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Introduction

The full extent of intimate partner abuse in gay male relationships is unknown, given
that there has been so little research on it and that, as with all forms of intimate
partner abuse, it is believed to be underreported.1 However, although few research
studies have been done on gay partner abuse, there is consensus among those who
have studied the issue that it occurs at least as often as abuse in opposite-sex and
lesbian relationships. Some researchers believe that it affects as many as one in every
five couples.2-4 After AIDS and substance abuse, intimate partner abuse is considered
the third most important health crisis among gay men.5,6

According to Lehman (1997), when gay men were asked what they thought were the
factors contributing to abuse in gay relationships, they suggested a variety of possible
explanations.7 So, whether or not it is openly acknowledged to an adequate degree, it
seems that intimate partner abuse is recognized within the gay community.

Whether perpetrated by men or women, and whether it occurs between gay,
straight, bisexual, or transgendered individuals, intimate partner abuse crosses all
categories – including age, socio-economic status, religious belief, racial and
cultural grouping, and educational level.8, 9 However, even though gay men and
women may recognize that the problem does exist, it is this author’s opinion that
gay men (and women) have a low awareness of the extent of its occurrence. They
also have little knowledge about relevant resources and support services, and in fact
have fewer avenues by which to find help than is the case with regard to abuse in
opposite-sex relationships. Given the discrimination they still experience from both
individuals and institutions, gay men may have even greater concerns than would
other victims of violence about how the relevant agencies and their individual
representatives might respond to their disclosure of intimate partner abuse.

This discussion paper is intended to make accessible the information available on
abuse in gay male relationships to a variety of audiences engaged in addressing this
issue: gay men who are experiencing abuse, their friends, colleagues and family
members, and relevant professionals (especially therapists, counselors, health care
providers and educators). It also provides suggestions on how to identify and deal
with unique aspects of this issue.

1

A Discussion Paper



What is Intimate Partner Abuse in Gay

Relationships?

For the purpose of this discussion paper, intimate partner abuse between gay men
involves abusive behaviour within an intimate relationship in which one partner
strives for control and power over the other. Farley (1985) refers to it as an “act of
aggression, either psychological or physical, that is an attempt by the perpetrator to
intimidate or harm another in an intimate relationship.”10

Types of Abuse

Physical Abuse

Physical abuse is a deliberate act, or pattern of such acts, that results in bodily
harm. This includes behaviour ranging from shoving, slapping or hitting, to
punching, choking, kicking and biting, to stabbing, burning and shooting.11

Locking the victim out of the home or abandoning him in a dangerous place
would also fall within the spectrum of physical abuse.12 A physically disabled
man may be even more at risk of abuse and less able to defend himself. His
partner could, for example, abuse him by controlling his medications,
restricting his access to assistive devices, or destroying his prosthetics.13,14

Sexual Abuse

Sexual abuse involves forcing another person to engage in sexual acts. It can
include sexual assault (including sex on demand) and the forcing of sexual acts
with third parties. The abuser may also refuse to practise safe sex and thereby
endanger the partner to exposure to sexually transmitted diseases.

Psychological Abuse

Psychological or emotional abuse takes many forms. The spectrum includes
withholding affection, being excessively critical and derisive, uttering threats
or behaving in such a way as to intimidate or humiliate the partner, and
making statements meant to induce guilt and shame.15 In gay relationships,
intimidation may also take the form of threats to “out” the partner – to make
public his homosexuality if he has restricted its disclosure. If there are children
or pets involved, the abuser may injure or threaten to injure them or threaten
to bar the partner from access to them.
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An abusive partner may use various forms of manipulation to constantly “get
his way,” such as employing “mind games” to villainize his partner or
distorting the recounting of past arguments and conflicts so as to further his
control. He may even threaten to commit suicide if his partner leaves.
Psychological abuse may also take the form of ridiculing and demeaning the
partner’s religious or spiritual beliefs and preventing him from participating in
spiritual activities. Some writers have referred to this as a form of spiritual
abuse. An abuser may also use his partner’s religious, spiritual or moral values
to manipulate him into staying in the relationship.

