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INTRODUCTION

A number of different psychological theories address the causes of family vi-
olence (FV). The most popular theories all acknowledge the abuse of power
and control by the abusers, although the role of power and control varies by
theoretical orientation. In this chapter, we focus on four main theoretical cat-
egories: (1) psychoanalytic theories of FV, (2) social theories of FV, (3) cog-
nitive behavioral theories of FV, and (4) family and systems theories of FV.
Psychoanalytic theories focus on individual internal psychological processes
that create a need to be abusive or to accept abusive behavior. Social theories
focus on how aggression, abuse, and violence are learned and transferred by
individual members of the family to others within the family. Cognitive be-
havior theories also focus on how aggression, abuse, and violence are learned
and transferred among individuals, but these theories further attempt to
explain why abusive behaviors are sometimes transmitted from generation
to generation while other times they are not. Finally, family and systems the-
ories focus on the interactions between family members and the shared re-
sponsibility for the events that occur within the family system.

Some theories of FV have been left out of the review in this chapter, so we
will briefly mention a few of them here. For instance, the feminist perspec-
tive regarding FV focuses on patriarchal societies that foster a patriarchal
family structure in which men are expected to have power over women.1
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Similarly, historical and ecological approaches to FV suggest that violence
against women and children has always been present, noting that certain
groups become targets within certain societies.2 Finally, although there are
various cultural theories of FV,3–7 we have decided to conceptualize cul-
tural considerations as an overarching umbrella under which all other the-
ories of FV fall. In other words, it is impossible to understand FV in the
absence of a cultural understanding of the individuals involved in the be-
haviors in question.

PSYCHODYNAMIC THEORIES OF FAMILY VIOLENCE

Three psychodynamic theories are discussed: object relations theory, at-
tachment theory, and a theory called violence as trauma.

Object Relations Theory

Object relations theory suggests that humans are motivated from their ear-
liest childhood by the need for significant relationships with others;8 “oth-
ers” are referred to as “objects” within objects relations theory. To reduce the
potential for confusion, we simply refer to “objects” as “others” or “other in-
dividuals” in this chapter. Fairbairn8 suggests that these early relationships,
in addition to playing a role in psychic development, form the enduring
psychological “templates” for all of the individual’s future relationships. In
essence, object relations theory proposes that individuals develop mental
representations of themselves, other individuals, and the relationships be-
tween themselves and others beginning in infancy and childhood; these
mental representations carry over and influence interpersonal relationships
throughout life.8–11 Many prominent object relations theorists suggest that
the child’s early experiences in his or her relationship with the primary care-
giver set the stage for the development of stable, enduring, internalized
mental representations of oneself, others, and the emotional experiences
that are attached to the relationship between the oneself and others.12–16

The first years of life are extremely important for individuals to ensure the
development of adequate emotional health in later life.11 Individuals who
lacked sufficient nurturing during infancy and childhood may find it dif-
ficult to maintain healthy self-esteem, regulate their emotional responses,
and manage anxiety in later life. Unmet dependency needs in childhood
persist into adulthood, often accompanied by a sense of rage that one’s needs
were not met. As a result, the search to fulfill dependency needs as an adult
becomes both desperate and demanding,1 which could lead to relationships
in which one is either an abuser or a victim.9,10,17,18 For example, evidence

Chapter 2: Theoretical Basis for Family Violence6

80340_CH02_FINAL.QXP  12/15/10  12:55 PM  Page 6

© Jones & Bartlett Learning, LLC. NOT FOR SALE OR DISTRIBUTION



suggests that at least some men who commit intimate partner violence (IPV)
did not receive adequate nurturing in the first years of development.11,17 Dutton
et al18 found that becoming an adult perpetrator of IPV was significantly cor-
related with violence in the family of origin, as well as with parental rejection.
In contrast, it has been argued that individuals who become victims of violence
in adolescent and/or adult relationships, and who continue to maintain those
relationships despite the violence, do so because of internal defenses that are em-
ployed during early development in an abusive, neglectful, or inconsistent re-
lationship with the primary caregiver. 9,10,17 The development and utilization of
defenses during infancy and childhood is highly adaptive, in that doing so 
allows for survival within an abusive family situation.9 However, when these
defenses are carried over into adolescent or adult relationships, they are mal-
adaptive and prevent the individual from effectively recognizing the presence or
absence of abuse in relationships and further promote maintenance of a rela-
tionship with someone who resembles the abusive primary caretaker from 
infancy and childhood.9,10

