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INTRODUCTION

Observers are frequently bewildered by the alarmingly high rates of
violent behavior between romantic partners. How could individuals
deliberately hurt those very people with whom they have chosen to
merge their lives, even those whom they have promised “to love and
to cherish from this day forward until death do them part”? Over the
past several decades, social scientists have presented at least two sepa-
rate, and largely incompatible, arguments to explain these high rates
of intimate partner violence (IPV). The first argument is that stan-
dard socialization practices in most cultures teach men that they are
entitled to exert power over women, and that violence is an accept-
able means of doing so. The second argument is that the high levels of
emotional and behavioral interdependence that characterize most inti-
mate relationships invite unusually high levels of nonviolent conflict,
which can on occasion serve as a precursor to violent behavior. In this
Article, we review these two arguments and suggest that empirical evi-
dence more strongly supports the latter. We then argue that the dy-
namics of emotional attachment in intimate relationships represent a
powerful set of factors that influences the circumstances under which
individuals are likely to become violent. We conclude by briefly dis-
cussing the implications of this review for clinical and legal interven-
tions aimed at perpetrators of intimate partner violence.

IPV refers to any behavior carried out with the primary proximal
intent to cause physical harm to a romantic partner who is motivated
to avoid being harmed. Large-scale, representative surveys in the
United States indicate that approximately one in six couples exper-
iences at least one act of IPV every year;! these estimates are compa-
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rable with, or even lower than, those from other surveys from the
United States and from around the world.2 Perhaps the most surpris-
ing conclusion from the large corpus of studies on IPV is that women
tend to perpetrate IPV in heterosexual relationships at least as often
as men do.?

II. Two PERSPECTIVES ON THE FrREQUENCY OF IPV

As mentioned above, at least two lines of scholarly thought have
emerged to explain the high rates of [PV.* The first suggests that [PV
is primarily a strategic behavior perpetrated almost exclusively by
men and oriented toward the long-term goal of establishing and main-
taining dominance and control. From this perspective, men internal-
ize, via socialization processes, patriarchal norms that lead them to
believe that dominating and controlling women with violence (and in
other ways) is their right; female violence, in contrast, is virtually al-
ways used for self-protection.> According to this approach, “[M]en
who assault their wives are actually living up to cultural prescriptions

2. See, e.g., Lynn Magdol et al., Gender Differences in Partner Violence in a Birth Cohort of 21-
Year-Olds: Bridging the Gap Between Clinical and Epidemiological Approaches, 65 J. CoNsuLT-
ING & CLintcaL PsycHoL. 68 (1997); Murray A. Straus, Cross-Cultural Reliability and Validity of
the Revised Conflict Tactics Scales: A Study of University Student Dating Couples in 17 Nations,
38 Cross-CuLTturaL REs. 407 (2004).

3. John Archer, Sex Differences in Aggression Between Heterosexual Partners: A Meta-ana-
lytic Review, 126 PsychoL. BuLL. 651 (2000): Miriam K. Ehrensaft et al., Clinically Abusive
Relationships in an Unselected Birth Cohort: Men’s and Women’s Farticipation and Developmen-
tal Antecedents, 113 J. ABNORMAL PsycHoL. 258 (2004). Some scholars have argued that there
is a rare and particularly severe form of [PV that is perpetrated almost exclusively by men. See,
e.g., Michael P. Johnson, Patriarchal Terrorism and Common Couple Violence: Two Forms of
Violence Against Women, 57 I. MARRIAGE & Fam. 283 (1995); Murray A. Straus, The Contro-
versy over Domestic Violence by Women: A Methodological, Theoretical, and Sociology of Sci-
ence Analysis, in VIOLENCE IN INTIMATE RELATIONSHIPS 17 (Ximena B. Arriaga & Stuart
Oskamp eds., 1999). Although we are receptive to the notion that there are distinct forms of
[PV, it seems plausible that the analysis of attachment dynamics presented in this report is appli-
cable to almost all of them (perhaps with the exception of IPV perpetrated by psychopaths, who
tend to lack empathy and a conscience). Future research could beneficially explore this issue
smpirically.

