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a  b s t  r a c  t

In  this study  we apply  the versatile/specialist offender  debate to the research of intimate  partner violence.

We propose  the  existence  of two  types  of imprisoned male  batterers:  the  generalist  and  the  specialist

batterer.  The  individual, family,  and  community characteristics  of  these  types  of batterers are  further

explored  in 110 imprisoned  males in the  Penitentiary of  Villabona  (Spain). As for  the  individual  charac-

teristics,  results indicate that  the  generalist batterer  present higher levels of psychopathology  (specially

antisocial and  borderline personality), sexist  attitudes,  and substance  dependence. Specialist  batterers

presented higher levels  of  conflict  in their  family  of origin.  Finally,  generalist  batterers reported  coming

from  more  socially disordered  communities  and  showed  lower levels  of  participation  and integration

in these  communities  than  the  specialist  batterer. These results suggest  that  the  classical  distinctions

among  batterers based  on psychopathology  and  context  of violence (whether  general  or  family  only)

might  be  of little  utility when applied  to imprisoned  male  batterers.

© 2016 Colegio  Oficial  de  Psicólogos  de  Madrid. Published by  Elsevier  España,  S.L.U. This  is  an  open

access  article under  the  CC  BY-NC-ND  license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).

Generalistas  frente  a  especialistas:  hacia  una  tipología  de  maltratadores
encarcelados
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r  e  s  u m  e  n

En  este  estudio  aplicamos  el  debate del delincuente  versátil/especialista a la investigación  de  la  violencia

de  pareja.  Proponemos  que hay dos tipos  de maltratadores  masculinos en  prisión: el generalista  y  el espe-

cialista. Se profundiza  en  la  exploración de  las características  familiares,  individuales  y  comunitarias  de

ambos  tipos de  maltratadores  en  110  varones  encarcelados  en  la prisión  de  Villabona  (España).  Sobre las

características  individuales  los  resultados  indican  que el maltratador generalista  tiene  niveles elevados

de  psicopatología  (sobre  todo  personalidad antisocial  y  límite),  actitudes sexistas y  dependencia  de sus-

tancias.  Los maltratadores  especialistas  tenían niveles elevados  de conflicto  con la familia  de  origen.  Por

último, los maltratadores  generalistas  afirmaban que procedían  de comunidades  más desestructuradas

socialmente  que  los maltratadores  especialistas.  Estos resultados indican  que  la distinción clásica  entre

maltratadores  según  la psicopatología y  el  contexto  de  la violencia  (únicamente  la general  o familiar)

pudiera  ser  poco útil  en  el caso  de  los  maltratadores  masculinos encarcelados.

©  2016 Colegio Oficial  de  Psicólogos de Madrid. Publicado  por  Elsevier España, S.L.U.  Este  es un

artículo  Open  Access  bajo  la licencia  CC  BY-NC-ND

(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).

In the last decades, the study of typologies of batterers has
provided empirical evidence on the heterogeneous nature of
partner violence and has pointed out how typologies could be
of help in identifying different etiological mechanisms of part-
ner violence (Capaldi & Kim, 2007). In  their influential review,
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Holtzworth-Munroe and Stuart (1994) proposed that batterers
might be classified along three dimensions: (a) severity and
frequency of marital violence, (b) generality of the violence (i.e.,
family-only or extrafamilial violence), and (c) batterer’s psy-
chopathology or personality disorders. Holtzworth-Munroe and
Stuart suggested that using these dimensions would produce
three batterer subtypes: (a) family only, (b) dysphoric–borderline,
and (c) generally violent–antisocial men. They estimated that
around 50% of violent male partners recruited in  a community
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sample would fall into the family-only batterer category, 25% into
the dysphoric/borderline category, and 25% into the generally
violent/antisocial category.