Attachment Theory

Unlike the emphasis placed on the individual’s mental representation of a
relationship in the object relations theory, attachment theory emphasizes
reciprocity between individuals within a relationship. Attachment is defined
as a reciprocal, enduring emotional tie between an infant and a caregiver, with
both parties actively contributing to the quality of the relationship.19

According to the early attachment theorists, Bowlby20 and Ainsworth,21 an in-
fant develops a “working model” of what can be expected from his or her pri-
mary caregiver. If the caregiver continues to respond in expected ways, the
infant’s model holds up; however, if the caregiver’s responses become con-
sistently unpredictable, the infant is forced to revise his or her model, and
the security of the attachment changes.21 The basic concept underlying the
theory of attachment is that adults have the power to both protect and pro-
vide a sense of security for their children. At times when the child feels threat-
ened, exhausted, or ill, he or she will turn to the caregiver for security and
protection.22 Once the attachment bond is formed, it ensures that the secure
base of the relationship is in place. One of the key features of such a secure
base is the relationship between security and exploration. A child with secure
attachment can explore the environment, but when the child feels threat-
ened, attachment behaviors are activated, and the child will seek out the se-
cure caregiver.22 Children build a representation of their own worthiness
based on their experiences and perceptions of the caregiver’s ability, avail-
ability, and willingness to provide care and protection.23 Over time the child
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is able to use the symbolic representations of important attachment figures
to feel secure without the presence of the caregiver. However, not all attach-
ments are positive. Although secure attachments are preferred and most com-
mon (60–75%), avoidant, ambivalent, and disorganized/disoriented attachments
can also develop within parent–child relationships that are less predictable.19

Attachment theory explains that child abuse results in insecure and anx-
ious attachment, which can be avoidant, ambivalent, or disorganized.24

Anxious attachment can be viewed as a marker for later social and emo-
tional problems and is most likely to occur in situations of maltreatment.25

Unfortunately, distorted patterns of relating to others lay the foundation for
the child’s model of the world, influence how the child responds, and may
prevent the child from developing a positive internal model of self.26,27

Research findings suggest that antisocial behavior may be linked with early
adverse family experiences, especially with patterns of insecure attach-
ment.28,29 Several studies also have shown that insecure attachment occurs
more often in populations of children who have experienced physical abuse
or neglect.30–34 Moreover, attachment theory may explain the perpetuation
of child maltreatment from one generation to the next.35

Violence as Trauma

The theory of violence as trauma has contributed a great deal to our un-
derstanding of how an individual incorporates internal defenses into his or
her personality structure36–39 and has clarified how those defenses affect in-
terpersonal relationships.36,38,40,41 

The theory of violence as trauma suggests that victims of abuse process
this experience as a traumatic event, much like the response of individuals
who suffer from post-traumatic stress disorder.42–44 It is important to un-
derstand how an individual victim processed the information of the trauma
into memory because the trauma may affect the way in which future in-
formation is processed, including how events are coded, stored, and se-
quenced.45 Trauma also may disrupt how information is managed because
sensory stimuli enter the brain’s limbic system.46 When the limbic system
is overridden due to high levels of stress and trauma, the inability to han-
dle the stressors can cause the individual to switch to survival techniques
known as psychological numbing.46

