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Physical, Psychological, and Sexual Intimate Partner Aggression among
Newlywed Couples: Longitudinal Prediction of Marital Satisfaction

Jillian Panuzio and David DiLillo
Department of Psychology, University of Nebraska-Lincoln, Lincoln, Nebraska, USA; panuzio@
gmail.com; ddilillo2@unl.edu.

Abstract

This study examined associations between physical, psychological, and sexual intimate partner aggression (IPA)
perpetration during the first year of marriage (T1) and victim marital satisfaction one (T2) and two (T3) years lat-
er among a sample of 202 newlywed couples. Prevalence rates of all forms of IPA were consistent with those docu-
mented in prior research. Higher levels of all types of IPA generally were associated with lower victim marital sat-
isfaction at all time points, when controlling for initial levels of satisfaction. Couples who reported severe bidirec-
tional psychological IPA demonstrated lower husband and wife marital satisfaction at T2 and lower husband sat-
isfaction at T3 than couples who reported husband-only, wife-only, or no psychological IPA. Analyses examining
the relative predictive abilities of all forms of IPA perpetration showed that psychological IPA was the most con-
sistent unique contributor of victim marital satisfaction. Study findings highlight the importance of psychological
IPA, in addition to physical IPA, in examinations of correlates of marital satisfaction.
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For many, the earliest phases of marriage conjure
up images of supremely satisfied couples basking in
each other’s company while starting down the path of
an idyllic life together. Unfortunately, for a substan-
tial number of couples these tranquil images are short-
lived at best, and quickly give way to a harsh realiza-
tion that married life is no walk in the park. In fact,
for certain couples, the newlywed phase of marriage
is marked by a pattern of increasing conflict and dis-
cord that may escalate to aggression of various types.
Far from a rare occurrence, studies indicate that 16% to
36% of newlywed husbands and 24% to 44% of wives
have perpetrated physical aggression against their part-
ners (Lawrence and Bradbury 2001, 2007; McLaughlin
et al. 1992; McNulty and Hellmuth 2008; O’Leary et al.
1989), while over of 90% of newlywed couples report
that psychological aggression has occurred in the past
year (Frye and Karney 2006; Testa and Leonard 2001).

While rates of sexual aggression among newlyweds
have yet to be documented, findings among married
couples in general suggest that the prevalence of sex-
ually aggressive behaviors is as high as 50% (Monson
et al. 2009).

IPA Perpetration and Early Marital Satisfaction

Although the high rates of intimate partner aggres-
sion (IPA) are concerning in and of themselves, such
behaviors are also troubling because of their poten-
tial linkages to negative interpersonal outcomes such
as marital dissatisfaction (e.g., Stith et al. 2004). Both
cross-sectional and longitudinal studies consistent-
ly link physical IPA to lower satisfaction among new-
lywed couples (Lawrence and Bradbury 2001, 2007;
Murphy and O’Leary 1989; Schumacher and Leon-
ard 2005; Testa and Leonard 2001). In a study repre-
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sentative of this work, Lawrence and Bradbury (2001)
found that wives in couples reporting husband —or
wife —perpetrated past-year physical IPA were more
likely to be maritally distressed, separated, divorced,
or severely dissatisfied at some point over the subse-
quent four years. This finding was marginally signifi-
cant for husbands (p < 0.06). Furthermore, a common
question in this line of research has been the sequenc-
ing of physical IPA perpetration and marital satisfac-
tion (i.e., whether IPA perpetration precedes reduc-
tions in marital satisfaction or if reductions in marital
satisfaction precede IPA perpetration). A recent longi-
tudinal investigation (Lawrence and Bradbury 2007)
directly tested this question and concluded that IPA
was more often the antecedent of reduced marital sat-
isfaction. Other work has supported this sequencing as
well (O’Leary et al. 1989; Testa and Leonard 2001), sug-
gesting that physical IPA has a potent detrimental im-
pact on subsequent marital satisfaction.

Although less frequently studied among newlyweds,
psychological IPA also has been associated with re-
duced marital satisfaction in cross-sectional studies
(Schumacher and Leonard 2005; Testa and Leonard
2001). In one such study, greater psychological IPA
was linked to lower marital satisfaction during the first
year of marriage (Testa and Leonard 2001). Psycholog-
ical IPA has also been examined as a longitudinal pre-
dictor of satisfaction, with results showing that both
husband —and wife —perpetrated psychological IPA
predicted declines in victim marital satisfaction during
first year, but not the second year, of marriage (Schu-
macher and Leonard 2005). Similarly, Testa and Leon-
ard (2001) reported that husband-perpetrated psycho-
logical IPA during the first year of marriage was asso-
ciated with lower victim marital satisfaction, beyond
the effects of physical IPA. Thus, converging evidence
suggests a longitudinal relationship between psycho-
logical IPA and decreased marital satisfaction.