More recently, Cavanaugh and Gelles (2005) (see also Bender &
Roberts, 2007; Cunha & Gonç alves, 2013) used three similar dimen-
sions – severity and frequency of violence, criminal history, and
level of psychopathology – to propose three types of batterers: low-,
moderate-, and high-risk offenders. Low-risk offenders showed low
severity, low frequency, little or no psychopathology, and usually
no criminal history. Moderate-risk offenders exhibited moderate
levels of severity and frequency of violence as well as moderate
to high psychopathology. High-risk offenders revealed high seve-
rity and frequency of violence, high levels of psychopathy as well
as a criminal history. General ideas behind these classifications are
that: a) the more general the violence (i.e., existence of criminal his-
tory), the more likely partner violence be moderate to severe; and,
b) the presence of moderate to  severe partner violence is related to
moderate to high psychopathology.

Severity of Violence and Criminal History

Batterer’s criminal history has been traditionally linked to the
existence of severe violence toward partner (Bender &  Roberts,
2007; Cavanaugh & Gelles, 2005; Holtzworth-Munroe &  Stuart,
1994). The most severe type of violence in Holtzworth-Munroe and
Stuart’s (1994) typology belongs to the generally violent/antisocial
batterer with a long criminal history, a profile that is also found by
other researchers. In Gondolf’s (1988) typology, Type I or socio-
pathic batterer is also violent outside the home and presents a
longer criminal history than the antisocial batterer (Type II) and
the  typical batterer (Type III), who is similar to the family-only bat-
terer in Holtzworth-Munroe and Stuart’s typology. Conversely, in
Hamberger, Lohr, Bonge, and Tonlin’s (1996) study of 204 maritally
violent men, when violence is  directed exclusively toward their
partners it used to be less frequent, less severe, and with no psy-
chopathology associated (the non-pathological batterer). There is
empirical evidence, however, that  suggests that both criminal his-
tory and severe violence toward their partners, although related,
might be relatively independent (see for instance Boyle, O’Leary,
Rosenbaum, & Hasset-Walker, 2008). This is especially important in
studies with batterers conducted in prison, where reports of more
severe violence are  expected. For instance, using the typology of
Holtzworth-Munroe and Stuart, Walsh et al. (2010) found the same
levels of physical violence for the generally violent/antisocial group
(with longer criminal history) and the family-only violent group
in a sample of civil-psychiatric patients. As it is discussed below,
criminology literature on crime specialization provides theoretical
arguments to anticipate that family-only batterers could be also
involved in moderate to severe violence toward their partners.

Severity of Violence and Psychopathology

Both Holtzworth-Munroe and Stuart’s (1994) and Cavanaugh
and Gelles’ (2005) classifications of batterers seem to suggest
a direct relationship between psychopathology and partner vio-
lence: one would expect moderate to  severe psychopathology
in individuals with severe violence toward their partners. There
is empirical evidence about the role  of psychopathology in the
etiology of partner violence. In a  longitudinal study of 543 partic-
ipants belonging to  a community sample followed over 20 years,
Ehrensaft, Cohen, and Johnson (2006) found that men most seri-
ously abusive toward their female partners also showed both
antisocial and dramatic, emotionally dysregulated personality fea-
tures (see also, Holtzworth-Munroe, Meehan, Herron, Rehman, &
Stuart, 2003; Moffitt, Robins, & Caspi, 2001)  and that Cluster B

symptoms (narcissistic, antisocial, histrionic, and borderline) were
the only significant personality predictors of increased risk of
injury to a  partner. The Holtzworth-Munroe and Stuart’s batterer
typology, as well as others, emphasizes the role of psychopatho-
logy to  differentiate between groups of batterers. In their follow
up of batterers, however, Holtzworth-Munroe et al.  (2003) found
that the generally violent and dysphoric/borderline groups were
almost indistinguishable (see also Delsol, Margolin, & John, 2003;
Holtzworth-Munroe & Meehan, 2004) and that  level of  psychopa-
thy in  these groups were similar (Holtzworth-Munroe, Meehan,
Herron, Rehman, & Stuart, 2000; Huss, Covell, & Langhinrichsen-
Rohling, 2006; Walsh et al., 2010). While the empirical evidence
suggests that psychopathology could be on the onset of part-
ner violence for some individuals, it might not allow to  clearly
distinguish between subgroups of batterers (dysphoric/borderline
and generally violent/antisocial in Holtzworth-Munroe and Stuart’s
typology; moderate and high-risk batterer in Cavanaugh and Gelles’
typology).