The psychobiology of post-traumatic stress offers an explanation for why
victims of abuse seem to experience abusive situations repeatedly. These in-
dividuals appear to have a compulsion to repeat the trauma due to the in-
ability to integrate their memories of abuse, as well as to incorporate their
abusive experiences, into their larger memory structure.47 In this model,
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the trauma is repeated emotionally, behaviorally, physiologically, and via the
neuroendocrine (i.e., fight-or-flight patterns) pathways for abused individ-
uals.47 In this theory, victims of abuse emotionally repeat the trauma by
aligning themselves with people who will continue to abuse them in some
way. They repeat the trauma behaviorally through repetition, re-enactment,
and displacement of the abusive experience.45 In addition, victims physio-
logically continue the trauma by re-experiencing the bodily memory of the
abuse, most often in the form of pain.46 The traumatic replay of an abusive
event in the memory releases chemicals in the brain that override the fight-
or-flight system.47 As a result, victims remain vulnerable to further situa-
tions of abuse because they are unable to defend themselves.48

SOCIAL THEORIES OF FAMILY VIOLENCE

The social theories of FV focus on processes that are created via interac-
tions with others in one-to-one relationships or in larger groups. Four so-
cial theories are discussed: control theory, resource theory, exosystem factor
theory, and social isolation theory. 

Control Theory

Control theory is based on the concept that many family conflicts result
from an individual’s need to obtain and maintain power and control within
a relationship(s). The motivation underlying the abuser’s behavior is the
power and control that she or he is able to exert over other members of the
family.49 The more powerful members of families (e.g., fathers, parents, hus-
bands) often use the threat or use of force or the threat or use of violence
to obtain compliance from less powerful family members (e.g., children,
wives).50 Threats, force, and violent behaviors are intended to prohibit the
less powerful members of the family from engaging in behavior that the
controlling individual does not want, while establishing a demand for “de-
sirable” behaviors to occur.50 In addition, the abuser may feel the need to
gain control over how other family members think and feel.49 Abusers, in
an effort to maintain control over other members of the family, may use
many forms of intimidation, such as coercion, isolation, economic abuse,
and denial of personal blame.49 The victim(s) typically learn how to respond
to the various forms of intimidation, although the struggle to challenge
the abuse/abuser may become too overwhelming or dangerous for the vic-
tim(s). As a result, the victim(s) may begin to modify his/her/their own be-
havior, slowly giving up control in order to survive and avoid continued abuse.
Isolating the victim from any social contacts may be the most harmful form
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of intimidation the abuser uses because the possibility of escape for the vic-
tim(s) is greatly reduced in the absence of social support.49

In addition to seeking to explain why some family members are violent,
control theory also seeks to explain why other people are not violent.51

Whereas some individuals are desperate to obtain power, others are con-
trolled by the fear of punishment, as well as their bonds to other people
and/or institutions. In fact, research in FV has discovered that men who
have strong attachments to significant others and fear negative reactions
from these individuals are less likely to abuse their wives than men without
these attachments.52 Similarly, men who value attachments to home, work,
and community may view the threat of arrest for spousal abuse as a signif-
icant disincentive from engaging in such behavior.53

Resource Theory

Resource theory suggests a relationship between wealth and violence.50 This
theory proposes that force and violence are resources that can be used to re-
solve conflicts, although in modern society these resources are often used
as a last resort.50 For example, men with high income and social standing
have access to a wide variety of resources with which to control their wives’
behavior (in addition to violence), whereas men with limited or no wealth
and resources may resort to physical force or violence more quickly.54

Exosystem Factor Theory

Exosystem factor theory also includes the notion of the importance of re-
sources. This theory focuses on life stressors, which are considered to be
specific life events or experiences that are perceived by the individual as ex-
ceeding his or her resources.55 According to this theory, stressors, or life
events, can serve as predictors of FV. Stressors/life events may include ex-
periences such as job loss, an extramarital affair, moving to a new home, or
daily hassles such as traffic and paying bills. There may be a direct rela-
tionship between husband-to-wife violence and the perception and fre-
quency of stressors.56

