agreement  % (Male—yes; Female—yes)  % (Male—no; Female—no).
b. Disagreement  (Male—yes; Female—no)  (Male—no; Female—yes).
*p  .05.

reports, except that of severe sexual violence, ranged from .331 to .556, 
revealing a moderate agreement. The agreement of reports on severe sexual 
violence was low (κ  .003), which indicated a close-to-zero agreement on 
the reports between spouses.
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Factors Affecting the Disagreement  
in Interspousal IPV Reporting

Table 7 shows the odds ratios of factors believed to be related to the disagree-
ment in the reporting on men-to-women physical IPV. Face, violence 
approval, and negative attribution were positively associated with the dis-
agreement in the reporting of lifetime IPV. Face and negative attribution 
were positively related to the disagreement in the reporting of physical IPV 
in the preceding year. Social desirability, in contrast, was negatively related 
to the odds of disagreement. However, when all other variables were con-
trolled for, only face (adjusted odds ratio [OR]  1.072, 95% confidence 
interval [CI] [1.037, 1.109], p  .001) and negative attribution (adjusted OR  
1.121, 95% CI [1.014, 1.240], p  .05) retained their effect on the disagreement 
in lifetime IPV. Face was the only factor that had a significant effect on the 
disagreement in the reporting of IPV in the preceding year (adjusted OR  
1.073, 95% CI [1.031, 1.117], p  .001).

Table 8 illustrates the ORs of factors when using the disagreement in 
women-to-men physical IPV as the dependent variable. Three factors were 
positively associated with the disagreement in both lifetime and preceding-
year IPV reporting: age (35-54), face, and negative attribution; being below 
34 was a fourth factor affecting the odds of disagreement in the preceding-
year IPV reporting across gender. Social desirability had negative ORs on 
both the disagreement in lifetime and preceding-year IPV reporting. When 
controlling for the effect of all the variables, an age range of 35 to 54 (adjusted 
OR  1.574, 95% CI [1.080, 2.295], p  .05; when compared with the age 
group of 55 years or above) and face (adjusted OR  1.060, 95% CI [1.025, 
1.096], p  .001) were associated with a disagreement in lifetime IPV report-
ing, whereas being below 34 (adjusted OR  3.426, 95% CI [1.944, 6.040], 
p  .05; when compared with the age group of 55 years or above), an age 
range of 35 to 54 (adjusted OR  2.192, 95% CI [1.317, 3.650], p  .01; when 
compared with the age group of 55 years or above), and face (adjusted OR  
1.066, 95% CI [1.024, 1.110], p  .01) were the remaining significant factors 
influencing the disagreement in the reports of IPV in the preceding year.

Discussion
The present study investigated differences in the reporting of various types of 
IPV perpetration and victimization across gender. Using a large and represen-
tative matched-couple sample, the study revealed gender symmetry in self-
reports on the prevalence of IPV perpetration and victimization as well as a 
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general congruence in self-reported IPV rates between spouses. Several 
individual characteristics were found to be related to the disagreement in the 
male and female reports on physical IPV. When the effects of all the variables 
were controlled for, face and negative attribution were associated with a dis-
crepancy in the reporting of men-to-women IPV, whereas face and age group 
were associated with a discrepancy in the reporting of women-to-men IPV.

Gender Symmetry in the Prevalence of IPV
In the present study, the rates of self-reported physical IPV perpetration were 
comparable across gender, providing a piece of supporting evidence for gen-
der symmetry in IPV prevalence as suggested in previous literature (Cercone, 
Beach, & Arias, 2005; Fiebert, 2009; Straus, 2008, 2009; Straus & Ramirez, 
2007). The prevalence rates of lifetime perpetration of physical IPV and 
sexual IPV were found to range from 9.4% to 10.5% and from 5.9% to 7.8%, 
respectively. These rates fall into the range of IPV prevalence rates found in 
previous studies, which vary from 8.7% to 71% across the world (Coker, 
Smith, McKeown, & King, 2000; Garcia-Moreno, Jansen, Ellsberg, Heise, & 
Watts, 2006; Parish, Wang, Laumann, Pan, & Luo, 2004; Perales et al., 
2009). The prevalence of physical or sexual IPV in the preceding year (3.2% 
to 6.0%) also falls within the same range of 1.1% to 54.0% found in past 
studies (Garcia-Moreno et al., 2006; Zorrilla et al., 2009).

In line with the findings from Munoz-Rivas et al.’s study (2007[AQ: 4]), 
more women than men admitted perpetration of psychological IPV—despite 
the fact that men did not report a higher rate of this type of victimization in the 
present study. The prevalence of sexual violence was the only type of IPV 
found to show gender asymmetry. Men were more likely to report minor sexual 
violence perpetration, and women were more likely to report minor sexual vio-
lence victimization. The higher prevalence of male sexual perpetration and female 
victimization supports previous findings (Kar & O’Leary, 2010; Rennison & 
Welchans, 2000; Tjadens & Thoennes, 2000), although the discrepancy in the 
rates of perpetration by gender was not as high (e.g., 100% of sexual abuse 
victims were female in Rennison and Welchans’s study).