Sexual interactions are a key aspect of intimate re-
lationships —and thus an area where conflict and ag-
gression may arise. Inexplicably, most IPA research
excludes the assessment of aggression occurring in
sexual contexts, leading to the current limited under-
standing of this form of IPA (see Hamby 2009; Saun-
ders 2002). The absence of research on sexual IPA and
marital satisfaction among newlyweds represents a
particular shortcoming. Existing research with non-
newlyweds reveals some conflicting findings regard-
ing the role of sexual IPA in relationship satisfaction.
Among female undergraduates, for example, experi-
encing verbal sexual coercion has been linked to lower
relationship satisfaction (Katz and Myhr 2008); howev-
er, a similar study using a different measure to assess
sexual coercion found no such relationship (Katz et
al. 2006). Likewise, a study of marital therapy couples
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found no unique association between sexual IPA and
marital satisfaction when controlling for physical and
psychological IPA (Meyer et al. 1998). Nevertheless,
one factor that may give rise to sexual IPA and con-
tribute to marital dissatisfaction is partners” differing
sexual desires (Klusmann 2002). If husbands seek sex-
ual relations more often than their wives do (Baumeis-
ter et al. 2001), then these differences may contribute
to conflicting expectations regarding how often sexual
activity will take place in the relationship. The lack of
a clear pattern of findings examining associations be-
tween sexual IPA and marital satisfaction, as well as
the paucity of research on sexual aggression among
newlyweds, suggest that this form of IPA is in need of
further inquiry.

Gender Differences in Associations Between IPA and
Marital Satisfaction

The possibility of gender differences in the sequelae
of IPA is perhaps the most longstanding debate in the
IPA field (see Cercone et al. 2005). One pivotal argu-
ment stems from findings that male-perpetrated IPA
is more severe and thus associated with greater neg-
ative outcomes than women’s aggression (e.g., Saun-
ders 2002). On the other hand, some argue that female-
perpetrated IPA occurs at a comparable frequency as
male perpetrated aggression, which leads to similar-
ly deleterious consequences (e.g., Straus 2006). Exam-
ining this issue with marital satisfaction as an outcome
in a recent meta-analysis, Stith et al. (2008) found that
male-perpetrated IPA exerted a greater negative im-
pact on female partner satisfaction than did female-
perpetrated IPA on male partner satisfaction. These
findings suggest that experiencing physical IPA may
impact wives’ satisfaction more so that husbands’ sat-
isfaction; however, it is unclear how these prior find-
ings obtained from non-newlywed couples may trans-
late to recently married partners, who, regardless of
gender, may be similarly affected by aggression dur-
ing this period of relatively high marital satisfaction.
Further, no investigations to date have examined gen-
der differences in the relationship between psycholog-
ical or sexual IPA and victim marital satisfaction.

Differences in Unidirectional Versus Bidirectional IPA
and Marital Satisfaction

Patterns of violence vary by couple; in some instanc-
es, only one partner is aggressive (i.e., unidirection-
al IPA), and in some instances, both partners are ag-
gressive (i.e. bidirectional IPA). To date, little is known
about the relationship between directionality of aggres-
sion and subsequent marital satisfaction. Bidirectional
IPA is common among newlyweds, and the frequen-
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cy with which one perpetrates physical IPA tends to
be similar to his or her partner (Leonard and Senchak
1996). Some data suggest that there is no difference in
rates of marital failure (defined as severe dissatisfac-
tion, separation, or divorce) between unidirectional-
ly and bidirectionally aggressive couples (Bradbury
and Lawrence 1999). However, due to the small num-
ber of husband-violent only couples in that sample, the
unidirectionally aggressive group contained only cou-
ples in which the wife perpetrated physical IPA. Pre-
vious research not limited to newlywed couples has
demonstrated that greater IPA severity, psychologi-
cal symptomatology, and relationship distress is asso-
ciated with unidirectional versus bidirectional physi-
cal IPA (Swan and Snow 2003; Temple et al. 2005; Viv-
ian and Langhinrichsen-Rohling 1994). One contribut-
ing factor in research showing greater effects for unidi-
rectional IPA is that samples in these studies often in-
clude male partners who perpetrate more severe phys-
ical IPA (i.e., associated with greater injury) than the
female partner’s physical IPA. Thus, it is possible that
among couples in which IPA perpetration frequency
and severity is more similar across genders, as is typi-
cally the case in newlywed couples (e.g., Lawrence and
Bradbury 2007), bidirectional violence may be associ-
ated with poorer marital satisfaction.

Unique Contributions of Different Forms of IPA Per-
petration to Marital Satisfaction

Rather than occurring in isolation, various forms of
IPA often co-occur (Monson et al. 2009). These findings
raise important questions about whether the different
types of IPA make unique contributions to marital sat-
isfaction. Within the newlywed literature, two studies
indicate that physical IPA is uniquely associated with
marital satisfaction beyond that attributable to psycho-
logical IPA, problem-solving behavior, and verbal con-
flict (Lawrence and Bradbury 2001; Testa and Leonard
2001). Despite this evidence, however, no study to date
has simultaneously examined the relative impact of all
three forms of IPA on marital satisfaction among new-
lyweds.