4. A third argument, albeit a less mainstream one, suggests that evolutionary pressures have
drovided a survival advantage to men who were violent toward their mating partoers because
his violence helped to provide them with exclusive control over their partners’ reproductive
:apacity. See MARTIN DaLy & MarRGo WiLsoN, HOMICIDE (1988). This sociobiological per-
ipective suggests that the survival advantage has left present-day men with a genetic proclivity
oward IPV.

5. R. EMERsoN DoBasH & RUSSELL DoBasH, VIOLENCE AGAINST WiVEs: A CASE AGAINST
‘HE PATRIARCHY (1979); ELLEN PENCE & MICHAEL PayMaR, EDUCATION GROUPS FOR MEN
¥HO BATTER: THE DuLuTH MODEL (1993); Michele Bograd, Feminist Perspectives on Wife
Abuse: An Introduction, in FEMINIST PERSPECTIVES ON WIFE ABUSE 11 (Kersti Y116 & Michele
Yograd eds., 1988); Russell P. Dobash et al., The Myth of Sexual Symmetry in Marital Violence,
9 Soc. Pross. 71 (1992).
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that are cherished in Western society—aggressiveness, male domi-
nance, and female subordination—and they are using physical mozxw. as
a means to enforce that dominance.”® Although patriarchal co:&m
could well be a risk factor for male IPV, the perspective that patriar-
chal socialization is the primary cause of virtually all acts o.m Ipv rm.m
begun to crumble under the weight of voluminous contracictory evi-
dence. A review of the literature pertaining to this line of Hroc.mE is
beyond the scope of this Article, but the interested reader is en-
couraged to examine recent critiques by Professor Donald Dutton and
others.” o
The second line of scholarly thought suggests that So_@:oo. is prima-
rily an impulsive behavior that emerges E:@.n 5&<.E=m_.m (either men
or women) feel angered or threatened in their .:w_m:osm:%. From this
perspective, some degree of nonviolent oosm_nﬂ. (and the anger and
insecurity that can arise from it) is virtually certain to emerge in close,
interdependent relationships, and this nonviolent oo:m_n.ﬁ can some-
times boil over into violent conflict:® “Conflict is an 5@.582@‘
though often unanticipated—feature of o_Omw .ao_maoumrﬁm. The
strong, frequent, and diverse bonds between [intimate partners] set
the stage for conflicting interests to surface.” Hzﬁamﬁoaaonoﬁ
which refers to having one’s life and well-being 5825.:0& 2;: that
of another person, can lead to nonviolent (and, moEoCBOmw Sn.v_osa
conflict in intimate relationships because it increases 5@. :wm._Eoom
that (1) the partner’s behavior will adversely affect the Sa::a.cm_ s
quality of life,!0 (2) the individual will feel <_.:E.w~w_u_o ﬁo.@SoDonm_
pain at the hands of the partner,!? and (3) the individual will be espe-

OBASH, supra note 5, at 24.

w me‘wwww WQH.UEE G. U:ﬂo: & Kenneth Corvo, Transforming a Eﬁ:\m& Policy: A Call to
Revive Psychology and Science in Domestic Violence Research w:& Practice, 11 >OOzmwm~.Oz %
VioLENT BEHAV. 457 (2006); Donald G. Dutton & Tonia L. Nicholls, The Gender Paradigm in
Domestic Violence Research and Theory: Part [—The Conflict of Theory and Data, 10 AGGRES-
sIoN & VIoLENT BEHAV. 680 (2005); M.J. George, [nvisible Touch, 8 AGGRESSION & VIOLENT
BeHAV. 23 (2003). .

8. See Richard B. Felson, Patterns of Aggressive Social Interaction, in SociaL m.mg\n_._\o.rogw OF
AGGRESSION: FrRoM INDIVIDUAL BEHAVIOR TO SociaL INTERacTION 107 Qy:ﬁ:m Zz,:_.
mendey ed., 1984); Christopher M. Murphy & K. Daniel O’Leary, Psychological Aggression
Predicts Physical Aggression in Early Marriage, 57 J. Oozmc._.izo & CLINICAL PsycHOL. MMW
(1989); Jan E. Stets, Verbal and Physical Aggression in Marriage, 52 J. MARRIAGE & Fam. .
(1990); Murray A. Straus et al., The Revised Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS2). 17 J. Fam. Issues
Qw.cmuvmsa G. Holmes & Sandra L. Murray, Conflict in Close Relationships, in SociaL ww<.n:0r.
oGy: HanpBook ofF Basic PriNcipLEs 622, 650 (E. Tory Higgins & Arie W. Kruglanski eds.,
GWWV.HO:Z W. THiBAUT & Harorp H. KELLEY, THE SociaL PsycHoOLOGY OoF O..ﬂoca C.cmcv.

