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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

 

 

AIMS AND OBJECTIVES  

 

This research project focused on identifying the risk and protective factors to male 

interpersonal violence, for the purposes of developing a firm theoretical and methodological 

foundation for follow-up studies aimed at developing a prevention intervention framework for 

males involved as victims and perpetrators in interpersonal violence in South Africa. 

 

The exploratory study aimed to identify and understand the risk and protective factors to 

interpersonal violence in youth and adult men, and to investigate theoretical and meta-

theoretical approaches linked to this focus, based on an analysis of national and international 

literature and documents. The specific objectives of the theoretical and literature study were 

to (a) Source information on male interpersonal violence (men as victims and perpetrators) 

with regards to risk and protective factors; and (b) Identify relevant theoretical frameworks 

for the explanation of interpersonal violence and specifically male interpersonal violence. 

This Report focuses on the first objective noted above, presenting an analysis of an 

interdisciplinary literature review on males involved in interpersonal violence. 

 

In this study, violence refers to interpersonal violence only, and does not including self-

inflicted or collective forms of violence. The World Report on Violence and Health (Krug, 

Dahlberg, Merci, Zwi and Lozano, 2002, p.5) defines violence as: ñThe intentional use of 

physical force or power, threatened or actual, against oneself, another person, or against a 

group or community, that either results in or has a high likelihood of resulting in injury, death, 

psychological harm, maldevelopment or deprivationò. Types of violence include: self-

directed, interpersonal violence, and collective violence; and violent acts include: physical, 

sexual, psychological, and acts involving deprivation or neglect. 

  

Interpersonal violence includes: (a) family and intimate partner violence ï that is, violence 

largely between family members and intimate partners, usually, though not exclusively, 

taking place in the home; and (b) community violence ï violence between individuals who are 

unrelated (including youth violence, random acts of violence, rape or sexual assault by 

strangers, and violence in institutional settings such as schools, workplaces, prisons and 

nursing homes). In this project, the focus is on male interpersonal violence which refers to 

violence involving youth or adult males as victims and/or perpetrators of interpersonal 

violence. 

 

 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY  

 

This literature study aimed to explore and guide the development of a clear focus, a relevant 

conceptual framework, and an appropriate research methodology for follow-up studies. The 

study included a óbroad sweepô review of literature and documents from the baseline 

disciplines relevant to violence: psychology, sociology, criminology and health. The review 

included an initial focus on interpersonal violence more generally, followed by an 

examination of the more specific literature on male interpersonal violence. 

 

As a starting point for the literature study, the researchers obtained the most recent global 

assessment of violence from a public health perspective (WHO Report on Violence and 

Health: Krug et al., 2002), followed by literature from the Crime, Violence and Injury Lead 



Programme (CVI) written over the last decade, as well as from other relevant Medical 

Research Council structures. This was then followed by an electronic search using relevant 

keywords. It should be noted that, while literature from both international and local sources 

were deliberately accessed, the study did not compare international and South African views 

on male interpersonal violence. In addition the literature reviewed was limited to the 

documents available through the channels referred to above. A more thorough search on 

literature developed within the South African context would need to be pursued to ensure that 

all sources in this country are accessed and analyzed.  

 

A qualitative, thematic content analysis process was then pursued. The risk and protective 

factors identified were located within the ecological framework used by the World Report on 

Violence and Health (Krug et al., 2002): individual, relationship, community and societal 

levels. This initial categorization was followed by a critical analysis of the findings of the 

literature review conducted. This included hosting a national roundtable discussion, including 

approximately 30 key national informants, aimed at examining the risk and protective factors 

for male interpersonal violence at a deeper level, drawing on relevant perspectives and 

worldviews from South Africa. The proceedings of this discussion (Tonsing & Lazarus, 2009) 

were compiled, analyzed and included as a source in the findings and recommendations 

emerging from this exploratory study. 

 

 

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS  

 

Theoretical Perspectives and Theories on Male Interpersonal Violence 

 

One aim of the literature review was to identify perspectives and theories used in studies 

focusing on interpersonal violence, and more specifically, male interpersonal violence. A full 

report on the findings of this section can be found in a separate report (Lazarus, Tonsing, 

Ratele & Van Niekerk, 2009). A summary of these findings are presented below. 

 

First, it is clear that many meta-theoretical frameworks and specific theories are used to 

explain violence in general and male interpersonal violence in particular. Second, many 

authors argue for the need to pursue a multi-disciplinary approach to the study of violence in 

general, including male interpersonal violence. And third, many argue for the development of 

integrated frameworks to understand the complex nature of this phenomenon, and to be able 

to respond comprehensively. 

  

In this review, the ecological framework, which includes an analysis of both risk and 

protective factors at the individual, relationship, community and societal levels, emerged as a 

dominant perspective informing the research on violence and interpersonal violence more 

specifically. However, limited use of this framework was evident in studies of male violence. 

The male interpersonal violence literature accessed in this study also made little reference to 

the public health approach. The perspectives that were emphasized in the more focused 

review of male interpersonal violence included:  A critical approach (including social 

constructionism), gender perspectives (including feminist and masculinity/masculine identity 

perspectives), historical and cultural approaches, socialization and social learning theories, 

and intra-psychic and biological perspectives. The predominant focus on 

masculinity/masculine identity was unique to the research on male interpersonal violence, 

being minimally mentioned in the general violence literature.  

 



A focus on culture was also more dominant in studies on male interpersonal violence. This 

includes general norms and values as well as ótraditionalô cultural values and practices. 

However, although these more local values and practices have been identified in numerous 

risk assessments for male interpersonal violence, most of the perspectives and theories used to 

explain them are mainstream ówesternô perspectives. There was very little evidence in the 

literature accessed that indigenous and/or community-embedded understandings have been 

consulted to transform understandings and responses to violence in general, and male 

interpersonal violence in particular. 

 

The theoretical study conducted as part of this exploratory study on risk and protective factors 

to male interpersonal violence has acted as a springboard for the development of a conceptual 

framework to guide the work on violence within the Crime, Violence and Injury Lead 

Programme. This process, which has been shared at the national roundtable discussion on 

Understanding Male Violence in October, 2008 (Tonsing & Lazarus, 2009) and at other 

conferences, is attempting to integrate a critical perspective on violence as a public health 

challenge ï drawing on mainstream and local, community-embedded worldviews and voices 

to both understand and respond to the high levels of violence in South Africa.  

 

 

Risk Factors for  Male Interpersonal Violence 

 

The analysis of risk and protective factors to male interpersonal violence utilized the 

ecological framework which categorizes factors according to individual, relationship, 

community and societal levels. However, it should be noted that the identification of a factor 

at one level is arbitrary in that most of the factors cut across the different ecological levels, 

revealing a dynamic relationship between the individual and the contexts within which s/he 

finds her/himself. Despite this constraint, use of this categorization allows for a comparison 

with the World Health Organization and other public health literature, as most risk factor 

analyses utilize the public health and ecological approaches as their foundation. 

 

Many authors argue that performing a risk factor analysis is a complex process that needs to 

be multi-faceted and comprehensive. A considerable overlap of risks across violence types as 

well as shared (or interlinked) risks is evident. The importance of considering cultural factors 

and developmental pathways to violence also came to the fore.  

 

On the individual level the literature review on male interpersonal violence revealed the 

following groups of risk factors: Demographic factors, substance abuse and crime, intra-

psychic and biological factors, specific emotional needs, competencies and skills, masculine 

identity challenges, and norms, values and beliefs. Challenges to masculine identity and other 

factors relating to personal beliefs, values and norms appear to be dominant risk factors. The 

masculine identity factor relates to identity, power and control needs, loss of the traditional 

masculine role, inability of the man to fulfill male role expectations (particularly as a 

breadwinner), and the link between masculine identity and guns. Key factors relating to 

norms, values and beliefs are menôs negative views of women and sexuality, and a normative 

view of violence. Key demographic factors that were highlighted include: Low socio-

economic status (SES), low educational level, and being unskilled. Finally, it is interesting to 

note that among the intra-psychic or emotional aspects, the two key factors that emerged were 

anti-social behavioural problems and aggressive tendencies, and feelings of shame and 

humiliation.  

 



On a relationship level, general risk factors to male interpersonal violence that were identified 

include: family structure, family and parental relationship dynamics, marital relationship 

dynamics, violence in the family, peer relations, gender relations and roles, as well as 

interpersonal and behavioural factors. The two main groups of relationship risk factors that 

emerged from this study were violence in the family, and gender relations and roles. With 

regard to violence in the family, the main risk factors include: witnessing violence in the 

family, experiencing abuse or other forms of violence in the family, and, linked to all of the 

above, inter-generational learning of aggressive and violent behaviour. Specific risk factors 

relating to gender relations and roles include: Gender inequities, rigid gender roles or 

stereotypes, role conflict, a normative view of dominant masculinity, challenges to masculine 

identity and roles, and family honour - linked to ótraditionalô cultural expectations of a man. 

Risk factors relating to family structure and peer relations were also clearly identified. 

 

At community level, the main broad categories of risk factors include: Demographic and 

socio-economic factors, community safety factors, lack of community support and 

involvement, and community norms and values. The key socio-economic factors were noted 

as follows: poverty, income inequality, low SES; unemployment and lack of job 

opportunities, dense urban neighbourhoods, and the link between all of these factors and 

masculine identity. The main issue relating to the lack of community support and involvement 

as a set of risk factors is the lack of social support and interaction and resultant social 

marginalization. It also includes a lack of recreational opportunities, non-attendance at school 

and negative school experiences for youth. Finally, the community safety set of risk factors 

are also clearly highlighted in the literature. High levels of crime and violence, including the 

presence of gangs and a resultant culture of violence in the community, are identified as key 

risk factors. Substance abuse and access to fire-arms are also noted as important risk factors, 

as well as the lack of effective and trustworthy police protection at the community level.   

 

At the societal level, the main categories of risk factors identified are: Socio-economic and 

political structure, other political and demographic factors, cultural norms and values in 

society, gender relations, safety and security, social disorganization, low social capital, and 

social historical trauma. Of these, socio-economic and political structural factors, cultural 

norms and values in society, and, related to this, gender relations, appear to be key factors 

emerging from this analysis. Key socio-political-economic factors emerging include: 

globalization, modernisation, income inequalities, unemployment, the arms and drug 

economies, the effects of militarization and war, and rapid social change. 

 

Risk factors relating to cultural norms and values in society include: a culture of violence 

(norms that promote the acceptance and perpetration of violence), masculinity ideologies 

(such as male superiority beliefs), ótraditionalô cultural norms and values that support the 

acceptance of certain aspects of violence (including how this links to masculinity and social 

identity factors), as well as the role of the media in supporting all of the above. Relevant to 

both of the above sets of risk factors is gender inequality, and, linked to this, the low status of 

women in society.  

 

Safety and security issues at societal level are also commonly referred to in the literature. This 

includes: High levels of crime, lack of law enforcement, and unofficial modes of law 

enforcement pursued in the absence of trust in the official channels of control. And finally, 

although social historical trauma experienced as a result of inter-generational cycles of 

violence over many generations, particularly within colonial contexts, is not highlighted by 

many international authors in this study, it is interesting to note that it features strongly in 

literature from South Africa, as well as other previously and currently colonized contexts.



Protective Factors for Male Interpersonal Violence 

 

None of the protective factors listed here occurred in a high frequency in the reviewed 

literature. This is due to a limited focus on protective factors in most studies, as well as the 

limitations of this study. The literature does, however, note the need for a greater focus on 

protective factors.  

 

On the individual level, the following broad categories are noted: demographic factors, intra-

psychic and emotional factors, behaviours and skills, as well as cultural and religious beliefs 

and practices. Demographic protective factors include: higher education level of the man, 

maturity or higher age, and having employment or being enrolled in school. Intra-psychic and 

emotional factors include: individual resilience, self-reflection and insight, a sense of 

responsibility, strong attachments, a constructive view of masculinity, and learning from the 

impact of violence. Specific behaviours and skills identified as protective factors include: 

Conflict management skills, vocational skills, coping skills, and health-seeking behaviour. 

And, finally, cultural and religious factors include: Having a purpose in life, having some kind 

of religion or spiritual beliefs, and undergoing rites of passage. 

 

Relationship level protective factors were identified in relation to marital and family 

dynamics, and peer relations. The protective factors linking to marital and family relations 

include: positive family role models, family support, and attachment or connectedness to 

parents of family-of-origin. Positive family values and norms, the presence of the father in the 

home, and relationship skills are also identified as important factors. The major factor relating 

to peer relationships is belonging to a social group and thereby experiencing social support. 

However, this would be only be protective factors for male interpersonal violence if the norms 

and values dominant in these support systems were non-violent and supported constructive 

views of masculinity. 

 

On the community level, protective factors include the broad categories of: social capital or 

sense of community, community support and networks, community mobilization and 

empowerment, collective efficacy, and school connectedness. The social capital set of 

protective factors include: Cultural-community resilience, a sense of community, a safe and 

stable community, and the development of ófrithô (trust) within the community. Community 

support and networks, which connect to the concept of social capital, include the following 

protective factors noted in the analysis: Community activities, recreation opportunities, active 

community structures, parent support networks, good child-care facilities, support groups, and 

a sense of belonging as a member of a gang. Community mobilization and empowerment or 

collective efficacy is also identified as an important group of protective factors. This includes: 

community mobilization, a sense of agency at community level or collective efficacy, and the 

development of compassionate solidarity. And finally, for youth in particular, school 

connectedness is an important protective factor. 

 

At the broad societal level the categories of protective factors include: national policies and 

legislation, socio-economic factors, and cultural factors. The protective factors relating to 

policies and legislation include: A human rights framework and policies, a commitment to 

social justice and equity, citizen participation, and laws to constrain violence. Socio-economic 

protective factors include: employment and general economic opportunities, affordable 

housing, access to health care, and social protection.  Cultural protective factors identified 

include: non-violence linked to male roles in the media, values and norms that promote 

gender equality, the promotion of a caring, non-violent and egalitarian view of masculinity, 

cultural respect, and spiritual values (including compassion). 



 

Although this study did not focus on violence prevention, inclusion of an initial analysis of 

approaches to prevention of male interpersonal violence was considered appropriate because 

of its close connection to the concept of protective factors. The literature review revealed a 

comprehensive approach to violence prevention that includes all four levels of the ecological 

model, and a cultural sensitivity in the development of programmes. Various change 

strategies are evident, including both ópersonô and óenvironmentô orientated approaches that 

focus on changing people and their contexts. There is an emphasis on the community level 

interventions as well as a growing focus on health promotion rather than prevention only. 

 

A number of principles relating to prevention programmes that focus specifically on male 

interpersonal violence were highlighted in this study. While there appears to be a clear move 

towards males joining together, and sometimes with women, to campaign against violence, 

this review revealed that the current approach to addressing male interpersonal violence is 

predominantly negative, with programmes being ótreatmentô orientated, and aimed at 

óchangingô men. This is in contrast to an emphasis on empowerment of women. One other 

interesting finding is a movement towards intentionally promoting a more positive and 

constructive masculinity ideology, thereby promoting a more positive social identity for men, 

and redefining gender roles and practices. 

 

 

National Roundtable Discussion on Understanding Male Violence 

 

The critical analysis of this data included a two-day national roundtable discussion which 

focused on the findings of this Report. The proceedings of this event (Tonsing & Lazarus, 

2009) highlight the following important points. First, there is a need for clearer definitions of 

key concepts, including the term ómale interpersonal violenceô. Second, different aspects of 

this violence need to be separately interrogated, including the focus on males as victims, and 

males as perpetrators of interpersonal violence. Third, while social factors implicated in the 

development of risk and protective factors are important to highlight, individual aspects of 

maleness also need a strong emphasis. Fourth, specific risk factors highlighted in the 

discussion include: brutalization of children, biological factors, inequality, alcohol, guns and 

weaponry, the policing and criminal justice system, the history of militarization, and historical 

colonization and trauma as a cluster of risk factors. With regard to violence prevention, there 

was support for the stance that men should be empowered instead of being seen as óthe 

problemô. Finally, the need for more data on males as perpetrators of violence was 

highlighted, and there was a call for both theoretical and practical/solution-orientated research 

and action in this area. 

 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS  

 

The following recommendations are proposed from the exploratory study into the risk and 

protective factors to male interpersonal violence: 

 

Recommendation 1: The Crime, Violence and Injury Lead Programmeôs focus on the 

development of a Responsive Critical Public Health approach to understanding violence 

should be further pursued. There is a need and a place for frameworks that intentionally bring 

together a systemic, multi-level approach with a critical analysis of power dynamics that cut 

across the system levels.  

 



Recommendation 2: In addition to deepening our understanding of male interpersonal 

violence through theory development, there is a need for empirical research to test existing 

theories and contribute to understandings of this phenomenon. This is particularly important 

in South Africa where minimal work has been conducted in this area.  

 

Recommendation 3: A further challenge relates to looking at how one can bring the necessary 

different voices, disciplines, worldviews and perspectives óaround the tableô in order to ensure 

a multi-level analysis and response ï in a culturally and philosophically sensitive way. 

Community voices, including indigenous and other forms of marginalized voices, should be 

included in research conducted to understand why men are so at risk of being involved in 

violence. This could be pursued as a particular focus as well as a principle guiding such 

research. 

 

Recommendation 4: Another challenge relates to the need for a critical, sensitive, open, and 

assertive engagement around the question of how culture and cultural frameworks relate to the 

understanding of and responding to the many violence challenges. In particular, this refers to 

the need to examine the power dynamics within the cultural debates.  

 

Recommendation 5: There is a need to focus on protective factors more. This includes 

exploring whether and how the social capital (including spiritual and cultural capital) 

framework can be used and further developed, and how the current focus of the CVI on 

community resilience can be further developed. Within the context of the Crime, Violence 

and Injury Lead Programmeôs commitment to working within a safety promotion framework, 

more intentional connections with the health promotion traditions should also be pursued. 

This would open up different coalitions, and highlight some important additional aspects to 

consider.  

 

Recommendation 6: Males as victims of interpersonal violence is an under-researched area of 

focus, and therefore needs to be pursued further. And, while qualitative research on male 

perpetrators of violence is more readily available in South Africa, there is a need for more 

quantitative studies on males as perpetrators. 

 

Recommendation 7: In addition to the above recommendations, there is clearly a need for 

further studies that focus on specific aspects relating to risk and protective factors to male 

interpersonal violence. This includes the following areas of focus:  

 

 Particular age groups of men are more at risk of becoming involved in violence. The 

link between age and male interpersonal violence should therefore be investigated 

further.  

 Biological factors, such as malnutrition, lead poisoning and Fetal Alcohol Syndrome, 

merit further study, as these conditions may put children at greater risk of becoming 

aggressive, maladjusted adults. 

 There is a need to interrogate possible differences of risk and protective factors to 

male interpersonal violence, dependent on: the type of interpersonal violence 

involved; whether the men are victims or perpetrators; or the particular context in 

which the violence occurs.  

 Such studies should include evidence-based, systematic reviews of both quantitative 

and qualitative studies on male interpersonal violence.  

 

 

 



In the context of all of the above, there is a need to dig deeply to understand the risk and 

protective factors ï to understand the root causes of male interpersonal violence for the 

purposes of identifying and pursuing effective primary prevention programmes in South 

Africa, and beyond.   
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GLOSSARY 

 

 

Community resilience 

 

Ahmed, Seedat, Van Niekerk and Bulbulia (2004, p.2) refer to the concept of community 

resilience, which they say: ñincludes those features of a community that in general promote 

the safety of its residents, that serves to protect residents against injury and violence risks, and 

which allows residents to bounce back after exposure to general adversity and injury risksò.  

 

 

Health promotion 

 

According to the Ottawa Charter (WHO, 1986) and the WHOôs Health Promotion Glossary 

(Nutbeam, 1998): ñHealth Promotion is a process of enabling people to increase control over 

and improve their healthò. It is about: ñhelping people to gain and maintain good health 

through promoting a combination of educational and environmental supports which influence 

peopleôs actions and living conditionsò. The Ottawa Charter (WHO, 1986) outlines five 

priority action areas for health promotion action: (a) Building healthy public policies, (b) 

creating supportive environments, (c) developing personal skills, (d) strengthening 

community action, and (e) re-orienting health services. The Ottawa Charter also includes 

three process methodologies or strategies through which to promote the health of individuals 

and communities: advocacy, enablement and mediation. 

 

 

Historical Trau ma 

 

Duran and Duran (1995) have developed a hybrid approach to psychological and public health 

practice, focusing particularly on the phenomenon of historical trauma in the Native American 

context. They argue that it is important to understand the colonial history, particularly the 

ócolonization of the life worldô of people in or from colonized contexts, and the severe 

spiritual and psychological injury (the soul wound) and intergenerational trauma that has 

occurred as a result. ñThe notion of soul wound is one which is at the core of much of the 

suffering that indigenous peoples have undergone for several centuriesò (Duran & Duran, 

1995, p.24). This concept is directly linked to the process of internalized oppression, which 

refers to internalised despair and a sense of helplessness and self-hatred, where the oppressor 

has been integrated and interwoven into the fabric of the family. This often results in various 

forms of self- and other abuse, where shame and rage is turned in on itself and others. 

 

 

Interpersonal Violence 

 

Interpersonal violence ñrefers to acts that involve the intentional use of physical force on 

another person in order to achieve some objectiveò (Parker, Dawes & Farr, 2004, p.23). 

Stevens, Seedat and Van Niekerk (2003, p.356) refer to interpersonal violence as 

encompassing ñviolent behaviours that occur between individuals, but are not planned by any 

social or political groups in which they participateò.  

 

Krug et al. (2002, p.6) refer to the two main elements of  interpersonal violence: (a) Family 

and intimate partner violence ï that is, violence largely between family members and intimate 



partners, usually, though not exclusively, taking place in the home; and (b) Community 

violence ï violence between individuals who are unrelated, and who may or may not know 

each other, generally taking place outside the home. ñThe former group includes forms of 

violence such as child abuse, intimate partner violence and abuse of the elderly. The latter 

includes youth violence, random acts of violence, rape or sexual assault by strangers, and 

violence in institutional settings such as schools, workplaces, prisons and nursing homesò.   

Within the broad category of interpersonal violence, both intimate and sexual violence are 

central. These two forms of violence are defined by Krug et al. (2002) as follows: ñIntimate 

partner violence refers to any behaviour within an intimate relationship that causes physical, 

psychological or sexual harm to those in the relationship. Such behaviour includes: Acts of 

physical aggression ï such as slapping, hitting, kicking and beating; Psychological abuse ï 

such as intimidation, constant belittling and humiliating; Forced intercourse or other forms of 

sexual coercion; Various controlling behavioursò (p.89). Sexual violence refers to ñAny 

sexual act, attempt to obtain a sexual act, unwanted sexual comments or advances, or acts to 

traffic, or otherwise directed, against a personôs sexuality using coercion, by any person 

regardless of their relationship to the victim, in any setting, including but not limited to home 

and workò (p.149). This includes: rape, unwanted sexual advances or harassment, sexual 

abuse, forced marriage/cohabitation, denial of right to contraception, forced abortion, violent 

acts against integrity including genital mutilation, and forced prostitution. 

 

According to Abrahams, Jewkes, Hoffman and Laubscher (2004, p.41), gender-based 

violence refers to: ñA wide range of violations against women and girls, and includes any 

number of behaviours that serve to undermine the physical, sexual and emotional integrity of 

womenò. This includes: ñPhysical abuse, sexual abuse, verbal and psychological abuse, 

economic abuse, intimidation, harassment, stalking, damage to property, entry into 

complainantôs residence without consent where they do not share the same residence or any 

other controlling or abusive behaviour towards a complainant where such conduct harms or 

may cause imminent harm to the safety, health or well-being of the complainant (Domestic 

Violence Act 116 of 1998, 1998, p.4)ò.  

 

 

Male interpersonal violence 

 

In this study, this term is used to refer to all forms of interpersonal violence involving males 

as perpetrators and/or victims. This includes violence between males, and between males and 

females. 

 

 

Masculinity 

 

Good, Heppner, Hillenbrand-Gunn and Wang (1995) refer to masculinity ideology as a set of 

beliefs and expectations about what men should and should not do. This relates to the concept 

of social identity, and more specifically, the socio-cultural construction of manhood (Katz, 

1995). Whitehead (2005, p.411) says that: ñMasculinity is defined as a common denominator 

of men, as men, across social divisions, as opposed to existing approaches to menôs identity, 

as men, which employ the concept of different ómasculinitiesô being produced by men in 

different social positionsò. In South Africa, Ratele, Fouten, Shefer, Strebel, Shabalala  and 

Buikema (2008) refer to masculinity in the following way: ñThis masculine male é is the 

individual whom, as the colloquialism goes, women want and other men want to be. The 

unblushing male is the imagined type against whom any individual male is measured by 

others, including femalesò.



Prevention 

 

The aim of prevention approaches is to prevent the occurrence of, or minimize the damage 

from, human problems. Within public health, three levels of prevention (primary, secondary 

and tertiary) are usually utilized as a framework. Krug et al. (2002, p.15) refer to primary 

prevention as: ñapproaches that aim to prevent violence before it occursò. Parker, Dawes and 

Farr (2004, p.17) state that: ñPrimary prevention is universal and population-based (for 

example, training all primary school children in non-violent conflict resolution skills)ò. These 

authors also refer to the next level of prevention, secondary prevention, as: ñprogrammes 

[that] target selected groups at high-risk for violent conduct due to the nature of their proximal 

extra-familial social contexts or interpersonal factors (e.g. boys in dysfunctional families in 

high crime neighbourhoods)ò (p.17). Tertiary prevention refers to ñhigh cost- and treatment-

based, targeting clinical populations who have already sought help and who have already been 

diagnosed with conduct or other antisocial disordersò (p.28).  

 

 

Protective Factors 

 

The WHO Handbook for the documentation of interpersonal violence prevention programmes 

(Sethi, Marais, Seedat, Nurse & Butchart, 2004, p.11) refers to protective factors as factors, 

ñthat reduces the risk of violence or its consequencesò. Protective factors are defined by Small 

(2000) as individual or environmental safeguards that enhance a personôs ability to resist 

stressful life events, risks or hazards and promote adaptation and competence. 

  

 

Risk Factors 

 

Small (2000) defines risk factors as individual or environmental markers that are related to the 

increased likelihood that a negative outcome will occur. Risk factors can exist both within 

individuals and across various levels of the environment in which they live. Relating this to 

violence, Stevens et al. (2003, p.366) refer to these factors as: ñfactors that are shown to 

increase the possibility of exposure or experience of violenceò. Rosenberg, Butchart, Mercy, 

Narasimhan, Waters, and Marshall (2006, p.759) refer to risk factors for violence as: 

ñconditions that increase the possibility of becoming a victim or perpetrator of violenceò. 