Overview of the Present Study

In the current investigation, we aimed to address the
above-described gaps in the literature on IPA perpe-
tration and marital satisfaction among newlyweds by
testing the following hypotheses. First, consistent with
prior work (e.g., Katz and Myhr 2008; Lawrence and
Bradbury 2007; Schumacher and Leonard 2005), we hy-
pothesized that husband- and wife-perpetrated physi-
cal, psychological, and sexual IPA during the first year
of marriage (T1) would be negatively associated with

victim marital satisfaction reported concurrently (T1),
as well as one (T2) and two (T3) years later. Second,
based on research documenting that husband-perpe-
trated physical IPA is associated with greater decre-
ments in wife marital satisfaction than the analogous
relationship for wife-perpetrated IPA (Stith et al. 2008),
we hypothesized that husband-perpetrated physical,
psychological, and sexual IPA would evidence stron-
ger associations with T2 and T3 wife marital satisfac-
tion than the parallel relationships between wife-per-
petrated IPA and husband satisfaction. A third objec-
tive was to further understanding of associations be-
tween the directionality of IPA and satisfaction. Giv-
en the inconclusive results revealed by prior work
(Bradbury and Lawrence 1999; Temple et al. 2005), we
sought to shed light on which pattern of T1 IPA (none,
unidirectional, or bidirectional) was associated with
the poorest T2 and T3 victim marital satisfaction. Last-
ly, we examined potential unique effects of physical,
psychological, and sexual IPA on victim satisfaction,
with the expectation that all types of aggressive behav-
ior would show unique associations with decreased
satisfaction at T2 and T3.

Method
Participants

Participants were 202 heterosexual couples (N = 404)
recruited during the first year of marriage from a da-
tabase of marriage license applications in Lancaster
County, Nebraska. All participants were part of alarger
study examining the longitudinal effects of child mal-
treatment on adult intimate relationships (see DiLillo
et al. 2009); however, the current investigation focused
exclusively on present marital functioning. Wives
were an average of 25.75 years old (SD=3.96), and hus-
bands were an average of 27.23 years old (SD=4.05) at
T1. The majority of participants (96% of wives, 92% of
husbands) was European American. Regarding annual
family income, 67.5% of participants earned less than
$60,000, 27.5% reported an income of $60,001-$100,000,
and 5% reported an income of above $100,001. Couples
reported being married for an average of 11.06 months
(SD=2.46) at T1. Of the 202 couples who completed the
T1 assessment, 94% completed the T2 assessment and
91% completed the T3 assessment.

Measures

The Revised Conflict Tactics Scales (CTS2; Straus et
al. 1996) was used to assess IPA. Respondents report-
ed how often they and their partner engaged in each
of 27 aggressive behaviors (12 physical, 8 psychologi-
cal, and 7 sexual) during the year prior to each assess-
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ment on a scale of 0 (never) to 6 (more than 20 times). To
guard against underreporting, the score of the partner
who reported a greater frequency of abuse was used in
all analyses. All physically aggressive items were se-
verity-weighted based on their potential for injury (see
Straus 1990). Within each subscale (i.e. Physical As-
sault, Psychological Aggression, Sexual Coercion), re-
sponses are summed to produce three total scores rep-
resenting the total frequency of each type of aggression
for husbands and wives, individually. As noted, rates
of psychological IPA are very high in newlywed cou-
ples (over 90%; Frye and Karney 2006). Thus, exclu-
sively for analyses that required a dichotomous psy-
chological IPA variable (i.e.,, Hypothesis 3), only the
four severe items (i.e., called my partner fat or ugly, de-
stroyed something belonging to my partner, accused my
partner of being a lousy lover, threatened to hit or throw
something at my partner) were used. Given the general-
ly low prevalence of severe sexual IPA among commu-
nity couples (e.g., Monson et al. 2009), only the minor
items (i.e., made my partner have sex without a condom; in-
sisted on sex when my partner did not want to, insisted on
oral/anal sex when my partner did not want to) from the
Sexual Coercion subscale were used in all analyses.

The Quality Marriage Index (QMI; Norton 1983) was
used to measure marital satisfaction. The QMI consists
of six items. On the first five items, respondents indi-
cate how much they agree with each statement (e.g.,
My relationship with my partner makes me happy) on a
7-point scale ranging from 1 (very strongly disagree) to
7 (very strongly agree). For the sixth question, respon-
dents report how happy they perceive their relation-
ship to be on a scale of 1 (unhappy) to 10 (perfectly hap-
py). In the present sample, internal consistency reliabil-
ity estimates averaged 0.93 across partners and time
points.

Table 1 Descriptives for study variables

Husbands Wives Partner Difference

M SD M SD t(df)

Physical IPA Perpetration 2.60 7.93
Psychological IPA Perpetration 24.10 22.83
Sexual IPA Perpetration 6.26 11.57
T1 Marital Satisfaction 29.33 3.71
T2 Marital Satisfaction 28.65 412
T3 Marital Satisfaction 28.54 419

Panuzio & DiLillo in Journal of Family Violence (2010) 25

Procedures

Couples were identified through public marriage re-
cords in Lancaster County, Nebraska. Out of the 1,420
eligible couples who were mailed a letter explaining
the investigation and inviting their participation, 14.2%
chose to enroll. Although this recruitment rate is fairly
consistent with prior investigations employing similar
recruitment methods (Davila et al. 1997; Kurdek 2005),
this percentage likely underestimates the successful re-
cruitment of first-time married couples, as an unknown
number of couples receiving the recruitment letter had
been married previously, and were thus ineligible for
the study. After participating in a brief phone screen,
couples came in to the laboratory together where they
completed each study session. Each partner complet-
ed the computerized self-report measures in a separate
room to ensure privacy and prevent discussion of re-
sponses. Couples were paid $75, $100, and $125 for the
Time 1, 2, and 3 assessments, respectively. A research
assistant was available to answer questions. All proce-
dures were approved by the University of Nebraska-
Lincoln Institutional Review Board.