Stress results in FV only when other specific factors are present, includ-
ing a personal history of growing up in a violent family, low marital satis-
faction, and social isolation.55,57 Violence is only one of many possible stress
responses, however.55 For example, despite the evidence of a positive asso-
ciation between number of stressors experienced in a year and the rate of
child abuse, a number of intervening variables also play a role in the rela-
tionship.57 Stress is related to child abuse among individuals who had
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learned to use violence during childhood and who also believed that hitting
family members was justified.55 However, when these factors were not pres-
ent, the relationship between stress and abuse was minimal. Therefore, stress
is an important but not essential factor for predicting FV.55

Social Isolation Theory

Social isolation has been identified as an intervening variable between stressors/
life events and FV.55 Social isolation theory posits that child abuse and neg-
lect are associated with isolation of the parent–child relationship from so-
cial support systems.58 Based on this perspective, understanding child
maltreatment requires looking beyond high-risk families to neighborhoods
and larger systems that have higher rates of child maltreatment. Garbarino
and Sherman59 studied communities that were matched on socioeconomic
status (SES) and race, but had differing rates of reported child maltreatment.
They found that in high-risk neighborhoods, family problems were con-
siderably worse when families were isolated rather than part of a community.
A subsequent study of communities in the Chicago area indicated that the
areas with the highest rates of child maltreatment had greater social disor-
ganization in the form of crime, along with a lack of availability of social serv-
ices and support networks and minimal to no knowledge regarding the
resources that do exist.60

COGNITIVE/BEHAVIORAL THEORIES 
OF FAMILY VIOLENCE

Cognitive and behavioral theories focus on individual-level factors that con-
tribute to FV. In this section, four cognitive/behavioral theories are dis-
cussed: social learning theory, behavior genetics theory, the theory of reactive
aggression, and the theory of learned helplessness.

Social Learning Theory

Social learning theory maintains that individuals learn social behaviors by ob-
serving and imitating other people.61,62 Imitation of models is the most im-
portant element in how children learn. This process can be seen in the
development of language, aggression, and moral decision-making.19 Social
learning theory posits that individuals become aggressive toward family mem-
bers because their aggressive behaviors are learned through operant condi-
tioning and observing behavior in role models.55 Operant conditioning is the
strengthening of behaviors through positive and negative reinforcement, as
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well as the suppression of behaviors through punishment.55 In fact, corporal
punishment may be chosen as a discipline method simply because it typically
brings about children’s compliance with parental demands.63 However, re-
search points to both short- and long-term negative effects associated with
physical punishment, such as increased physical aggressiveness, antisocial be-
havior, poor parent–child relationships during childhood,63,64 and aggres-
sion, criminal behavior, mental health problems, and partner or spousal abuse
in adulthood.63,65

Social learning theory attempts to explain the presence of intergenera-
tional transmission of violence. It is proposed that, while growing up, chil-
dren receive feedback from others regarding their own behaviors, from
which they begin to develop standards for judging their behavior and seek
out models who match these standards.62 Children who grow up in violent/
abusive families may learn violent/abusive behaviors, imitate those behav-
iors, and then repeat those behaviors in future relationships. Several stud-
ies have indicated that individuals who were abused in childhood are at
greater risk for abusing their own children in adulthood.66,67 In addition,
men who observed their fathers abusing their mothers when they were chil-
dren are at an increased risk for abusing their wives.68,69 Finally, researchers
have found that young adults who observed and experienced abuse when
they were children are more likely to be in an abusive intimate relationship
as either abuser or victim.70,71

Behavioral Genetics

Behavioral genetics theory posits that genetic factors, in addition to fac-
tors associated with social learning, may explain the similarities found
among family members and their use of violence.72 A review of the behav-
ioral genetics literature demonstrated that the characteristics of aggression
and antisocial behavior seem to be genetically influenced.72 Although in-
dividuals may have a genetic predisposition toward engaging in aggressive
behavior, the form of aggression they engage in will vary based on differences
in non-shared environmental influences, such as stress and exposure to vi-
olence. Both heredity and environment impact the perpetuation of FV from
one generation to the next.72,73