Gender Symmetry in the Reporting of IPV
The findings of the present study generally revealed no significant gender 
difference in the reporting of men-to-women or women-to-men IPV. This can 
be regarded as emerging evidence for a gender symmetry in IPV reporting 
(McFarlane, Willson, Malacha, & Lemmey, 2000; Straus & Ramirez, 2007). 
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Significant interspousal disagreement was only found in the reports of psy-
chological IPV: men were more likely to report men-to-women psychologi-
cal aggression whereas women were more likely to disclose women-to-men 
psychological violence. Despite the potential effect of gender on IPV report-
ing, the present findings show that whether the reporter is perpetrator or 
victim may influence the likelihood of disclosure of IPV. That is, perpetrators 
appeared to be more likely to report psychological IPV than victims did. This 
possible perpetrator/victim effect of violence reporting may be worth inves-
tigating in future studies.

The use of a matched-couple sample allowed the cross-checking of reports 
between spouses. When the reports of the two spouses were matched, Cohen’s 
kappa analysis revealed a moderate level of interspousal agreement in the 
reporting of both men-to-women and women-to-men IPV. The close-to-zero 
kappa coefficients of severe sexual IPV and injury may suggest a low inter-
spousal agreement for this kind of IPV. However, as the computation of 
Cohen’s kappa coefficients takes into account agreement by chance, the low 
occurrence of this type of violence (the rates of severe men-to-women sexual 
IPV, women-to-men sexual IPV, and men-to-women injury as reported by 
either spouse were 0.84%, 0.67%, and 0.68%, respectively), and therefore the 
large difference between the occurrence and nonoccurrence, may greatly 
reduce the magnitudes of kappa. Overall, the present findings revealed that 
underreporting of IPV by men and women was not obvious.

Face: A Common Factor Related  
to the Disagreement in Reporting
Among all the potentially related factors investigated in the present study, the 
Chinese concept of “face” was the most robust factor that was positively 
associated with the interspousal disagreement in both men-to-women and 
women-to-men physical IPV reporting, after controlling for covariates. 
“Face,” which plays a prominent role in Chinese culture (Carr, 1993), has 
been regarded as a useful construct for understanding social interaction (Ho, 
1976) as it often acts both as a guide for social behavior and a product of 
social processes (Eberhard, 1967; King & Myers, 1977). The desire to avoid 
“losing face” has shaped the behaviors of Chinese people (Eberhard, 1967). 
As IPV behaviors are socially undesirable, they may evoke feelings of shame 
and embarrassment (Felson & Paré, 2005; Knapp & Kirk, 2003). A sense of 
“losing face” may occur when perpetrators or victims disclose their violent 
experiences. To avoid shame and embarrassment, some of the respondents 



Chan 19

may choose to refrain from reporting acts of IPV. As a result, discrepancy in 
interspousal reports on IPV may arise.

A point to note is that 98% of the couples in our sample were married. 
Although conclusive evidence on the relationship between “face” and marital 
(or cohabiting) status is lacking, the present findings should be interpreted 
with caution. Whether our findings can be generalized to cohabiting or dating 
couples is not yet certain. Future research may extend the present study to 
cover cohabiting or dating couples.

Limitations and Suggestions for Future Studies
The present study has certain limitations that need to be addressed in future 
studies. The study was conducted with a retrospective cross-sectional design. 
As the real prevalence of IPV is almost impossible to detect, no strong con-
clusion can be made about whether the occurrence of IPV was underreported 
by either spouse when disagreement existed. There is always a possibility 
that one spouse overreported the experience of IPV, or, to make the case even 
more complicated, that a spouse in one couple overreported whereas the 
other spouse underreported. A longitudinal prospective design, which would 
allow the tracking of IPV within a set time frame, and the inclusion of reports 
from other sources (e.g., official police reports, children’s or other family 
member’s reports) may help solve this problem.

The use of the CTS2 as a measure for IPV may be another confounding 
factor in the present study. Some researchers have argued that the CTS may 
have flaws that lead to a finding of gender symmetry in the prevalence of IPV 
(Giles, 2004; Kimmel, 2002). The most contentious methodological issue 
with regard to the CTS may be its failure to capture the intent, circumstances, 
and consequences of violent acts (Giles, 2004; Kimmel, 2002), despite the 
effort by a recent review showing that the etiology and context may not differ 
across gender (Straus, 2010). For example, a woman pushing a man in self-
defense and a man intentionally pushing a woman down the stairs would 
receive the same CTS score. Future studies might employ other measures of 
violence to test for agreement in interspousal reports and to see if the findings 
support gender symmetry in reporting IPV.

The present study found low kappa values, which indicate relatively low 
agreement between spouses, among severe sexual IPV and injury. As dis-
cussed above, the low agreement in reporting may be due to the computation 
of kappa coefficients, which may be greatly affected by the low occurrence 
rates of severe IPV, and the use of CTS2, which may have methodological 
limitations in capturing the real violence situations. However, there may be 



20  Journal of Interpersonal Violence XX(X)

other possible explanations. One of them can be the lower tendency for 
women to view sexual IPV or injury as severe compared with men. In fact, 
our findings show lower rates of both perpetration and victimization of these 
IPV among women’s self-reports, although the differences were not signifi-
cant. Future studies may investigate whether there is any difference in the self-
perceived severity levels of IPV between spouses.

Last, as resources were limited, the covariates included in the analysis 
were not exhaustive. Possible confounding factors can be the gender of inter-
viewers and the length of relationship. As the 2004 survey study neither con-
trolled for the gender of interviewers for male or female participants nor 
assessed the relationship length, the present findings may be confounded. 
Future research may consider including these factors and see whether they 
affect the reporting of violence.
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