11. John G. Holmes, Interpersonal Expectations as the Building Blocks of Social Cognition:
An Interdependence Theory Perspective, 9 PERS. RELATIONsHIPS 1 (2002).
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as a result of evolutionary pressures, complementary affective and be-
havioral systems that increase the likelihood that the infant will re-
ceive sufficient care to survive. For example, infants cry when they
feel anxious, causing their caregivers to experience distress and a de-
sire to soothe them; those ancestral parents who lacked this desire, the
theory suggests, tended to have children who did not survive long
enough to reproduce, and consequently their genes were weeded out
of the evolutionary pool over time. At its most basic level, then, at-
tachment is a deep-rooted emotional bond that keeps the infant and
the caregiver in close proximity, a process that decreases the likeli-
hood that harm will befall the infant. The attachment-based motiva-
tion to seek proximity is especially strong under stressful or
threatening circumstances, which can include not only safety concerns
but also threats to the attachment bond itself, such as caregiver

unavailability.!8

According to attachment theory, the emotional attachment linking
infants to their primary caregiver rises to the level of a basic need—
comparable in many ways to hunger or thirst.'> When the caregiver is
responsive to their needs, infants feel calm and safe, concluding that
they are lovable and that their caregiver is dependable. In contrast,
when the caregiver is unresponsive (or when circumstances, such as
prolonged separation, threaten the attachment bond), infants feel anx-
ious and insecure. This anxiety and insecurity can quickly turn to an-
ger and protest behaviors if the caregiver remains unresponsive or
unavailable. Even when they are reunited with their primary
caregiver, infants who have experienced prolonged attachment disrup-
tions (separations or periods of unresponsive caregiving) frequently
remain angry for a while. They express both a desire for intimacy and
a tendency to communicate their anger, “arching away angrily while
simultaneously seeking contact.”20

As a result of their early attachment experiences,?! infants draw idi-
osyncratic conclusions about the degree to which (1) they are worthy

18. See BowLBY, ATTACHMENT, supra note 14; Mario Mikulincer & Phillip R. Shaver, The

Attachment Behavioral System in Adulthood: Activation, Psychodynamics, and Interpersonal
Processes, in 35 ADVANCES IN EXPERIMENTAL SociaL PsycHoLoGy 53 (Mark P. Zanna ed.,
2003).
19. See BowLBY, ATTACHMENT, Supra note 14; BOWLBY, SEPARATION, supra note 14;
BowLBy, Loss, supra note 14; see also Roy F. Baumeister & Mark R. Leary, The Need to Be-
long: Desire for Interpersonal Attachments as a Fundamental Human Motivation, 117 PSYCHOL.
BuLL. 497 (1995).

20. DUTTON, supra note 15, at 119 (citing BowLBY, SEPARATION, supra note 14, at 285).

21. Genetic and temperamental factors also play a role, but a discussion of such issues is
beyond the scope of this Article.
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MM%WMQEJ mﬂa (2) others are reliably responsive 22 According to
mpirical research, infants develo i
. s p one of three unique “attach
ment styles,” which refer to the i 1 b ally
, ways in which they relat i
and behaviorally to their pri i : ategorioed o
a primary caregiver.2> Infants cat i
secure” feel confident to ex e o
plore new surroundings when their pri
. . . H.Hl
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( ; Ing anxiously to their primar
caregiver, become almost 1nconsolably distressed or angry Smo: mrw

MMMMMMQHMN are M:% %wimmmvo:m?o caregivers are become internal-
: renched beliefs that influence h i i
social world in the future 26 o they interact with the
- %MHMWJWT the secure vm:o::.m the healthiest of the three attach-
yles, Professor Mary Ainsworth and her colleagues?? argued

22. See Bowwsy, SEPARATION, supra note 14,

Ww_ mwmm AINSWORTH ET AL., supra note 14
- Infants can readily form an attach .
ment bond t, i i
SnNMEME to 2 mother figure tends to be most noaiwsnmnnm_éa of ither gender, Plitough at-
. Ji i :
wmmmOZmMr_MwawmmWM<Mm etal., Attachment Change Processes in the Early Years of Marriage, 76 J
- Psycror. 783 (1999); Joanne Davila & Erica Sargent, The Meaning c.whm\m.