Reactive Aggression

The theory of reactive aggression focuses on emotional and cognitive
processes leading to behavioral responses. This theory posits that the fol-
lowing events occur when an individual experiences an unpleasant situation:
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(1) an aversive stimulus results in a negative emotional response, (2) the
negative emotional response then leads to an urge to hurt others or thoughts
of hurting others, and (3) the urge to hurt results in aggressive behavior
unless inhibiting factors are present.74

The theory of reactive aggression has been suggested in FV in several stud-
ies. Some researchers have described a positive correlation between parental
self-reports of anger and the use of physical discipline with their children,
as well as the risk for child abuse in their families.75 In addition, one study
classified a group of men who abuse their spouses as “borderline/cyclical bat-
terers.”76 These men have been observed to react with rage when they per-
ceive or are faced with actual rejection or abandonment by their spouses.
Once these men experience emotional pain, they are overcome with the de-
sire to hurt, and thoughts about hurting, their spouses. The desire and
thoughts may be immediately followed by rage and violent behaviors to-
ward their spouses unless something happens to derail them (e.g., arrival of
the police in response to a call from a neighbor or a knock on the door
from an unexpected visitor). The reaction to aggress when faced with situ-
ations of pain and anger aids in our understanding of why FV occurs and
may increase our ability to combat the cognitive distortions that underlie
some of the aggressive and abusive behaviors in which individuals engage,
as explained by this theory.

Learned Helplessness

The theory of learned helplessness sheds light on reasons why victims of FV
often choose to stay in somewhat unpredictable and volatile family rela-
tionships. The theory of learned helplessness was originally proposed to ex-
plain the loss of will that accompanies repeated barriers to escape from an
aversive situation.77 By chance, while studying depression in experiments
with dogs, Seligman77 discovered that sometimes dogs would “learn” that
their behaviors did not bring about the expected or desired outcome in sit-
uations where barriers (electric shock) were present. As a result, the dogs
would stop engaging in the behavior even once the barriers were removed.
Much like the dogs that “learned” to be helpless after being subjected to elec-
tric shocks with no ability to escape, battered women may fall into the same
pattern.78 Experiencing repeated beatings or other abuse may lead a woman
to become passive because she feels that nothing she does will result in a pos-
itive outcome. This theory of violence is controversial because many women
in a violent relationship do maintain a sense of dignity, learn skills to sur-
vive, and may even fight back.79
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FAMILY AND SYSTEMS THEORIES
OF FAMILY VIOLENCE

Family and systems theories focus on the family unit and attempt to ex-
plain individual behaviors within the context of interpersonal relationships,
family systems, and larger societal systems, as well as how these relate to the
formation and maintenance of FV.

Three family and system theories are discussed in detail: family systems
theory, family life cycle theory, and microsystem factor theories (including
the sub-theories of intrafamilial stress and dependency relations). The cycle
of violence theory is one of the most popular theories for explaining FV
and is described in full detail in Chapter 3.

Family Systems Theory

Family systems theory is based on the idea that each individual should be
viewed not in isolation but in terms of the interactions, transitions, and re-
lationships within the family.80 The focus of assessment and intervention
shifts from one individual to the patterns of relationships among all indi-
viduals in a family group.81 A central tenet of this theory is that what affects
one individual affects the entire family system and what affects the family sys-
tem affects each member as well.82 Family systems theory provides a frame-
work for observing and understanding general characteristics of human
relationships, individual functioning within the nuclear family, ways in which
emotional problems are transmitted to the next generation, as well as the
transmission of behavioral patterns over multiple generations, which is par-
ticularly important when attempting to understand FV.83 Additionally, it is
important to remember that the family system is a sub-system within larger
systems, such as the community,81 which interact with and influence one an-
other and contribute to the maintenance of particular patterns of behavior. 