Psychological abuse can also take the form of deriding the victim’s sexuality,
which has sometimes been called sexuality abuse.16 Applied to gay male partner
violence, it can include criticizing and demeaning the partner’s sexual
orientation, sexual performance, body image, clothing style or physical
appearance. It can also include making or threatening to make false claims
about the victim – for example, alleging the partner’s misconduct with others.

Psychological abuse can extend as far as imposing a state of social isolation on
the victim,17 a situation that can reinforce all of the other forms of abuse. A
partner is prevented from having contact with his friends, colleagues, children
and other family members. An abuser may monitor his partner’s activities or
maintain surveillance of his visitors, conversations, phone calls and mail. He
may “make a scene” in public so that social gatherings are eventually avoided
entirely. A victim of these forms of abuse is often forced to increasingly rely on
his abuser. The abuser may, in turn, prevent him from access to outside contacts
who might threaten the relationship or lead to public revelation of the abuse.

Many gay men may be especially vulnerable to imposed social isolation, given
that, because of their sexual orientation and the social discrimination that it
can generate, they may be isolated from their family and lack a wide network of
supportive contacts.18

Financial Abuse

Financial abuse can involve denying one’s partner access to monetary and
property resources to keep him economically dependent. Conversely, an abuser
may overspend and accumulate debts, causing financial hardship for his
partner.19 He may also demand full accounting of his partner’s spending habits
and bank records. An abusive partner may forbid him from working and/or
harass him about working, which can jeopardize his employment.
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The Effects of Abuse

Enduring intimate partner abuse can result in chronic fear, anxiety and depression.
It may make the victim feel incompetent, emotionally numb, helpless, and even
suicidal.20 Long-term physical and mental health problems – such as debilitating
anxiety and agitation, heart palpitations, tension headaches, high blood pressure –
can result.21, 22 Symptoms may include those of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder
(PTSD) – including nightmares, depression, avoidance of others, intrusive negative
thoughts and images, sleeplessness, and panic attacks. PTSD can result from both
childhood experiences and adult experiences such as intimate partner abuse.23

Cultural Issues

Dictionaries define “culture” as the totality of socially transmitted behaviour
patterns, beliefs, norms and attitudes characterizing a population group. The
dominant or mainstream culture reflects certain attitudes and assumptions about
homosexuality that influence how many members of our society respond to intimate
partner abuse in gay relationships. Those responses affect the options open to
victims of such abuse. To understand abuse in gay relationships, it may be helpful
to situate it within this full cultural context.

“Heteronormativity” is a view that sees heterosexuality as the norm and as the
basis for family life and personal identity.24 One reflection of this view is the
presumption that only straight men are abusive to their partners. To some
observers, heteronormativity is also reflected in the fact that few resources are
currently available to address the needs of gay men regarding intimate partner
violence. As well, men in our society, in contrast to women, are not generally
viewed as victims.

All of these aspects of mainstream culture are seen to perpetuate many
misconceptions about homosexuality and a variety of myths that are relevant to
abuse in gay male relationships.
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Myths Relevant to Gay Male Partner Abuse

� “Men do not need help.” A common belief within mainstream culture is that
men cannot be victims, that men do not suffer, and that “big boys don’t cry.”
The ideal of masculinity has traditionally connoted independence, self-reliance,
strength, power, dominance and emotional restraint. A gay man may attempt to
assert his notion of what it means to be manly, while at the same time feeling
inadequate and less than manly because of his sexual orientation. He may resist
seeking therapy to address his victimization in an intimate relationship
because it may seem equivalent to surrendering control to another.25

� Gay couples assume “male and female” roles. Some people assume that a
battered gay man must be in the “female” role, that he must be the effeminate or
weaker spouse. This perspective obscures the fact that abuse can occur in any
relationship, without regard for one’s sex or sexual orientation. As well, the
abusive partner is not necessarily the bigger or more masculine of the two.26

The use of physical force does not necessarily have any relationship to relative
size or strength. Moreover, many forms of abuse do not involve the use of
physical force at all.