1383 (2003); Eli J. Finkel et al.. Ve,
B3); . -, Vengefuily Fver After: Desti 1 ]
and Forgiveness, 92 J. PERSONALITY & Soc. vm<n.m:n~ur. mmwhtmowwva? Sate Aachment Ansiey,

'ORTH ET Al supra note —&4 Bow. Y, mmm>ﬂ>:cz upra note 14; Hazan &
26. See AINswi o OWLB D
u—ﬂm<m_, Romantic N\G—\N‘ Supra note 14. ’

27. See AINSWORTH ET AL., supra note 14,
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neglected. Given this parental behavior, it is adaptive for avoidant
infants not to depend too much on their caregiver and for anxious-
ambivalent infants to express as much distress as possible to make the
caregiver realize that the current need for comfort is especially acute,
thereby maximizing the likelihood that the caregiver will respond

sensitively.

IV. ATTACHMENT IN ADULTHOOD

In the mid-1980s, psychologists began to examine Professor John
Bowlby’s assertion that “attachment behavior is held to characterize
human beings from the cradie to the grave,”?® which led these scholars
to investigate the attachment bonds formed between adults.?® Attach-
ment theorists have argued that such adult attachment bonds are im-
portant in part because the neural substrates underlying such
emotional connections parallel those underlying infant-caregiver con-
nections:3® “The evolution of the brain would have to be considered
unparsimonious if it were not able to draw upon the same basic capac-
ities of emotion and action in the various settings where strong attach-
ment is called for.”3!

Although attachment bonds in adult relationships certainly differ in
important ways from infant-caregiver bonds (e.g., adults care mutually
for one another’s needs rather than having one person in the needy
role and the other in the caregiving role), they also exhibit substantial
and essential similarities (e.g., adults seek support and reassurance
from their adult attachment figure when experiencing distress). One
of the key conceptual contributions of this application of attachment
dynamics to adult relationships is the observation that, as with infants,

adults frequently experience anxiety when their attachment bond is
threatened—an emotional response that can quickly give way to anger
and protest behaviors.>? Attachment bonds in intimate relationships
can be threatened by diverse circumstances, including the perception
that one’s partner is becoming detached or is attracted to somebody

28. John Bowlby, The Making and Breaking of Affectional Bonds, 130 BRIT. J. PSYCHIATRY
201, 203 (1977) (quoted in Donald G. Dutton et al., Intimacy-Anger and Insecure Attachment as
Precursors of Abuse in Intimate Relationships, 24 J. AppLIED Soc. PsycHoL. 1367 (1994)).

29. Hazan & Shaver, Romantic Love, supra note 14.

30. Cindy Hazan & Phillip R. Shaver, Attachment as an Organizational Framework for Re-
search on Close Relationships, 5 PsycHoL. INQUIRY 1 (1994).

31. MeLvIN KoNNER, THE TaANGLED WING: BroLoGicaL CONSTRAINTS ON THE HumaN
Spir1T 298 (1982).

32, BowLBY, A SECURE Bask. supra note 14; John Bowlby, Violence in the Family as a Disor-
der of the Attachment and Caregiving Systems, 44 AM. J. PsycHOANALYsIs 9 (1984).



902
DEPAUL LAW REVIEW [Vol. 56:895

else. Bowlby argued that a i
nger is fre i
response to threats to the RM%B@E HWMHMQ * healthy and dapive

Alth .
En@maowmo:sww mwmﬁ.o d that anger is a sensible response to attachment
:Bw_wa,m tive 4 MES& .EM: the violent behavior that can result is

puve,” and that it “can be understood as the distorseqd and

ex i . -
;WMM_MMMMWMMHNMWW@E disruption in their romantic relationships
© PV protesting responses, when managed poorly, can lead
At ;
their HMMWMWMWW owdma argue that, as with infants, adults differ in
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doesn't really love m 2&2:, (e.g., “I often worry that my wm::om
three groups &QQMH% Or won't want to stay with me”; 19%).37 These
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Q:%o%%“zomn%mwmﬂw o ollowed the publication of P rofessors
ment dynamics. One m@cwrmé.imum seminal article on adult attach-
“onceptualizi - ne ol the major advances is a refined structure fo
Ing individual differences in attachment Hobaonomo%