Finally, the WHO Handbook for the documentation of interpersonal violence prevention 

programmes (Sethi et al., 2004, p.11) highlights that ñRisk factor identification looks at the 

why of violenceò. Using the ecological model, the WHOôs World Report on Violence and 

Health (Krug et al., 2002) identifies risk factors at four levels: individual, relationship, 

community, and societal. 

 

 

Social Capital 

 

Krug et al. (2002, p.36) state that ñSocial capital é refers, roughly speaking, to the rules, 

norms, obligations, reciprocity and trust that exist in social relations and institutionsò. 

Harpham, Grant and Thomas (2002, p.106) say that social capital refers: ñto the degree of 

connectedness and the quality and quantity of social relations in a given population. One 

model of social capital (Bain and Hicks 1998, cited in Krishna and Shrader 2000) 

disaggregates this resource into two components: structural and cognitive. The structural 

component includes extent and intensity of associational links or activity, and the cognitive 



component covers perceptions of support, reciprocity, sharing and trust é what people ódoô 

and what people ófeelô in terms of social relations. Ahmed et al. (2004, p.4) point out that this 

concept is closely linked to the concept of a sense of community, which is ñdefined as a 

óprocess in which the members interact, draw identity, social support, and make their own 

contributions to the common goodôò. 

 

 

Spiritual capital 

 

ñSpiritual capital is the effects of spiritual and religious practices, beliefs, networks and 

institutions that have a measurable impact on individuals, communities and societies 

(Templeton, www.metanexus.org, January 2007). It is a ólinguistic unionô of the concept of 

capital (both human and social) and the vague but popular notion of spirituality. and religious 

capital.  

 

 

Violence 

 

The World Health Organization (Krug et al., 2002, p.5) defines violence as: ñThe intentional 

use of physical force or power, threatened or actual, against oneself, another person, or 

against a group or community, that either results in or has a high likelihood of resulting in 

injury, death, psychological harm, maldevelopment or deprivationò. The types of violence 

identified by Krug et al. (2002, p.6) include: self-directed, interpersonal violence, and 

collective violence.  Violent acts include: physical, sexual, psychological, and acts involving 

deprivation or neglect. 

 

 

Violence prevention 

 

Within the context of interpersonal violence specifically, the WHO (Sethi et al., 2004, p.1) 

refer to violence prevention programmes as: ña series of inter-related preventive activities, 

interventions or projects designed to reduce the level of interpersonal violenceò. The authors 

of this book go on to say that: ñPrevention means to stop acts of interpersonal violence from 

occurring by intervening to eliminate or reduce the underlying risk factors and shore up 

protective factors, or to reduce the recurrence of further violence and its ill effectsò ... 

ñUniversal interventions target everyone within the population é Selective interventions 

target people at enhanced risk of violence only é Indicated interventions are applied to 

individuals and groups that have already demonstrated violent behaviour and/or been 

victimized by perpetrators in an effort to reduce re-victimization and repeat offendingò (Sethi 

et al., 2004, p.7).

http://www.metanexus.org/
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CHAPTER 1 

 

INTRODUCTION  

 

 

 

1.1 VIOLENT CRIME IN SOUTH AFRICA  

 

Violence in South Africa is not a new phenomenon. Even during the Apartheid period, violent 

crime accounted for far more of the violence in our country than political violence did. In 

post-1994, the incidence of violence is still high (Suffla, Van Niekerk & Duncan, 2004).  

 

The need to develop a deeper understanding of the risk and protective factors to male 

interpersonal violence has been exacerbated by the need to understand the causes for South 

Africaôs disproportionately high rates of crime and violence (Altbeker, 2006, 2007; Pelser, 

2008). South Africa has one of the highest rates of violence in the world (Altbeker, 2006, 

2007), with rates of interpersonal violence that are five times higher than the global average 

(Suffla, Van Niekerk & Duncan, 2004). While violence (including suicide) has been estimated 

to constitute 26% of all injury deaths worldwide by the World Health Organization (Krug, 

Dahlberg, Merci, Zwi & Lozano, 2002), it accounted for almost 50% of all injury deaths in 

South Africa, as recorded by the National Injury Mortality Surveillance System (NIMSS, 

Donson, 2008).  

 

Figure 1.1: Proportion of injury deaths caused by violence in South Africa, and 

proportion of male versus female deaths due to violence (based on 2007 data from the 

National Injury  Mortality Surveillance System) (Donson, 2008) 

 
 

 

 

Non transport, 2336,  
10% 

Undetermined, 2646, 
11% 

Female, 1143, 

13% 

Male, 7933, 

87% 

  

Violence, 9076,   39% 

Transport, 6749, 

29% 

Suicide, 2509, 

11% 



 2 

In South Africa, deaths by violence have the following characteristics, according to the latest 

NIMSS Report (Donson, 2008): Most violent deaths occur between 20h00 and 00h00, on 

Saturdays and Sundays. Seasonally, most homicides occur during December, followed by 

September and July. Regarding the external cause of death, sharp force objects, such as 

knives, followed by firearms were the leading causes of death due to violence. These findings 

suggest a link between recreational times and periods and violent behaviour, but also point to 

knives, firearms as well as alcohol consumption as significant factors in the exacerbation of 

violence in our country. 

 

According to the Crime Information Analysis Centre (CIAC) of the South African Police 

Service, South Africaôs crime rates have decreased over the past few years (Institute for 

Security Studies, 2005). However, during the year 04/2006 to 03/2007 the crime reduction 

targets set by government (a reduction of 7-10% for each contact crime, per annum) have not 

been met for six of the eight contact crimes
1
 (CIAC, 2007). According to Altbeker (2007) the 

total number of reported murders per year has fallen by 29% between 1995/6 and 2006/7 in 

this country, but the number of reported robberies has risen by 38% in the same period. 

Furthermore, while serious crime may have decreased since 2003, it is still higher than in 

1995 (Lebone, 2006; Institute for Security Studies, 2005).  

 

Some argue that South Africaôs social crime prevention policies, its criminal justice system, 

and violence prevention strategies have failed (Altbeker, 2007; Pelser, 2007, 2008). Altbeker 

(2007) speculates that government is seemingly in denial about the countryôs crime problem 

because it simply has no solutions, rather than because it is uninformed. However, the South 

African government has promised to give the entire national justice system an overhaul, 

intending to bring more skill into the police and more up-to-date equipment and person power 

to other parts of the system, including the forensic services.  

 

Despite some evidence that the South African government may slowly be winning the fight 

against crime, the public does not feel safe. Perceptions of the incidence of crime, especially 

violent crime, have steadily risen between 1998 (25%) and 2003 (58%). Robbery and murder 

are much less prevalent than is perceived by the public (Burton, 2004). A study among 

students shows that the top three ñday-to-day fears of what might happenò are: being 

murdered, being hijacked, and being injured in criminal violence. Even though these fears 

may be excessive, they are not unfounded, as murder is the number one cause of death among 

15 to 21 year old males in this country (Muloongo, Kibasomba & Kariri, 2005).  

 

Young men are the predominant victims and perpetrators of violence in South Africa, and in 

other contexts (Krug et al., 2002; Altbeker, 2006; Pelser, 2008; Norman, Matzopoulos, 

Groenwald, & Bradshaw, 2007). Violence-related injuries and deaths are significant 

contributors to potential and actual years of life lost for South African males (Bradshaw, 

Groenwald, Laubscher, Nannan, Nojilana, Norman, Pieterse & Schneider, 2003; 

Matzopoulos, Van Niekerk, Marais & Donson, 2002; Suffla et al., 2004). According to the 

latest NIMSS report, men are approximately six times more likely to be victims of homicide 

than women (Donson, 2008).  

 

In comparison, the World Health Report on Violence and Health (Krug et al., 2002) found 

that globally, homicide rates among males are more than three times higher than among 

females, accounting for 77% of all homicides. These authors state, ñAlmost everywhere, 

youth homicide rates are substantially lower among females than among males, suggesting 

                                                 
1
 The eight contact crimes are: murder, attempted murder, rape, assault with grievous bodily harm (GBH), 

common assault, indecent assault, common robbery and aggravated robbery (CIAC, 2007). 
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that being male is a strong demographic risk factorò (p.25). Males constitute the majority of 

victims of violent injury (Krug et al., 2002; Parker, Dawes & Farr, 2004). Additionally, men 

are most often the perpetrators of abusive and life-threatening injuries, of sexual abuse of 

female victims (90%), and even of male victims (63-86%), in most countries (Krug et al., 

2002). 

 

These statistics reveal that there is a need to focus on males for the purposes of understanding 

and responding to interpersonal violence. An understanding of risk and protective factors in 

this regard is an essential stepping stone on the pathway to more effective preventive action. 

Norman et al. (2007) state that violence prevention is a priority public health issue for South 

Africa, and that the determinants of violence need further research to be well-understood. To-

date, violence research in South Africa has predominantly focused on womenôs experiences, 

thereby neglecting the need for the identification of risk factors to male violence perpetration 

and victimization (Abrahams, Jewkes, Hoffman & Laubscher, 2004). ñIt is critical that further 

research be done to better understand menôs use of violence against partners and to develop 

effective prevention strategiesò (Abrahams, Jewkes, Laubscher & Hoffman, 2006, p.263).  

 

From research globally, Kroner (2005) concludes that the time has come to answer the 

ówhyôsô in relation to violence. Policy makers want to know why violence occurs. Carlson 

(2005), in his article on lessons learnt over the past 20 years in violence research, stresses the 

need for future studies on violence to focus on males and specifically on cultural aspects in 

relation to violence. Internationally there is a trend towards órisk and protective factor 

analysesô of violence (Hanson, 2005). 

 

Finding the root to this problem, including uncovering protective factors to male interpersonal 

violence, will undoubtedly prove a complex task. It is for this reason that an in-depth analysis 

of local and international research and theory in this field is important. Research into the 

causes of male interpersonal violence needs to be holistic, drawing on all relevant 

perspectives and world views. 

 

 

1.2 RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 

 

This research project focused on identifying the risk and protective factors to male 

interpersonal violence, for the purposes of developing a firm theoretical and methodological 

foundation for follow-up studies aimed at developing a prevention intervention framework for 

males involved as victims and perpetrators in interpersonal violence in South Africa. 

 

The exploratory study aimed to identify and understand the risk and protective factors to 

interpersonal violence in youth and adult men, and to investigate theoretical and meta-

theoretical approaches linked to this focus, based on an analysis of national and international 

literature and documents. The specific objectives of the theoretical and literature study were 

to (a) Source information on male interpersonal violence (men as victims and perpetrators) 

with regards to risk and protective factors; and (b) Identify relevant theoretical frameworks 

for the explanation of interpersonal violence and specifically male interpersonal violence. 

This Report focuses on the first objective noted above, presenting an analysis of an 

interdisciplinary literature review on males involved in interpersonal violence. 

 

In this study, violence refers to interpersonal violence only, and does not including self-

inflicted or collective forms of violence. The World Health Organization (2002, p.5) defines 

violence as: ñThe intentional use of physical force or power, threatened or actual, against 
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oneself, another person, or against a group or community, that either results in or has a high 

likelihood of resulting in injury, death, psychological harm, maldevelopment or deprivationò. 

The types of violence identified by Krug et al. (2002, p.6) include: self-directed, interpersonal 

violence, and collective violence.  Violent acts include: physical, sexual, psychological, and 

acts involving deprivation or neglect. 

  

Krug et al., (2002, p.6) refer to the two main elements of interpersonal violence: (a) family 

and intimate partner violence ï that is, violence largely between family members and intimate 

partners, usually, though not exclusively, taking place in the home; and (b) community 

violence ï violence between individuals who are unrelated, and who may or may not know 

each other, generally taking place outside the home. ñThe former group includes forms of 

violence such as child abuse, intimate partner violence and abuse of the elderly. The latter 

includes youth violence, random acts of violence, rape or sexual assault by strangers, and 

violence in institutional settings such as schools, workplaces, prisons and nursing homesò. In 

this project, the focus is on male interpersonal violence which refers to violence involving 

youth or adult males as victims and/or perpetrators of interpersonal violence. 

 

 

1.3 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY  

 

The research aims and objectives of the theoretical and literature study constituted the frame 

for the research methodology pursued. This section provides a detailed overview of the 

research methodology, including: 

 

 Overall design 

 Data collection strategies and procedures 

 Data analysis procedure 

 Authenticity and Trustworthiness 

 Limitations and challenges of the study 

 

 

1.3.1 Overall Design 

 

It should be noted that this study was exploratory in nature, aimed at guiding the development 

of a clear focus, a relevant conceptual framework, and an appropriate research methodology 

for follow-up studies. The methodology demanded rigorous but creative interventions to try to 

find previous research conducted, and theoretical frameworks developed, within an area of 

research that has thus far been neglected because males are not seen as a óvulnerableô group. 

   

This study constituted a óbroad sweepô review of literature and documents from the baseline 

disciplines relevant to violence: psychology, sociology, criminology and health. Although 

other disciplines such as philosophy, anthropology, political science, and religious studies, 

drawing from mainstream as well as marginalized indigenous and local knowledges, were 

considered important in this study, it was not possible to include these perspectives in the 

pilot study. It is important, however, that these other perspectives be consulted in follow-up 

studies.  

 

It should be noted that, while the sources accessed were from inside and outside of South 

Africa, this study did not focus on similarities or differences between South African and 

international studies. Further research would need to be conducted to perform such an 
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analysis. This includes accessing local literature beyond electronic searches which do not tap 

into valuable and relevant sources in this context. 

 

The literature review conducted in this study was not a systematic review of specific literature 

ï such as the reviews of case control trials approach used in the medical field (refer Cochrane 

Centre).  A more systematic review could be conducted in follow-up studies, once some 

aspects of the focus have been more clearly defined. 

 

The study included an initial focus on violence, and interpersonal violence more particularly, 

before proceeding to examine the more specific literature on male interpersonal violence. This 

was considered to be an essential ófirst stepô based on the belief that risk and protective 

factors relating to male interpersonal violence are likely to be interlinked with violence more 

broadly, and that theories used to explain violence in broad terms have relevance to this more 

specific focus on males. The findings of the study suggest that this hunch was correct. 

 

The approach and methodology used in this pilot studyôs theoretical and literature study 

complied with the approach outlined in De Vos, Strydom, Fouché and Delport (2005).  In 

particular, the study aimed ñat contributing towards a clearer understanding of the nature and 

meaning of the problem that has been identifiedò (De Vos et al., 2005, p.123).  It complied 

with all the functions outlined by these authors, and pursued the same strategy as outlined in 

their work. With regard to sources accessed in this study, the focus was on óexisting 

scholarshipô and so it focused on accessing a range of research products produced by scholars 

in the field.  

 

Lastly, with regard to the organization of the writing of this Report, the ecological framework, 

which categorizes risk and protective factors under individual, relationship, community and 

society levels of the system, was utilized. It should be noted, however, that identification of a 

factor at one level is arbitrary in that most of the factors cut across the different ecological 

levels, revealing a dynamic relationship between the individual and the contexts within which 

s/he finds her/himself. Despite this constraint, use of this categorization allows for a 

comparison with the WHOôs own approach to violence and health, as well as other public 

health literature, as most risk factor analyses utilize the public health and ecological 

approaches as their foundation. 

 

Within the four-level ecological framework, a theme or construct strategy was used to 

organize the material. This complies with De Vos et al.ôs (2005, p.130) argument that one 

needs to ñknow what the central issues are that one wants to address, and then to identify any 

subthemes relating to the main issue. These might emerge in main and subheadingsò.  The 

process described below will reveal exactly how this was pursued in this study.   

 

 

1.3.2 Data Collection Strategies and Procedures 

 

The literature was sourced via a key word search (through: UNISA library, Cochrane Centre, 

Internet, and collaboration with relevant government and non-government organizations) of 

national and international peer-reviewed articles and a few books, as well as grey literature 

(such as conference papers and proceedings).  

 

The search strategy used followed the procedure outlined below:  
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1. As a starting point, the researcher conducted a detailed analysis of the most recent 

global assessment of violence from a public health perspective (WHO Report on 

Violence and Health: Krug et al., 2002).  

2. The next step was to identify and access grey and published literature from staff in the 

Crime, Violence and Injury (CVI) Lead programme over the last decade, for the 

purposes of identifying this organization/programmeôs conceptual and theoretical 

framework(s). 

3. This was followed by identifying and accessing relevant literature from other relevant 

Medical Research Council structures. 

4. With regards to the library-led search, the researchers identified the main key words in 

consultation with the Cochrane Collaboration. The keywords used were limited to the 

main keywords of males and interpersonal violence. This limited keyword search was 

performed because the study constituted a pilot project, and because the intention was 

to perform a broad sweep, without too much focus on particular aspects of the 

phenomenon under investigation. In this way the searches were able to show the 

current status of research undertaken into male interpersonal violence, without placing 

any major biases on the search results.   

5. Keyword searches (by an UNISA librarian) were then performed for the period (1995-

2007), in English language only. The engines used included: MEDLINE, PsycInfo, 

CSA, Sociological Abstracts, PubMed, Criminal Justice Abstracts, as well as various 

smaller engines, such as Social Service Abstracts and ERIC. 

6. A separate perusal of the contents pages of the Journal of Interpersonal Violence 

(1990-2007) was also performed to select further articles that may have been missed 

by the keyword searches.  

7. The search for grey literature was pursued by contacting academic institutions and 

relevant NGOs in South Africa. This process was limited by time, resulting in an 

incomplete accessing of South African literature on the subject. 

 

A total of 1230 abstracts from the search results were perused, and 311 of these abstracts were 

selected for analysis. The amount of abstracts analyzed constituted more than half of all 

abstracts found for the various keywords. Of 52 extra documents analyzed in full, 44 were by 

South African authors.  

 

Articles were selected by one team member by perusing title and abstract. A second team 

member independently examined the same search results in order to make the final selection 

more rigorous. A research assistant supported the team where necessary (e.g. with listings, 

database management and ordering of literature). 

 

The two researchers assessed the abstracts and documents for inclusion in the study using the 

following selection criteria:  

 

 Definite inclusion (*) : Clear relevance to the aims of the study, including (a) reference 

to particular perspectives or theories used to understand the involvement of males (as 

victims or perpetrators) in interpersonal violence; and (b) identification of particular 

risk and/or protective factors to male interpersonal violence. A focus on males, and 

interpersonal violence, were central to this selection.  

 Possible inclusion (ã): Apparent relevance to the study ï primarily through óreading 

between the linesô. 

 Exclusion from the study (x): No relevance to the aims of the study ï refer above.   
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All abstracts and readings in the first two selection categories were included in the study. In 

the case of uncertainty or disagreement, consensus between the two researchers was sought.  

 

 

1.3.3 Data Analysis Procedure 

 

The following coding categories were used in the analysis process. 

 

 

Table 1.1: Categories of Analysis 

 

 

Definitions 

Perspectives and Theories to Understand Male Interpersonal Violence 

 WHO World Report on Health and Violence: Perspectives and theories 

 CVI: Developing conceptual framework 

 Specific perspectives and theories emerging from literature study (Emerging 

themes/ sub-categories 

Risk Factor Analysis 

 Risk Factors relating to violence/interpersonal violence in general (Individual, 

Relationship, Community and Societal factors) 

 Risk factors relating to male interpersonal violence more specifically 

Protective Factor Analysis 

 Protective factors relating to interpersonal violence in general (Individual, 

Relationship, Community and Societal factors) 

 Protective factors relating to male interpersonal violence more specifically 

 Violence Prevention Methodologies, in general, and in relation to male 

interpersonal violence 

 

 

A qualitative, thematic content analysis process was then pursued. The specific process of 

reading and analyzing the literature included the following steps: 

 

1. Development of main categories for analysis. These constituted the categories for 

analysis (refer Table 1.2 above) which were framed by the research aims and questions. 

2. Identification of emerging categories as they emerged from the reading and analysis of 

the literature; using the codes referred to in Table 1.2 above. 

3. The researcher then highlighted key points, and noted useful quotations where relevant.  

These were typed into a Research Report Template, with reference being made to 

sources at all times. 

4. A data base of all sources used was developed during the process. This eventually 

became the Bibliography in the main Research Report. 

 

One important aspect of the study was to conduct a critical analysis of the findings of the 

literature review conducted. This was initially pursued by the two researchers responsible for 

the exploratory study after examination of the data emerging from the content analysis. A 

secondary analysis of the data was then pursued through a formal review of the study findings 

by the full project team. The final stage of the critical analysis was to share and debate the 

findings of this study with key national stakeholders through a roundtable discussion. 
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The purpose of the national roundtable discussion on understanding the risk and protective 

factors to male interpersonal violence was to facilitate discussion that would deepen our 

collective understanding of the violence in South Africa, and, more specifically, the role of 

males as victims and perpetrators within that context: by sharing, engaging with, and debating 

theoretical explanations as well as the key risk and protective factors identified as central in 

both understanding and responding to the challenges.  

 

While the findings of the literature study on risk and protective factors to male interpersonal 

violence was presented as a springboard for this exploration, a key aspect of this discussion 

was to ensure that the people sitting around the table brought the wisdom and insights of all 

relevant sectors, including those voices that are generally marginalized. This included people 

from disciplines, professions and organization who are not usually involved in the subject of 

violence. The roundtable was recorded verbatim and through notes. This facilitated accurate 

and rich descriptions of the process and outcomes which were captured in the proceedings of 

the meeting (Tonsing & Lazarus, 2009). 

 

 

1.3.4 Authenticity  and Trustworthiness 

 

The research aims and objectives, as well as the main keywords, were developed in 

consultation with the research team, and submitted to wider scrutiny within the MRC research 

ethics process.  The keywords were further developed and refined with the assistance of the 

Cochrane Centre at the MRC. Two researchers independently analyzed all abstracts and 

documents accessed, for the purposes of identifying those that were considered to be relevant 

to the aims and objectives of this study. Although only one researcher conducted the thematic 

content analysis, her framework and initial findings were submitted to scrutiny within the CVI 

research team, and later shared with other experts in the field. 

 

 

1.3.5 Limitations  and Challenges of the Study 

 

The following challenges around the literature reviewing process are noted.  Ways in which 

these challenges were addressed in this study are also outlined. 

 

The focus of the research, while well defined (focusing on risk and protective factors to male 

interpersonal violence), was still very broad, given (a) the inclusion of both risk and 

protective factors, (b) including ómalesô as perpetrators and victims, (c) including youth and 

adult males, and (d) including all aspects of interpersonal violence.  Given the exploratory 

nature of this study, this breadth was considered useful for the study, but there will be need 

for more focus in the follow-up studies.  Part of the purpose of this study was to find out 

exactly where the more specific focus should be.  

 

In order to provide a solid conceptual framework, and to locate this research appropriately 

within global and national developments, a rigorous systematic literature reviewing process 

should be pursued.  However, consultation with the MRCôs Cochrane Centre highlighted that 

this study does not meet the requirements of the kind of systematic reviewing process pursued 

within the medical framework.  The researchers were advised to follow a normal electronic 

search process, using relevant keywords (which were checked by the Centre), and search 

engines relevant to the disciplines, and to access other ógreyô literature wherever possible.   
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The selection of literature and other documents to include in this kind of study constituted a 

validity challenge. The procedure outlined earlier in this chapter was aimed at addressing 

possible biases in this process. Only one researcher conducted the detailed analysis of 

documents identified for inclusion in the study.  However, as mentioned above, her analysis 

was made transparent to the CVI research team in various ways. This included making the 

raw data available to all concerned (in a Research Report Template format); and sharing the 

summarized findings with the team and the wider CVI staff and Board (through PowerPoint 

presentations and conference papers). As mentioned earlier, the findings were also shared 

with other relevant role players at the national roundtable discussion held in October 2008, 

and will be disseminated through other conference presentations and publications in scientific 

journals. 

 

 

1.4 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK  

 

A summary of the theoretical study comprising one part of the focus for this study is 

presented below. Details of the findings of this section of the research can be found in a 

separate report (Lazarus, Tonsing, Ratele & Van Niekerk, 2009). 

 

The main purpose of this part of the study was to identify the main perspectives and theories 

used for studies on male interpersonal violence. Three general points were highlighted in the 

theoretical study. First, it was noted that many meta-theoretical frameworks and specific 

theories are used to explain violence, and male interpersonal violence in particular. Second, 

many authors argue for the need to pursue a multi-disciplinary approach to the study of 

violence in general, including male interpersonal violence. And third, many authors argue for 

the development of integrated frameworks to understand the complex nature of this 

phenomenon, and to be able to respond comprehensively. 

 

The review revealed that the main perspectives used to frame studies on interpersonal 

violence more generally include: 

 

 

Table 1.2: Main perspectives on interpersonal violence 

 

 

Ecological approaches 

A public health approach or model 

Prevention and health promotion 

Critical approaches 

Gender perspectives, including feminist and masculinity theories  

Biological and psychological perspectives 

Sociological and criminology perspectives 

Cultural perspectives. 
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It is interesting to note that the frameworks and theories that were emphasized in the more 

focused review of male interpersonal violence li terature include the following: 

 

 

Table 1.3: Main perspectives for male interpersonal violence 

 

 

Critical perspectives and theories, including social constructionism 

Gender perspectives (including feminist and masculinity frameworks) 

Historical and cultural approaches 

Socialization and social learning theories 

Intrapsychic and biological perspectives  

Biopsychosocial frameworks 

 

 

In the general literature on violence and interpersonal violence (particularly in the psychology 

and health disciplines), the ecological perspective appears to be a dominant framework for 

understanding and responding to violence. It is interesting to note that a number of researchers 

have adapted this approach by including it, in various ways, with other approaches. For 

example, there is reference to ecological-transactional, developmental-ecological, socialï

ecological, and a cognitive-ecological approach.  These frameworks are often directly or 

indirectly informed by general systems theory. 

 

It is interesting to note that while the ecological perspective tends to be strongly evident in the 

general interpersonal violence literature, studies focusing on males tend to limit the use of this 

perspective ï although many authors refer to it as an over-arching framework that helps to 

keep the different levels of the system visible (individual, relationship, community and social 

levels). While many authors recognize the need to examine factors at all levels of the system, 

there is little evidence of theoretical frameworks that look at the dynamics between and across 

levels of the system.  This latter aspect is crucial if we are to understand violence, including 

male interpersonal violence, and be able to identify how and where to place resources to 

prevent this violence.   

