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Background  

• Intimate partner violence (IPV) perpetration involves any behaviour by an 
intimate partner causing physical, sexual or psychological harm, including 
aggression, sexual coercion, psychological abuse and controlling behaviours

• Whilst heterosexual men and people in same sex relationships experience IPV 
the most common and severe forms of IPV are directed against women by men 
(WHO, 2016)

• Women experiencing IPV are at risk of physical and psychological disorders, 
including substance use problems (eg. Ellsberg et al., 2008) 

• Rates of past year IPV perpetration are 4 times higher among men in substance 
use treatment than men in the general population (O’Farrell et al., 2003; El-
Bassel et al., 2007; Gilchrist et al., 2015).
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Methods

• Male participants were recruited from substance use treatment services 
waiting rooms and screened to take part in qualitative interview. Inclusion 
criteria:

heterosexual, 18 or over, reported ever having perpetrated IPV, able to 
conduct interview in English, willing to give us ex/partners’ contact 
details

• In-depth narrative interviews to maximise participants’ own stories
• Anonymised transcripts were coded thematically using deductive codes 

derived from literature and our research questions and inductively. 
• Challenge of how to analyse discrepancies in male and female accounts. 



14 dyads interviewed 

 

Living  
together 

   

    

Living apart 

    

   

Ex-partners  

       

9/14 female partners  
were using substances 
during the 
relationship. 
7/14 of dyads 
interviewed were still 
in relationship.                             
3 were living together

 

Substance 
User               

Current (2 

cannabis)        

       

 
Past    

 
 
 
 

           



Male characteristics

• The majority of men used heroin with other drugs, notably crack and cocaine, though 
some also mixed benzodiazepines with alcohol. Nine men were also heavy drinkers. 

• Men described childhoods characterised by instability, deprivation, physical and sexual 
abuse. 

• All the men had histories of offending. Eight men reported having been arrested for 
IPV-related offences 

• Eight men disclosed perpetrating violence that was extra-familial in addition to IPV. 

• All the men in the study had had contact with their children completely curtailed or 
partially restricted at some point.



Female characteristics 

• Half of the women were current or former users of heroin and or crack/cocaine

• All 7 current or former users of heroin and crack/cocaine described having 
experienced a range of mental health problems 

• 2 women who were not heroin and crack/cocaine users described the negative 
impact on their mental health of living in an abusive relationship

• Several women had previous experience of IPV in previous relationships

• Several women had had children removed and/or children were living or had 
grown up with other family members 



Themes from the dyad interviews

• Intoxication with alcohol and alcohol and 
cocaine 

• Withdrawal and craving 

• Economic abuse 

• Protection /Controlling behaviour 



Intoxication 

I remember being out with someone 
over there, and she going mad that I 

was out with someone, for a long time 
and I come home pissed or drunk and 

yeah, that was – and then the 
argument kicked off and that was it.. I 
can remember Lisa swinging at us and 

er, I pushed her down the bed and 
then she – then I hit her and that was 

it (Ben, crack/heroin user)

I bit him, I sunk my teeth into his finger and 
that’s when the shit hit the fan…He punched 

me in the face.  He punched me in the face like 
you would hit a man. I was seeing stars and I felt 

my head pop, you could see the bone in my 
head, and I had two black eyes, I was like a 
panda… I said I tell you what, I says, you lay 
another finger on me I said, and you’ll be 

sleeping with one eye open, I said,  because I’ll 
stab you, I said I will stab you if you lay another 

finger on me. He said, no,  no I’m sorry, I’m 
sorry, I didn’t - it wasn’t,  Ben it was the drink I 
know that now it wasn’t him it was the drink  

(Lisa, crack/heroin user )



Alcohol and cocaine intoxication

when she goes out to the pub and that 
and she says she’s going with her family, 
I used to go there, see if there’s family 
there. When I see it’s not family, I’d go 
in the pub and drag her out of the pub, 
give her a smack, throw her in the 
fucking car and take her home, you 
know what I mean (Mike, treatment for 
cocaine and alcohol)

We was walking down the road.  
We’d come back from a club with 
my mum and he’d been drinking 
and taking drugs and I don’t 
remember why but he strangled 
me.  He grabbed me and strangled 
me and a member of the public 
stopped him (Jenny, no drug use)



Withdrawal/ craving in drug using relationships

Mostly it was about drugs, that he didn’t get 
enough, or I didn’t get enough drugs, or I was 

smoking behind his back, things like that. 
Jealousy basically about drugs. And I used to 
hit him back, fight him back and we just used 
to be horrible to each other and that went on 
for a couple of years. He’d kick me out, got no 
coat on during the winter and things like that 

(Karen, heroin/crack user) 

The first time I hit her, that’s when 
we were both smokers and I said to 
her, ‘you’re not leaving to go and 

find nothing’ yeah and yeah, I must 
have, I must have hit her, yeah and 
grabbed her by the neck, yeah, and 
she went out, and the police came. 

They arrested me for ABH’ (Tim, 
treatment for heroin/crack user)



Economic abuse

while I'd been away [partner] had started using proper back into the 
habit...  And this day that I, I could feel the air change, he come into 
the front room and grabbed me round the throat and started saying 
that I was a busybody, getting up in his business (Mary, former 
stimulant user) 

I was just like, no sign of a break-in. 
I knew their dad had been, and 

obviously some of the games she’d 
got to a certain level, and .. s/he 

was absolutely heartbroken (Lucy, 
no substance use)

He keeps saying he’s 
beat it, he’s beat it 
but it doesn’t seem 

like that because he’s 
lying to me all the 

time, and he’s having 
money off me all the 
time again, £15, £20 

(Gemma, no 
substance use) 



Controlling versus protective behaviour 

She’s going to get herself 
hurt, yeah?  I know what 
these blokes out here are 

like.  They’re going to end up 
like bloody killing her or 
raping or something and 
that, yeah?  So obviously 

that makes me, makes me 
and her argue, right.  ‘ (Joe, 

heroin and crack use)

Like sometimes I feel 
like I can’t breathe, it’s 
like I can't go out and 
he’s following me and 
he’s asking me where I 

am and .. what I’m 
doing (Kate, heroin, 

crack use)



Explanations for IPV 

Men’s explanations for IPV include 
combinations of: 

• Intoxication and loss of control 
• Withdrawal and Craving 
• Competition for drugs
• Sexual betrayal
• Male Desire to ‘protect’ partner 
• Tendency to describe IPV as arising 

from specific dispute – i.e. situational 
abuse and violence as reciprocal

Women’s explanations: 

• Intoxication and loss of control 

• Withdrawal and craving – economic abuse 

• Competition for drugs 

• Sexual jealousy

• Controlling behaviour 

• Abuse linked to uncovering of secret 
substance use/relapse

• Pattern of abusive behaviour –not one-off 



Summary

• Complex interplay between pyscho-pharmacological effects of  

intoxication, withdrawal and craving, gendered power relations and 

controlling behaviours.

• Both partners bring histories of adversity, psychological disorders, 

childhood abuse and IPV in previous relationships with them

• Destructive forms of masculinity played out by highly marginalised men 

• Men very often oriented to the social unacceptability of abusive 

behaviours accounting for their minimising, describing abuse as one off, 

context specific or omitting to describe forms of abuse. 

• Substance using women made particularly vulnerable by their substance 

dependence often keeping them in relationships 
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