� “Boys will be boys.”27 Society sanctions violence between men in many
contexts. It may be assumed that a fistfight between two men is a fair fight.
(“You’re a man. Hit him back!”) This is also a common reaction to disclosure of
abuse between gay partners. “He was asking for it” or “He had it coming to
him” are similarly inappropriate reactions. The notion, held by some, that men
are violent by nature contributes to the perpetuation of male violence.28

� “Gay men are sexually aroused by violence.” “Isn’t it just sadomasochism?”
This is a common perception that is based on misconceptions about the nature
of homosexuality. In reality, sadomasochism – which may be practiced by
females as well as males, and heterosexuals as well as homosexuals – involves
consent. Abuse does not.29, 30

� “Leaving is easier for people who are not married.” Gay relationships
(whether married or otherwise) are likely no easier to leave than any other
conjugal relationship, as they are often established in love and supported by
emotional commitment. Moreover, if the victim of an abusive relationship is
alienated from his family and other social circles, the relationship may hold
even greater importance in his life.
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Obstacles to Gay Men Escaping Abusive

Relationships

Homophobia

Homophobia is a negative attitude toward gay people or people who are
perceived as gay or who exhibit behaviour stereotypically associated with
homosexuality. The negative attitude can range from strong discomfort to fear,
dislike, and hatred.31 Discrimination, harassment and other forms of prejudicial
treatment of gay people and others, based on perceptions of homosexuality, are
manifestations of homophobia. The phenomenon is so pervasive in most
cultures that gay males can grow up internalizing it. The notion of not being
good enough, not male enough, and not valued, or of being innately flawed,
equates with a diminished self-concept and lowered self-esteem and results in
social exclusion. Resulting efforts to act straight or “normal” reflect a
conditioned or learned desire to blend in with the heterosexual majority. This
may lead the victim of abuse to lack the confidence and will to leave an abusive
relationship (or to avoid one in the first place).

As well, moral and religious attitudes against homosexuality may cause a sense
of shame which, in turn, can contribute to a greater likelihood that even the
existence of the relationship will be kept hidden, and especially the abuse that
occurs within it. The notion that he is committing a sin may support the view
that the abused man deserves punishment for being gay.

Being in the Closet

For any number of reasons, such as those already described, some gay men may
attempt to pass as heterosexual. A study by Berger (1990) found a link between
relationship dissatisfaction and living a secret gay life.32 Opening up about the
violence may mean having to come out of that closet – to disclose one’s sexual
orientation to police, health practitioners, colleagues, friends and family.
Remaining in the abusive relationship may seem preferable.

Lack of Family Support

If a gay man has not publicly disclosed his sexual orientation, his family may
not know that he is gay, even if it is known that he is sharing living space with
another man. If his relatives do know of his sexual orientation, they may be
skeptical when told about the violence. The abusive partner may be well liked
by his partner’s relatives, and they may minimize or not understand the
situation when it is revealed to them. In some cases the members of the
victim’s own family may be unsupportive because of their negative attitude
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toward homosexuality, but he may be supported by his abusive partner’s
family. This can make it more difficult for him to disclose the violence and
leave the relationship, given that it can mean losing both his partner and his
adopted family.

The Small Size of the Gay Community

Given the relatively small social network and the limited selection of social
venues enjoyed by many gay men, even in larger cities, there could be greater
difficulty in avoiding a former partner than would be the case for most
opposite-sex couples.

Long-term Illnesses

If an abuse victim suffers from a long-term illness, such as AIDS, health and
financial burdens resulting from the cost of health care can add stress to
personal coping mechanisms. In particular, HIV/AIDS may contribute to and
support an abusive dynamic in the relationship, exacerbating underlying
conditions pre-disposed to abusive behaviour. One partner may blame the other
for being HIV positive or for transmitting the infection to him, and this could
contribute to abuse. An abusive man may not protect his partner from HIV
infection. He may even want to infect his partner to make him undesirable to
others,33 or he may threaten to reveal his partner’s HIV status to others. He may
bar his partner from access to medical care and counseling. As well, illness can
render a man weaker and more vulnerable to abuse.

HIV status can influence a person’s tolerance of abuse. Fear of illness, of death,
and of dying alone can be strong motivations for staying in a relationship even
if it is abusive.34 As well, the still common negative attitudes toward gay people
and people with AIDS may make a man feel more depressed and undesirable
and thus more likely to stay. If the abusive partner is HIV positive, the abuse
victim may stay with him because of a sense of moral obligation to provide care.