 

This literature study found that the analyses of male interpersonal violence focus primarily on 

individual and relationship levels of analysis ï with challenges to masculine identity being 

located primarily at these levels. There is therefore minimal analysis at community and 

societal levels.  This tendency to minimize the community and social levels in the masculinity 

debates has been noted by some. There is a need to examine how masculinity expresses itself 

or is operationalised as a risk and protective factor at the community and societal levels so 

that this obviously important aspect can be addressed at political and structural levels. 

 

The public health model generally uses the ecological perspective as an overall frame. Within 

this approach, various key aspects of prevention are evident, with the three levels of 

prevention being regularly noted (primary, secondary and tertiary prevention), and with risk 

and protective factors also being highlighted. The latter aspect (protective factors) is noted but 

minimally pursued however. 

 

The health promotion perspective is evident in those studies focusing more specifically on the 

protective factors. An overt reference to the global health promotion movement (based on the 

Ottawa Charter, WHO, 1986), is generally not visible however. This approach is evident in 

the violence literature, where there is a focus on peace or safety promotion, community 
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resilience, social assets, and social capital.  Various theories relating to these concepts are 

used and developed in the violence literature. 

 

Critical approaches used and developed in the study of violence, and male interpersonal 

violence more specifically, includes various contextual analyses that focus on individual-

social interactions and dynamics. This includes human rights, and social constructionist 

perspectives. Theories relating to social identity, and, in particular, masculine identity, are 

often used as a framework for male interpersonal violence. Feminist and masculinity 

perspectives, dominant in the literature focusing on males, both focus on power and inequality 

issues ï in relation to gender roles and in terms of broader socio-economic factors.  

 

Gender perspectives are often included in analyses of interpersonal violence because of the 

interpersonal dynamic relating to this form of violence. This includes feminist and 

masculinity theories. It is interesting to note that, while masculinity is minimally used to 

understand violence in the general literature on violence, or even interpersonal violence, it 

constitutes a dominant perspective in articles and studies focusing on males.  

 

Also very prevalent in the literature on interpersonal violence are psychological perspectives 

and theories.  This includes a common use of social learning theory, and developmental and 

life-course theories that locate the risks, and sometimes protective factors, within peopleôs 

lifespan stages. The latter is mostly used in studies that focus on youth violence. There is a 

major focus on intergenerational transmission or cycling of violence, generally within the 

family-of-origin, but there is little connection made between the latter family dynamic and 

broader societal historical colonization and trauma. Psycho-analytic and psychodynamic 

theories are also used, particularly in relation to the individual level risk factors. Studies that 

focus on the individual level also tend to include various psychobiological and other intra-

individual theories, particularly in relation to identifying pathological typologies of 

perpetrators. Some argue for a biopsychosocial approach. This latter aspect is an interesting 

development, where evolutionary and other biological factors are often the focus in 

explanations of males as victims and perpetrators of violence. 

 

Perspectives emerging primarily from the sociology and criminology literature bases include: 

Group relations theories, social conflict theory, exchange theory, resource theory, theory of 

urban inequality, social disorganization theory, social capital, and cultural/sub-culture 

theories. Social disorganization theories are used by many theorists when trying to understand 

violence. Directly linked to this framework is the concept of social capital, and other theories 

and concepts, for example, sense of community, social support, social cohesion, and 

community resilience. One particular use of the social capital framework that was identified 

in this study (because of the focus of one of the expected follow-up studies) was that of 

spiritual capital or religious assets, which could act as a set of protective factors in violence 

prevention interventions. 

 

Some authors talk about cultural perspectives, drawing on various relevant theories to help 

them obtain a culturally sensitive and relevant approach to understanding violence in general, 

and male interpersonal violence in particular. The reference to culture in this context relates to 

two main aspects: (a) cultural theories that relate to the development of a subculture of 

violence, and/or (b) ótraditionalô or indigenous cultural factors relating to specific ethnic or 

local community contexts. It was interesting to note that most of the literature utilizing or 

referring to a ótraditionalô cultural approach was accessed through the more specific focus on 

male interpersonal violence. Although ótraditionalô cultural factors are highlighted in the risk 

assessments of violence in general, and male interpersonal violence in particular, it is 
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noteworthy that the perspectives used to explain these factors are predominantly mainstream 

ówesternô disciplinary perspectives. There is very little evidence in the literature that 

indigenous, local and/or community-embedded understandings and frameworks are being 

drawn in to transform our understandings, and responses to violence, in general, and male 

interpersonal violence in particular. 

 

 

1.5 OVERVIEW  OF THE REPORT 

 

This chapter provided an introduction to the exploratory study focusing on risk and protective 

factors to male interpersonal violence, including an overview of the methodology pursued to 

achieve the research aims. There are four further chapters in this report. Chapter 2 presents the 

analysis of risk factors for male interpersonal violence, under the four ecological levels of the 

system: individual, relationship, community, and society. Chapter 3 discusses the findings 

from the literature review on protective factors for male interpersonal violence. These 

findings are also presented within the four ecological levels. Chapter 4 presents a brief 

discussion on the findings, including a summary of the responses to these findings from 

national stakeholders at the roundtable discussion held in October 2008. The final chapter 

summarizes the findings of this study, and proposes a set of recommendations, particularly for 

further studies on risk and protective factors to male interpersonal violence.  

  

It should be noted that the presentation of the findings from this study is somewhat different 

from the usual summative, narrative style used in most literature reviews. This Report 

intentionally captures the findings in such a way that the original data (quotes) are kept intact 

in most places. The decision to pursue this unusual reporting style was informed by the need 

to make the original data available for use in further studies on risk and protective factors to 

male interpersonal violence, both within and outside of the Crime, Violence and Injury Lead 

Programme. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

RISK  FACTORS FOR MALE INTERPERSONAL VIOLENCE  

 

 

2.1 OVERVIEW  

 

In this chapter, the findings of the literature review on risk factors to male interpersonal 

violence will be presented. It should be noted that while the main literature on violence, and 

interpersonal violence more particularly, is included in this analysis, the focus is on male 

interpersonal violence, and so mainly quotations and points emerging from that context are 

highlighted. It should also be noted that the more focused literature review on male 

interpersonal violence comprised primarily an abstract review of international literature.  
 

The selection of groups of risk factors, as listed in various tables in this chapter, is not based 

on empirical evidence, but rather on this limited literature study drawing from psychology, 

sociology, criminology, and health disciplines. It therefore does not claim to be 

comprehensive, nor exhaustive.  

 

It should be noted that in this chapter, and other chapters in this Report, a number of quotes to 

support various themes identified are provided. It is hoped that this type of presentation will 

help the Reader to more easily identify and access studies and articles relevant to the 

particular theme concerned.  

 

The literature analysis findings are presented under the four ecological levels: individual, 

relationship, community and societal factors.  The World Health Organization (WHO) World 

Report on Violence and Health (Krug et al., 2002) was used as a first-step analysis, 

whereafter other variables were added as they emerged from the data. The pros and cons of 

categorizing the risk factors under the four ecological levels have been highlighted in Chapter 

1. Before providing a summary of the findings of risk factors under each of the four levels, 

general points and comments relating to risk assessment relating to violence will be 

highlighted. 

 

The concepts of risk and protective factors are at the core of the prevention model. Risk 

factors are defined as individual or environmental markers that are related to the increased 

likelihood that a negative outcome will occur (Small, 2000). Relating this to violence, Stevens 

et al. (2003, p.366) state that ñRisk factors are factors that are shown to increase the 

possibility of exposure or experience of violenceò. Rosenberg et al. (2006, p.759) define risk 

factors as ñconditions that increase the possibility of becoming a victim or perpetrator of 

violenceò. Risk factors can exist both within individuals and across various levels of the 

environment in which they live (Small, 2000). The WHO World Report on Violence and 

Health (Krug et al., 2002) and the WHO Handbook on Interpersonal Violence (Sethi et al., 

2004) utilize the ecological framework, identifying risk factors at the individual, relationship, 

community and societal levels. 

 

The literature review of risk factors to interpersonal violence, and male interpersonal violence 

more specifically, highlighted the following key points relating to risk factor analyses: 

 

 Risk analysis is complex 

 The ecological approach is usually used as a frame 

 There is often an overlap and co-occurrence of risk factors 
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 There is a need to consider developmental pathways 

 Cultural factors are important 

 There are methodology debates around risk assessment 

  

First: Risk analysis is complex, and needs to be multi-faceted and comprehensive (Parker et 

al., 2004; Rosenberg et al., 2006; Van Niekerk, Suffla & Seedat, 2004; Sethi et al., 2004). 

Parker et al. (2004, p.23) argue that: ñViolence prevention is challenging because the causes 

and maintaining factors associated with interpersonal violence are complex. They have 

individual, familial, community and cultural components, and the power of their influence 

varies across child and adolescent developmentò.  Rosenberg et al. (2006) agree that violence 

is an outcome of a complex interaction among many factors, while Van Niekerk et al. (2004, 

p.6) refer to the ñcomplex combinations of economic, social and individual determinantsò. 

 

Second: The ecological approach is usually used in risk analyses of violence (Ahmed, 

Seedat, Van Niekerk, 2004; Bowman, Seedat, Duncan & Kobusingye, 2006; Sethi et al., 

2004). Ahmed et al. (2004) highlight this point, stating that research on risks and determinants 

of violence and injury are generally framed within a public health perspective.  The WHO 

Handbook on Interpersonal Violence (Sethi et al., 2004, p.3) provides reasons for this: ñThe 

root causes of violence and the majority of its consequences are located across different levels 

of society involving many individual, social, economic and political factorsò. 

 

Third: There is overlap of risks across violence types, and co-occurrence of or shared risks 

are evident (Bowman et al., 2006; Krug et al., 2002; Small, 2000). Krug et al. (2002, p.157) 

refer to the overlap of risks relating to intimate partner violence. ñResearch suggests that the 

various factors have an additive effect, so that the more factors present, the greater the 

likelihood of sexual violence. In addition, a particular factor may vary in importance 

according to the life stageò. In another place in the WHO Report, Krug et al. (2002, p.244) 

state that: ñThe overlap between the set of risk factors for different types of violence suggests 

a strong potential for partnerships between groups with a major interest in both primary and 

secondary preventionò. Finally, Small (2000) highlights that diverse problems can share 

common risk factors.  Risk factors often co-occur, and when they do, they appear to carry 

additive and sometimes exponential risks. It is often the accumulation of multiple risks rather 

than the presence of any single risk factor that leads to negative outcomes. 

 

Fourth: There is a need to consider developmental pathways to violence (Krug et al., 2002; 

Parker et al., 2004). Krug et al. (2002, p.31) say that: ñA life-course persistent developmental 

pathway helps to explain the continuity over time in aggressive and violent behaviourò. 

Parker et al. (2004, p.27) also emphasize this point, saying that: ñKnowledge of 

developmental pathways toward violence is essential for programme developmentò. 

 

Fifth: It is important to examine and engage with cultural factors. Rosenberg et al. (2006, 

p.761) argue that: ñThe cultural context plays an important role in violent behavior. Cultural 

traditions are sometimes used to justify such social practices as female genital mutilation and 

severe physical punishment of childrenò. 

 

Sixth: There are research methodology debates around risk assessment, with an argument to 

include both qualitative and quantitative methods (Hanson, 2005; Kroner, 2005; Mills, 2005; 

Stevens et al., 2003). Hanson (2005, p.212) says that ñMany of the major risk factors have 

been identified, and professional debate focuses on how best to combine these risk factors into 

meaningful evaluations. An important contributor to this advance in knowledge has been the 

rise of meta-analytic reviewsò. The debates also focus on the best methods of risk assessment, 
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with many risk scales having been developed over the last 15 years.  Hanson highlights the 

importance of focusing on changeable factors, e.g. attitudes and lifestyle instability, saying 

that these are not captured by static, historical factors. S/he argues for a need to combine static 

and dynamic risk factors into an overall evaluation. 

 

Kroner (2005, p.234) argues that there is a  

 

need to develop a fuller awareness of the tension between prediction and explanation 

and how this relates to risk management é decision-making bodies have a greater 

value for risk assessments that can answer why the violence occurred; occasionally, 

that is all they want. Thus, the development of better dynamic actuarial instruments 

needs to occur while integrating empirically based explanatory mechanisms of 

violence. 

 

Mills (2005, p.236) argues that: ñThe actuarial approach to risk assessment has overcome 

many of the weaknesses of clinical judgment and has been shown to be a much superior 

method. Nonetheless, the static/historical nature of the risk factors associated with most 

actuarial approaches is limiting. Advances in risk prediction will be found in part in the 

development of dynamic actuarial instruments that will measure both static/historical and 

changeable risk factorsò. This supports Hansonôs (2005) arguments above. 

 

 

2.2 INDIVIDUAL  LEVEL RISK FACTORS   

 

The following main broad categories of risk factors relating to male interpersonal violence, at 

the individual level, were noted in the analysis of the literature: 

 

 Demographic factors 

 Substance abuse and crime factors 

 Intrapsychic and biological factors 

 Specific emotional factors 

 Competencies and skills 

 Masculine identity and role challenges 

 Norms, values and beliefs 

 

The following table provides a summary of the risk factors identified at the individual level. It 

should be noted, here and throughout the rest of this Report, that factors identified at one level 

are often also relevant to other levels. The decision to discuss them at one particular level is 

arbitrary, but it has been guided by the way in which this kind of analysis has been done by 

others (e.g. Krug et al., 2002). 

 

Table 2.1: Individual level r isk factors 

 

Main Categories Sub-categories of factors/variables 

Demographic factors Unemployment 

Lack of job opportunities 

Chronic poverty 

Inequality of resources/income 

Low socio-economic status (SES) 

No post-school training/low educational level/unskilled 

Single/not married/unattached male 
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Younger men more vulnerable 

Urban setting 

Bigger families/more children 

Homelessness 

Disability 

Substance abuse Experienced alcohol abuse in family 

Experienced drug abuse 

Crime and violence Involvement in crime or fighting 

Survival in gang environments 

Intrapsychic  and 

biological factors 

Anti -social behavioural problems and aggressive 

tendencies 

Psychopathology/mental illness 

Low control of impulses/low frustration levels 

Experienced trauma 

Low empathy tendencies 

Hostility towards women 

Reactions to threats/need to protect/revenge 

Evolutionary/biological factors 

Emotional factors Stress 

Low social support/non-attachment 

Feelings of shame and humiliation 

Low self-esteem 

Low sense of achievement 

Jealousy 

Competencies and skills Lack of skills to manage conflict non-aggressively 

Violence experienced as successful resolution to conflict 

Lack of problem-solving and coping skills 

Low expressive communication skills (sharing emotions) 

Low anger management 

Masculine identity and 

role challenges 

Masculine identity needs 

Power/control needs 

Loss of masculine role 

Inability to fulfill certain male role exp ectations (e.g. 

as breadwinner) 

Link between masculine identity and guns  

Norms, values and 

beliefs 

Norms/values/beliefs that violence is acceptable for 

males 

Negative views of sexuality (incl. rape myths) 

Coercive sexual fantasies 

Negative/dominant approach to women ï linked to 

masculine identity 

Entitlement beliefs ï linked to masculine identity 

Normlessness 

Loss of religion 

Note: Items óboldedô were highlighted frequently in the literature accessed 

 

This literature review on male interpersonal violence revealed that challenges to masculinity, 

including oneôs role as a man in society, and other factors relating to personal beliefs, values 

and norms, were considered to be dominant risk factors at the individual level. The 

demographic factors highlighted above, as well as substance abuse related factors, were also 

key risk factors in this category. 
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The masculinity factor was evident in identity, power and control needs, loss of traditional 

masculine role, inability of the man to fulfill male role expectations (particularly as a 

breadwinner), and the link between masculine identity and guns and militarization. The key 

factors relating to norms, values and beliefs were menôs negative views of women and 

sexuality, and a normative view of violence. 

 

Key demographic factors that were highlighted included low socio-economic status (SES), 

low educational level, and being unskilled. These factors were linked directly to masculine 

identity challenges by many authors. It should be noted that these factors órun throughô the 

ecological levels, and are therefore risk factors at the relationship, community and societal 

levels as well.  

 

Finally, it is interesting to note that, at the intra-personal level, the two key factors emerging 

were (a) anti-social behavioural problems and aggressive tendencies, and (b) feelings of 

shame and humiliation. The latter factor emerged as a major factor in many of the articles 

focusing on male interpersonal violence.  

 

 

2.2.1 Demographic Factors 

 

The literature analyzed for this study found reference to the following demographic factors as 

risk factors to male interpersonal violence:  

 

 Low socio-economic status (SES) (Aldarondo & Sugarman, 1996; Choice, Lamke & 

Pittman, 1995; Farrington, 1998; McKenry, Julian & Gavazzi, 1995; Sorenson, 

Upchurch, & Shen, 1996; Takyi & Mann, 2006)  

 Chronic poverty (Burnett, 1999; Jewkes, Levin, & Penn-Lekana, 2002; Lee, 1996)  

 No post-school education/low education level/unskilled (Busch, Bell, Hotaling & 

Monto, 2002; Klevens, Bayon & Sierra, 2000; Logan, Walker & Leukefield, 2001; 

McCloskey, 1996; Sorenson et al., 1996; Takyi & Mann, 2006)   

 Unemployment (Hall, 2002; Jewkes et al., 2002; Logan et al., 2001; Magdol, Moffitt & 

Caspi, 1997)   

 Single/unattached men (Stermac, Del Bove & Addison, 2004)   

 Younger men more vulnerable (Choice et al., 1995; Stermac et al., 2004; Sorenson, 

Upchurch & Shen, 1996; Takyi & Mann, 2006)   

 Bigger families/more children (Farrington, 1998; Takyi & Mann, 2006)  

 Urban setting (Farrington, 1998; Krug et al., 2002; Lee, 1996; Sorenson et al., 1996);  

 Rural context (Logan, Walker & Leukefeld, 2001) 

 Homelessness (Stermac et al., 2004) 

 

Takyi and Mann (2006, p.61) refer to a number of socio-demographic risk factors relating to 

intimate partner violence in Ghana, Africa. They found that:  

 

Individual and household factors such as younger age, lower education, less wealth, 

sole male decision-making, and more number of children were associated with 

increased beliefs that abuse was justified. Menôs attitudes about wife beatings in 

Ghana tend to be shaped predominantly by individual and household level factors 

rather than by societal level factors. 

 

With regard to low socio-economic status and poverty, Burnett (1999); Jewkes et al. (2002); 

Lee (1996); Aldarondo and Sugarman (1996); Choice et al. (1995); Farrington (1998); 



 18 

McKenry et al. (1995); Sorenson, et al. (1996); and Takyi and Mann (2006) discuss the links 

between these factors and interpersonal violence. 

 

Burnett (1999, p.1) discusses gang violence as a survival strategy in a deprived Coloured 

community in Johannesburg, South Africa. This literature study on poverty and violence 

revealed that these are two interrelated social phenomena. The conclusion reached in this 

study was ñthat violence, in its capacity as a cyclical process, constituted a complex and 

multifaceted phenomenon; manifested itself in various forms. Violence is one of humanityôs 

universal traits that poses an effective survival option for young men and boys living in the 

context of poverty to satisfy their needs, use as a strategy, solve problems, and assert 

themselvesò. 

 

Still in South Africa, Jewkes et al. (2002, p.1612) state that many theories link domestic 

violence to resources. They refer to Bourgois (1996) who  

 

argued that poverty and unemployment reduce the ability of men to attain certain 

ideals of ósuccessfulô manhood, particularly those based on ideas of men as providers 

for the family. A consequence of this is the emergence of new ideas of masculinity, 

which then are attainable, but emphasise misogyny, substance use and participation in 

the underground economy. Violence against women is normalized as men lash out at 

women they can no longer patriarchally control or economically support  ... An 

important part of the relationship between poverty and domestic violence is explained 

through greater conflict over resources in poor households. 

 

Living in an urban setting is identified as a demographic risk factor by Krug et al. (2002), 

Lee (1996), and Sorenson et al. (1996), but it is interesting to note that Logan et al. (2001, 

p.266), who conducted a study with a sample of rural, urban, and urban-influenced males who 

had been arrested, found that: ñResults indicated that community context is critical in 

understanding domestic violence. In general, rural males appear to present more significant 

problems given lower employment rates, lower educational attainments, greater use of 

psychoactive medications, and higher arrest rates. Alcohol use was significantly prevalent 

across all three groups, but combined alcohol and nerve pill drug use was more prevalent 

among rural domestic violence arresteesò.  

 

 

2.2.2 Substance Abuse 

 

As highlighted above, a number of studies found substance abuse, and alcohol abuse in 

particular, as a risk factor to violence, including male interpersonal violence (Andersson, 

Mahoney, Wennberg, Kuhlhorn & Magnusson, 1999; Goodrum, Wiese & Leukefeld, 2004; 

Klevens et al., 2000; Leonard, Collins & Quigley, 2003; Logan et al., 2001; Magdol, Moffitt 

& Caspi, 1997; McKenry et al., 1995; McMurray, Froyland, Bell & Curnow, 2000; Testa, 

2004; Wood, Welman & Netto, 2000; Zhang, Wieczorek & Welte, 1997). This risk factor is 

particularly pertinent for male youth. Some of these studies will be highlighted below. 

 

Andersson, Mahoney, Wennberg, Kuhlhorn and Magnusson (1999, p.169) found strong links 

between alcoholism and criminal behaviour in their investigation with 544 males, aged 16, 

from a Swedish town. Leonard, Collins and Quigley (2003, p.346) found that heavy 

consumption of alcohol is associated with aggression severity and physical harm. Testa (2004, 

p.1494) also found that: ñThere is substantial evidence of a relationship between menôs 
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substance use and perpetration of physical violence é [but] weak evidence that menôs 

substance use contributes to sexual aggressionò. 

 

Zhang et al. (1997, p.1264) also found that alcohol is a ñmoderating variable that interacts 

with other major causes of violent crimeò in a study of 625 males, aged 16-19 years), in 

Buffalo, New York.  

 

Four major causes of violent crime at the individual level were identified: deviant 

motives or attitudes, aggression and hostility, impulsivity, and problem-solving 

ability. é Data indicated that the usual drinking pattern does not constitute an 

independent cause, but has significant interactions with 2 of the major causes: deviant 

attitudes and aggression and hostility. é both usual drinking pattern and drinking 

before offending have independent explanatory power for aggravated assault é These 

findings suggest that alcohol may have different roles in explaining different levels of 

violent offending.  

 

 

2.2.3 Intrapsychic and Biological Factors 

 

The intrapsychic and biological risk factors that were investigated in the literature relating to 

male interpersonal violence included the following:  

 

 Anti-social behavioural problems and tendencies (Hanson, Cadsky, Harris & Lalonde, 

1997; Julian, McKenry, Gavazzi & Law, 1999; Kingery, Biafora & Zimmerman, 

1996; Magdol et al., 1997; Rosenbaum & Leisring, 2003; Wood et al., 2000; Zhang et 

al., 1997) 

 Low control of impulses/low frustration levels (Farrington, 1998; Hanson et al., 1997; 

Schubert, Protinsky & Viers, 2002; Zhang et al., 1997) 

 Low empathy tendencies (Goodrum, Umberson & Anderson, 2001; Kingery et al., 

1996); 

 Psychopathology (DeGue & DiLillo, 2004; Dutton, 1999; Klevens et al., 2000; 

Magdol et al., 1997)  

 Traumatic experiences (Busch et al., 2002; Rich & Grey, 2005; Rosenbaum & 

Leisring, 2003)  

 Biological/evolutionary factors (Polk, 1998) 

 

With regard to evolutionary factors, Polk (1998, p.461) comments on Wilson and Dalyôs 

views on violence, masculinity and evolution. Wilson and Dalyôs theories focus on the issue 

of masculinity of violence, ñGrounding their explanation in evolutionary psychology, which 

argues that aggressive and violent masculinity evolved as a feature of reproductive success in 

ancestral environments. Here it is contended that their concepts have more potential use in 

empirical research than concepts and ideas in either traditional methods of studying violenceò. 

 

Dutton (1999) refers to the traumatic origins of intimate rage, arguing that childhood events 

are a powerful trauma source, and that abusive men are best understood from a trauma-

response framework. Rosenbaum and Leisringôs (2003, p.7) study on partner abusive men 

found that posttraumatic stress disorder and oppositional-defiant disorder were significantly 

associated with severity and frequency of partner abuse.  Their study confirms the  

 

well-established relationship between growing up in a violent home and future 

perpetration but also suggested the importance of defects in the parent-child bond to 
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the development of intimate partner violence. Batterers received significantly less 

love, more punishment from their mothers, less attention from their fathers, than did 

men in a general population comparison group. 

 

 

2.2.4 Specific Emotional Factors 

 

Some of the emotional factors discussed in the literature included:  

 

 Stress (Hanson et al., 1997; Jakupcak et al., 2002; Klevens et al., 2000; McMurray et 

al., 2000)  

 Anger/aggression (Baron, Kennedy & Forde, 2001; Courtenay, 1999; Kim & Zane, 

2004; Spaccarelli, Coatsworth & Bowden, 1995)  

 Shame and humiliation (Armstrong, 2000; Dutton, 1999; Dutton, Van Ginkel & 

Starzomski, 1995; Jennings & Murphy, 2000; Scheff, 2001)   

 Jealousy (Adinkrah, 1999; Barnett, Martinez & Bluestein, 1995)  

 Low social support/attachment (Kesner, Julian & McKenry, 1997; Kim & Zane, 2004) 

 

Shame and humiliation were identified as major risk factors to violence for males in the 

literature consulted. The following studies provide evidence of this. 

 

Armstrong (2000, p.446) focuses on the shaming of little boys. He explores the connection 

between childhood shame and adult violence in German history.  

 

This intense shaming of children is built into the schwarze pedagogic of German 

childrearing. é Humiliation of children produces obedient citizens é The adult who 

is filled with rage and shame becomes the perpetrator making others feel the way he 

felt when he was helpless. This shame/violence cycle plays itself out when Germans 

who had been traumatized in childhood took out their rage on Jews and others who 

reminded them of themselves when they were helpless children. 

 

Dutton (1999) and Dutton et al. (1995) also highlight the role of shame and humiliation in the 

perpetration of violence by males. Dutton (1999, p.431) says that: ñShaming, conceptualized 

as verbal or behavioral attacks on the global self, has been found to generate lifelong shame-

proneness or defenses involving rageò. Dutton et al. (1995, p. 121) examine the role of shame 

and guilt in the intergenerational transmission of abusiveness. They state that previous 

research has ñrelated shame-proneness to anger arousal; a tendency to externalize attributions 

of oneôs own behavior, both common features of men who assault their wivesò. Working with 

140 self-referred male batterers in British Columbia, these authors found significant 

relationships ñfor recollection of shaming actions by parents on adult anger, abusiveness (as 

reported by the menôs wives), and a constellation of personality variables related to 

abusiveness in prior research. é These shaming actions were largely comprised of 

recollections of parental punishments that were public, random, or globalò. The role of shame 

experiences in disturbances of self-identity and rage is discussed in this article. 