Results
Descriptive Statistics

Table 1 presents descriptives for all study variables.
The prevalence rates of husband-perpetrated physical,
psychological, and sexual IPA were 30.2%, 92.6%, and
48.5%, respectively. The prevalence rates of wife-per-
petrated physical, psychological, and sexual IPA were
33.7%, 95.0%, and 39.1%, respectively. Prevalence rates
of specific sexually coercion behaviors were as follows:
made my partner have sex without a condom (19.2% of

3.56 8.85 166 (202)
26.34 24.04 2.50% (201)
4.49 9.03 3.41% (201)
29.05 3.95 121 (199)
28.63 4.02 0.24 (185)
28.69 456 049 (178)

IPA intimate partner aggression. All aggression variables reflect T1 assessment. For descriptive purposes, physical assault scores

are not severity-weighted

*p <0.05, *p < 0.01
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husbands; 19.7% of wives), insisted on sex when my
partner did not want to (35.5% of husbands; 24.6% of
wives), insisted that my partner have anal or oral sex
(15.8% of husbands; 8.9% of wives). Severe sexual IPA
items were endorsed infrequently (ranging from 0.5%
to 2.0% for husbands and wives across behaviors).
Paired sample t-tests revealed that wives perpetrated
significantly more psychological IPA than husbands,
£(201)=-2.50, p < 0.05, and husbands perpetrated sig-
nificantly more sexual IPA than wives, #(201)=3.41, p
< 0.01. Analyses further showed no significant gender
differences in physical IPA or marital satisfaction at
any time point.

Bivariate correlations among study variables are pre-
sented in Table 2. Correlations among the three types
of husband-perpetrated IPA ranged from 0.09 to 0.36,
with a similar range found for wife-perpetrated IPA
(0.08 to 0.42). Correlations between all types of hus-
band- and wife-perpetrated IPA ranged from 0.07 and
0.85. Husband and wife marital satisfaction at all three
time points were significantly related, with correla-
tions ranging from 0.26 to 0.69 (all ps < 0.01).

Hypothesis 1: Associations Between IPA Perpetration
and Victim Marital Satisfaction

As reflected in Table 2, husband-perpetrated physical,
psychological, and sexual IPA were significantly neg-
atively associated with wives” T1 marital satisfaction,
r=-0.22, ¥ =-0.48, and r = -0.23 (ps < 0.01), respectively.

Table 2 Intercorrelations among study variables

Wife-perpetrated physical and psychological IPA were
significantly negatively associated with husbands” T1
marital satisfaction, r=-0.29 and r=-0.42 (ps < 0.01), re-
spectively; however, wife-perpetrated sexual coercion
was not related to husbands” T1 marital satisfaction,
r=-0.13, ns.

To test the hypothesis that T1 husband- and wife-
perpetrated physical, psychological, and sexual IPA
would be negatively associated with T2 and T3 victim
marital satisfaction, partial correlations were comput-
ed between each form of T1 IPA and T2 and T3 mari-
tal satisfaction, controlling for satisfaction at T1. Partial
correlations were employed because they provide the
most stringent test of the unique relationship between
two variables by controlling the influence of a covari-
ate (i.e.,, T1 marital satisfaction) on both the indepen-
dent and dependent variable. Considering initial mar-
ital satisfaction in our analyses also provides a more
conservative test of study hypotheses by eliminating
the possibility that associations between IPA perpetra-
tion and subsequent marital satisfaction are due sole-
ly to shared variation between IPA and T1 satisfaction
(see Frye and Karney 2006; Testa and Leonard 2001).
As shown in Table 3, husband-perpetrated physical
IPA was not significantly associated with wife mari-
tal satisfaction at T2 or T3 after controlling for T1 wife
satisfaction. Conversely, husband-perpetrated psycho-
logical IPA was negatively associated with wife satis-
faction at T2 and T3. In addition, husband-perpetrated

1. 2. 3. 4. 6 7 8 9 10. 11 12
1. Physical — HP —
2. Physical — WP 0.70** —
3. Psychological — HP 0.36**  0.44** —
4. Psychological — WP 0.32**  0.42**  0.85** -
5. Sexual — HP 0.09 0.14* 0.30**  0.31** -
6. Sexual — WP 0.07 0.08 0.21*  0.27**  0.77** -
7.MST1 — H -0.16*  -0.29** -0.37** -042** -0.14* -0.13 -
8.MST1 — W -0.22%%  -0.33** -0.48** -041* -0.23* -0.21** 0.54** -

9.MST2 — H -0.05 -0.11 -0.29**  -0.38** -0.17*  -0.20** 0.53**  0.31** -
10.MST2 — W -0.07  -0.15*  -041* -0.37** -0.31** -0.28** 0.49** 0.69* 0.35** -
11.MST3 — H -0.31**  -0.35** -0.34** -043** -0.18* -017* 038 0.28* 057** 026 —