Poverty

As is the case for many women in abusive opposite-sex relationships, a gay man
may stay in an abusive relationship because he is financially dependent on his
partner. For example, he may have basic health care coverage but not an
extended health care plan, receiving medication coverage only through an
abusive partner’s plan. If there are costs associated with health care, such as
HIV drug treatment, poverty can be a barrier to both health and personal
independence. Being abused may seem like a minor inconvenience compared
with not having food and shelter. Without money, a man may feel trapped and
believe he is better off staying than being homeless.
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In addition to these obstacles, common reasons why abused men stay in abusive
relationships include the following:

� non-recognition that what is happening is actually abuse,

� self-denial that the abuse is a recurring pattern, and

� belief or hope that the situation will improve or that the problem can be
“worked out.”35

Potential Co-existing Factors

A number of risk factors related to intimate partner abuse have been identified.
These risk factors should not be considered definitive indicators of violence; nor
should they be considered excuses for the abusive behaviour. Rather, research
indicates that the following circumstances and characteristics tend to co-exist with
the occurrence of abuse and therefore can be taken as possible warning signs.

� evidence that one partner displays an extreme need to exert power and
control over the other 36

� alcohol abuse37, 38 and use of illicit drugs39 by the possible abuser

� exposure to family violence in childhood (leading to the abuser repeating
behaviours witnessed and learned in childhood from parents who were
abusive toward each other and/or to their children40-43). A history of
childhood abuse has been linked to adult domestic violence for either the
abuser or the victim later in life.44,45

Recognizing Abusive Patterns

The following list captures some common patterns and characteristics of the
abusive man.

� Regularly criticizes and says hurtful things to his partner

� Has destroyed and damaged his partner’s property or belongings

� Seems unable to control his anger

� Says he reacts with physical violence because his partner makes him angry
and provokes him

� Justifies his behaviour by reference to that of his partner or his own life
circumstances, drug use, or drinking

� Avoids discussing his own behaviour
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� Minimizes or denies his abusive treatment of his partner

� Is always suspicious about his partner’s friends, family, whereabouts and
activities

� Has no patience with or tolerance for his partner’s needs and feelings

� Tends to ask, after each abusive episode, for a second chance, and vows the
violence won’t happen again 46

Conversely, the following list captures some characteristics of the abused man.

� Feels nervous around his partner all the time, afraid to say or do something
that will set him off, afraid to disagree with what his partner says or wants

� Often feels criticized and humiliated by his partner

� Focuses on his partner’s needs rather than his own

� Feels he can never do enough to please his partner, that he’s not good enough
for him

� Is fearful because his partner threatens that he will kill him if he leaves

� Has left in the past and then returned, only to be beaten or otherwise abused
again47

Taking Action

Change is possible. The abused partner should first realize that he cannot change his
partner’s behaviour. Similarly, that behaviour will not likely change “by itself,”
simply with the passage of time or without significant external intervention or some
form of an externally imposed change. Intervention can come through the action of
a friend, a counseling therapist, a support group, a health care professional, or
family members. Until the abuser accepts responsibility for his behaviour, there
will not likely be any change in his abusive pattern. Should attempts to seek help
through early intervention not succeed, leaving the relationship may be the only
healthy choice.48

A victim may still be at risk of attack from his former partner during and soon after a
separation. Physical and sexual assault, uttering threats, criminal harassment, and
forcible confinement are all criminal offences49 and grounds for contacting the police.
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How Helping Professionals Can Respond

Professionals who may find themselves providing service to victims of abuse in gay
relationships should educate themselves thoroughly about the topic of intimate
partner abuse and what constitutes a healthy intimate relationship (whether
same-sex or opposite-sex). They may also need to critically examine their own
beliefs and attitudes about gay people and about intimate partner violence.
Questions about abuse should be included in the list of queries regularly posed to all
clients or patients. (To help normalize the issue, professionals can indicate that they
routinely ask everyone about interpersonal abuse as part of the initial assessment.)

It is important to recognize that abuse is a significant health issue and one
deserving of the attention of professionals in any health and social service agency.
Similarly, its criminal dimensions make it of obligatory concern to professionals in
the criminal justice system.