 

Jennings and Murphy (2000, p.21) explain  

 

how traditional male socialization and rigid sex role stereotyping can have emotional 

and behavioral consequences that are displaced onto male-female relationships. In 

particular, óhumiliationô is a potent and pervasive social mechanism that dominates 

male psychology, causing multiple problems in male self-esteem and interpersonal 
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relations. Humiliation is the social form of shame and is deeply rooted in the same-sex 

relations of childhood groups, rituals of passage, and problematic relationships with 

father figures.  

 

And finally, Scheff  (2001, p.409) states that: ñMen have been shamed into suppressing 

emotions that make them seem vulnerable, e.g., fear and grief. To avoid expressing shame or 

the sense of being weak, they instead resort to silence and or depression, or anger and rage. In 

an analysis of Hitlerôs behavior and interviews with terrorists, the link between humiliation 

and violence is illustratedò. 

 

 

2.2.5 Skills Development Factors 

 

Lack of life skills and conflict resolution strategies have been found to play a role as risk 

factors to male interpersonal violence (Baron et al. 2001; Choice et al., 1995; Courtenay, 

1999; Haj-Yahia, 1998; Spaccarelli et al. 1995; Whitehead, 2005; Zhang et al. 1997). 

 

Choice et al. (1995, p.107) refer to conflict resolution strategies and marital distress as 

mediating factors in the link between witnessing inter-parental violence and wife battering. 

Conducting research with 1,836 US men (in the 2
nd

 National Family Violence Survey), they 

investigated the mediating effects of menôs ineffective conflict resolution strategies and 

marital distress on the intergenerational transmission of wife battering.  

 

Results indicate that men who had witnessed interparental violence were more likely 

to use ineffective conflict resolution strategies in their own relationships, which 

increased their likelihood of encountering marital distress and engaging in wife 

battering.  

 

Spaccarelli et al. (1995, p.163) examined exposure to serious family violence among 

incarcerated boys, and its association with violent offending and potential mediating 

variables. Their study was with 213 delinquent male adolescents (16.1 mean age) incarcerated 

in AZ. According to their study, violent offenders and undetected violent offenders ñhad 

higher rates of exposure to serious physical abuse and inter-adult weapons violence than other 

subjects. Such exposure was associated with lower self-reported competence, attitudes more 

supportive of aggression, and more use of aggressive control-seeking methods of copingò. 

 

 

2.2.6 Masculine Role Beliefs and Challenges 

 

This literature review on male interpersonal violence highlighted masculinity as a key area of 

risks (Alder & Polk, 1996; Barker & Loewenstein, 1997; Barker & Ricardo, 2005; Bourgois, 

1996; Cogan, Porcerelli & Dromgoole, 2001; Dungee-Anderson & Cox, 2000; Good, 

Heppner, Hillenbrand-Gunn,  & Wang, 1995; Hong, 2000; Jakupcak et al., 2002; Jewkes et 

al., 2002; Kalof & Wade, 1995; Katz, 1995; Messerschmidt, 2000; Oliver, 2000; Osland, 

Fitch & Willis, 1996; Reitzel-Jaffe & Wolfe, 2001; Rude, 1999; Spalek, 2003; Tomsen, 2002; 

Vogel, 2000; Weis, Centrie, Valentin-Juarbe & Fine, 2002; Whitehead, 2005; Wilkinson & 

Fagan, 1996; Wood, 2004). The above mentioned authors referred to a number of issues 

relating to this risk factor cluster.  

 

It should be noted that while this discussion is located within the óindividualô ecological level 

in this Report, this set of risk factors is operationalised at all levels of the system. Exactly how 



 22 

this occurs does not seem to have been a focus for research in this area (according to this 

limited review). 

 

Alder and Polk (1996, p.396) examined case studies to explore masculinity and violence, 

highlighting the complexities of this area.  

 

Findings reveal a diversity of violent scenarios and a complexity in masculinity and its 

relationship to violence. Further, they challenge the adequacy of universalistic 

representations of male violence as either an instrumental act, a means of 

accomplishing masculinity, or as an unpremeditated emotional act of rage and anger in 

response to a threat. In particular, the scenarios reveal both the complex and 

sometimes contradictory expectations of masculinities and how they are achieved 

differently in different situations. 

 

Barker and Loewenstein (1997) look at attitudes related to masculinity, fatherhood, and 

violence toward women among low-income adolescent and young adult males in Rio de 

Janeiro, Brazil. Their research with 127 low-income young men and women (age 14-30) 

found  

 

rigid gender roles, with males displaying widespread machista values. Males viewed 

violence toward women as acceptable é with more widespread violence against 

women among those who live in favelas ï low-income, marginal areas of the city. 

Research identified a minority of progressive males who questioned traditional 

machista attitudes é more progressive males were frequently criticized by machista 

males (Barker & Loewenstein, 1997, p. 166). 

 

Good et al.ôs (1995, p.59) study on psychological predictors of menôs sexual and 

psychological violence against women, found that  

 

The most robust finding was that masculinity ideology, a set of beliefs and 

expectations about what men should and should not do, was by far the most powerful 

and consistent predictor of menôs violence-supporting beliefs and behaviors. Men with 

more traditional masculinity ideologies and greater dislike for cognitive effort were 

more likely to endorse rape myths. Men who endorsed more traditional male gender 

roles and with less stable goals and more negative effect reported greater participation 

in psychological violence. Thus beliefs about masculinity were the best predictors of 

menôs endorsement of rape myths and adversarial sexual beliefs, as well as their 

perpetration of psychological violence. 

 

Hong (2000, p.269) also says that: ñScholars from the menôs studies movement have 

documented a clear link between socialization into stereotypical norms of hegemonic 

masculinity and an increased risk for experiencing violenceò. Katz (1995, p.163) also suggests 

that: ñSociocultural construction of manhood is central to the problem of menôs violence 

against women, and is the basis for potential sources of preventionò. 

 

Messerschmidt (2000, p.286) looks at adolescent masculinity challenges and sexual violence, 

using a life-history method with two adolescent male sex offenders. The boys eventually used 

sexual violence as a resource for overcoming the masculinity challenges. ñThe article suggests 

that future research examine the salience of masculinity challengesò. 
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Spalek (2003, p.188) reviews a book called óEngendering Violenceô by Myra Hird (2002). 

Hird looks at links between gender and violence, focusing on masculinity. The main argument 

in the book is that ñheterosexual interpersonal violence can be understood as the outcome of 

an exaggerated portrayal of gender difference in society, whereby differences between 

genders are represented as large and irreconcilable, such that the world is divided into men on 

the one hand and women on the otherò.  

 

Tomsen (2002, p.253), focusing on anti-homosexual male homicides, says that: ñThe major 

scenarios of killing indicate that these crimes are linked to commonplace issues of male 

honour and masculine identity that are sharpened in the perpetratorsô situations by their 

marginal social statusò.  

 

Weis et al. (2002, p.286) explore the construction of masculinity among poor and working 

class Puerto Rican men, focusing  

 

on the ways in which these men are staking out their identity on the mainland, as well 

as the social context in which this identity construction is taking place. It is argued that 

an affirmation of cultural citizenship is wrapped around notions of patriarchal 

authority and that a screaming to be heard óas a manô on the mainland exists within a 

context in which these men are stripped of all the costumes and accoutrements that 

enable ómen to be menô. 

 

Whitehead (2005, p.411) looks at how masculinity may work as a dynamic risk factor. This 

article  

 

presents masculinity as a dynamic risk factor in offences of violence between men. It 

argues that existing interventions into such violence, in prison, hospital and 

community settings may be enhanced by incorporating masculinity as a dynamic risk 

factor alongside other dynamic risk factors such as difficulties in anger management, 

social skills deficits or problems in moral reasoning. Masculinity is defined as a 

common denominator of men, as men, across social divisions, as opposed to existing 

approaches to menôs identity, as men, which employ the concept of different 

ómasculinitiesô being produced by men in different social positions. The latter 

approach, while useful in terms of discovering menôs personal identity, may be less 

useful in terms of explaining commonality between men, across other axes of social 

identity, and consequent broad patterns of violence between men. The development of 

masculinity as a dynamic risk factor depends on isolating masculinity from other axes 

of menôs identityòé ñMasculinity as a dynamic risk factor in man to man violence is 

developed with particular reference to racism and homophobia. 

 

Bourgois (1996, p.412), in his article óIn search of masculinity: Violence, respect and 

sexuality among Puerto Rican crack dealers in East Harlemô, argues that  

 

Traditional working-class patriarchy has been thrown into crisis by restructuring of the 

global economy and expansion of womenôs rights. Unable to replicate rural-based 

models of masculinity and family structure of their grandfathersô generation, a cohort 

of marginalized men in the deindustrialised urban economy take refuge in the drug 

economy and celebrates a misogynist predatory street culture that normalizes gang 

rape, sexual conquest, and paternal abandonment. Marginalized men lash out against 

the women and children they can no longer support economically or control 

patriarchally. 
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In South Africa, Jewkes et al. (2002, p.1612) refer to Bourgoisôs (1996) argument that 

masculinity can no longer be óattainedô because of widespread unemployment, which leads to 

men being unable to be the breadwinners for their families. New ways of óattaining manhoodô 

arise. These include misogyny, substance use and unlawful activities, as well as lashing out at 

women through violence.  

 

 

2.2.7 Normative Use of Violence, particularly linked to Masculinity 

 

A number of authors focus on the normative use of violence, with some linking this directly to 

masculinity, discussed in some detail above (Abrahams et al., 2006; Aberle & Littlefield, 

2001; Barker & Loewenstein, 1997; Carr & VanDeusen, 2002; Gadd, 2002; Gillum, 2002; 

Hanson et al., 1997; Kalof & Wade, 1995; Osland et al., 1996;  Reitzel-Jaffe & Wolfe, 2001; 

Vogel, 2000; Weisz & Earls, 1995). 

 

In Barker and Loewensteinôs (1997, p.166) study on attitudes related to masculinity, 

fatherhood, and violence toward women among low-income adolescent and young adult 

males in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, the researchers found that young men were acting out the 

traditional machista attitudes, which include the viewpoint that violence against women is 

acceptable. 

 

Gillum (2002, p.64)ôs study that explored the link between stereotypic images and intimate 

partner violence in the African American community revealed that ñA large percentage of 

these African American men endorsed stereotypic images of African American women. 

Endorsement of the stereotypes positively related to justification of violence against womenò.  

 

Reitzel-Jaffe and Wolfe (2001, p.99) identified risks relating to relationship abuse among 

young men, and found that ñParticipantsô negative beliefs regarding gender and interpersonal 

violence were found to have a direct effect on their use of violence in their relationshipsò. 

According to these authors, risks to violence include family of origin violence, menôs negative 

beliefs about gender roles, acceptance of interpersonal violence, friends who also had 

negative beliefs about gender roles and were abusive in their relationships. 

 

 

2.3 RELATIONSHIP LEVEL RISK FACTORS    

 

The following main broad categories of risk factors were noted in the analysis of the 

literature: 

 

 Family structure 

 Family and parental relationship dynamics 

 Marital relationship dynamics 

 Violence in the family 

 Peer relations 

 Gender relations and roles 

 Interpersonal and behavioural factors 
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Table 2.2: Relationship level r isk factors 

 

Main Categories Sub-categories of factors/variables 

Family structure Being single/unattached 

Overcrowding/lots of children 

Low socio-economic status 
Patriarchal family structure 

Man unemployed 

Step-father status 

Low education status of mother 

Education differences between parents, or 

parents/children 

Migration/family structure breakdown 

Changes in family structure 

Family and parental 

relationship dynamics 

Family conflict  

Dysfunctional family 

Low family cohesion/low social support in family  

Poor attachment to family 

Broken family/non-intact family/divorce 

Breakdown of family values and roles 

Family stress 

Marital relationship 

dynamics 

Marital conflict/conflict between parents 

Ineffective/violent conflict management strategies 

Women not fulfilling expected role/disobeying man 

Woman refusing to have sex 

Infidelity conflict (man and womanôs infidelity) 

Violence in the family Witnessing violence in family 

Experiencing abuse/violence in family (incl. harsh 

discipline) 

Poor supervision/monitoring from parents 

Men shamed by their parents 

Inter -generational learning of aggressive and 

violent behavior 

Peer relations Having delinquent/aggressive or violent peers 

Involvement in fighting and bullying 

Gang membership 

Lack of social support/sense of belonging 

Group pressure when with other men 

Receiving support for violent behavior by peers 

Gender relations and roles Gender inequity/power inequalities 

Rigid gender roles/gender stereotypes 

Gender role conflict/women not in expected roles 

Acceptance of dominant masculinity role 

expectations 

Challenges to masculinity/masculine identity 

Family honour ï linked to masculinity/cultural 

expectations 

Changing roles of women in society/women 

empowerment 

Male peers support negative views of gender 

roles/women 
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Interpersonal and 

behavioural factors 

Unskilled/poor parenting 

Lack of positive anger/conflict management skills 

and strategies 

Poor communication skills 

Reaction to threats (e.g. fear of losing oneôs spouse) 

Homophobia 

Conflict over alcohol abuse (men and women) 

HIV status 

Note: Items óboldedô were highlighted frequently in the literature accessed 

 

The two main groups of relationship risk factors emerging from this study were violence in 

the family, and gender relations and roles. Many of the factors relating to family, parental, or 

marital relations related to both of the above factors. Conflict between parents or couples was 

a strong factor in this regard. Lack of interpersonal or communication skills linked to conflict 

was a related risk factor. 

 

With regard to the óviolence in the familyô factors, the main risk factors were (a) witnessing 

violence in the family, (b) experiencing abuse or other forms of violence in the family 

(including harsh discipline, poor supervision and neglect, and being shamed and humiliated), 

and, linked to all of the above, (c) inter-generational learning of aggressive and violent 

behaviour. Interestingly, the latter aspect was generally only linked to menôs immediate 

family-of-origin, with minimal reference to broader social historical trauma. 

 

Specific risk factors relating to gender relations and roles included (a) gender inequities, 

including power inequalities, (b) rigid gender roles or stereotypes, (c) role conflict, 

particularly in relation to women not fulfilling expected roles, (d) a normative view of 

dominant masculinity, (e) challenges to masculine identity and roles, and (f) family honour, 

linked to masculinity beliefs and particularly to ótraditionalô cultural expectations of a man. 

 

Risk factors relating to family structure (e.g. low socio-economic status, being single, 

overcrowding and having lots of children) ï dealt with in some detail in the previous section 

on individual risk factors - and peer relations (e.g. having aggressive or violent peers, being 

involved in fighting and bullying, gang membership, and lack of social support) were also 

clearly identified as risk factors for male interpersonal violence. Factors relating to family 

structure are identified as demographic factors in the óindividual levelô risk factor analysis in 

this Report, so will not be repeated here. Suffice to note that this includes: Being 

single/unattached;  low family cohesion; overcrowding; low SES; patriarchal family structure; 

man unemployed; step-father status; low education status of mother; education differences 

between parents or parents and children; migration/family breakdown; and changes in family 

structure. 

 

 

2.3.1 Family/Parental Relationship Dynamics 

 

This factor emerged with quite a high frequency in the literature review (Bennett & Fraser, 

2000; Capaldi & Clark, 1998; Farrington, 1998; Hong, 2000; Mackey & Mackey, 2003; 

Parker et al., 2004; Paschall, Ennett & Flewelling, 1996; Simons, Lin & Gordon, 1998; Bevan 

& Higgins, 2002). Some of the studies highlighting this area of risk are outlined below. 

 

Capaldi and Clark (1998, p.1175) focus on prospective family predictors of aggression toward 

female partners for at-risk young men. In their study in Oregon, social learning models of 
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intergenerational transmission of aggression were tested with males aged 17-20 years. They 

looked at parental dyadic aggression and unskilled parenting in relation to the sonôs later 

aggression toward a partner. ñFindings indicate that the major hypothesized pathways through 

unskilled parenting practices and the boysô antisocial behavior were implicated in the 

intergenerational transmission of aggressionò.  

 

Farrington (1998, p.421) highlights that the major long-term predictors of male youth 

violence are: ñfamily factors (poor supervision, harsh discipline, a violent parent, large family 

size, a young mother, a broken family)ò. 

 

Mackey and Mackey (2003, p.63) hypothesize that violent behaviour is a consequence of 

fatherlessness. The findings of this study suggest that: ñThe ongoing presence of fathers with 

their (especially young) sons reduces the level or incidence of violent behavior by the younger 

generation when they are adultsò.  

 

Simons, Lin and Gordon (1998, p.467), in their study on male dating violence, state that the 

most popular explanations for dating violence is that it is learned in the family of origin. 

These authors specify various theoretical perspectives relating to how parental behavior might 

increase probability of dating violence. The findings of their study showed that ñAlthough 

frequent exposure to corporal punishment increased the risk of dating violence, this was not 

the case for interparental aggression, which did not predict dating violence. Low support and 

involvement by parents was associated with adolescent delinquency and drug use, which, in 

turn, predicted involvement in dating violenceò. 

 

 

2.3.2 Marital Relationship Dynamics 

 

Another risk factor that emerged from the literature was marital relationship dynamics and its 

impact on partner violence (Abrahams et al., 2006; Adinkrah, 1999; Aldarondo & Sugarman, 

1996; Boyle & Vivian, 1996; Choice et al., 1995; Rude, 1999). 

 

Boyle and Vivian (1996, p.293) examine the extent to which generalized versus spouse-

specific anger/hostility was associated with partner violence in 263 men seeking marital 

therapy. The findings of this study confirmed that ñSpouse-specific anger/hostility, low 

problem-solving ability, and relationship discord were significant predictors of menôs 

violence, while overall, generalized anger and hostility were not unique predictorsò.  

 

In South Africa, ñQualitative research has shown that South African men commonly see it as 

their right to have multiple partners and criticism of this as an attempt by partners to control 

them and undermine a key measurement of masculinity (Wood & Jewkes, 1997, 2001, cited 

in Abrahams et al., 2006, p.260). 

 

 

2.3.3 Witnessing and Experiencing Violence in the Family 

 

The large number of references below reveal the extent to which this is considered to be a 

major risk factor in interpersonal violence, and male interpersonal violence more specifically 

(Abrahams & Jewkes, 2005; Almosaed, 2004; Avakame, 1998; Barker, 1998; Baron et al., 

2001; Carr & VanDeusen, 2002; Choice et al., 1995;  DeGue & DiLillo, 2004; Dutton et al., 

1995; Gellman & DeLucia-Waack, 2006; Haj-Yahia, 1998; Hanson et al., 1997; Klevens et 

al., 2000; Lim & Howard, 1998; Mazerolle, Maahs & Bachman, 2000; Reitzel-Jaffe & Wolfe, 
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2001; Rosenbaum & Leisring, 2003; Rosenheck & Fontana, 1998; Silverman & Williamson, 

1997; Skuja & Halford, 2004; Tolan, Gorman-Smith & Henry, 2002; Bevan & Higgins, 2002; 

Wood et al., 2000). Some of the studies discussing this phenomenon are presented below. 

 

Almosaed (2004, p.67) studied violence against women in the Arab world (Saudi). This 

studyôs findings indicate that: ñPerpetrators of violence were themselves victims of violence 

and abuseò.  

 

Carr and VanDeusen (2002, p.639) examined the relationship between family of origin 

violence and dating violence. They found that there was an  

 

association between witnessing interparental violence as a child, being a victim of 

parental physical violence, and perpetrating violence in dating relationships. 

Witnessing interparental violence predicted the perpetration of physical dating 

violence in college men but not sexual aggression. However, attitudes supporting 

intimate partner violence were predictive of sexual aggression. In contrast to earlier 

studies, experiencing child abuse by a parental figure and adult perpetration were not 

significantly correlated. These findings support previous research that witnessing 

interparental violence has a detrimental effect and may lead to violent perpetration as 

an adult.  

 

Mazerolle et al. (2000, p.45) also focused on exposure to violence in the family. They 

examined ñthe relationship between a cumulative exposure to violence in childhood with such 

negative life outcomes as early delinquency, violence, and alcohol or drug abuse, and, 

multivariate analyses of the independent effects of physical child abuse, interparental violence 

on later intimate partner violenceò. The findings of this study confirmed that ñExposure to 

violence in the family is associated with later negative outcomes. é parolees exposed to 

family violence during childhood reported more early delinquency, substance abuse, and 

violent behavior. The findings also confirmed a link between childhood observations of 

interparental violence and intimate partner violence in adulthood, even when other 

criminogenic influences were controlledò.  

 

Drawing on the social learning model, Skuja and Halford (2004, p.623) examined how 

family-of-origin violence places men at risk for developing negative communication in their 

adult relationships. In this study, ñThe exposed men and women reported higher relationship 

aggression and during discussion showed more negative communication, were more 

domineering, and the men reported more negative effect é The conflict management deficits 

and aggression evident in the exposed group suggest that these partners are at high risk for 

future relationship aggression and distressò.  

 

And finally, in South Africa, Abrahams and Jewkesôs (2005, p.1811) survey of 1368 male 

municipal workers in Cape Town focused on the effects of South African menôs having 

witnessed abuse of their mothers during childhood on their levels of violence in adulthood. 

They assessed the effects of witnessing violence against their mothers in childhood on menôs 

use of violence in a range of settings in adulthood. They reported that ñOur results show 

strong links between ópubliclyô violent behavior among men and childhood experiences of 

óprivateô violence against their mothersò. 

 

 

 

 



 29 

2.3.4 Inter -Generational Learning of Aggressive and Violent Behaviour  

 

Many of the above points are relevant to inter-generational learning of aggressive and violent 

behavior, primarily in ófamily-of-originô. This section focuses more specifically on the óinter-

generationalô aspect of this risk factor (Avakame, 1998; Capaldi & Clark, 1998; Haj-Yahia, 

1998; Kenway et al., 2000; Rosenheck & Fontana, 1998; Tolan et al., 2002).  

 

Kenway et al. (2000, p.131) explore the links between masculinities and violence, focusing on 

the idea that: ñPedagogies of abuse are handed on from generation to generation and are 

learned practicesò. 

 

Rosenheck and Fontana (1998, p.731) also look at the trans-generational effects of abusive 

violence on children, in the Vietnam context. They examine the relationship between 

participation in abusive violence in Vietnam and behavioral disturbances among next-

generational children. Their findings revealed that ñChildren of veterans who participated in 

abusive violence showed more behavioral disturbanceò, and concluded that ñParticipation in 

abusive violence appears to affect parent-child relationships in a way that adversely 

influences children living at homeò. 

 

Tolan et al. (2002, p.273) tested a model in which parental partner violence affects discipline, 

monitoring, and parental harshness, which in turn affects youth violence.  

 

The results showed that maternal partner violence perpetration was negatively related 

to monitoring and harsh parenting and unrelated to discipline practices. Monitoring 

was negatively related to youth violence and harsh parenting was positively related to 

youth violence. The implications of these findings for understanding the 

multigenerational transmission of partner violence from a developmental-ecological 

perspective are discussed. 

 

 

2.3.5 Peer Relations 

 

A further set of risk factors to male interpersonal violence were located within the broad 

category of ópeer relationsô (Baron et al., 2001; Beyers et al., 2001; Farrington, 1998; Reitzel-

Jaffe & Wolfe, 2001; Silverman & Williamson, 1997). The following studies reveal some 

details about this cluster of risk factors. 

 

Reitzel-Jaffe and Wolfeôs (2001, p.99) analysis  

 

confirmed violence in the family of origin was associated with menôs negative beliefs 

about gender roles and acceptance of interpersonal violence. These beliefs in turn were 

associated with reports of friends who also had negative beliefs about gender roles and 

were abusive in their relationships with peers. Having abusive friends was associated 

with the participantsô own levels of violence in their relationships. 

 

Silverman and Williamson (1997, p.147) examined ñhow the social ecological factors of 

family history and relationships with peers were associated with 193 college menôs partner 

violence and attitudes regarding batteringò. Results of this study suggest that ñThose men who 

reported witnessing paternal domestic violence as a child were more likely to associate with 

male peers who are abusive and who provide informational support for relationship violenceò. 

They conclude that associating with abusive male peers and receiving male peer informational 
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support for battering constituted risk factors to violence. ñMale peer related variables also 

predicted menôs increased beliefs of entitlement to abuse female partners, and the belief that 

battering is justified directly affected partner violence perpetratedò. 

 

 

2.3.6 Interpersonal Skills and Behavioural Factors 

 

Interpersonal skills and behavioural factors have also been discussed as risk factors to male 

interpersonal violence in the literature (Abrahams et al., 2004; Beyers et al., 2001; Choice et 

al., 1995; Scheff, 2001; Skuja & Halford, 2004; Spaccarelli et al., 1995; Zhang et al., 1997). 

 

In this cluster of risk factors, the lack of conflict management skills was identified as a major 

risk factor for male interpersonal violence. For example, Choice et al. (1995, p.107) examined 

the mediating effects of menôs ineffective conflict resolution strategies and marital distress on 

the intergenerational transmission of wife battering. The results of their study ñindicate that 

men who had witnessed interparental violence were more likely to use ineffective conflict 

resolution strategies in their own relationships, which increased their likelihood of 

encountering marital distress and engaging in wife batteringò.  

 

Skuja and Halford (2004, p.623), examining how family-of-origin violence places men at risk 

for developing negative communication in their adult relationships, found that subjects who 

had been exposed to family violence were more prone to domineering, aggression, and 

negative communication in their relationships. The fact that their conflict management skills 

are poor puts them at higher risk for future relationship aggression.  

 

 

2.3.7 Gender Relations and Roles 

 

This particular focus on gender relations and roles links directly to the discussion on 

masculinity in the section of individual risk factors in this Report. These factors are widely 

researched in connection with male interpersonal violence, according to the literature 

(Abrahams et al., 2006; Abrahams et al., 2004; Barker & Loewenstein, 1997; Dungee-

Anderson & Cox, 2000; Gadd, 2002; Jewkes et al., 2002; Jones, 2002; Krug et al., 2002; 

McNeely et al., 2001; Reitzel-Jaffe & Wolfe, 2001; Riger & Krieglstein, 2000; Rude, 1999; 

Schubert et al., 2002; Vogel, 2000). Some relevant studies will be briefly discussed below. 