Family Life Cycle Theory

The family life cycle theory posits that, to understand families, we must ex-
amine transitions in the family experience. At its early inception, family life
cycle theorists divided family development into discrete stages, with specific
tasks to be performed at each stage.84,85 These stages tend to coincide with
family members entering and exiting due to marriage, death, the addition of
a child, or a young adult leaving the parental home.82 Carter and
McGoldrick86 expanded this model to include a multigenerational point of
view, as well as a cultural perspective. They suggested that the family life cycle
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includes approximately six stages: single young adulthood, joining of families
(the new couple), families with young children, families with adolescents,
families launching children and moving on, and families in later life. Family
life cycle theory adds two important concepts to our understanding of indi-
vidual development, which might aid in understanding how and why FV oc-
curs and is often repeated: (1) families often must reorganize to accommodate
the growth and change of their members, and (2) development in any gener-
ation of the family may have an impact on one or all of the family’s members.81

However, although many variations of lifestyles, family formations, and
behaviors exist, it is important to note that life cycle transitions of any form
can result in stress experienced by the family system. Changes in life cycle
stages are critical transition points for families and their individual mem-
bers.84–86 When a family system is inflexible and unable to adapt and main-
tain balance between stability and change, it may become dysfunctional.82

In addition, the stress that results from life cycle transitions can lead to vi-
olence within the family system. In fact, the most dangerous time in a FV
relationship occurs during marital/partner separation when serious phys-
ical harm or death is more likely to occur.2

Microsystem Factor Theories

FV and abuse also have been conceptualized in terms of an ecological model
that includes causes within the family unit and causes that pertain to cul-
tural factors and any systemic factor in between.87,88 Microsystem factor
theories place emphasis on stresses that inherently exist within the family
as a social structure. The microsystem consists of the interactions between
the developing individual and the immediate settings (e.g., home, school)
where the individual interacts with others.55 The two microsystem factor
theories that are discussed next are intrafamilial stress theory and depend-
ency relations theory.

Intrafamilial Stress Theory

Intrafamilial stress includes factors such as having more children than the
parents can afford, overcrowded living conditions, and having children with
disabilities.55 This theory posits that these situations can place a significant
burden on the family system, particularly in terms of time and resources,
which may contribute to violent behavior. The ecological perspective indi-
cates that intrafamilial stress and beliefs regarding parenting also may in-
teract. For instance, the association between parental stress and the risk of
child abuse varies as a result of the parent’s belief in implementing corpo-
ral punishment.89

Family and Systems Theories of Family Violence 15
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Dependency Relations Theory

Dependency relations theory is based on the concept that victims of abuse
are dependent on their abusers (which is not true in some situations). The
role of dependency in FV has been found in child, elder, and spousal abuse.90

Children remain dependent on their abusers because they tend to be smaller
and weaker than adults and are unable to escape from an abusive family or
violent neighborhood or support themselves. Some elderly become frail,
sick, dependent, and difficult to care for, which results in stress for their care-
givers and dependency on their abusers.90,91 Even some well-meaning care-
takers, who are most often relatives, may lose control when under stress
and become abusive toward their elderly family members.91 Additionally,
like children, some older people may become dependent on family members
for basic care, which may be a risk factor for abuse.92 In spousal abuse, eco-
nomic dependency may be a reason that explains why many women stay in
abusive marriages.93 Maltreated wives may have little or no income of their
own and thus may believe that they would not be able to support them-
selves or their children if they were to leave the abusive relationship.93

Dependence may be exacerbated in immigrant women who may be afraid
of being alone in a foreign country and also may fear bringing perceived
shame on their families if they were to divorce their abusers (Chapter 10).94

Although this chapter has provided an overview of some theories that are
thought to help explain the development, existence, and maintenance of
FV, no single theory in and of itself is likely sufficient to explain this phe-
nomenon. Complex behaviors, complicated thinking patterns, individual
psychologies, and the interactions among individuals and systems all can
play a role in FV.
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