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For over three decades, the field of domestic violence research was characterized by a profound and seemingly 

irreconcilable debate regarding gender symmetry. On one side, family sociologists using large-scale national 

surveys found that men and women were equally likely to use violence in intimate relationships. On the other side, 

feminist researchers and clinical practitioners working with shelter populations and police reports observed a 

pattern of severe, systematic male violence against women. This impasse, often referred to as the "Gender 

Symmetry Debate," hindered the development of effective policy and clinical interventions until the seminal work of 

sociologist Michael P. Johnson.

Johnson’s typology of domestic violence introduced a paradigm shift by demonstrating that domestic violence is not 

a unitary phenomenon. Rather, it consists of distinct types driven by different motivations, psychological profiles, 

and structural dynamics. By categorizing violence based on the motive of controlrather than the mere occurrence

of violent acts, Johnson provided a theoretical framework that reconciled disparate research findings and paved the

way for more nuanced, effective responses to Intimate Partner Violence (IPV).

The Theoretical Foundation: Violence vs. Control

The core of Michael P. Johnson’s typology lies in the distinction between situational conflict and coercive control

. Traditional assessments, such as the Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS), measured the frequency and severity of

physical acts (e.g., slapping, pushing, hitting). However, Johnson argued that the meaning of these acts changes

entirely depending on the broader relationship context.

To differentiate these types, researchers must examine the Control-Tactics Scale, which evaluates non-physical

behaviors designed to dominate a partner. These behaviors include isolation, economic abuse, threats, and

emotional manipulation. When violence is embedded in a general pattern of coercive control, it functions as a tool

of subjugation. When violence occurs in the absence of such a pattern, it typically represents an escalation of

situational conflict.

The Power and Control Matrix

Johnson identified four primary types of domestic violence based on whether the perpetrator and the victim exhibit

a pattern of general coercive control:



Typology Category Perpetrator Control 
Pattern

Partner Control Pattern Primary Motivation

Intimate Terrorism (IT) High Coercive Control No Coercive Control Total Power and 
Subjugation

Situational Couple 
Violence (SCV)

No Coercive Control No Coercive Control Conflict Escalation

Violent Resistance (VR) No Coercive Control High Coercive Control Self-Defense / Survival

Mutual Violent Control 
(MVC)

High Coercive Control High Coercive Control Mutual Dominance Battle

1. Intimate Terrorism (IT): The Dynamics of Coercive Control

Intimate Terrorism, formerly referred to as "patriarchal terrorism," is the form of violence most commonly seen in 

clinical and agency settings. It is defined by the use of violence as one tactic in a broader multi-faceted strategy to 

maintain total power and control over an intimate partner.

Mechanisms of Intimate Terrorism

In IT, the violence is often frequent and tends to escalate in severity over time. However, even infrequent violence 

can be effective if the threat of violence is supported by other control tactics. These tactics are often visualized 

through the Power and Control Wheel, developed by the Domestic Abuse Intervention Project (DAIP):

•  Economic Abuse: Preventing the victim from working, controlling access to family income, or making the 

victim ask for money.

•  Coercion and Threats: Threatening to leave, to commit suicide, or to report the victim to welfare agencies or 

immigration.

•  Intimidation: Using looks, gestures, or smashing things to instill fear.

•  Isolation: Controlling what the victim does, who they see, and where they go, thereby limiting their support 

network.

•  Minimizing, Denying, and Blaming: Making light of the abuse or saying the victim caused it.

Gender Dynamics in IT

Statistical analysis of IT consistently shows a high degree of gender asymmetry. In the vast majority of cases

identified in shelters and court systems, the perpetrator is male and the victim is female. This form of violence is

rooted in patriarchal social structures and individual psychological needs for dominance.

2. Situational Couple Violence (SCV): Conflict Escalation

Situational Couple Violence is the most common form of IPV in the general population. Unlike IT, SCV is not

motivated by a desire for general control. Instead, it arises from specific arguments or situations that escalate to

physical aggression because the individuals lack effective conflict-resolution or anger-management skills.

Technical Characteristics of SCV

•  Symmetry: SCV is roughly gender-symmetric; men and women engage in it at similar rates.

•  Frequency: It is usually less frequent than IT and does not necessarily escalate over time.

•  Reciprocity: It is often mutual, though it can be one-sided.



•  Absence of Fear: Victims of SCV generally do not live in a state of constant fear or surveillance, unlike victims 

of IT.

Escalation Factors

SCV is often driven by external stressors or internal emotional volatility. Common triggers include financial stress,

substance abuse, and communication breakdowns. Because the violence is situational, the therapeutic approach

focuses on communication training and de-escalation techniques rather than the safety-first protocols required for

IT.