 

Krug et al. (2002, p.100) argue that: ñStructural inequalities between men and women, rigid 

gender roles and notions of manhood linked to dominance, male honour and aggression, all 

serve to increase the risk of partner violenceò. 

 

Rudeôs (1999, p.7) findings of research on 150 cases of killings of women and girls by 

intimate partners and male family members in Zambia revealed that ñPower and control are 

underlying factors in these cases of gender-based homicide, while suspected adultery appears 

to be a leading motive in addition to any threat or challenge to a husband or male relative, or 

refusal to obey orders or perform domestic tasks. For many of the victims, the punishment for 

deviating from their expected gender roles is deathò. They conclude that ñComments that 

legitimize menôs violent behavior could be said to sanction violence against women in the 

homeò.  

 

McNeely et al. (2001, p.227) ask the question: ñIs domestic violence a gender issue, or a 

human issue?ò  These authors argue that  
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Domestic violence, like all violence, is a human issue, not merely a gender issue. 

Classifying spousal and partner violence as a womenôs issue, rather than a human 

issue, is erroneous. In domestic relations, women are as inclined as men to engage in 

physically abusive acts. Yet most reports appearing in the popular press, and in 

scholarly journals, have framed the issue as essentially a masculine form of assaultive 

behavior, thereby imbedding into the national consciousness a false and inaccurate 

view of the problemò. The ñpopular view of domestic violence not only contributes to 

menôs increasing legal and social defenselessness, it also leads to social policies that 

obstruct efforts to address the problems of domestic violence successfully.  

 

In South Africa, the following studies highlight the role of gender relations in interpersonal 

violence.  

 

Abrahams et al. (2006, p.248) argue that ñTransgressions of gender roles legitimize the use of 

violence against womenò and that, ñIf violence is common in society, people see it as a 

normative part of gaining and asserting ascendancy, whether occurring in relationships, in the 

community, or in workplacesò. These authors also refer to the feminist anthropologist 

Henrietta Moore (1994) who ñargues that challenges to male power are experienced by men 

as challenges to their masculine identity, and that violence is used as an expression of power 

in order to restore an integral sense of manliness é these challenges that essentially relate to 

male identity are more likely to result in the use of violence in the vigorous reassertion of 

power relationsò (p.261). In conclusion, this study ñshows that many factors together 

contribute to menôs use of violence against partners, but that subscribing to gender inequality 

and normative use of violence are major underlying factorsò (p.263).  

 

In another South African article, Abrahams et al. (2004, p.344) highlight the ñimportant links 

between sexual violence and ideas about gender relationsò with risk factors including: sexual 

refusal, perceived challenges to male control in relationships, entitlement to sexual access, 

and ñpatriarchal notions of masculinity involving distinctly hierarchical gender positions and 

definitions of male success in terms of controlling women all being important predictors of 

interpersonal violenceò.  

 

And in a third South African study, Jewkes et al. (2002, p.1612) argue that domestic violence 

is considered to be strongly related to conservative ideas about the position of women. These 

authors suggest that in ñsocieties where womenôs status is in transition, violence is óneededô to 

enforce male authority. It may also be used in these circumstances to resolve crises of male 

identity which are provoked by challenges to patriarchal controlò. 

 

 

2.4 COMMUNITY  LEVEL RISK FACTORS  

 

The following main broad categories of risk factors were noted in the analysis of the 

literature: 

 

 Demographic factors 

 Socio-economic factors 

 Community safety factors 

 Substance abuse and access to fire-arms 

 Lack of community support and involvement 

 Community norms and values (culture) 
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Table 2.3: Community level r isk factors 

 

Main Categories Sub-categories of factors/variables 

Demographic factors Urban context 

Dense neighbourhood 

Rapid changes 

Urbanization 

Proportion of immigrants 

Community disintegration 

Mobility 

Socio-economic factors Low socio-economic status (SES) 

Poverty (disparities of income) 

Poverty effects linked to masculine identity  

Unemployment/no job opportunities/economic 

marginalization 

Low income housing/non-profit housing 

Community disadvantage 

Homelessness 

Community safety 

factors 

High crime, violence and conflict in community 

Presence of gangs/gang culture 

Street code of violence 

Lack of faith in and lack of effective police protection 

Weak sanctions against violence 

Presence of and access to criminal syndicates 

Inadequate or no victim services 

Substance abuse and 

access to fire-arms 

Access to fire-arms 

Access to drugs and drug trafficking  

Alcohol access 

Lack of community 

support and involvement 

Lack of social support and interaction/social 

marginalization 

No recreational outlets/opportunities 

Non-attendance/dropping out of school (youth) 

Negative school experiences (youth) 

No school connectedness/attachment (youth) 

Community norms and 

values (culture) 

Community norms and beliefs relating to masculinity 

Changing roles of women in community 

Gun culture ï relating to masculinity 

Note: Items óboldedô were highlighted frequently in the literature accessed 

 

Key risk factors emerging at the community level included: Socio-economic factors, lack of 

community support and involvement, and community norms and values (culture). The latter 

set of risk factors is discussed in the next section on societal risk factors. It is important to 

remember, however, that societal norms and values play themselves out at the community 

(and relationship and individual) level. 

 

The key socio-economic factors identified included (a) poverty, and more specifically, (b) 

disparities in income, (c) low SES (linked to the previous points), (d) unemployment and lack 

of job opportunities, and, most importantly, (e) how all of these factors link to masculine 

identity. In addition to the socio-economic factors, two other key demographic risk factors 

emerged in this analysis: living in dense neighbourhoods, and living in an urban context.  

 



 33 

The main point relating to the lack of community support and involvement as a set of risk 

factors is the lack of social support and interaction, and resultant social marginalization. The 

lack of recreational outlets and opportunities was identified for youth and adult men.  Non-

attendance at school, lack of school connectedness, and negative school experiences were 

specifically highlighted for male youth. 

 

Finally, the ócommunity safetyô set of risk factors were also clearly highlighted in this study. 

High levels of crime and violence and a resultant culture of violence in the community are 

key risk factors. This includes the presence of gangs and gang culture that exists in many 

communities. Substance abuse and access to fire-arms were also identified as important risk 

factors, usually related to the other factors, as well as the lack of effective, trustworthy police 

protection at the community level.   

 

 

2.4.1 Demographic, including Socio-Economic Factors 

 

Demographic and socio-economic mediators to male interpersonal violence are widely 

researched (Abrahams et al., 2006; Barker & Loewenstein, 1997; Beyers et al., 2001; Burnett, 

1999; Krug et al., 2002; Lauritsen, 2001; Lee, 1996; Logan et al., 2001; Magdol et al., 1997; 

McCloskey, 1996; Oliver, 2000; Parker et al., 2004; Van Niekerk, Suffla & Seedat, 2004). 

 

This set of factors has already been discussed under the óindividual levelô analysis, and is also 

picked up at the societal level. As with many of the risk factors discussed in this Report, this 

cluster of risk factors plays itself out at all levels of the system.  

 

Krug et al. (2002, p.99) highlight the importance of low socio-economic status as a risk factor 

at community level.  

 

It is as yet unclear why poverty increases the risk of violence ï whether it is because 

of low income in itself, or because of other factors that accompany poverty, such as 

overcrowding or hopelessness. For some men, living in poverty is likely to generate 

stress, frustration and a sense of inadequacy for having failed to live up to their 

culturally expected role of providers. It may also work by providing ready material for 

marital disagreements or by making it more difficult for women to leave violent or 

otherwise unsatisfactory relationships. Whatever the precise mechanisms, it is 

probably that poverty acts as a ómarkerô for a variety of social conditions that combine 

to increase the risk. 

 

Krug et al. (2002, p.161) make links between low poverty and masculinity, saying that  

 

Poverty is linked to both the perpetration of sexual violence and the risk of being a 

victim of it. Several authors have argued that the relationship between poverty and 

perpetration of sexual violence is mediated through forms of crisis of masculine 

identity (95,112,138-140). Bourgois, writing about life in East Harlem, New York, 

United States (128) described how young men felt pressured by models of ósuccessfulô 

masculinity and family structure passed down from their parentsô and grandparentsô 

generations, together with modern-day ideals of manhood that also place an emphasis 

on material consumption. Trapped in their slums, with little or no available 

employment, they are unlikely to attain either of these models or expectations of 

masculine ósuccessô. In these circumstances, ideals of masculinity are reshaped to 

emphasize misogyny, substance abuse and participation in crime (138) ï and often 
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also xenophobia and racism. Gang rape and sexual conquest are normalized, as men 

turn their aggression against women they can no longer control patriarchally or 

support economically. 

 

McCloskey (1996, p.449) also focuses on socioeconomic factors, looking at the link between 

socioeconomic and coercive power within the family. This study investigates whether 

couplesô income and occupational status co-vary with wife and child abuse.  

 

Findings suggest that income disparity rather than overall poverty contributes to wife 

abuse. Class standing as indexed by membership in lower-status occupations is also a 

risk factor for wife battering. Stepfathers who harm women are also more likely to 

abuse children, with few effects of income and occupation after partialing out wife 

abuse. It is contended that a proportion of these men use the children in a policy of 

coercion against the mothers. Further gender-based interpretations of economic roles 

and family dynamics are needed to illuminate the complex reasons for menôs abuse of 

women.  

 

With regard to other demographic factors, Lauritsen (2001, p.3), who focuses on the social 

ecology of violent victimization, looks at census data to examine how risks of violence are 

distributed across persons and places in the United States, and whether the empirical findings 

are sensitive to operationalisation of violence.  The findings of this study reveal that ñIn 

central cities, persons most at risk are in disadvantaged tracts with lower proportions of 

immigrants. Outside central cities, the proportion of immigrants in an area increases risk, 

while community disadvantage has no independent influenceò. 

 

Logan et al. (2001, p.266) explore differences among domestic violence arrestees that were 

either from rural, urban, or urban-influenced locations. ñResults indicated that community 

context is critical in understanding domestic violence. In general, rural males appear to 

present more significant problemsò. As mentioned earlier in this Report, this finding is in 

contrast to many studies that suggest that urban location is more of a risk factor (Farrington, 

1998; Krug et al., 2002; Lee, 1996; and Sorenson et al., 1996). 

 

In South Africa, Abrahams et al. (2006, p.251) highlighted the following socio-demographic 

factors in their study: age, ethnicity, education, occupation, type of housing, relationship 

status, number of current and former partners, whether any children with each partner, 

presence of father during childhood, physical discipline experienced during childhood, and 

witnessing mother being physically abused by a partner.  

 

Still in South Africa, Burnett (1999, p.1) found that gang violence was used as a survival 

strategy in the context of poverty in Davidsonville, a deprived Coloured community in 

Johannesburg. Burnett relates this to literature on poverty and violence as interrelated social 

phenomena. ñThe conclusion was reached that violence, in its capacity as a cyclical process, 

constituted a complex and multifaceted phenomenon; manifested itself in various forms. 

Violence is one of humanityôs universal traits that poses an effective survival option for 

young men and boys living in the context of poverty to satisfy their needs, use as a strategy, 

solve problems, and assert themselvesò. 
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2.4.2 Community Safety Factors 

 

A number of studies and authors refer to community safety factors as an important cluster of 

risk factors for male interpersonal violence (Barker, 1998; Bennett & Fraser, 2000; British 

Journal of Criminology Special Issue, 1996; Farrington, 1998; Krug et al., 2002; Parker et al., 

2004; Rich & Grey, 2005). Involvement in gangs is highlighted as a major factor in this 

context.  

 

Krug et al. (2002, p.34) refer to the risk of violence in neighbourhoods with high levels of 

crime. They refer specifically to the presence of gangs, guns and drugs. ñThe presence of 

gangs, guns and drugs in a locality is a potent mixtureò. They state that gangs are mainly a 

male phenomenon, and are associated with violent behaviour. They argue that there are many 

risk factors that play a role in leading young people into gangs, and these include: a 

breakdown of the social order; a lack of alternative, shared cultural behaviour; a lack of 

opportunity for economic mobility; a decline in law enforcement; interrupted schooling; a 

lack of guidance; harsh punishment; and peers in gangs. 

 

Barker (1998, p.437) analyzed factors associated with being non-violent and constructing a 

non-violent, pro-social masculine identity among adolescent males. The results of his study 

with 25 African-American and Hispanic males, aged 15-20 years, confirmed that ñThe malesô 

life trajectories were characterized by family stresses, exposure to violence and gang 

involvementò. 

 

Rich and Grey (2005) focused on young Black menôs experience of violence. These authors 

argue that the struggle to establish safety shapes their responses to injury. Exposure to a ócode 

of the streetô, and lack of faith in the police, combined with traumatic stress and substance 

use, accentuate their sense of vulnerability, and are therefore important risk factors. In this 

context, victims react to protect themselves in ways that could increase their risk of injury. 

 

In South Africa, Parker et al. (2004, p.27) highlight that a combination of the two following 

risk factors for youth violence are important: ñBoys in dysfunctional families in high crime 

neighbourhoodsò. 

 

 

2.4.3 Lack of Community Support and Involvement 

 

Lack of community support and involvement has been cited as important risk factors 

(Banyard, Cross & Modecki, 2006; Funk & Brindis, 2006; Krug et al., 2002; Lee, 1996; 

Magdol et al., 1997; Parker et al., 2004; Poon, 2000; Van Niekerk et al., 2004; Wood et al., 

2000). 

 

Krug et al. (2002, p.36) refer to the phenomenon of social integration, saying that ñThe degree 

of social integration within a community also affects rates of youth violence. Social capital is 

a concept that attempts to measure such community integrationò. They also highlight that 

youth living in places that lack social capital tend to perform poorly at school and drop out 

more. Citing Moser and Hollandôs study in Jamaica, Krug et al. (2002, p.36) report that they  

 

found a cyclical relationship between violence and the destruction of social capital. 

When community violence occurred, physical mobility in the particular locality was 

restricted, employment and educational opportunities were reduced, businesses were 

reluctant to invest in the area and local people were less likely to build new houses or 
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repair or improve existing property. This reduction in social capital ï the increased 

mistrust resulting from the destruction of infrastructure, amenities and opportunities ï 

increased the likelihood of violent behaviour, especially among young people.  

 

Krug et al. (2002, p.36) also refer to Wilkinson, Kawachi and Kennedyôs study which found 

that ñIndices of social capital reflecting low social cohesion and high levels of interpersonal 

mistrust were linked with both higher homicide rates and greater economic inequalityò. 

 

Banyard et al. (2006), focusing on interpersonal violence in adolescence, examined correlates 

of perpetration of either physical dating violence or sexual abuse across individual, family, 

and community levels. At community level, this study revealed that low social support, and 

community variables such as low school attachment and neighborhood monitoring were 

associated with self-reported perpetration.  

 

In South Africa, Parker et al. (2004) have highlighted a number of neighbourhood factors that 

impact on youth violence, including violent and anti-social peers, poor school, unsafe 

neighbourhood, poor networks and social cohesion, low social support, low variability in 

human capital and SES, poor youth recreational activities and lack of employment 

opportunities. Van Niekerk et al. (2004) also highlight the role of limited opportunities for 

youth, which pose a serious challenge in the struggle to address violence in this context. 

 

 

2.5 SOCIETAL LEVEL RISK FACTORS  

 

The following main broad categories of risk factors at the societal level were noted in the 

analysis of the literature: 

 

 Socio-economic and political structure of society 

 Governmental and demographic factors 

 Cultural norms and values in society 

 Gender relations in society 

 Safety and security factors 

 Social disintegration 

 Historical trauma 

 

 

Table 2.4: Societal level r isk factors 

 

Main Categories Sub-categories of factors/variables 

Socio-economic and 

political structure of 

society 

Globalization/effects of global economy/N-S divide 

Income disparities/income inequality 

Arms trade 

Drug economy 

Unemployment 

Capitalist expectations 

Patriarchal structures 

Economic crises 

Cuts in social welfare/no safety nets 

Lack of access to essential resources 

Low levels of economic development 

Structural inequalities 
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Governmental and 

demographic factors 

War environment and effects 

Rapid social change/demographic changes 

Modernization 
Urban social disorganization 

Weak government 

Deterioration of infrastructure 

Swelling population 

Immigration stress 

Conflict over land use 

Militarization 

Lack of education opportunities 

Cultural norms and 

values in society 

Culture of violence (norms that promote acceptance of 

violence) 

Media violence (particularly in relation to male roles) 

Masculinity ideologies 

Male entitlement norms and beliefs 

Ideology of male superiority/male dominance 

Rigid views of gender roles 

Tradit ional cultural norms and values 

Traditional cultural notions of masculine identity and 

roles 

Drug culture 

Homophobia 

Ageism and sexism 

Breakdown of respect 

Gender relations in 

society 

Gender inequality 

Low status of women in society 

Expansion of womenôs rights/empowerment 

Apartheid-racialised masculinities 

Safety and security 

factors 

Lack of security in society 

High levels of crime 

Lack of law enforcement/control 

Unofficial modes of law enforcement 

Social 

disintegration/lack of 

social capital 

Lack of social support 

Breakdown of  ófrithô  

Historical trauma Intergenerational trauma 

Cycling of violence  

Effects of colonization 

Internalized oppression 

Note: Items óboldedô were highlighted frequently in the literature accessed 

 

Socio-economic and political structural factors constituted a major set of risk factors in this 

study. Cultural norms and values in society, and, related to that, gender relations, were also 

key factors emerging from this analysis. 

 

Key socio-political-economic factors emerging included (a) globalization, (b) modernization, 

(c) income inequalities and disparities, (d) unemployment, (e) the arms and drug economies, 

(f) the effects of militarization and war, and (g) rapid social change. 
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Risk factors relating to cultural norms and values in society included (a) a culture of violence 

(norms that promote the acceptance and perpetration of violence), (b) masculinity ideologies 

(including male entitlement beliefs and norms, male  superiority beliefs, and rigid views of 

gender roles), (c) ótraditionalô cultural norms and values that include acceptance of certain 

aspects of violence, including how this links to masculine identity, and (d) the role of the 

media in supporting all of the above. 

 

Relevant to both of the above sets of risk factors is gender inequality, and, linked to this, the 

low status of women in society.  

 

Safety and security issues at societal level were also highlighted as an important set of risk 

factors. This includes high levels of crime, lack of law enforcement, and unofficial modes of 

law enforcement pursued in the absence of trust in the official channels of control. 

 

Although historical trauma experienced as a result if inter-generational cycles of violence 

over many generations, particularly within colonial contexts, was not highlighted by many 

international authors in this study, it featured strongly in literature from South Africa, as well 

as other previously and currently colonized contexts. 

 

 

2.5.1 Socio-Economic and Political Structure of Society 

 

The socio-economic and political structure of society may be playing an important mediating 

role for levels of violence, especially concerning men (Bourgois, 1996; British Journal of 

Criminology Special Issue, 1996; Derné, 2002; Krug et al., 2002; Parker et al., 2004); Poon, 

2000; Rosenberg et al., 2006; Schissel, 2000; Sethi et al., 2004; Stevens et al., 2003; Tavares-

dos-Santos, 2002; Vogel, 2000). 

 

As mentioned previously in this Report, Bourgois (1996, p.412) highlights a number of risk 

factors relating to socio-economic and other political dynamics. He ñanalyzes how the social 

and economic marginalization of 2
nd

- and 3
rd

-generation Puerto Rican immigrants in the inner 

city has polarized violence and sexuality against women and children in the family and on the 

streetò. He argues that traditional gender roles that express masculinity (such as providing for 

the family) are unavailable in a context of poverty, which spurs on the development of 

alternative ways of asserting masculinity, such as through a ñmisogynist street cultureò where 

gang rape and paternal abandonment are accepted.  

 

With regard to globalization as a potential risk factor, Krug et al. (2002, p.14) write the 

following: 

 

Societies with already high levels of inequality, which experience a further widening 

of the gap between rich and poor as a result of globalization, are likely to witness an 

increase in interpersonal violence. Rapid social change in a country in response to 

strong global pressures ï as occurred, for instance, in some of the states of the former 

Soviet Union ï can overwhelm existing social controls over behaviour and create 

conditions for a high level of violence. In addition, the removal of market constraints, 

and increased incentives for profit as a result of globalization can lead, for example, to 

much freer access to alcohol, drugs and firearms, despite efforts to reduce their use in 

violence incidents. 
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These authors also refer to global trends and economic factors such as economic structural 

adjustment programmes, drawn up by international agencies, which ñhave accentuated 

poverty and unemployment in a number of countries, thereby increasing the likelihood of 

sexual trafficking and sexual violenceò (p.162). 

 

Derné (2002, p.144) looks specifically at globalization and the reconstitution of local gender 

arrangements. This study ñexplores how globalization shapes the construction of masculinity 

among nationalist Indian men é These men are often attracted to transnational media 

depictions of male violence as the basis of male identity. But bureaucratic transnational forms 

and transnational media celebrations of cosmopolitan lifestyles also engender anxieties about 

national identityò.  Dern® argues that men often handle these anxieties by rooting their own 

national identity in ótraditionalô gender relations. ñMen address these anxieties in the realm of 

interpersonal gender relations over which they have some controlò. 

 

Tavares-dos-Santos (2002, p.123) talks about the worldization of violence and injustice. It is 

argued that, in the context of the worldization of society, new, global social issues have 

arisen, and forms of violence have acquired new dimensions. ñThere is a multiplicity of types 

of social norms, a multiplicity of forms of violence presenting themselves to contemporary 

societies ï ecological violence, social exclusion, violence between genders, racisms, school 

violence ï all come together in a process of disintegration of citizenshipò. 

 

Many authors highlight the role of income inequalities in the context of interpersonal and 

other forms of violence. For example, Rosenberg et al. (2006, p.764), citing a number of other 

authors, (e.g. Butchart & Engstrom, 2002; and Zwi, Garfield, & Loretti, 2002) argue that 

ñIncome inequality is a risk factor universally associated with interpersonal and collective 

violence. é Poverty itself does not appear to be consistently associated with violence, but the 

juxtaposition of extreme poverty with extreme wealth appears to be a key ingredient in 

recipes for violenceò. 

 

In South Africa Stevens et al. (2003, p.354-355) write that: 

 

The ongoing socio-economic inequities, social fragmentation, and individual 

socialization patterns have been asserted as amongst the spectrum of causal agents 

complicit in the persisting prominence of violence in South African society (Butchart 

et al., 2000). Despite the political and social reform that characterizes present-day 

South Africa, violence has indeed continued to permeate our everyday realities. 

Violence remains a major cause of death, disability and psychic trauma é While the 

impact of globalization on South African economic policy and its negative effects on 

the living standards of the majority of South Africans may also be construed as a 

violent consequence (Bond, 1994; 2000), the more overt manifestations of 

contemporary violence tend to be dominated by intra-personal forms of violence that 

are not as overtly politicized as they were during the apartheid era (p.354-355).  

 

And finally, some authors highlight both patriarchal and capitalist societal structural 

arrangements as being key sets of risk factors for violence, including male interpersonal 

violence. Schissel (2000, p.960) focuses on the structural and interpersonal dimensions of 

violent patriarchal culture in the lives of young men, arguing that male youth violence against 

females  

 

originates largely within the confines of patriarchal/profit-driven culture. é cultures 

of achievement such as sports, where aggression is equated with success and where 
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girls and women are literally and figuratively relegated to exploited or denigrated 

positions. é personal and interpersonal experiences influence aggression toward 

young women and how these experiences often arise in contexts that are both 

ideological and profit driven.  

 

Vogel (2000, p.25) also states that, according to relevant literature, ñThe causes of sexual 

aggression toward women lie in the fabric of a patriarchal society. The acceptance of males of 

negative, stereotypical and harmful myths about women, traditional sex role stereotypes, the 

acceptance of interpersonal violence, and the objectification of women foster an environment 

where sexual aggression can flourishò.  

 

 

2.5.2 Governmental and Demographic factors 

 

This cluster of factors includes a number of important risk factors for violence, highlighted by 

many authors (Cock, 2001; Krug et al., 2002; Lee, 1996; Meertens, 2001; Pridemore, 2005; 

Savelsberg, 2002; Sethi et al., 2004). This includes the effects of war, militarization, rapid 

social and demographic changes, the effects of modernization, urban social disorganization, 

deterioration of infrastructure, swelling population, immigration stress, land use, and weak 

government. 

 

With regard to war and the effects of militarization, Krug et al. (2002, p.100) refer to risks 

where war or social upheavals (and consequently easy access to weapons), have recently 

taken place ï where violence has become commonplace. Meertens (2001, p.132), in a study in 

Colombia, examines how consequences of ñpolitical violence in Colombia have affected men 

and women differently. Armed attacks, massacres, threats and involuntary recruitment of 

young people have resulted in the massive displacement of civiliansò. 

 

In South Africa, Cock (2001, p.298) refers to the symbolism of the AK rifle, saying that it is a 

symbol of criminal lawlessness.  ñThe present romanticisation of the AK and other firearms 

is, in part, historical legacy of colonial conquest and revolutionary struggle in southern 

Africaò. It has influenced the development of ñan ideology of militarism that regards violence 

as a legitimate solution to conflictò.  Cock argues that there is the glorification of weaponry, 

military force, and violence through the media in this context, and that banal militarism is 

evident in social life. There is a ógun cultureô which normalizes these social practices. The 

result is that violence appears natural and inevitable. 

 

Modernization has also been identified as a risk factor for violence. Savelsberg (2002, p.277) 

discusses the weakening of social and law norms in modern societies. Research has suggested 

ña weakening of normative standards during the second half of the 20
th
 centuryò. 

Interestingly, Savelsberg also suggests that there is ña growing strength of norms that regulate 

interpersonal violenceò.   

 

Many authors also talk about the effects of rapid social change in relation to violence. For 

example, Pridemore (2005, p.732), who tests recent sub-cultural explanations of White 

violence in the United States, argues that sub-cultural theories suggest that real or perceived 

loss as a result of social change during the last four decades has led to higher levels of 

violence. These losses relate to gender and racial equity, job losses, added to traditional 

patriarchal and masculine characteristics. 
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2.5.3 Cultural Norms and Values in Society 

 

As mentioned earlier, this set of factors plays itself out at all levels of the system, but is 

examined in some detail at the broadest societal level (Abrahams et al., 2006; Brown, 2002; 

Derné, 1999, 2002; Gilgun & McLoed, 1999; Hagedorn, 1998; Haj-Yahia, 1998; Hall, 

Winlow & Ancrum, 2005; Hong, 2000; Jewkes et al., 2002; King, 1997; Krug et al., 2002; 

Kulwicki, 2002; Moghissi & Goodman, 1999; Mohl, 2006; Polk, 1999; Poon, 2000; 

Rydstrøm, 2003; Savran, 1996; Schiele, 1998; Silverman & Williamson, 1997; Tomsen, 

2002; Weis et al., 2002; Yoshihama, 2005). The risk factors relating to gender relations, 

including masculinity, are also pertinent here. The gender relations cluster of risk factors will 

be discussed in more detail in the next section. 