122.MST3 — W -0.10 -0.04 -0.32%  -0.28**  -0.18*  -0.22** 0.41* 049** 038" 0.61** 042 —

H husband, W wife, P perpetrated, MS victim’s marital satisfaction. All partner aggression variables were measured at Time 1
*p <0.05, **p < 0.01
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Table 3 Partial correlations between intimate partner aggression and partner Time 2 and Time 3 marital satisfaction

Husband perpetration Wife perpetration Fisher’s Z-test

T2 Victim Marital Satisfaction

Physical Assault 0.11 -0.02 1.30
Psychological Aggression -0.17* -0.32%* 1.60
Sexual Coercion -0.20* -0.33** 1.40
T3 Victim Marital Satisfaction

Physical Assault -0.04 -0.30%* 1.11
Psychological Aggression -0.15* -0.23** 0.83
Sexual Coercion -0.09 -0.26** 1.75

All analyses control for T1 victim marital satisfaction
*p <0.05, ** p < 0.001

sexual IPA was negatively associated with wife satis-
faction at T2 but not at T3. Wife-perpetrated physical
IPA was not associated with husband marital satisfac-
tion at T2 but was negatively associated with husband
satisfaction at T3. In addition, wife-perpetrated psy-
chological and sexual IPA were negatively associated
with husband marital satisfaction at both T2 and T3.

Hypothesis 2: Gender Differences in IPA Perpetration-
Victim Marital Satisfaction Relationships

To test the hypothesis that all types of T1 husband-
perpetrated IPA would evince stronger associations
with T2 and T3 wife marital satisfaction than would T1
wife-perpetrated IPA with T2 and T3 husband marital
satisfaction, Fisher’s Z-test was used to compare the
partial correlations obtained for husbands and wives
in Hypothesis 1 analyses. As shown in Table 3, there
were no significant differences between husband-per-
petrated IPA-wife satisfaction correlations and wife-
perpetrated IPA-husband satisfaction correlations for
any type of IPA.

Hypothesis 3: IPA Perpetration Directionality and
Marital Satisfaction

Prior to exploring possible associations between IPA
perpetration directionality and marital satisfaction, the
percentage of couples who experienced each of the four
categories of directionality was examined. A couple
was considered to have perpetrated bidirectional IPA if
both partners engaged in any aggressive behavior with-
in the category of interest (i.e., physical, psychological,
or sexual IPA), while the single-perpetrator categories
consisted of couples in which one partner perpetrated

any amount of IPA and the other partner did not en-
gage in any. Directionality prevalence of physical IPA
was as follows: neither husband- nor wife-perpetrated
(63.4%), husband-perpetrated only (3.0%), wife-perpe-
trated only (6.4%), and both husband-and wife-perpe-
trated (27.2%). Directionality prevalence of severe psy-
chological IPA was as follows: neither husband-nor
wife-perpetrated (63.9%), husband-perpetrated only
(5.9%), wife-perpetrated only (8.4%), and both hus-
band-and wife-perpetrated (21.8%). Lastly, direction-
ality prevalence for sexual IPA was as follows: neither
husband-nor wife-perpetrated (45.5%), husband-per-
petrated only (15.3%), wife-perpetrated only (5.9%),
and both husband- and wife-perpetrated (33.2%).

To examine relations between IPA directionality on
marital satisfaction, separate ANCOVA analyses were
conducted for each form of IPA (i.e., physical, severe
psychological, and sexual). In each ANCOVA, direc-
tionality of IPA (neither partner, husband only, wife
only, both partners) served as the independent vari-
able, husbands’” or wives” T2 or T3 marital satisfaction
served as the dependent variable, and marital satisfac-
tion at T1 served as the covariate. Results from these
analyses are presented in Table 4. Directionality of
physical IPA and sexual IPA was not related to either
husband or wife marital satisfaction at T2 or T3. How-
ever, a different pattern emerged for psychological
IPA. Couples in which severe psychological IPA was
perpetrated by both partners evidenced significantly
lower husband marital satisfaction at T2 and T3 and
significantly lower wife satisfaction at T2 than cou-
ples in which there was no severe psychological IPA
or husband-or wife-perpetrated severe psychological
IPA only. In addition, wives in couples characterized
by bidirectional psychological IPA reported lower sat
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Table 4 Differences in marital satisfaction by directionality of intimate partner aggression

None Husband only ~ Wife only Bidirectional F(df) Fisher’s LSD
T2 Husband Marital Satisfaction
Physical 28.88 (4.38) 27.50 (4.14) 29.77 (2.83) 28.08 (3.75) F(3,179)=0.27
Psychological 29.63 (3.35) 29.08 (2.54) 28.94 (4.30) 25.31 (5.10) F(3,179)=6.91** N, HO, WO > B
Sexual 29.36 (3.77) 28.96 (4.40) 26.09 (4.50) 28.12 (4.23) F(3,179)=1.90
T3 Husband Marital Satisfaction
Physical 29.07 (4.00) 29.40 (2.07) 29.00 (3.49) 26.91 (4.76) F(3,172)=2.20
Psychological 29.16 (3.58) 28.58 (5.71) 29.38 (3.07) 25.82 (5.17) F(3,172)=3.81* N, HO, WO >B
Sexual 28.93 (4.03) 29.00 (3.54) 27.91 (4.55) 27.85 (4.65) F(3,172)=0.64
T2 Wife Marital Satisfaction
Physical 28.90 (3.89) 28.50 (4.85) 28.23 (4.20) 28.10 (4.32) F(3, 183)=0.49
Psychological 29.21 (3.69) 29.83 (2.69) 29.88 (2.55) 25.84 (4.85) F(3,183)=2.75* N, HO, WO > B
Sexual 29.32 (3.09) 28.43 (3.55) 28.18 (2.75) 27.85 (5.36) F(3, 183)=0.50
T3 Wife Marital Satisfaction
Physical 28.89 (4.48) 31.40 (0.89) 29.08 (3.55) 27.75 (5.20) F(3, 174)=1.00
Psychological 29.16 (4.18) 29.75 (3.05) 29.88 (2.74) 26.03 (6.10) F(3, 174)=1.88 WO >B
Sexual 28.85 (4.26) 29.88 (3.03) 28.09 (7.26) 28.07 (4.94) F(3, 174)=0.45