Professionals who suspect that their client or patient is in an abusive relationship
should let the client know of their safety concerns for him.50 Some victims may be
more ashamed about it because of their level of education, as if they should know
better. Many victims will deny the reality of their life circumstances and defend
their abuser. They may be evasive or uncooperative on the topic of interpersonal
abuse. If the partner is always in attendance, the professional may note how they
interact with one another and, if abuse is suspected, seek to speak to the client in
private. Even if the client is not forthcoming about the abuse, the health
professional should document his or her suspicions if the injuries are more
consistent with trauma resulting from another probable cause (for example, the
patient reports that he fell down stairs but has only a black eye).

The helping professional should, of course, respond in an empathetic and supportive
fashion, never assuming that the person can just leave the situation if he wishes.
The client or patient should be informed about his options and assisted to develop a
safety plan and a plan for follow-up care. Referrals should be made to appropriate
supportive agencies and therapists. With the abused person’s consent, the
professional can talk to the abuser about seeking help for his behaviour.

The professional should also document these discussions carefully. Evidence of
assault or other forms of abuse may be of assistance in later legal proceedings. With
the patient’s permission, doctors can photograph bruises and other signs of abuse
and attach the photos to the patient’s chart. Physical evidence (such as torn or
bloodied clothing) should be preserved.
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If the patient has HIV, professionals should beware of any tendency on their part to
minimize the interpersonal abuse by placing the focus solely on the health and
psychological needs arising from his HIV status.51 It is not appropriate to feel that he
has enough to handle without having to also address the issue of domestic violence.
Moreover, because negative stress activates HIV replication in the body, any abuse
will have an impact on HIV health.

Conclusion

Although studies on the prevalence of abuse in gay male relationships are few, there
are strong indications that it is at least as common as abuse in heterosexual
relationships. Some researchers have concluded that it occurs in as many as 20% of
gay relationships. It is therefore an issue of significance to both the public health
and the criminal justice systems. Its effects are similar to those caused by abuse in
opposite-sex relationships and they can be amplified by the realities of the cultural
contexts of both the gay community and the wider society of which it is a part.
Mainstream culture is imbued with many myths about the nature of homosexuality
and gay relationships. Those myths, together with the personal histories and social
realities of gay men, serve to create barriers to their ability to disclose abuse or to
seek help to deal with it.

In order to increase the visibility of abuse and develop effective responses, there is a
need to diminish the shame and consequent silence still associated with the
problem. Approaches to intimate partner abuse prevention and response must
become gay male inclusive. Professionals should become both sensitized to the
realities of abuse in gay male relationships and educated about the practical forms
of supportive intervention they can offer. Many gay men continue to lack awareness
about intimate partner abuse and effective resources that they can access;52

consequently, they remain in abusive situations.53

Gay communities and representatives of health, police and social services should
address this serious issue by creating and promoting appropriate programs,
bringing education and awareness of it to others, and engaging in outreach.
Community services, education, awareness and outreach are all integral
components of addressing the issue.
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Relevant Services and Contacts in Canada

Victims may use the services of a health care provider, social service agency, police
department, legal aid or private lawyer, distress centre or other community service
organizations that provide counselling on interpersonal issues. Many of these
organizations and services are listed in the emergency telephone numbers on or
near the first page of local telephone directories. Some people may find such
agencies and services to be intimidating and should feel free to have a friend or
relative with them for support when they attend appointments or have
teleconferences.

In some communities assistance may be obtained from an agency providing
services or referral information for the lesbian/gay/transgendered/bisexual
community. In Toronto, for example, there is the Gay Partner Abuse Project –
(416) 925-9872, ext. 2288 or (416) 876-1803 (info@gaypartnerabuseproject.org
http://www.gaypartnerabuseproject.org). In Ottawa there is The Men’s Project/Le
projet pour hommes – counsellingservices@themensproject.ca
http://www.themensproject.ca; (613) 230-6179, ext. 400; fax: (613) 230-6173 – a
counselling service for straight, gay and bisexual men, with a particular focus on
trauma recovery, sexual assault, and ending abuse.

As well, 911 should be called for immediate assistance in dangerous intimate
partner violence situations.
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