 

Krug et al. (2002) refer to a variety of cultural factors and dynamics as risk factors for 

violence, including male interpersonal violence, in various places in the World Report on 

Violence and Health. Some of these points are highlighted below. 

   

Culture, which is reflected in the inherited norms and values of society, helps 

determine how people respond to a changing environment. Cultural factors can affect 

the amount of violence in a society ï for instance, by endorsing violence as a normal 

method to resolve conflicts and by teaching young people to adopt norms and values 

that support violent behaviour (p.38).  

 

Krug et al. (2002, p.38) also refer to the effects of media exposure to violence: ñCultures 

which fail to provide non-violent alternatives to resolve conflicts appear to have higher rates 

of youth violenceò. They also refer to a culture of violence, which ñis fostered at the 

community level through the growing acceptance of óeasy moneyô (much of it related to drug 

trafficking) and of whatever means are necessary to obtain it, as well as through corruption in 

the police, judiciary, military and local administrationò.    

 

Traditional notions of male honour are also highlighted as a risk factor for male interpersonal 

violence (Krug et al., 2002, p.93): ñIn many places, notions of male honour and female 

chastity put women at risk ... In some societies, the only way to cleanse the family honour is 

by killing the óoffendingô woman or girlò.  

 

Krug et al. (2002, p.94) also report that: ñIn more traditional societies, wife beating is largely 

regarded as a consequence of a manôs right to inflict physical punishment on his wifeò. 

Referring to cultural factors relating to wife beatings later on in the Report, Krug et al. (2002, 

p.100) report that ñWife beating occurs more often in societies in which men have economic 

and decision-making power in the household, where women do not have easy access to 

divorce, and where adults routinely resort to violence to resolve their conflictsò.    

 

Krug et al. (2002, p.95) also argue that  

 

Cultural justifications for violence usually follow from traditional notions of the 

proper roles of men and women. In many settings women are expected to look after 

their homes and children, and show their husbands obedience and respect. If a man 

feels that his wife has failed in her role or overstepped her limits é then violence may 

be his response. é Because men are perceived as the óownersô of their wives, it is 

necessary to show them who is boss so that future transgressions are discouraged.   
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In conclusion, the WHO World Report (Krug et al., 2002, p.132) refers to various cultural 

norms and traditions in sub-Saharan Africa, referring specifically to patrilineal and matrilineal 

inheritance and land rights and other power issues, views of the role of women, erosion of 

inter-generational or family bonds because of migration and education, and the loss of 

traditional domestic, ritual and family arbitration roles of older people as a result of 

modernization. 

 

The above discussion on the WHOôs World Report on Violence and Health, and other 

literature accessed in this study, reveals that cultural factors are believed to be an important 

cluster of risk factors for male interpersonal violence. The next section will highlight some of 

these views and research findings.  

 

The concept of a culture of violence has been identified as a key risk factor for violence by 

many authors. The WHO Handbook on interpersonal violence (Sethi et al.,2004, p.245) refers 

to elements that create a culture of violence:  

 

Such a culture is often supported by both laws and attitudes. Both may be at work in 

factors such as the glorification of violence by the media, the tolerance of sexual 

assault or violence against intimate partners, harsh physical disciplining of children by 

parents in the home, bullying in schools and playgrounds, the use of unacceptable 

levels of force by police, and the prolonged exposure of children and adolescents to 

armed conflict.  

 

The role of the media in creating and perpetuating violence is highlighted by many. Derné 

(1999, p.548) talks about how films eroticize violence and asks ñmale viewers to identify with 

heroes who use force to win the affections of their belovedsò. This study reports that 

interviews with Indian men reveal parallels between menôs understanding of ideal 

relationships between husbands and wives and the ideals presented in the Hindi films, 

concluding that: ñPopular films play a role in generating sexual violence in Indiaò. Hall et al. 

(2005, p.100), from the United Kingdom, also argue that ñThe effects of todayôs media and 

cultural products on young male criminals reveal their tendency to identify with violent mass 

media characters and their culturesò. And Savran (1996, p.127) reports on a content analysis 

of the Rambo film trilogy which ñexplores the title characterôs symbolism as a 

sadomasochistic masculine identity, associating it with the perpetuation of violence against 

others and the self, as such symbolism may have dangerous consequences for societyò.  

 

Some authors have focused on various ótraditionalô cultural beliefs and practices as a 

potential area of risk for violence. For example, Rydstrøm (2003, p.676) examined domestic 

violence in contemporary Vietnam, with a particular focus on husband-to-wife violence in a 

rural Vietnamese community.  This author argues that  

 

In Vietnam, domestic violence is tied to a field of cultural forces that consists of a 

patrilineal tradition of ancestor worship, assumptions about femalesô versus malesô 

character, Confucian virtues, and a history of war. Females are expected to encourage 

household harmony by adjusting themselves and, in so doing, make social life smooth. 

Males, on the other hand, are assumed to have a so-called hot character; a male might 

fly into a rage and even behave violently. These local ways of constructing females 

and males provide conditions for considering females as a corporeal materiality that 

can be manipulated into the right shape by the means of (male) violence. Domestic 

violence in rural Vietnam, therefore, must be addressed with reference to a specific 

context of cultural complexity, including: ideas of female and male characters, a 
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tradition of patrilineal ancestor worship, Confucian virtues regarding femalesô ways of 

enacting themselves, and their experiences of war, which completely ignore the 

boundaries of humansô bodies and minds. These cultural forces, which are at play 

within the local community, may stimulate some menôs imaginations about the ways 

in which their superiority and hot character should be manifested by the means of 

power and violence.  

 

The above study clearly makes a link between cultural beliefs and practices and the ideology 

of masculinity, discussed in more detail in the next section. 

 

And lastly, some authors discuss the practice of honour crimes, located within particular 

cultural contexts. For example, Kulwickiôs (2002, p.77) study in Jordan focused on ñthe 

cultural context in which violent crimes against women are committed and the social and 

legal implications of such crimesò. This study found that the most common cause of murder 

in that context was óhonor crimeô.  

 

Honor crime was defined as crime committed against women by their male family 

members because the women had violated the honor of their family. This is a major 

concept important to the patrilineal system in Jordan. It is concluded that cultural 

norms and practices, including the legal practices related to honor crimes, support the 

practice of killing women for sexual misconduct and excuse perpetrators of the crimes 

from punishment. 

 

 

2.5.4 Gender Relations 

 

Gender relations, at a societal level, is discussed by a number of authors (Abrahams et al., 

2006; Abrahams et al., 2004; Abrahams, Martin & Vetten, 2004; Bourgois, 1996; Bridges & 

Messner, 2002; Jewkes et al., 2002; Krug et al., 2002; Weis et al., 2002). 

 

As mentioned previously, this set of factors links directly to the cultural factors identified 

above. It is also discussed at some length in the section on relationship risk factors in this 

Report. 

 

Patriarchy as a structural risk factor for male interpersonal violence has already been briefly 

discussed above (refer Schissel, 2000; and Vogel, 2000). This is directly linked to gender 

relations which Abrahams et al. (2004, p.344) argue is directly linked to sexual violence. 

These authors refer to ñpatriarchal notions of masculinity involving distinctly hierarchical 

gender positions and definitions of male success in terms of controlling womenò and that the 

perceived challenges to male authority are associated with sexual violence. 

 

Related to this factor, gender inequalities have been highlighted in a number of places in this 

Report as an important risk factor for male interpersonal violence. For example, Krug et al. 

(2002, p.174) argue that ñAt the heart of sexual violence directed against women is gender 

inequalityò. As they point out, ñStructural inequalities between men and women, rigid gender 

roles and notions of manhood linked to dominance, male honour and aggression, all serve to 

increase the risk of partner violenceò (p.100).  

 

Abrahams et al.ôs (2006, p.247) study in South Africa ñshows that ideas supportive of gender 

inequality and normative use of violence in different settings are major underlying factors for 

menôs violence against partnersò. These authors also refer to Jewkes et al. (2002) who  
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claims that normative use of violence in society and gender inequality are associated 

with the use of violence against intimate partners. These interact with a web of 

complementary factors to produce violence. Male superiority is manifested, for 

example, in distinct gender roles, a low social value and status of women, and ideas of 

manhood linked to the control of women and male sexual entitlement. Transgressions 

of gender roles legitimize the use of violence against women (Heise, 1998; Hindin, 

2003; Jewkes, Levin, & Penn-Kekana, 2002; Martin, Tsui, Maitra & Marinshaw, 

1999). 

 

Bridges and Messner (2002, p.188), in their study on the effects of gender equality on the 

ógenderingô of lethal violence, highlighted that  

 

An important insight from the feminist literature is that a particular form of inequality-

ógender inequalityô is likely to be associated with a distinctive type of violence -

ógendered violence. é Gender inequality is positively related to rates of male killings 

of females and male killings of other males in Southern cities, thus supporting the 

backlash hypothesis on gender stratification and violenceò. é ñGender stratification is 

an important factor to consider in the explanation of macro-level variation in gendered 

patterns of lethal violence. 

 

With regard to gender roles and stereotypes, Abrahams et al. (2006) highlight that male 

superiority is manifested in distinct gender roles, a low social value and status of women, and 

ideas of manhood linked to the control of women and male sexual entitlement. Krug et al. 

(2002, p.162) also refer to this area of risk:  

 

Sexual violence committed by men is to a large extent rooted in ideologies of male 

sexual entitlement (139,144,145). é Many men thus simply exclude the possibility 

that their sexual advances towards a woman might be rejected or that a woman has the 

right to make an autonomous decision about participating in sex. In many cultures, 

women, as well as men, regard marriage as entailing the obligation on women to be 

sexually available virtually without limit (34,146), though sex may be culturally 

proscribed at certain times, such as after childbirth or during menstruation (147). é In 

societies where the ideology of male superiority is strong ï emphasizing dominance, 

physical strength and male honour ï rape is more common (148).   

 

The above points relate directly to masculinity as a potential risk factor for male interpersonal 

violence, discussed in some depth in other parts of this Report. Jewkes et al. (2002, p.1604) 

refer to ideas of masculinity, stating that ñAt a societal level factors include male ownership 

of women, ideas of masculinity linked to aggression and dominance, rigid gender roles, 

acceptance of interpersonal violence and acceptance of physical chastisementò. In conclusion, 

these authors argue that  

 

Domestic violence is strongly related to conservative ideas about the position of 

women é ñsocieties where womenôs status is in transition, violence is óneededô to 

enforce male authority. It may also be used in these circumstances to resolve crises of 

male identity which are provoked by challenges to patriarchal control (Moore, 1994) 

(Jewkes et al., 2002, p.1604). 
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2.5.5 Historical Colonization and Trauma 

 

Historical trauma, while it may be referred to by other names, is discussed in a number of 

publications, many of them South African (Ahmed et al., 2004; Clarke, 1996; Jewkes et al., 

2002; King, 1997; Schiele, 1998; Seedat, 2006b; Stevens et al., 2003; Sullivan & Brems, 

1997). 

 

Historical trauma has been defined and developed as a public health concept by Duran and 

Duran (1995). They have developed a hybrid approach to psychological and public health 

practice, focusing particularly on the phenomenon of historical trauma in the Native American 

context. They argue that it is important to understand the colonial history, particularly the 

ócolonization of the life worldô of Native Americans, and the severe spiritual and 

psychological injury (the soul wound) and intergenerational trauma that has occurred as a 

result. ñThe notion of soul wound is one which is at the core of much of the suffering that 

indigenous peoples have undergone for several centuriesò (Duran & Duran, 1995, p.24). This 

concept is directly linked to the process of internalised oppression, which refers to 

internalised despair and a sense of helplessness and self-hatred, which can result in various 

forms of self- and other abuse, where shame and rage is turned in on itself and others. 

Integrated healing responses to historical trauma include various strategies aimed at helping 

people to reflect on their internalized oppression; providing ceremonial space to grieve for the 

many losses relating to issues such as death, self-esteem and land; and reclaiming cultural 

practices and values, particularly for the purposes of developing positive identity and self-

esteem. 

 

The section on inter-generational factors discussed in the órelationshipô level risk factors in 

this Report has an historical and political aspect to it that warrants special attention, 

particularly in the South African context. It is interesting to note that the few references made 

to this potential area of risk for male interpersonal violence were only highlighted by authors 

and studies in South Africa and other colonized contexts (e.g. Native and African American 

contexts). Some of these references are noted below. 

 

In the South African context, Ahmed et al. (2004, p.4) argue that ñOppression and the 

ensuing consequences like poverty and socio-economic inequality place disadvantaged 

communities at a greater risk for a range of health problems, including violence and injury 

(Engle et al., 1996; Hill & Madhere, 1996, Sonn and Fisher, 1998)ò.  

 

Seedat (2006b) also refers to these dynamics, referring to Fanon (1967, 1968), who focused 

on violence in the context of oppression. Seedat (2006b, p.179) explains that  

 

Concerned about the intransigence of colonialism and its inherently violent nature, 

Fanon (1967, 1968) framed anti-colonial violence as an emancipatory act that serves 

to free the oppressed from physical and psychological occupation. As an act of 

psychological rehabilitation, resorted to when reason and non-violence fails, anti-

colonial violence supposedly creates the space for the oppressed to regain their 

individual, social, and collective identities.  

 

Seedat (2006b,  p.179) refers to ongoing and extreme dehumanization.  

 

When physical survival leads to psycho-emotive dissonance and a dehumanizing 

reality that locks the occupied and colonized in oppressive scripts restricting their 

space, time, energy, mobility, and identity (Bulhan, 1985), violence, as the last option, 



 46 

is seen as a liberatory force bringing relief from the fear of physical death and 

psychological disequilibrium (Fanon, 1967, 1968). 

 

Stevens et al. (2003, p.354) also discuss this phenomenon as it relates to the South African 

context: 

 

Despite the eventual formation of a ónon-racialô democracy in 1994 and the 

dismantling of the apartheid state apparatus, the social and psychological effects of 

prolonged repression and counter-violence also became readily apparent, even in post-

apartheid South Africa (see for example, Dawes & Donald, 1994; Duncan & Rock, 

1994; Richter, 1994). Bulhan (1985:131) emphasizes the historical connections 

between violence, oppression and racism, and argues that a ósituation of violence is 

essentially a cauldron of violence. It is brought into existence and maintained by dint 

of violence. This violence gradually permeates the social order to affect everyday 

living. In time, the violence takes on different guises and becomes less blatant and 

more integral to institutional as well as interpersonal reality. 

 

And finally, Stevens et al. (2003, p.360) also refer to Fanon (1968) and Mannoni (1962) who  

 

Adopted approaches that attempted to understand violence within the framework of 

colonial oppression, racism and violence. They argued that the social conditions of 

structural, vertical violence gave rise to the generation of intra-personal, inter-personal 

and collective counter-violence. Others, such as Bulhan (1985), also focused on the 

social factors that constrained human development and ultimately resulted in violence 

amongst marginalised groups within oppressive contexts beyond colonial social 

formations. 

 

In the United States context, Clarke (1996, p.46), referring specifically to black-on-black 

violence, argues that this violence has its roots in the Southôs experience and system of 

criminal justice that  

 

took the place of slavery during the latter half of the 19
th
 century. é The 19

th
 century 

criminal justice system granted immunity for crimes committed against black victims, 

condoned or encouraged BOBV [black-on-black violence], and contributed to the 

disruption, disunity, and hence rising crime rates within the black community. Against 

this backdrop, rising over-crowdedness in cities, inadequate living conditions, and 

availability of handguns contributed to an increase in BOBV in the early 20
th 

century. 

Of course, recent urban renewal programs and black migration to the North and West 

have exacerbated this problem. 

 

Kingôs (1997, p.79) study focused on understanding violence among young African American 

males from an Afrocentric perspective. Violence was therefore examined from the historical, 

cultural, and social vantage point of African American community. This article presents ña 

culturally relevant and historically valid conceptual framework for understanding intraethnic 

and intragender violence among young African American males. The author discusses the 

violent history of American society and the impact of racial discrimination and poverty on 

African American malesò.  

 

Schiele (1998, p.165) also focuses on African American male youths, and violent crime. 

Schiele uses a cultural alignment framework ñto examine the role both cultural oppression and 

cultural alienation play in the lives of African American male youths. The framework 
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assumes that African American male youth violence is a function of these malesô 

internalization of alien concepts of manhood that reflect the impositions of European 

American culture and the nefarious legacy of slaveryò. 

 

And lastly, Sullivan and Brems (1997, p.411) refer to the psychological repercussions of the 

sociocultural oppression of Alaska Native Peoples. These authors refer to their socio-political 

history. ñThis history demonstrates how intervention by European Americans in AK has 

prompted a self-alienation of Native peoples that has contributed to é high rates of 

interpersonal violenceò. 

 

The next chapter focuses on protective factors to male interpersonal violence. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

PROTECTIVE FACTORS FOR  MALE INTERPERSONAL VIOLENCE  

 

 

3.1 OVERVIEW 

 

Protective factors are defined as individual or environmental safeguards that enhance a 

personôs ability to resist stressful life events, risks or hazards and promote adaptation and 

competence (Small, 2000). Small argues that an important but often overlooked aspect of 

protective factors is that they only operate when a risk factor is present.  

 

Ahmed et al. (2004, p.3) define protective factors as: ñfactors, which provide protection 

against negative outcomes and/or promote competencies. é According to Rutter (1987), óthe 

essence of the concept is that the vulnerability or protective effect is evident only in 

combination with the risk factorôò. 

 

It should be noted that none of the protective factor variables emerging from this study had a 

high frequency. This is probably because of the limited research in this area, as well as the 

constraints and limitations of this particular study. 

 

The need to focus more on protective factors has been highlighted in the literature (Barry & 

Gunn, 1996; Gorman-Smith et al.; Krug et al., 2002;). For example, Gorman-Smith, Henry 

and Tolan (2004, p.439) say that: ñFew studies have focused on the factors that alter the risk 

of exposure to violence or the processes through which youth who are exposed to community 

violence do better or worseò.   

 

In this section, a series of tables summarizing the key protective factors noted in the 

interpersonal violence literature are noted, and briefly discussed. This is presented under the 

four ecological levels: individual, relationship, community and society.   

 

 

3.2 INDIVIDUAL  LEVEL PROTECTIVE FACTORS    

 

The following main broad categories of protective factors at the individual level were noted in 

the analysis of the literature: 

 

 Demographic factors 

 Intra-psychic and emotional factors 

 Behaviours and skills 

 Cultural and religious factors 
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Table 3.1: Individual level protective factors 

 

Main Categories Sub-categories of factors/variables 

Demographic factors Higher education level of males 

Maturity/higher age of males 

Having employment 

Enrolled in school (youth) 

Intra-psychic and 

emotional factors 

Individual resilience 

Self-reflection and insight 

Sense of responsibility 

Strong attachments (parents and school) 

A constructive view of masculinity 

Learnt through experiencing impact of violence on own 

family 

The need of the man to be a good father 

Emotional well-being 

Emotional expressiveness 

Behaviours and skills Conflict management skills 

Vocational skills 

Coping skills 

Health-seeking behavior 

Cultural and religious 

factors 

Having a purpose in life 

Having some kind of religion/spiritual beliefs 

Undergoing rites of passage 

 

Individual level protective factors to male interpersonal violence have been highlighted by a 

relatively small number of authors in this study (Abrahams et al., 2006; Barker, 1998; Barker 

& Ricardo, 2005; Borowsky, Ireland & Resnick, 2002). 

 

Barker and Ricardo (2005, p.ix) highlight a number of protective factors for male 

interpersonal violence, many of which are at the individual level. They refer to factors that: 

 

Promote gender equality, health-seeking or health-protective behaviors and non-

violence; (i) a high degree of self-reflection and space to rehearse new behaviors; (ii) 

having witnessed the impact of violence on their own families and constructed a 

positive lesson out of these experiences; (iii) tapping into menôs sense of responsibility 

and positive engagement as fathers; (iv) rites of passage and traditions that have 

served as positive forms of social control, and which have incorporated new 

information and ideals; (v) family members that model more equitable or non-violent 

behaviors; (vi) employment and school enrollment in the case of some forms of 

violence and conflict; and (vii) community mobilization around the vulnerabilities of 

young men.  

 

Barker (1998, p.437) conducted an exploratory qualitative study of prosocial low-income 

adolescent males in two Chicago (USA) neighbourhoods, discovering that there were several 

factors that were associated with being non-violent, including the ability to draw lessons from 

past traumatic experiences, having a recognized skill or meaningful connection to a 

mainstream institution, belonging to an alternative peer group that promoted non-violence, 

and finding a purpose of life in being a father. Barker emphasized the need to focus on factors 

associated with being non-violent, and, in particular, on constructing a nonviolent, prosocial 

masculine identity. 
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Abrahams et al. (2006, p.262) report that having some form of post-school training was found 

to be protective against using violence, saying that ñIt is possible that the training resulted in 

higher self-esteem, lower levels of economic stress, and better communication skillsò. 

 

Borowsky et al. (2002, p.475) conducted a study that aimed to ñidentify risk and protective 

factors for violence perpetration among youth with a history of grade retentionò, and found 

that a high grade point average was significant protective factor.  They also highlighted school 

connectedness, parent-family connectedness, and emotional well-being as being important 

protective factors. 

 

 

3.3 RELATIONSHIP  LEVEL PROTECTIVE FACTORS  

 

The following variables relating to relationship factors were noted ï under the two main 

relationship categories: 

 

 Marital and family relations 

 Peer relations 

 

Table 3.2: Relationship level protective factors 

 

Main Categories Sub-categories of factors/variables 

Marital and family 

relations 

Positive family role models 

Attachment/connectedness to parents of family of origin 

Family support 

Presence of the father 

Positive family values and norms  

Relationship skills 

Peer relations Belonging to a social group/social support 

Close peer relations 

 

Protective factors identified within the context of marital and family relations were 

highlighted by Mackey and Mackey (2003), Lackey and Williams (1995), Paschall et al. 

(1996) and Rosenberg et al. (2006).  

 

Paschall et al. (1996, p.177) focused on relationships among family characteristics and violent 

behavior by black and white male adolescents, and found that living in a non-intact family 

was a significant risk factor for violent behavior among black males, while attachment to 

parents was a significant protective factor for white males.  

 

Mackey and Mackey (2003, p.63) conducted a study that focused on the presence of fathers in 

attenuating young male violence. Their findings suggest that where fathers are present within 

the family, their sons are less likely to resort to violent behaviour as adults.  

  

Rosenberg et al. (2006, p.763) also found evidence that ñindicates that a supportive 

relationship with parents or other adults is protective against antisocial behaviourò. 

 

Lackey and Williams (1995, p.295) looked at social bonding and the cessation of partner 

violence across generations, and reported that:ñDespite their violent family histories, men 

who develop strong attachments to and perceive negative sanction threats from significant 
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others (e.g., partner, friends, and relatives) are more likely to be nonviolent with their female 

partnersò. 

 

Protective factors relating to peer relations factors were noted by Barker (1998), Gilgun 

(1996), Krug et al. (2002) and Lackey and Williams (1995). 

 

Gilgun (1996, p.459) examined protective and risk factors for the development of violent 

behaviours. Protective developmental processes found included: Close peer relationships and 

relationships with adults who modeled pro-social behaviors and values; emotional 

expressiveness and responsiveness to others; and feeling part of and at home with something 

outside of themselves. 

 

Krug et al. (2002, p.42) also argue that: ñA warm and supportive relationship with a positive 

adult role model is thought to be a protective factor for youth violenceò. 

 

 

3.4 COMMUNITY  LEVEL PROTECTIVE FACTORS  

 

The following main broad categories of protective factors were noted in the analysis of the 

literature: 

 

 Social capital and sense of community 

 Community support and networks 

 Community mobilization and empowerment 

 School connectedness 

 

 

Table 3.3: Community level protective factors 

 

Main Categories Sub-categories of factors/variables 

Social capital and sense 

of community 

Social capital 

Cultural-community resilience 

Sense of community 

Development of ófrithô 

Safe community environment 

Stable community 

Community support and 

networks 

Community activities/recreation opportunities 

Active community structures 

Parent support networks 

Good child-care facilities 

Support in the community 

Membership to gangs ï sense of belonging 

Community 

mobilization and 

empowerment 

Community mobilization 

Community empowerment/sense of human 

agency/collective efficacy 

Support groups 

Compassionate solidarity 

School connectedness School connectedness (youth) 

Integrated schools (youth) 
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There was a slightly higher frequency of protective factors on a community level, compared 

to the other ecological levels, in the literature analyzed for this study (Ahmed et al., 2004; 

Almgren, 2005; Barker & Ricardo, 2005; Barry & Gunn, 1996; Borowsky et al., 2002; 

Clauss-Ehlers & Levi, 2002; Galea, Karpati & Kennedy, 2002; Harpham, Grant & Thomas, 

2002; Nell, 2001). 

 

Protective factors relating to social capital and a sense of community were highlighted by a 

number of authors. Almgren (2005, p.221) argues that a ósense of communityô is an important 

mediating factor in violence prevention, connecting this to the concept of collective efficacy.   

 

Galea et al. (2002, p.1373) examine social capital and violence in the United States. They 

argue that studies have shown that ñSocial capital is inversely associated with homicide and 

violent crimeò.  The variables used to analyze social capital included perceptions of social 

trust and per capital membership in voluntary associations. The authors conclude ñthat the 

relationship between social capital and violence over time is nonlinear and dynamic. More 

complex analytic models describing the relationship between violence and ecological social 

determinants need to be consideredò 

 

Harpham et al. (2002) refer to recent links that have been made between social capital and 

health. They refer to elements of social capital (trust, reciprocity and membership of voluntary 

organizations) that have been linked to various public health problems, including violence 

(Kawachi et al., 1997).  Links between social capital and general household welfare 

(expenditure, assets, credit access, savings and employment) have also been found. These 

authors argue that: ñStructural aspects of social capital provide access to institutions, formal 

and informal, which reduce the negative impact of life events, and thus provide additional 

support. On the other hand, the cognitive aspects, such as social trust and shared values, can 

increase feelings of security and self-esteem within and between communitiesò (p.107). 