LSD least significant difference; N none; HO husband only; WO wife only; B bidirectional *p < 0.05, **p < 0.001

Table 5 Multiple regression analyses predicting T2 and T3 husband and wife marital satisfaction

Variables B t p
T2 Husband marital satisfaction

T1 Husband marital satisfaction 0.45 6.87 0.00

Wife-perpetrated physical IPA 0.05 0.78 0.44

Wife-perpetrated psychological IPA -0.20 -2.87 0.01

Wife-perpetrated sexual IPA -0.12 -1.86 0.07

R?>=0.33, F(3, 179) = 22.39, p < 0.001

T3 Husband marital satisfaction

T1 Husband marital satisfaction 0.25 3.57 0.00
Wife-perpetrated physical IPA -0.20 -2.85 0.01
Wife-perpetrated psychological IPA -0.24 -3.18 0.02
Wife-perpetrated sexual IPA -0.08 -1.18 0.24

R>=0.28, F(3,172) = 16.53, p < 0.001

T2 Wife marital satisfaction

T1 Wife marital satisfaction 0.62 10.92 0.00
Husband-perpetrated physical IPA 0.15 2.63 0.01
Husband-perpetrated psychological IPA -0.15 -2.39 0.02
Husband-perpetrated sexual IPA -0.14 -2.47 0.02

R?>=0.52, F(3,183) = 49.93, p < 0.001

T3 Wife marital satisfaction

T1 Wife marital satisfaction 0.42 5.83 0.00
Husband-perpetrated physical IPA 0.06 0.81 0.42
Husband-perpetrated psychological IPA -0.15 -1.90 0.06
Husband-perpetrated sexual IPA -0.07 -0.99 0.32

R?=0.26, F(3,174) = 15.10, p < 0.001

IPA intimate partner aggression
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isfaction at T3 than wives in couples in which only the
wife perpetrated this form of aggression.

Hypothesis 4: Unique Associations of IPA Perpetra-
tion Types with Marital Satisfaction

To test Hypothesis 4, four separate multiple regression
analyses (i.e., predicting T2 wife satisfaction, T3 wife
satisfaction, T2 husband satisfaction, and T3 husband
satisfaction) were conducted to test if any type of IPA
evidenced unique associations with T2 and T3 victim
marital satisfaction above and beyond T1 victim satis-
faction. In each regression analysis, T1 victim marital
satisfaction was entered at Step 1, and physical, psy-
chological, and sexual IPA were entered simultaneous-
ly at Step 2. Table 5 displays the results of these analy-
ses. When all three types of husband-perpetrated IPA,
along with T1 wife marital satisfaction, were entered
into a regression equation predicting T2 wife satisfac-
tion, all three IPA types emerged as significant unique
predictors of the dependent variable. Specifically, high-
er levels of husband-perpetrated psychological and
sexual IPA were associated with lower T2 wife marital
satisfaction, while higher levels of husband-perpetrat-
ed physical IPA were associated with higher T2 wife
satisfaction. These IPA perpetration variables predict-
ed 5% more of the variance in T2 wife marital satisfac-
tion than that accounted for by T1 wife satisfaction. Ex-
amination of the same model predicting T3 wife mari-
tal satisfaction revealed that no forms of husband-per-
petrated IPA were significant predictors of the depen-
dent variable. However, husband-perpetrated psycho-
logical IPA was a marginally significant predictor of
wife marital satisfaction at T3 (p < 0.06) such that great-
er psychological IPA was associated with lower wife
satisfaction. These IPA perpetration variables predict-
ed 2% more of the variance in T3 wife marital satisfac-
tion than that accounted for by T1 wife satisfaction.

A parallel multiple regression model predicting T2
husband marital satisfaction from wife-perpetrated
physical, psychological, and sexual IPA (controlling
for husband T1 satisfaction) revealed that only wife-
perpetrated psychological IPA evidenced a significant
unique relationship with the outcome variable such
that greater levels of this form of IPA were associated
with lower husband satisfaction. Further, wife-perpe-
trated sexual IPA was a marginally significant unique
predictor of T2 husband satisfaction (p < 0.07). Again,
higher levels of this form of IPA were associated with
lower satisfaction. These IPA perpetration variables
accounted for an additional 6% of the variance in T2
husband satisfaction beyond that explained by T1 hus-
band satisfaction. Examination of the same model pre-
dicting T3 husband marital satisfaction demonstrated
that both wife-perpetrated physical and psychological
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IPA were significant unique predictors of the outcome
such that higher levels of these forms of IPA were as-
sociated with lower satisfaction. Sexual IPA was not a
significant predictor of T3 husband satisfaction in this
model. These IPA perpetration variables accounted for
an additional 13% of the variance in T3 husband sat-
isfaction beyond that explained by T1 husband satis-
faction.