3. Violent Resistance (VR) and Mutual Violent Control (MVC)

These two categories represent the more complex intersections of control and violence.

Violent Resistance (VR)

Violent Resistance occurs when a victim of Intimate Terrorism strikes back. While it may appear to be "mutual 

violence" on the surface, the technical distinction is the absence of a general control motiveon the part of the

resister. The resister is typically trying to stop an immediate assault, protect children, or express a desperate

attempt at autonomy. For many women in the legal system, VR is the primary reason they are arrested alongside

their abusers, leading to "dual arrests" that complicate legal proceedings.

Mutual Violent Control (MVC)

Mutual Violent Control is a rare phenomenon in which both partners are competing for general control of the

relationship using violent and coercive tactics. It is essentially two Intimate Terrorists in a relationship with one

another. This dynamic is unstable and often results in extreme levels of physical danger for both parties.

Technical Analysis: Why the Typology Matters

The failure to distinguish between these types in the past led to significant errors in both research and practice. For

instance, applying a "one-size-fits-all" intervention can be counterproductive or even fatal.

Comparative Metrics of Violence Types



Metric Intimate Terrorism (IT) Situational Couple Violence (SCV)

Injuries High (Severe/Chronic) Low to Moderate (Acute)

Psychological Impact PTSD, Hyper-vigilance, Depression Anger, Stress, Temporary Anxiety

Likelihood of Leaving Low (due to entrapment/fear) High (if conflict becomes intolerable)

Recidivism High without intensive intervention Moderate (often stops after therapy)

Legal Response Requires Criminal Prosecution May benefit from Mediation/
Counseling

Procedural Guide for Clinical and Legal Screening

To implement Johnson’s typology in professional practice, a structured screening process is required. Practitioners

must move beyond asking "Has there been violence?" to asking "What is the context of this violence?"

Step 1: The Incident Assessment

Document specific acts of violence. Use the Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS-2) to identify the severity of physical acts,

but do not stop there.

Step 2: The Control Assessment

Administer a Coercive Control Scale. Key indicators include:Does one partner control the other's social life or

finances?Does one partner display irrational jealousy or monitoring?Is there a history of stalking or digital

surveillance?

Step 3: The Fear Assessment

The presence of fear is the most reliable clinical indicator of Intimate Terrorism. Victims of IT modify their behavior

to avoid "triggering" their partner. This is known as "walking on eggshells." Victims of SCV may be angry or upset,

but they typically do not fear for their lives on a daily basis.

Step 4: Categorization and Safety Planning

•  If IT is identified: Couple's counseling is contraindicated and dangerous. Focus must be on victim safety, legal 

protection, and perpetrator accountability through specialized Battering Intervention Programs (BIPs).

•  If SCV is identified: Traditional marriage counseling, anger management, and communication workshops are 

appropriate and often highly effective.

Case Study Analysis: IT vs. SCV in Practice

Case A: The Escalated Argument (SCV)

A couple with no history of police involvement gets into a heated argument regarding finances. The husband 

pushes the wife; the wife slaps the husband. Neither partner controls the other's access to friends or money. They 

both feel guilty and seek help. Analysis:This is classic Situational Couple Violence. The intervention should focus

on financial stress management and non-violent communication.

Case B: The Systemic Subjugation (IT)

A woman is brought to the ER with a broken arm. She claims she fell. Her husband insists on being in the room 



during the exam. History reveals he tracks her phone and she has no bank account in her name. He has used 

violence twice in the last year, but she is terrified of him daily. Analysis:This is Intimate Terrorism. The violence is

a tool of a control system. Mediation would be dangerous here; the focus must be on a safety plan and separation

resources.

Broader Implications for Social Policy and Law

The adoption of Johnson’s typology has profound implications for how the legal system handles domestic violence. 

Mandatory arrest policies, while intended to protect victims, often fail to account for Violent Resistance, leading to

the arrest of victims who were defending themselves against Intimate Terrorists.

Furthermore, custody courts must utilize this typology to determine parental fitness. An individual who engaged in

SCV during a stressful divorce may still be a fit parent, whereas an Intimate Terrorist uses children as a pawn in

their control strategy, presenting a long-term risk of psychological and physical harm to both the former partner and

the children.

By integrating Michael P. Johnson’s typology into the standard operating procedures of law enforcement, social

work, and psychology, we move toward a system that is not only more accurate in its assessments but more

effective in its protection of the vulnerable. Understanding that domestic violence is a heterogeneous phenomenon

is the first step toward eradicating it in all its forms. The technical distinction between situational conflict and

coercive control remains the most vital tool in the modern practitioner’s arsenal, ensuring that interventions are

tailored to the specific dynamics of the relationship in question.
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