- Bowlby, supra note 32, at 11.
WM ,MR. at 12 (emphasis added).
- See Hazan & Shaver Romantic [,
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5
7. Ha an & w ntic NQtN, supra note HA. at 515 tbl 2
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Rather than thinking in terms of discrete types or styles, adult attach-
ment researchers are converging on the consensus that individuals dif-
fer in terms of where they fit on an attachment anxiety dimension and
on an attachment avoidance dimension, with low scores on both
dimensions indicating attachment security.*® The anxiety dimension
measures the affective and attributional processes involved in moni-
toring and appraising events for signs of threat, whereas the avoidance
dimension measures the strategies individuals use to regulate their at-
tachment needs.*® Individuals who are high on the anxiety dimension
tend to feel preoccupying uncertainty about whether their partner will
accept or reject them, so they vigilantly monitor their partner’s behav-
ior for signs of rejection or acceptance. They tend to be buffeted
around emotionally by relationship events, and to catastrophize the
anticipated future consequences of relationship difficulties.*! Individ-
uals who are high on the avoidance dimension tend to deal with inse-
curity by orienting away from their partner; varying along this
dimension is not associated with preoccupying uncertainty, vigilant
monitoring, being buffeted around by relationship events, or engaging

in catastrophizing appraisals.*?

V. PreDICTING IPV rrOM INDIVIDUAL DIFFERENCES
IN ATTACHMENT

A large and growing corpus of research suggests that individuals
characterized by high levels of attachment anxiety are especially
prone toward perpetrating IPV; as discussed below, the association of
attachment avoidance with IPV perpetration is much less reliable.+?

39. See Kelly A. Brennan et al., Self-Report Measurement of Adult Attachment. An Integrative
Overview, in ATTACHMENT THEORY aND CLOSE RELATIONsHIPS 46 (Jeffrey A. Simpson & W.
Steven Rholes eds., 1998); Dale Griffin & Kim Bartholomew, Models of the Self and Other:
Fundamental Dimensions Underlying Measures of Adult Attachment, 67 J. PErRsoNALITY & Soc.
PsycnoL. 430 (1994); Jeffrey A. Simpson et al., Conflict in Close Relationship:: An Attachment
Perspective, 71 J. PErsoNaLITY & Soc. Psycuor. 899 (1996).

40. R. Chris Fraley & Phillip R. Shaver, Airport Separations: A Naturalistic Study of Adult
Attachment Dynamics in Separating Couples, 75 J. PErsoNaLITY & Soc. PsycuoL. 1198 (1998);
see also R. Chris Fraley & Phillip R. Shaver, Adult Romantic Attachment: Theoretical Develop-
ments, Emerging Controversies, and Unanswered Questions, 4 REv. GEN. PsycHoL. 132 (2000).
41. See Lorne Campbell et al., Perceptions of Conflict and Support in Romantic Relationships:
The Role of Attachment Anxiety, 88 J. PErsoNaLITY & Soc. PsycroL. 510 (2005); Mikulincer &

Shaver, supra note 18.

42, See Campbell et al., supra note 41.
43. Bartholomew & Allison, supra note 15. Given that scholars have measured individual

differences in attachment tendencies in diverse ways, placing participants from any given study
at specific locations on the anxiety and avoidance dimensions is not always straightforward. In
the interest of avoiding substantial complexity, we gloss over some of this measurement-based
nuance in favor of providing a brief but accurate overview of the big picture.
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48. See Bartholomew & Allison, supra note 15
49. See Mayseless, supra note 15. .
50. Dutton et al., supra note 28,
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a sample of male IPV perpetrators recruited from the community
rather than from the court system, and demonstrated that individuals
who were both violent and maritally distressed were characterized by
greater attachment anxiety than were those who were either maritally
distressed but nonviolent or maritally nondistressed and nonviolent.5!
A third study, which also employed a community sample, not only
replicated the finding that male IPV perpetrators tended to experi-
ence greater attachment anxiety than did maritally distressed but non-
violent men, but also demonstrated that those men characterized by
high levels of attachment anxiety were likely to perpetrate IPV in re-
sponse to instances when their spouse withdrew from them and to ex-
hibit elevated belligerent tendencies during a laboratory-based
conflict discussion with their spouse.>? In short, strong and consistent
evidence supports the hypothesis that men characterized by elevated
attachment anxiety are prone toward IPV perpetration.