Discussion

This study explored concurrent and longitudinal as-
sociations between husband- and wife-perpetrat-
ed physical, psychological, and sexual IPA, and vic-
tim marital satisfaction among a sample of newly-
wed couples. Prior to examining findings directly re-
lated to this aim, levels of marital satisfaction and IPA
perpetration bear note. Initial marital satisfaction in
the present study was relatively high, consistent with
other investigations of newlywed couples (see Brad-
bury and Karney 2004), and did not differ by gender.
Further, the prevalence of husband- and wife-perpe-
trated physical and psychological IPA was compara-
ble to those found in other newlywed samples (Frye
and Karney 2006; Lawrence and Bradbury 2001, 2007;
McLaughlin et al. 1992;0’Leary et al. 1989; Testa and
Leonard 2001), although wives” physical IPA rates ap-
peared slightly lower when compared with other in-
vestigations. As suggested by meta-analytic findings
(Archer 2002), there were no significant gender differ-
ences in physical IPA perpetration frequency; howev-
er, wives perpetrated significantly more psychologi-
cal IPA than husbands (see Hines and Saudino 2003,
for similar findings among undergraduate dating part-
ners). Associations between physical and psychologi-
cal IPA perpetration appeared weaker than those doc-
umented in prior studies of couples at any point in
marriage (see Stith et al. 2004), perhaps suggesting that
these forms of IPA may not be as strongly intertwined
early in marriage as in later relationship stages.

This may be the first study to document rates of sexu-
al IPA among newlywed couples. Consistent with oth-
er marital samples (e.g., Meyer et al. 1998; O’Leary and
Williams 2006), rates of verbal sexual coercion were
found to be high among both husbands (48.5%) and
wives (39.1%). This gender discrepancy mirrors results
from a large sample of undergraduates demonstrat-
ing that men perpetrate more sexual IPA than wom-
en (Hines and Saudino 2003), as well as data showing
that women report greater sexual IPA victimization
than men in nationally representative samples (Coker
et al. 2002). A potential explanation for this gender dif-
ference among newlyweds comes from findings that
men’s desired frequency of sexual intimacy remains
stable early in the marital relationship while women’s
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sexual desires decrease during that time (Klusmann
2002). It is possible that newly married husbands may
use verbally coercive behaviors to compel their wives
to maintain previous levels of sexual activity. Pri-
or writings also suggest that sexual IPA by husbands
may be fostered by a view that marriage brings entitle-
ment to sexual pursuits (for a discussion see Martin et
al. 2007). Although more sexual IPA was perpetrated
by husbands, the present findings also add to a small
but growing literature suggesting that wife-perpetrat-
ed sexual coercion is not a rare occurrence (Christo-
pher et al. 2008; O’Leary and Williams 2006). In ad-
dressing this issue, some have suggested that wom-
en engage in verbal sexual coercion to achieve greater
emotional intimacy with their partners (Schatzel-Mur-
phy et al. 2009). Future work aimed at understanding
the differing factors contributing to male and female
sexual IPA perpetration is needed.

As hypothesized, higher levels of both husband- and
wife-perpetrated physical, psychological, and sexual
IPA generally were associated with lower victim mar-
ital satisfaction at all time points (though the longitu-
dinal associations were somewhat less consistent than
the cross-sectional relationships). The notion that mul-
tiple forms of IPA precede reductions in marital satis-
faction suggests that there are elements inherent to all
forms of partner aggressive behavior (e.g., lack of em-
pathy for the partner; Covell et al. 2007) that are detri-
mental to how IPA victims globally evaluate their mar-
riage. These linkages further suggest that aggression in
its multiple forms is an important target of interven-
tion with couples in the early stages of marriage and
may supplement treatments that more generally fo-
cus on verbal communication. Although findings gen-
erally supported study hypotheses, one finding coun-
ter-intuitively showed that higher levels of husband-
perpetrated physical IPA were associated with greater
marital satisfaction among wives at the second assess-
ment point. Although unexpected, it is possible that
husband-perpetrated physical IPA, which may occur
intermittently, may not exert a detrimental effect on
wives at this generally high-satisfaction stage of mar-
riage. However, this finding is based on the reports of
a small number of individuals; thus, future work rep-
licating this association is needed before any conclu-
sions are drawn.

Contrary to hypotheses and prior research (e.g.,
Katz et al. 2002), partner IPA perpetration did not ex-
ert a stronger influence on wives’, as opposed to hus-
bands’, marital satisfaction. The basis for this expec-
tation stemmed from past findings that women expe-
rience more severe IPA and, thus, greater IPA-asso-
ciated adverse outcomes (e.g., fear, injury; see Stith
et al. 2008). In turn, researchers have suggested that
the greater negative sequelae that women experience

serve to differentiate IPA’s impact on marital satisfac-
tion by gender. However, in the present sample, hus-
band-and wife-perpetrated physical IPA frequency
and severity did not differ, perhaps diminishing po-
tential gender differences between physical IPA and
victim satisfaction. Further, although there were gen-
der differences in psychological and sexual IPA per-
petration in the present sample, it is possible that oth-
er negative effects of these behaviors (e.g., sadness,
fear, shame) were similar among husbands and wives,
again producing similar associations with later satis-
faction.