 

Referring to the Benchmark Survey (Saguaro Seminar 2001), Harpham et al. (2002) identify a 

number of elements of social capital: Social trust, inter-racial trust, diversity of friendships, 

political participation, civic leadership and associational involvement, informal socializing, 

giving and volunteering, faith-based engagement, and equality of civic engagement across the 

community. On the basis of their own literature review, Harpham et al. (2002) developed an 

Adapted Social Capital Assessment Tool (A-SCAT), which included the following elements:  

 

Structural (connectedness): Participation in organizations; institutional linkages 

(connections to services, facilities and organizations); frequency of general collective 

action; specific collective action (whether people would get together to address named 

hypothetical situations); degree of citizenship (whether the respondent has 

voted/campaigned/taken part in other neighbourhood or city-wide activity); links to 

groups with resources (such as local government or aid agencies); and links to parallel 

groups (namely other communities). 

Cognitive (reciprocity, sharing, trust): General social support; emotional support 

(enabling people to feel things); instrumental support (enabling people to do things); 

trust; fellow feeling; reciprocity and co-operation; social harmony; sense of belonging; 

perceived fairness (would others in the community take advantage of people); and 

perceived social responsibility (would others in the community return lost items). 

 

Harpham et al. (2002, p.108) highlight that: ñEvery study will have to grapple with this need 

to explicitly ódraw the boundaryô of social capital and exclude ócausesô and óconsequencesô of 

social capital in the measurement of the concept itselfò. 
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From South Africa, Nell (2001, p.263) talks about ófrithô as a protective factor to violence. He 

says that 

  

Community safety is nothing more or less than frith: metaphorically, the purpose of 

community policing and community police forums is the resurrection of the frith guild 

as a primary mechanism for injury and violence prevention (Nell and Seedat, 1993). 

The origins of frith are many and varied. Families teach children to love and protect 

their brothers and sisters, and as they mature, to extend this caring to their friends and 

to all other living creatures. Many social mechanisms ï schools, churches, youth clubs 

ï reinforce and extend these messages of protection, teaching us that the living body is 

sacred and untouchable. When no disciplinary authority is present, it is only these 

fragile inhibitory forces that prevent crime on the streets and violence in the home. 

 

Clauss-Ehlers and Levi (2002) and Ahmed et al. (2004) discuss community resilience as a 

protective factor to violence. Clauss-Ehlers and Levi (2002, p. 265) discuss cultural-

community resilience that ñacts as a buffer against violence. An ecological model is presented 

that incorporates community structures, the cultural values of familismo, respeto, and 

personalismoò.  

 

In South Africa, Ahmed et al. (2004) look at community resilience in disadvantaged 

communities in the context of violence and injury prevention. In their study they found 

significant associations between some of the dimensions of community resilience: 

neighbourhood cohesion and community hope, community structures and leadership and 

social supports, ownership of a business and physical security, ownership of a business and 

social supports. ñThe results suggested that communities may have the capacity to develop 

resilient responses and that these responses different across neighbourhoodsò (p.2). Resilience 

is defined as a ñdynamic interaction between the risk and protective processesò (p.3). Ahmed 

et al. (2004, p.4) argue that 

 

Community responses may therefore mediate the impact of oppression. Rutter (1987) 

identifies four related mechanisms which mediate adversity at the individual level and 

which could also be conceptualized as operating on the community level. These are 

(1) reduction of risk impact, (2) the reduction of negative chain events, (3) the 

establishment and maintenance of self-esteem and self-efficacy, and (4) opening up of 

opportunities (Rutter, 1987). In the South African context, the impact of apartheid 

oppression would be an unavoidable risk, but mediating processes like the 

development of a sense of community é could alter the impact of apartheid 

oppression. Communities could also reduce the negative chain reactions associated 

with apartheid-generated adversity through the development of appropriate stress-

coping competencies (Sonn & Fisher, 1998). For example, while it may be difficult to 

escape poverty immediately, many disadvantaged communities place a high premium 

on education as a means of potentially addressing the consequences of poverty.  

 

Ahmed et al. (2004) refer to the concepts of community, cultural or collective resilience 

which they refer to as an ecological or systemic understanding of resilience. They argue that 

collective coping processes include: Solidarity and hope, supportive community structures, 

leadership, selected cultural values.  These ñfacilitate social relationships and community 

functioning in adverse and often violent circumstancesò (p.4). 

 

Ahmed et al. (2004, p.5) refer specifically to the link between community resilience and 

social capital.  They argue that: ñBoth refer to community level organization as a key 
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contributor to positive outcomes. Unlike the literature on community resilience, the definition 

of social capital does not directly address the relationship between risk and recovery, the 

socio-historical context of adversity, and resiliency outcomes (Bess et al., 2002; Clauss-Ehlers 

& Levi, 2002; Hernandez, 2002; Sonn & Fisher, 1998)ò. 

 

The conclusions of Ahmed et al.ôs study (2004, p.13) reveal ñsignificant associations 

clustered around neighbourhood cohesion and community hope; community structures and 

leadership and social supports; and ownership of a business and physical security, and 

physical security social supportsò.  They recognize that this reveals a complex relationship of 

factors which needs further investigation. 

 

Almgren (2005) highlights the importance of community empowerment and efficacy. In this 

regard, Almgren (2005, p.221) argues that: ñThe principal mediating construct between the 

ecological deficits associated with endemic interpersonal violence and the variation in rates of 

interpersonal violence is argued to be a communityôs level of collective efficacyò.  Almgren 

(2005, p.221) defines collective efficacy as follows:   

 

An extension of an individual trait to an ecological property of neighborhoods. In 

neighborhoods with high levels of collective efficacy, neighborhood residents possess 

the motivation and capacity to act on behalf of the common good because of favorable 

conditions of mutual trust and solidarity among neighbors (Sampson, 1997, p.919). It 

is the mechanism through which social cohesion (mutual trust and solidarity) is 

translated to specific acts of informal social control. 

 

Barker and Ricardo (2005) highlight the importance of community mobilization, particularly 

around the vulnerabilities of young men, while Ahmed et al. (2004, p.2), referring to Seedat 

(2006a), suggest that some risk factors (e.g. globalization and the operation of powerful 

ideologies) can also ñproduce counteracting systems, generating human agency, solidarity and 

human compassion, which can be powerfully utilized to develop the sectorò.  Seedat (2006a, 

p.12) says that: ñA look at the South African ómiracleô may provide some understanding of 

the factors that influence the marshalling of compassion and support for the resolution of 

violent conflict and for mobilizing support towards justice and equity for the vulnerableò.  

 

Finally, Borowsky et al. (2002, p.475) highlight the importance of school connectedness as a 

protective factor to youth violence. They argue that the ñschool can participate in violence 

prevention by providing youth with a positive community and academic experienceò. 

 

 

3.5 SOCIETAL LEVEL PROTECTIVE FACTORS  

 

The following main societal level categories of protective factors were noted in the analysis of 

the literature: 

 

 National policies and legislation 

 Socio-economic factors 

 Cultural factors 

 

 

 

Table 3.4: Societal level protective factors 
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Main Categories Sub-categories of factors/variables 

National policies and 

legislation 

Human rights framework and policies 

Social justice 

Equity 

Citizen participation 

Laws to constrain violence 

Socio-economic factors Employment/economic opportunities 

Affordable housing 

Social protection (e.g. welfare safety nets) 

Access to health care 

Cultural factors Non-violence male role in media 

Values and norms promoting gender equality 

Values and norms promoting a positive view of 

masculinity 

Spiritual values 

Cultural respect 

Mobilizing compassion 

 

Research into the societal level protective factors to male interpersonal violence is not 

abundant, but some authors have discussed some possible mediators (Barker & Ricardo, 

2005; Barry & Gunn, 1996; Krug et al., 2002; Rosenberg et al., 2006; Seedat, 2006b; 

Shoemaker, 2001). 

 

Krug et al. (2002, p.37) highlight the importance of political structures as a set of protective 

factors. They refer specifically to the quality of a countryôs governance, and, ñin particular, 

the extent to which a society enforces its existing laws on violence, by arresting and 

prosecuting offenders, can act as a deterrent against violenceò. 

 

With regard to cultural factors, Rosenberg et al. (2006, p.761) argue that 

 

The cultural context plays an important role in violent behavior é cultural norms can 

be a source of protection against violence, such as traditions that promote the equality 

of women or respect for the elderly. Although evidence-based approaches for 

changing cultural traditions as a violence prevention strategy are not yet available, 

some countries have adopted this strategy. In South Africa, the Soul City health 

promotion campaign makes residents aware of the extent and consequences of 

violence and encourages better parenting through role models and improved 

communication among family members.    

 

Barker and Ricardo (2005, p.51) refer to: ñalternative, non-violent versions of manhood and 

to elements of traditional socialization in Africa that promote non-violence, and more gender-

equitable attitudes on the part of young men, and to forms of socialization and social control 

that reduce the vulnerabilities of young men and reduce violenceò. 

 

 

3.6 VIOLENCE PREVENTION  

 

Although violence prevention principles and strategies were not identified as a focus for 

investigation in this study, this section provides a summary of the key points emerging from 

the literature accessed. Given the close link between protective factors and violence 

prevention strategies, this was considered to be a useful addition to the Report. A further, 
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more in-depth analysis of strategies specific to male interpersonal violence still needs to be 

pursued. However, it appears that the general approaches to violence prevention are relevant 

across the violence spectrum, including youth violence, and male interpersonal violence. 

 

The following general principles relating to violence prevention were noted in this review: 

(a) Developing a multi-faceted, holistic and comprehensive approach (Ahmed et al., 2004; 

Bowman et al, 2006; Krug et al., 2002; Oliver, 2000; Parker et al., 2004; Peltzer, 1997; 

Poling, 1999; Poon, 2000; Rosenberg et al., 2006; Seedat, 2006a, 2006b; Sethi et al., 2004); 

(b) understanding and utilizing appropriate change strategies (Ahmed et al., 2004; Eckhardt, 

Babcock & Homack, 2004; Krug et al., 2002; Silvergleid & Mankowski, 2004); (c) fostering 

cultural sensitivity and responsiveness (Cairns, 2005; Crichton-Hill, 2001; Gondolf & 

Williams, 2001; Krug et al., 2002; Peltzer, 1997; Poling, 1999; Rivett & Rees, 2004; Seedat, 

2006a, 2006b; Zellerer, 2003); and (d) focusing on peace and safety promotion (Butchart & 

Kruger, 2001; Reddy et al., 2003; Seedat, 2006b; Van Niekerk et al., 2004)..  

 

The following set of principles appear to be particularly important when addressing male 

interpersonal violence: (a) There is a need to embrace different views of gender roles; (b) 

interventions should include partnerships across gender lines; (c) men should be a focus for 

violence prevention programmes; (d) men should be directly involved in the development of 

these programmes; (e) a ówomen-orientedô approach to male interpersonal violence should be 

avoided; and (f) the way the óproblemô is viewed needs to be interrogated, with 

criminalization of men and a deficit approach that locates the óproblemô in men only, being 

avoided (Barker, 1998; Barker & Ricardo, 2005; Carmody, 2003; Dankwort & Rausch, 2000; 

Dungee-Anderson & Cox, 2000; Flood, 2001; Gadd, 2004; Greig, 2000; Hearn, 2001; Hong, 

2000; Kaufman, 2001; Krug et al., 2002; Poling, 1999; Rivet, 2006; Rivet & Rees, 2004; 

Vetere & Cooper, 2004; Zellerer, 2003).  

 

An analysis of this literature highlighted the following broad strategies used for violence 

prevention, categorized under the ecological levels: Therapeutic/psychological interventions, 

and educational strategies at the individual and relationship levels; community-based 

programmes at the community level; and national programmes and international strategies at 

the societal level. 

 

Specific areas of focus for programmes for violence prevention in general, and more 

specifically, for programmes aimed at addressing male interpersonal violence more 

specifically include the following categories of focus: Individual development, educational 

programmes, gender specific programmes, family programmes, social action and community 

programmes, safety and security interventions, socio-economic strategies, and cultural 

interventions. 

 

Given the focus on male interpersonal violence in this study, it is interesting to see that the 

focus in the literature on this point is mainly on: (a) changing the socialization of men and 

womenôs views of gender relations, (b) addressing masculinity - views of manhood values, 

roles and identity, (c) developing alternative, constructive notions of manhood and 

masculinity, and (d) campaigns and programmes by men (e.g. Men as Partners, Stepping 

Stones, Men against Violence).  

 

Despite the positive proposals on violence prevention focusing on menôs involvement in 

violence, it is important to note that there is a distinct tendency to address male interpersonal 

violence from a negative stance ï seeing men as óthe problemô that needs ótreatmentô. This is 
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a problematic approach which needs radical revision if strategies to address interpersonal 

violence are to be successful. 

 

Finally, one interesting development in the work on male interpersonal violence is a focus on 

finding ways to develop a more positive and constructive masculinity.  This means identifying 

and pursuing various strategies, at all systemic levels, to promote norms, values, beliefs and 

practices that promote a positive view of men in the world.   
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CHAPTER 4 

 

DISCUSSION 

 

 
4.1 OVERVIEW  

 

This Chapter captures the research teamôs initial analysis of the findings of the exploratory 

study on risk and protective factors to male interpersonal violence. This discussion is 

presented under (a) risk factors, and then (b) protective factors for male interpersonal 

violence. 

 

This initial analysis was later extended through a national roundtable discussion with relevant 

key informants, where the main purpose was to examine the risk and protective factors for 

male interpersonal level at a deeper level, drawing on relevant perspectives and worldviews in 

South Africa. A summary of the proceedings of this national discussion (Tonsing & Lazarus, 

2009) is included in this Chapter.  

 

 

4.2 RISK FACTORS FOR MALE INTERPERSONAL VIOLENCE  

 

A few interesting points relating to risk factors are highlighted in this brief discussion on the 

findings of this literature study. 

 

The literature review on interpersonal violence revealed a major emphasis on socio-economic 

factors. This includes the often-mentioned factor of poverty, but primarily in relation to 

inequalities of income or resources rather than the poverty itself, as well as poverty-related 

factors such as lack of job opportunities and unemployment. What is interesting in the 

literature focusing on males is the links made between these broader socio-economic 

challenges, and masculinity/masculine identity: for example, difficulties experienced by 

unemployed men in a patriarchal society that expects them to be financially responsible for 

their families. Despite this emphasis on socio-economic factors in the literature, it is important 

to note that some authors have highlighted that the studies and literature focusing on males 

tend to under-emphasize socio-economic and other structural variables. These authors argue 

that there is too much focus on gender in these studies. 

 

Cultural factors, including general norms and values, as well as ótraditionalô cultural views 

and practices, are also clearly considered to be an important set of risk factors in violence and 

interpersonal violence more generally speaking. It is interesting to note that these risk factors 

are emphasized much more in studies focusing on male interpersonal violence. As with most 

of the risk analyses involving men, this set of factors is usually linked to masculinity 

dynamics and challenges, for example, through cultural expectations of the role of a man 

within family and community contexts.  It is also interesting to note that these cultural factors 

are usually only seen as risks and seldom picked up as strengths that could be used for 

protection and violence prevention purposes. 

 

Many of the studies focusing on the involvement of males in interpersonal violence focus on 

individual factors that place men at risk of being involved in interpersonal violence. This 

includes an emphasis on various organic or biological factors, as well as emotional and intra-

psychic factors, including a number of personal ódeficitsô (e.g. lack of empathy and low self-

esteem). While these emphases are clearly legitimate, few make clear links between the 
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óindividualô and ósocialô factors, although some researchers are developing various 

biopsychosocial theoretical explanations for the involvement of men in violence.  

 

As would perhaps be expected given the focus on interpersonal violence, relationship factors 

are emphasized in the studies that focus on male interpersonal violence. This includes factors 

relating to gender relations, including: Gender inequalities; rigid gender stereotypes; existing 

and changing gender role definitions and expectations; gender ideology, including hegemonic 

masculinity; and negative views of women and their place in society.  

 

One of the main areas of risk at the relationship level is witnessing or experiencing abuse 

within the family context. It is interesting to note the popularity of the use of inter-

generational social learning theories to explain these risks. What is particularly interesting, 

from a critical perspective, is that this inter-generational perspective does not go back in 

history, to look at how years and centuries of colonization have impacted on indigenous and 

other communities, and how this has played a role in violence. This relates to the concept of 

historical trauma, identified as a major risk factor to violence and other burden of disease 

categories (e.g. alcohol abuse) in previously and currently oppressed contexts. This is an area 

that needs further research and development ï for the purposes of identifying whether and 

how this plays itself out in the context of male interpersonal violence, particularly within 

communities and societies that have a long history of colonialism. 

 

A major finding from this literature study is the centrality of risks relating to masculinity and 

male identity in the studies focusing on male interpersonal violence. Many studies make links 

between masculinity and other risk factors, for example, the impact of unemployment on 

masculine identity. Social identity is therefore, directly or indirectly, viewed as a primary area 

of risk for male interpersonal violence. This presents a challenge to theorists and activists 

engaged in violence prevention. This challenge includes developing theories, and 

interventions, that are complex in their understanding of dynamics between the different 

factors and levels, but are simple enough to translate into effective action.   

 

The above point relates to an ongoing challenge of ómaking the linksô between the different 

levels of risk: individual, relationship, community and society. Many authors highlight the co-

occurrence and co-causal nature of risks to violence, with some studies making these links 

within a life-course or developmental framework. For example, the literature focusing on 

youth violence emphasizes the need to understand developmental pathways in our efforts to 

understand why young people, and boys in particular, are at risk of becoming involved in 

violence.  

 

The ecological framework used by the World Health Organization, and this particular 

literature study, is helpful in emphasizing the need to focus on all levels of society when 

trying to understand and respond to the complex nature of violence. However, the use of this 

framework can result in masking the dynamic nature of the risks that place people, and men in 

particular, at risk of becoming victims or perpetrators of violence. The principle of 

interconnectedness, central to systems thinking which underpins an ecological perspective, 

needs to be upheld in studies using this framework.  

 

 

4.3 PROTECTIVE FACTORS FOR MALE INTERPERSONAL VIOLENCE  

 

There is a clear move, within South Africa and globally, towards a health promotion approach 

to all aspects of violence, revealed through a focus on peace and safety promotion. There is 
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also a growing focus on protective factors in general, and on certain aspects such as 

community resiliency and social capital in particular. The concept of social capital is a 

potential vehicle for bringing the individually and socially biased disciplines and perspectives 

together in a more integrated way. 

 

Despite the rhetorical commitment from the World Health Organization and many others to 

identifying and working with protective factors for violence, particularly in relation to 

developing violence prevention programmes, very few studies intentionally focus on these 

factors.  Even in the literature that focuses specifically on violence prevention, there is little 

discussion of protective factors as a basis for programme development. The emphasis is 

therefore still on addressing risks rather than on building on strengths in situations. This 

reflects a prevention rather than health promotion approach, with the latter being more 

focused on identifying and developing health determinants for the purposes of promoting the 

well-being and health of all. 

 

It seems, therefore, that despite the need for a more positive framework, risks still rule the 

tone and therefore research findings relating to violence, including male interpersonal 

violence. This includes the approach to culture which is generally viewed in negative terms, 

resulting in almost no consideration for cultural capital for the purposes of preventing 

violence. This is particularly important given the emphasis on cultural factors in male 

interpersonal violence. 

 

Although some authors call for more involvement of faith-based structures in preventing 

violence, the literature accessed and analyzed in this study did not overtly identify religious 

assets or spiritual capital as a set of protective factors. This is an interesting omission given 

the strong emphasis on culture in relation to both general norms and values, and ótraditionalô 

values, beliefs and practices ï particularly given the fact that most people in the world 

(including in South Africa) have a close link to religious or spiritual values which directly 

influence their cultural practices. This is also an important gap given the holistic 

understanding of health upheld by the World Health Organization, and which is evident in the 

majority of the worldôs population ï where the spiritual dimension is considered to be central 

to most views of health and well-being. 

 

When looking at the ecological levels at which the few protective factors noted in this 

literature study are categorized, it is interesting to note that most of the factors highlighted in 

the study are located at the community level, with less emphasis at the relationship level. This 

is in direct contradiction to the óindividual and relationshipô emphasis evident in the risk 

analyses for interpersonal violence. This is an interesting finding that warrants deeper 

analysis. One possible reason for this finding is that much of the protective factor or health 

determinant theories and research focus on sociological factors, with a strong emphasis on 

social capital and social support. 

 

With regard to violence prevention focusing on menôs involvement in violence, the tendency 

to address male interpersonal violence from a negative stance ï seeing men as óthe problemô 

that needs ótreatmentô ï needs to be addressed. One way to proceed when addressing this 

challenge is to focus on one protective factor that is highlighted in this literature: that of 

promoting a positive, constructive masculinity ideology. Research conducted suggests that, 

where views of manhood are positively developed and perceived (by men and women alike), 

this appears to have the potential to act as a protective factor to violence. This is an area that 

deserves further investigation. 
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4.4 NATIONAL  ROUNDTABLE DISCUSSION 

 

The Crime, Violence and Injury Lead Programme (CVI) (Medical Research Council and 

University of South Africa) and the Wealth, Identity, Peace and Equality Programme (WIPE) 

(UNISA) hosted the first of a series of national roundtable discussions on understanding the 

risk and protective factors to male interpersonal violence. The purpose of this discussion was 

to deepen our collective understanding of violence in South Africa, and more specifically, the 

role of males as victims and perpetrators within this context. A small number of experts, 

champions and specialists from relevant government and non-government research agencies, 

community organizations, universities, as well as individuals, were invited.  

 

After an inspiring and thought-provoking opening address by Dr Niresh Bhagwandin, 

Executive Manager of Strategic Research Initiatives at the MRC (on behalf of Dr Anthony 

Mbewu, President of the MRC), a presentation on the findings of the exploratory study 

constituting a review of relevant literature on the risk and protective factors to males 

interpersonal violence was given by the CVI. The presentation was essentially a summary of 

this report, and will therefore not be discussed in detail.  

 

Dr David Bruce, senior researcher in the Criminal Justice Programme at the Centre for the 

Study of violence and Reconciliation (CSVR), provided a response that raised some important 

questions and issues for further research. Some of his key points included: (a) The need for a 

clearer definition of ómale interpersonal violenceô, as the extent to which the definition covers 

all violence has a significant impact on the types of crimes and weapons implicated; (b) 

support for the stance that men need to be empowered instead of being seen as óthe problemô; 

(c) the need to guard against looking at masculinity as a social construction and thereby 

excluding the biological, psychological and individual aspects of ómalenessô; (d) age as an 

important risk factor that was not highlighted sufficiently by the CVI exploratory literature 

study; especially with regards to youth and young adults; (e) shortcomings of the ecological 

model for purposes of understanding male interpersonal violence, because it is not sufficiently 

dynamic; and (f) the need to distinguish between risk factors for male perpetrators and male 

victims.  

 

During the panel discussion as well as the open discussion that followed the following key 

issues emerged.  

 

Definition of violence and male interpersonal violence: Although the exploratory nature of 

the literature study merited a broad scope on the topic, it is necessary to define the concepts 

more precisely, especially with regards to the inclusion and exclusion of male-on-female, 

female-on-male, and male-on-male violence. The point was made that, if all of these 

categories were included in the definition, this would cover the majority of violence more 

generally speaking. 

 

óPractical researchô versus a ódeeper understandingô: During the discussion two approaches 

to tackling male interpersonal violence became evident; one being an attempt to obtain a 

deeper understanding of the topic in the South African context, and the other being to find 

immediate, practical solutions to the problem of violence. It was emphasized that both of 

these approaches have their place and should not be seen as mutually exclusive. 

 

Important risk and protective factors: Several risk and protective factors were mentioned by 

participants, either because they felt that they had not been emphasized by the study, or 

because participants wanted to support the study findings. 
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 Inequality: In South Africa, income and other forms of social and relational 

inequality is indicated for all forms of violence. 

 Alcohol: Substance abuse, and especially alcohol, is implicated in most of South 

Africaôs violence situations, and should therefore be highlighted as a major risk 

factor, especially since it is also linked to masculinity.  

 Guns and weaponry: Access to weaponry is a problem in South Africa. The choice 

of weaponry furthermore affects the power dynamics within an interpersonal 

violence situation.  

 History of militarization: There has been a lack of strategies to assist with the 

demilitarization processes in this country, and this is a definite risk factor. 

 Policing and the criminal justice system:  The challenge of creating an effective 

safety and security system constitutes an area of both risk and protection. 

 Brutalization of children: Beating of small children can cause permanent damage 

to our children, and this directly affects behaviour, especially violent behaviour. 

 Biological factors: The role of malnutrition and poisons, such as lead, in the 

developmental pathways of our children, was raised as an important area of risk 

for violence, as it can lead to violent behaviour later in life. 

 

Research methodology issues: There was a reminder to be aware of the fact that oneôs choice 

of methodology automatically introduces a bias, which can affect oneôs choice of perspectives 

as well as the risk and protective factors one chooses to focus on. There was also a call for 

more data on perpetrators, despite the data collection challenges to complete the picture of 

male interpersonal violence. Finally, the importance of commitment to interdisciplinarity was 

once again emphasized. 

 

Historical trauma: Related concepts such as internalized oppression, historical trauma and 

historical colonization struck a chord with many participants, who felt that this was of the 

utmost importance when researching male interpersonal violence. It was also suggested that 

historical trauma should be distinguished from óintergenerational traumaô, which often only 

refers to the more short-term transfer of trauma from one generation to the next.  

 

Boys and men neglected?: Research on boys and men in this country has been neglected in 

this country. The issue of masculinity, in this regard, needs more attention;  in order to change 

the way boys and men think about manhood and what it entails. This includes how boys are 

raised and who they learn from. Culture is an integral part of masculinity in South Africa, and 

makes any changes to male identity a complex and sensitive matter. Several participants 

referred to various traditions, including rites of passage, which have been diluted, 

misinterpreted or lost because of a disconnection with the cultural background. It was stated 

that a form of rites of passage that is ónon-culturalô, but rather context-specific, needs to be re-

established.  

 

The next section of the roundtable discussion focused on theoretical explanations for 

understanding and responding to male interpersonal violence. The CVI presented on 

óUnderstanding male interpersonal violence: Towards a responsive critical public health 

frameworkô (Ratele, Lazarus, Suffla & Van Niekerk, 2008) to introduce the session. 

 

The conceptual framework presented was an attempt to engage in violence prevention work in 

a way that accommodates varied scientific philosophies, theoretical diversity, methodological 

pluralism, and interdisciplinarity. It allows for the conscious co-existence of varying 

ontologies, epistemologies and methodologies in the prevention of violence. It also allows for 
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evidence-led interventions to be structured across micro-, meso-, and macro-levels of the 

system (using the four levels of the ecological perspective), with both universal and specified 

populations and environments, at the primary, secondary and tertiary levels of prevention. 