A question that was not addressed by these influential studies is
whether the association between attachment anxiety and IPV perpe-
tration is limited to male violence against their female partners or
whether it applies to a broader range of IPV perpetration. Empirical
evidence now demonstrates that attachment anxiety predicts IPV per-
petration not only in gay male relationships,>® but also among female
IPV perpetrators. An impressive recent study, for example, demon-
strated that the robust association of elevated attachment anxiety with
IPV perpetration was not moderated by gender.>¢ A second study
replicated the association between elevated attachment anxiety and
IPV perpetration in a sample of female college students,> and a third
study replicated it, albeit with a measure of “interpersonal depen-
dence” as a proxy for attachment anxiety, in a sample of women who
were mandated by the court system to complete a batterer interven-
tion program.> Taken together, these findings suggest, as hypothe-

51. Amy Holtzworth-Munroe et al., Violent Versus Nonviolent Husbands: Differences in At-
tachment Patterns, Dependency, and Jealousy, 11 J. Fam. PsycroL. 314 (1997).

52. Julia C. Babcock et al., Attachment, Emotional Regulation, and the Function of Marital
Violence: Differences Between Secure, Preoccupied, and Dismissing Violent and Nonviolent Hus-
bands, 15 J. FaM. VIoLENCE 391 (2000).

53. See Monica A. Landolt & Donald G. Dutton, Power and Personality: An Analysis of Gay
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sized, that the attachment theory analysis of IPV presented in this
Article is gender-neutral.s?

We have examined the association of attachment anxiety with IPV
perpetration, largely ignoring the association of attachment avoidance
with IPV. We have neglected attachment avoidance thus far because
there is little consistent evidence that it exerts a simple association
with IPV perpetration. Some theoretical work and empirical evidence
suggests that attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance interact to
predict IPV. All of these studies show that high attachment anxiety
predicts IPV perpetration, but they are inconsistent in suggesting
whether high attachment anxiety predicts perpetration most strongly
for individuals who are high®® versus lows in attachment avoidance.
Clarifying whether and how attachment anxiety and attachment
avoidance combine to predict IPV perpetration remains an important
topic for future research.

VI IMPLICATIONS AND CoNcLusIONS

In recent years, both a meta-analytic reviews0 and a blistering cri-
tique®! have provided evidence that extant treatment interventions, be
they self-referred or court-mandated, for IPV perpetration are gener-
ally ineffective. These interventions, however, tend to pay little atten-
tion to the attachment dynamics discussed in this Article. Although

ng both male and female IPV perpetration. In addition, ample
:vidence suggests that although attachment anxiety and attachment
ivoidance are relatively stable personality characteristics, they are
imenable to change over time.52 Taken together, the current state of
he scientific literature indicates that treating IPV perpetrators with
linical interventions (individual therapy, couple therapy, or both) ori-
nted toward making them less anxiously attached could prove fruitful
1reducing violent behavior among those perpetrators whose violence
+ precipitated in large part by perceived threats to the attachment

57. See Bartholomew & Allison

, Supra note 15; Bowlby, supra note 32; Barbara Gormley, An
dult Attachment Theoretical Perspective of Gender Symmetry in Intimate Parmer Violence, 52
X RoLEes 785 (2005); Mayseless, supra note 15,
58. See DuTroN, supra note 15; Landolt & Dutton, supra note 53.
59. See, e.g., Bartholomew & Allison, supra note 15.
60. See Julia C. Babeock et al., Does Batterers’ Treatment Work? A Meta-analytic Review of
xmestic Violence Treatment, 23 CrinicaL Psychor. Rev. 1023 (2004),
51. See Dutton & Corvo, supra note 7.
52. Davila et al., supra note 25,
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