One consistent finding that emerged across analy-
ses was the salience of psychological IPA in predict-
ing lower marital satisfaction. Psychological IPA was
reported by almost all couples in the present sample,
supporting prior work suggesting that some degree of
these behaviors (e.g., yelling, swearing, and/or insult-
ing) may be normative in intimate relationships (Frye
and Karney 2006; O’Leary and Williams 2006). How-
ever, among couples in which both partners perpetrat-
ed severe psychological IPA, husbands and wives con-
sistently evinced less satisfaction. These results point
to the potentially powerful negative influence of psy-
chological IPA on marriages, particularly when en-
gaged in by both partners. Psychological IPA may be
especially corrosive to partners’ marital satisfaction be-
cause it suggests that the couple is having difficulties
with “first-line” (i.e., verbal) attempts at conflict res-
olution, which have been found to negatively impact
partners’ perceptions of their marriage (Greeff and de
Bruyne 2000). Psychological IPA also surfaced as a key
unique predictor of partner marital satisfaction when
considered relative to other forms of IPA (see Schu-
macher and Leonard 2005 for similar results). This
finding is in contrast to some prior studies that have
found physical IPA to predict variance in victim mar-
ital satisfaction beyond that accounted for by psycho-
logical IPA (Lawrence and Bradbury 2001; Testa and
Leonard 2001), although those studies did not include
sexual IPA as a covariate. Psychological IPA may be
particularly harmful because it involves directly con-
veying hurtful messages to a partner, either verbally
(e.g., through insults) or behaviorally (e.g., destroying
of a partner’s property). Especially in severe instances,
psychological IPA encompasses very hurtful behav-
iors (e.g., personality insults, destruction of valued ob-
jects), which may be toxic to a relationship, resulting in
lasting harm to marital satisfaction. Future research ex-
amining psychological IPA in relation to marital satis-
faction in greater depth is needed, including investiga-
tions that explore the context surrounding psycholog-
ically aggressive acts to determine the extent to which
they are perceived as normative versus abusive (e.g.,
Dehart et al. 2010).
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Replicating findings from a prior study (Bradbury
and Lawrence 1999), there were no differences in either
husband or wife marital satisfaction across directional-
ity groups for physical or sexual IPA. Although some
prior evidence suggests that unidirectionally aggres-
sive couples experience lower marital satisfaction than
those who are bidirectionally aggressive, these find-
ings appear to be specific to more severely victimized
individuals (e.g., Vivian and Langhinrichsen-Rohling
1994), which does not characterize the current sample.
Bidirectional IPA is a complex phenomenon that can
be operationalized in various ways. Although a broad
definition was employed here, it may be informative to
consider the frequency, severity, and partners’ percep-
tion of the aggressive behaviors. It will also be useful
in future research to distinguish between bidirectional
aggression consisting primarily of mutually combative
incidents versus that which reflects unidirectional acts
committed by each partner on different occasions.

Limitations of the current study should be noted. The
couples comprising this sample, while representative
of the area from which they were recruited, were fair-
ly homogenous, particularly with respect to race and
ethnicity. Relatedly, although recruitment rates were
similar to other studies employing similar recruitment
methods, most couples who were invited to partici-
pate opted not to, raising the possibility that there are
systematic differences between couples who enrolled
in the study and those who did not. It will be impor-
tant for future investigations to explore these research
questions with more broadly representative samples
of newlyweds. Further, although findings generally
supported predicted relations between IPA and mar-
ital satisfaction, these associations tended to be mod-
est. In fact, even in models including IPA, T1 partner
marital satisfaction consistently emerged as the stron-
gest predictor of later satisfaction. These findings rein-
force the view of marital satisfaction as the product of
multiple influences rather than the result of any sin-
gle aspect of relationship functioning (Bradbury et al.
2000). Finally, although rates of IPA were consistent
with other newlywed samples, the severity of aggres-
sive behavior among couples in this study was rela-
tively low, limiting generalizability to more aggressive
couples.

The results of the present study add to a growing
body of literature that identifies IPA perpetration as
an important contributor to satisfaction later in mar-
riage. Psychological IPA was most consistently relat-
ed to victim marital satisfaction, suggesting that clini-
cians should pay particular attention to the potential
detrimental impacts of this form of IPA on marital sat-
isfaction. The current findings also indicate that hus-
bands, as well as wives, may be impacted by their part-
ner’s aggressive behavior. The effects of women’s IPA
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on their male partners have less often been addressed
than has men’s IPA on females; however, practitioners
should also consider that both husbands and wives
may be less satisfied with their marriage because of
their partners’ aggressive behavior, regardless of the
severity. Patterns of findings extending to physical,
psychological, and sexual IPA indicate a need to con-
sider all forms of aggression when investigating deter-
minants of marital satisfaction.
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