What the authors of the paper attempted to do was to show that violence must be addressed at 

a macro-level as well as at the levels of individuals, families and communities, allowing for 

the possibility of moving beyond the restrictive definitions of violence that are situation- and 

event-specific, to include political and ideological components that help to contextualize this 

phenomenon. 

 

The critical perspective was emphasized during the presentation on the CVIôs developing 

Responsive Critical Public Health approach. It was argued that this lens is imperative to 

comprehensively understand the complex nature of violence that is located within the 

subjective, cultural, ideological, material and historical realms that help to constitute social 

realities.  

 

Dr Garth Stevens, from the Department of Psychology at the University of Witwatersrand, 

provided a useful response to the CVI presentation. Stevens clarified the three central aspects 

of the CVIôs developing framework: The public health approach, the ecological approach, and 

criticality. He suggested that these models should be revisited separately, before attempting an 

integration. He pointed out that the public health approach is a ñhow toò tool, rather than a 

theory, and that the ecological approach, while being inclusive, is not detailed enough in its 

explanations of the different levels and their interactions. Incorporating the ócritical lensesô 

was the most difficult aspect of developing this framework, because the dynamics involved 

are less tangible. Stevens then presented an alternative, integrated critical public health 

framework. This model included different levels of the system, the different social 

circumstances in which violence can occur, as well as different ócritical lensesô or themes. 

Stevensô presentation was very helpful in further developing participantsô understandings of 

the complexity of the task at hand. 

 

During the Open Discussion that followed the two presentations, the following topics 

emerged as important: 

 

 Language and terminology: A clear definition of the concept ócriticalô was requested. 

The use of the concept ócapitalô was questioned and considered to be problematic 

because of its links with a particular economic approach. 

 The value of theorizing: One participant posed the question, ñDo these attempts at 

theorizing about male interpersonal violence really help us?ò. This was discussed, 

particularly with the focus on what is practical, and on the origins of any theoretical 

endeavours. Finally, it was reiterated that theory and practice should not be seen as 

mutually exclusive, and that, whatever theory is developed, we have to ensure that it is 

translated into practical solutions to prevent menôs involvement in violence.  

 Masculinity: The importance of masculinity/masculine identity in studies on male 

interpersonal violence in South Africa was emphasized in relation to the conceptual 

framework. 

 The importance of research into male interpersonal violence: Numerous participants 

stated the importance of research in the field of male interpersonal violence in our 

country and showed interest in future research collaborations among each other. 

 Community involvement: Several participants emphasized the importance of including 

community voices in violence research, theorizing and the development of prevention 

interventions.  
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The last part of the roundtable discussion constituted a panel workshop where a small number 

of participants came up with ideas for a relevant conceptual framework to inform 

understanding and interventions for male interpersonal violence. The concepts that emerged 

from this part of the discussion included: 

 

 Interpersonal space: This concept was linked to theory of conflict resolution and the 

need to redefine the way men are allowed to enter othersô space. It was stated that 

violence occurs when the perpetrator sees someone elseôs space as his space. 

 Power: Power is linked to relational and spatial issues, as well as to a sense of 

entitlement with regards to women. 

 Entitlement: Men feel entitled, just because they are men. This, therefore, goes hand-

in-hand with the concept of masculinity.  

 Developmental pathways: This concept was linked particularly to the neurological 

development of small children. It was stated that research has shown that when small 

children are brutalized, their neurological pathways and emotional makeup are 

permanently altered. 

 Structural and ideological pathways: It was pointed out that, as a boy develops, there 

is a systematic accrual of structural and ideological teachings about what a ómanô 

should be. These entrenched teachings automatically lead to an unrealistic sense of 

male entitlement.   

 Historical trauma: One participant carried over the notion of the developmental 

pathway and brutalization to the effects of colonization, and the óbrutalized Nationô. 

 

The overall outcome of the roundtable discussion was a sense of collective engagement with 

this very pressing social problem. This collective engagement has hopefully brought a feeling 

of unity in our efforts to understand and curb the violence that is ravaging South Africa. The 

processes seemed to encourage collaborative and increased efforts to research male 

interpersonal violence and to develop effective prevention interventions. 
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CHAPTER 5 

 

SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS  

 

 

 5.1 OVERVIEW  

 

This chapter summarizes the main findings of the exploratory literature study on risk and 

protective factors to male interpersonal violence, and proposes a number of recommendations 

for further research and conceptual development. The study included a óbroad sweepô review 

of literature and documents from the baseline disciplines relevant to violence: psychology, 

sociology, criminology and health. The review included an initial focus on interpersonal 

violence more generally, followed by an examination of the more specific literature on male 

interpersonal violence. 

 

As a starting point for the literature study, the researchers obtained the most recent global 

assessment of violence from a public health perspective (WHO Report on Violence and 

Health: Krug et al., 2002), followed by literature from the Crime, Violence and Injury Lead 

Programme (CVI) written over the last decade, as well as from other relevant Medical 

Research Council structures. This was then followed by an electronic search using relevant 

keywords identified. It should be noted that, while literature from both international and local 

sources were deliberately accessed, the study did not compare international and South African 

views on male interpersonal violence. It should also be noted that the literature reviewed was 

limited to the documents available through the channels referred to above. A more thorough 

search on literature developed within the South African context would need to be pursued to 

ensure that all sources in this country are accessed and analyzed.  

 

A qualitative, thematic content analysis process was then pursued. The risk and protective 

factors identified were located within the ecological framework used by the World Report on 

Violence and Health (Krug et al, 2002): individual, relationship, community and societal 

levels. This initial categorization was followed by a critical analysis of the findings of the 

literature review conducted. This included hosting a national roundtable discussion, including 

approximately 30 key national informants, aimed at examining the risk and protective factors 

for male interpersonal violence at a deeper level, drawing on relevant perspectives and 

worldviews from South Africa. The proceedings of this discussion (Tonsing & Lazarus, 2009) 

were compiled, analyzed and included as a source in the findings and recommendations 

emerging from this exploratory study. 

 

 

5.2 SUMMARY  OF RISK FACTOR ANALYS IS 

 

This section of the chapter will commence with a summary of the risk factor analysis 

conducted in this study, followed by an analysis of protective factors identified. This is 

followed by a critical analysis of the risk and protective factor analyses. The final section 

focuses on some key points arising out of an analysis of violence prevention approaches noted 

in this literature. 

 

The following general principles relating to risk factor analysis were noted in the literature 

review: 

 

 Risk factor analysis is complex, and needs to be multi-faceted and comprehensive   
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 The public healthôs ecological approach is usually used in risk analyses of violence 

 There is overlap of risks across violence types, and co-occurrence of or shared risks 

are evident 

 There is a need to consider developmental pathways to violence 

 It is important to examine and engage with cultural factors 

 There are research methodology debates around risk assessment 

 

The analyses of risk factors for male interpersonal violence are presented under the four 

ecological levels: individual, relationship, community and society. 

 

 

5.2.1 Individual Level Risk Factors 

 

The following risk factors were identified at the individual level in this analysis: demographic 

factors, substance abuse and crime factors, intrapsychic and biological factors, specific 

emotional factors, competencies and skills, masculine identity challenges, and norms, values 

and beliefs. 

 

The literature review on male interpersonal violence revealed that masculine identity 

challenges and other factors relating to personal beliefs, values and norms were considered to 

be dominant risk factors at the individual level. Certain demographic factors, as well as 

substance abuse related factors, were also key risk factors in this category. 

 

The masculinity factor relates to identity, power and control needs, loss of traditional 

masculine role, inability of the man to fulfill male role expectations (e.g. as a breadwinner), 

and the link between masculine identity and guns. The key factors relating to norms, values 

and beliefs were menôs negative views of women and sexuality, and a normative view of 

violence. 

 

Key demographic factors that were highlighted included low socio-economic status (SES), 

low educational level, and being unskilled. These factors were linked directly to masculine 

identity challenges by many authors. 

 

Finally, at the intra-personal level, the two key factors emerging were (a) anti-social 

behavioural problems and aggressive tendencies, and (b) feelings of shame and humiliation. 

The latter aspect emerged as a major factor in many of the articles focusing on male 

interpersonal violence.  

 

 

5.2.2 Relationship Level Risk Factors 

 

The following main broad categories of risk factors were noted at the relationship level, in the 

analysis of the literature: family structure, family/parental relationship dynamics, marital 

relationship dynamics, violence in the family, peer relations, gender relations and roles, and 

interpersonal and behavioural factors. 

 

The two main groups of relationship risk factors emerging from this study were violence in 

the family, and gender relations and roles. Many of the factors relating to family, parental, or 

marital relations related to both of these factors. Conflict between parents or couples was a 

strong factor in this regard. Lack of interpersonal or communication skills linked to conflict 

was a related risk factor. 
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With regard to the violence in the family, the main risk factors were (a) witnessing violence in 

the family, (b) experiencing abuse or other forms of violence in the family (including harsh 

discipline, poor supervision and neglect, and being shamed and humiliated), and, linked to all 

of the above, (c) inter-generational learning of aggressive and violent behaviour. The latter 

aspect was interestingly only linked to menôs immediate family-of-origin, with minimal 

reference to broader social historical trauma. 

 

Specific risk factors relating to gender relations and roles included (a) gender inequities, 

including power inequalities, (b) rigid gender roles or stereotypes, (c) role conflict, 

particularly in relation to women not fulfilling expected roles, (d) a normative view of 

dominant masculinity, (e) challenges to masculine identity and roles, and (f) family honour, 

linked to masculinity and ótraditionalô cultural expectations of a man. 

 

Risk factors relating to family structure (e.g. low socio-economic status, being single, and 

overcrowding and having many children) and peer relations (e.g. having aggressive or violent 

peers, being involved in fighting and bullying, gang membership, and lack of social support) 

were also clearly identified as risk factors for male interpersonal violence. 

 

 

5.2.3 Community Level Risk Factors 

 

The following main broad categories of risk factors at the community level were noted in the 

analysis of the literature: demographic factors, socio-economic factors, community safety 

factors, lack of community support and involvement, and community norms and values. 

 

Key risk factors emerging at the community level included: socio-economic factors, lack of 

community support and involvement, and community norms and values. The latter set of risk 

factors is discussed in the next section on societal risk factors. It is important to remember, 

however, that societal norms and values play themselves out at the community, as well as the 

relationship and individual levels, and so need to be understood and addressed at these levels. 

 

The key socio-economic factors identified included (a) poverty, and more specifically, (b) 

disparities in income, (c) low SES (linked to the previous points), (d) unemployment and lack 

of job opportunities, and, most importantly, (e) the link between all of these factors and 

masculine identity. In addition to the socio-economic factors, two other key demographic risk 

factors emerged in this analysis: living in dense neighbourhoods, and living in an urban 

context.  

 

The main point relating to the lack of community support and involvement as a set of risk 

factors is the lack of social support and interaction, and resultant social marginalization. The 

lack of recreational outlets and opportunities was identified for youth and adult men.  Non-

attendance at school, lack of school connectedness, and negative school experiences were 

specifically highlighted for male youth. 

 

Finally, the community safety set of risk factors were also clearly highlighted in this study. 

High levels of crime and violence and a resultant culture of violence in the community are 

key risk factors. This includes the presence of gangs and gang culture that exists in many 

communities. Substance abuse and access to fire-arms and other weapons were also identified 

as important risk factors, usually related to the other factors, as well as the lack of effective 

and trustworthy police protection at the community level.   
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5.2.4 Societal Level Risk Factors 

 

The following main broad categories of risk factors were noted in the analysis of the 

literature: socio-economic and political structure of society, other governmental and 

demographic factors, cultural norms and values in society, gender relations, safety and 

security factors, social disorganization, and historical trauma. 

 

Socio-economic and political structural factors constituted a major set of risk factors in this 

study. Key factors emerging included: (a) globalization, (b) modernization, (c) income 

inequalities and disparities, (d) unemployment, (e) the arms and drug economies, (f) the 

effects of militarization and war, and (g) rapid social change. 

 

Cultural norms and values in society, and, related to that, gender relations, were also key 

factors emerging from this analysis. The latter set of risk factors (gender relations, including 

masculine identity factors), were often linked to the former set of factors (socio-economic and 

political factors). Risk factors relating to cultural norms and values in society included: (a) a 

culture of violence (norms that promote the acceptance and perpetration of violence), (b) 

masculinity ideologies (including male entitlement beliefs and norms, male superiority 

beliefs, and rigid views of gender roles), (c) ótraditionalô cultural norms and values that 

include acceptance of certain aspects of violence, including how this links to masculine 

identity factors, and (d) the role of the media in supporting all of the above. 

 

Relevant to both of the above sets of risk factors is gender inequality, and, linked to this, the 

low status of women in society.  

 

Safety and security issues at societal level were also highlighted as an important set of risk 

factors. This includes high levels of crime, lack of law enforcement, and unofficial modes of 

law enforcement pursued in the absence of trust in the official channels of control. 

 

Although historical trauma experienced as a result if inter-generational cycles of violence 

over many generations, particularly within colonial contexts, was not highlighted by many 

international authors in this study, it is interesting to note that it featured strongly in literature 

from South Africa, as well as other previously and currently colonized contexts (e.g. Native 

American and African American contexts). 

 

 

5.2.5 Discussion 

 

Although there is a strong focus on societal level factors, most of the studies on interpersonal 

violence focus on individual and relationship factors. While this emphasis on the intra- and 

inter-personal levels is clearly legitimate, the dynamics between the óindividualô and ósocialô 

factors are not being adequately analyzed. This issue relates to a general weakness relating to 

making the links between different levels of the system. This weakness limits our 

understanding, and it makes it difficult to identify community and social factors that form the 

focus for much of public health work. 

 

Relationship factors, particularly gender relations, are emphasized in the male interpersonal 

violence literature. Individual factors also receive a lot of attention, including a number of 

personal deficits (e.g. lack of empathy and low self-esteem) and biological factors (e.g. 

evolutionary factors). Gender dynamics also tend to form a major focus at this level of risk 
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analysis. Some authors have argued that there is too much focus on gender, and not enough on 

socio-economic and other structural variables. 

 

The focus on gender relations and roles in studies on male interpersonal violence includes: 

gender inequalities at all levels of the system; rigid gender stereotypes; existing and changing 

gender role definitions and expectations; gender ideology, including hegemonic masculinity, 

and negative views of women and their place in society. It is interesting to note that, in 

contrast to general violence/interpersonal violence studies, the literature addressing various 

forms of male interpersonal violence often includes a critical focus on power dynamics, and 

risk factors relating to masculine identity are dominant.  Social identity is therefore viewed as 

a primary area of risk for male interpersonal violence. 

 

The literature on male interpersonal violence also places a much stronger emphasis on cultural 

factors, including general norms and values that are reflected at all ecological levels, as well 

as, and in particular, ótraditionalô norms, values, beliefs and practices. As with most of the risk 

analyses involving men, this set of factors is usually linked to masculinity dynamics and 

challenges.  

 

And, finally, although there is some focus on inter-generational trauma, relating primarily to 

witnessing or experiencing violence in oneôs family-of-origin, there is virtually no critical, 

historical focus on this set of risk factors for violence, despite evidence (particularly in 

indigenous communities and previously colonized contexts) to suggest that the process of 

colonization that has occurred in the world over the last 500 years or so has had a major 

impact on people, particularly males. 

 

 

5.3 SUMMARY  OF PROTECTIVE FACTOR ANALYSES  

 

It should be noted that none of the protective factor variables emerging from this literature 

study analysis had a high frequency. This is probably because of the limited focus on 

protective factors in most studies, as well as the constraints and limitations of this particular 

study. Many authors do, however, note the need to focus more on protective factors. 

 

 

5.3.1 Individual Level Protective Factors 

 

The following main broad categories of protective factors at the individual level were noted in 

the analysis of the literature: demographic factors, intra-psychic and emotional factors, 

behaviours and skills, and cultural and religious factors. 

 

Demographic protective factors included: higher education level among men; maturity or 

higher age; and having employment or being enrolled in school. Intra-psychic and emotional 

factors included: individual resilience; self-reflection and insight; a sense of responsibility; 

strong attachments (to parents and/or a school); a constructive view of masculinity; learning 

from the impact of violence; the need to be a good father; and emotional well-being and 

expressiveness. 

 

Specific behaviours and skills identified as protective factors included: conflict management 

skills; vocational skills; coping skills; and health-seeking behaviour. And, finally, cultural and 

religious factors included: having a purpose in life; having some kind of religion or spiritual 

beliefs; and undergoing rites of passage. 
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5.3.2 Relationship Level Protective Factors 

 

The following variables relating to relationship factors were noted, under the two main 

relationship categories: (a) marital and family relations, and (b) peer relations. 

 

The protective factors linking to marital and family relations included: positive family role 

models; family support; and attachment or connectedness to parents of family-of-origin. 

Positive family values and norms, the presence of the father in the home, and relationship 

skills were also identified as important factors. 

 

Peer relations factors focused primarily on belonging to a social group and thereby 

experiencing social support. This set of factors would be protective for male interpersonal 

violence if the norms and values dominant in these support systems were non-violent, and 

supported constructive views of masculinity. 

 

 

5.3.3 Community Level Protective Factors 

 

The following main broad categories of protective factors at the community level were noted 

in the analysis of the literature: social capital and a sense of community, community support 

and networks, community mobilization and empowerment or efficacy, and school 

connectedness for youth. 

 

The social capital set of protective factors includes: cultural-community resilience; a sense of 

community; a safe and stable community; and the development of ófrithô (trust) within the 

community. Community support and networks, which connect to the concept of social capital, 

include the following protective factors noted in the analysis: community activities; recreation 

opportunities; active community structures; parent support networks; good child-care 

facilities; support groups; and a sense of belonging as a member of a gang. 

 

Community mobilization and empowerment or collective efficacy was also identified as an 

important cluster of protective factors. This includes: community mobilization; a sense of 

agency at community level; collective efficacy; and the development of compassionate 

solidarity. And finally, for youth in particular, school connectedness was noted as an 

important protective factor. 

 

 

5.3.4 Societal Level Protective Factors 

 

The following main broad categories of protective factors at the societal level were noted in 

the analysis of the literature: national policies and legislation, socio-economic factors, and 

cultural factors. 

 

The protective factors relating to policies and legislation included: a human rights framework 

and policies, including a commitment to social justice and equity; citizen participation; and 

laws to constrain violence. Socio-economic protective factors included: employment and 

general economic opportunities; affordable housing; and access to health care; and social 

protection (e.g. welfare safety nets).  Cultural protective factors identified included: non-

violence linked to male roles in the media; values and norms that promote gender equality, 

and that promote a positive view of masculinity; cultural respect; and spiritual values, 

including compassion. 
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5.3.5 Violence Prevention 

 

Although this study did not focus on violence prevention, inclusion of an initial analysis of 

approaches to prevention of male interpersonal violence was considered appropriate because 

of its close connection to the concept of protective factors. The literature review revealed a 

comprehensive approach to violence prevention that includes all four levels of the ecological 

model, and a cultural sensitivity in the development of programmes. Various change 

strategies are evident, including both ópersonô and óenvironmentô orientated approaches that 

focus on changing people and their contexts. There is an emphasis on the community level 

interventions, and a growing focus on health promotion rather than prevention only. 

 

A number of principles relating to prevention programmes that focus specifically on male 

interpersonal violence were highlighted in this study. While there appears to be a clear move 

towards males joining together, and sometimes with women, to campaign against violence, 

this literature review revealed that the current approach to addressing male interpersonal 

violence is predominantly negative, with programmes being ótreatmentô orientated, and aimed 

at óchangingô men. This is in contrast to an emphasis on empowerment of women. One other 

interesting finding is a movement towards intentionally promoting a more positive and 

constructive masculinity ideology, thereby promoting a more positive social identity for men, 

and redefining gender roles and practices. 

 

 

5.3.6 Discussion 

 

This broad, exploratory study revealed very little in terms of protective factors to 

interpersonal violence, including male interpersonal violence. This is despite frequent calls for 

a need to focus on this aspect for the purposes of developing effective violence prevention 

programmes. It seems, therefore, that despite the need for a more positive framework, risks 

still rule the tone and therefore the research findings relating to violence.   

 

When looking at the ecological levels at which the few protective factors noted are located, it 

is interesting to note that most of the factors are located at the community level, with less 

emphasis at the relationship level. This is in direct contradiction with the emphasis of the 

location of risk factors, which are predominantly located at relationship level for interpersonal 

violence. This is an interesting finding that warrants deeper analysis.  

 

Despite the evidence of a particular focus on culture as a cluster of risk factors in studies on 

male interpersonal violence, it is interesting to note that there is little focus on drawing on 

cultural capital for the purposes of preventing violence. It is also interesting to note that 

religious assets or spiritual capital aspects are not currently highlighted in the literature, 

although some authors do argue for the inclusion of faith-based organizations and promotion 

of spiritual values and rites of passage in violence prevention efforts. This spiritual ógapô in 

both understanding and responding to violence, and male interpersonal violence in particular, 

is interesting given the global, World Health Organizationôs definition of health and health 

promotion which overtly includes spiritual aspects. This is also an important gap in the South 

African context given that most South Africans have some connection to religious or spiritual 

values that directly influence their cultural practices, and therefore social identity and day to 

day practices.  

 

Despite the minimal focus on protective factors, there is a clear move towards a health 

promotion approach to all aspects of violence, revealed through a focus on peace and safety 
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promotion.  There is also a growing focus on protective factors in general, and certain aspects, 

such as community resiliency and social capital, in particular.  

 

One protective factor that has been highlighted by some, and which has major implications for 

violence prevention relating to male interpersonal violence, is the development of a positive, 

constructive masculinity ideology. This is an area that demands much more focus in our 

attempts to develop violence prevention strategies aimed at addressing the high risk of men 

becoming involved, as victims and perpetrators, in interpersonal violence in South Africa. 

 

 

5.4 NATIONAL  ROUNDTABLE DISCUSSION ON UNDERSTANDING MALE  

INTERPERSONAL VIOLENCE  

 

The critical analysis of this data included a two-day national roundtable discussion which 

focused on the findings of this Report. The proceedings of this event (Tonsing & Lazarus, 

2009) highlight the following important points. First, there is a need for clearer definitions of 

key concepts, including the term ómale interpersonal violenceô. Second, different aspects of 

this violence need to be separately interrogated, including the focus on males as victims, and 

males as perpetrators of interpersonal violence. Third, while social factors implicated in the 

development of risk and protective factors are important to highlight, individual aspects of 

maleness also need a strong emphasis. Fourth, specific risk factors highlighted in the 

discussion include: Brutalization of children, biological factors, inequality, alcohol, guns and 

weaponry, the policing and criminal justice system, the history of militarization, and historical 

colonization and trauma as a cluster of risk factors. With regard to violence prevention, there 

was support for the stance that men should be empowered instead of being seen as óthe 

problemô. Finally, the need for more data on males as perpetrators of violence was 

highlighted, and there was a call for both theoretical and practical/solution-orientated research 

and action in this area. 

 

 

5.5 RECOMMENDATIONS  

 

The following recommendations emerge from the exploratory study into the risk and 

protective factors to male interpersonal violence: 

 

Recommendation 1: The Crime, Violence and Injury Lead Programmeôs (CVI) focus on the 

development of a Responsive Critical Public Health approach to understanding violence 

should be further pursued. There is a need and a place for frameworks that intentionally bring 

together a systemic, multi-level approach with a critical analysis of power dynamics that cuts 

across the levels. The key principles and characteristics of this approach need to inform the 

development of more specific perspectives and theories to guide both understandings and 

interventions relating to male interpersonal violence. 

 

Recommendation 2: In addition to deepening our understanding of male interpersonal 

violence through theory development, there is a need for empirical research to test existing 

theories and contribute to understandings of this phenomenon. This is particularly important 

in South Africa where minimal work has been conducted in this area.  

 

Recommendation 3: A further challenge relates to looking at how one can bring the necessary 

different voices, disciplines, worldviews and perspectives óaround the tableô in order to ensure 

a multi-level analysis and response ï in a culturally and philosophically sensitive way. 
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Community voices, including indigenous and other forms of marginalized voices, should be 

included in research conducted to understand why men are so at risk of being involved in 

violence. This could be pursued as a particular focus and as a principle guiding such research. 

 

Recommendation 4: Another challenge relates to the need for a critical, sensitive, open, and 

assertive engagement around the question of how culture and cultural frameworks relate to the 

understanding of and responding to the many violence challenges. In particular, this refers to 

the need to examine the power dynamics within the cultural debates. This is not a new debate 

or challenge, but there has been a tendency on the part of critical psychologists and others to 

exclude cultural arguments because they often gloss over the power dynamics that result in 

the oppression of various groups of people, particularly women.   

 

Recommendation 5: There is a need to focus on protective factors more. This includes 

exploring whether and how the social capital (including spiritual and cultural capital) 

framework can be used and further developed, and how the current focus of the CVI on 

community resilience can be further developed. Given the CVIôs commitment to working 

within a safety promotion framework, more intentional connections with the health promotion 

traditions should also be pursued. This would open up different coalitions, and highlight some 

important additional aspects to consider.  

 

Recommendation 6: Further research on males as victims, as well as on males as perpetrators 

is needed. óMales as victims of interpersonal violenceô is an under-researched area of focus, 

and therefore needs to be pursued further. And, while qualitative research on male 

perpetrators of violence is more readily available in South Africa, there is a need for more 

quantitative studies on males as perpetrators. 

 

Recommendation 7: There is clearly a need for further studies that focus on specific aspects 

relating to risk and protective factors to male interpersonal violence. This includes the 

following areas of focus:  

 

 Particular age groups of men are more at risk of becoming involved in violence. The 

link between age and male interpersonal violence should therefore be investigated 

further.  

 Biological factors, such as malnutrition, lead poisoning and Fetal Alcohol Syndrome, 

merit further study, as these conditions may put children at greater risk of becoming 

aggressive, maladjusted adults. 

 There is a need to interrogate possible differences of risk and protective factors 

relating to: the type of interpersonal violence involved; whether the men are victims or 

perpetrators; and the context in which the violence occurs.  

 Such studies should include evidence-based, systematic reviews of both quantitative 

and qualitative studies on male interpersonal violence.  

 

In the context of all of the above, there is a need to dig deeply to understand the risk and 

protective factors ï to understand the root causes of male interpersonal violence for the 

purposes of identifying and pursuing effective primary prevention programmes in South 

Africa, and beyond.   
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