In  summary, the scientific literature on partner violence has
provided empirical evidence about the heterogeneity of batte-
rers and the most influential classifications of batterers distin-
guish between the less violent (family-only, low-risk offenders)
and the more violent batterers (dysphoric/borderline and gen-
erally violent/antisocial; moderate and high-risk offenders). In
these classifications, the batterer’s severity of violence seems to
be linked to the presence of an antisocial trajectory (i.e., crimi-
nal history) or severe psychopathology. In the case of imprisoned
batterers, however, severity of violence tends to be present, lea-
ding to a lack of representativeness of the less violent batterer
(family-only, low-risk offender). Also, as several researchers have
pointed out, there seems to be an overlap between the more
violent and psychologically distressed groups of batterers (Delsol
et al., 2003; Holtzworth-Munroe et al., 2000; Holtzworth-Munroe
et al., 2003; Holtzworth-Munroe & Meehan, 2004; Huss, Covell, &
Langhinrichsen-Rohling, 2006; Walsh et al., 2010). These two  cir-
cumstances limit the potential utility of the classical typologies
when applied to the study of imprisoned male batterers and suggest
the need for a classification that takes into account the characte-
ristics of this population.

Generalist vs. Specialist Batterer

In  the last few years, scholars have debated whether intimate
partner violence might be considered different from other types of
crimes. This debate has two  sides: those who  maintain that part-
ner violence is a unique type of crime and those who support the
idea that partner violence could be empirically indistinct from ge-
neral crime. The accumulated empirical evidence in this topic is  not
conclusive. For instance, in  their study of 2,124 offenders from a
nationally representative sample of inmates from state and federal
facilities in  the U.S., Felson and Lane (2010) did not find empirical
evidence supporting the idea that offenders who attacked partners
were different from other offenders and could be regarded as typi-
cal offenders. Moffitt, Krueger, Caspi, & Fagan (2000) showed how
general crime and partner violence were two  different, although
correlated, conceptual constructs. Using data from a longitudinal
follow up for more than 20 years of 800 young adults, they found
that many batterers also engaged in violence against non-intimates
but the etiology of both types of violence seemed to be different as
indicated by the existence of different correlates for each type of
violence. For instance, low self-control (Constraint) predicted crime
but not partner violence. As Baker, Metcalfe, and Jennings (2013)
have recently pointed out, the versatility/specialization debate is
both theoretical and methodological, where theories of  general
tendencies of antisocial behavior (Farrington, 2005; Gottfredson &
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Hirschi, 1990) predict greater versatility than theories that assume
different delinquent trajectories (Moffitt, 1993), or theories that
underline the cultural (Dobash & Dobash, 1992)  or intrafamilial
(Gelles & Straus, 1979; Giles-Sims, 1983)  origins of partner vio-
lence. The debate is also methodological in the sense that the new
statistical methods tend to find greater levels of specialization (log-
linear models, latent class analysis, quantile regression, etc.) than
more traditional techniques such as factor analyses or simple com-
parisons of crime involvement. Also, the offender population under
study and the type of source data used (official records vs. self-
reports) might affect the degree of versatility/specialization found
in the studies (Bouffard, Wright, Muftić, & Bouffard, 2008).

A  generalist offender would commit different offenses on vari-
ous occasions, with no inclination to  pursue a  specific criminal act
or pattern of criminal acts whereas a  specialist offender shows a
greater tendency to  repeat the same crime or offense over time
(Baker et al., 2013). In the literature, specialization is  seen as a  type
of consistency through a  criminal career, which, indeed, might be
relatively versatile. For the present study, a  specialist male bat-
terer is an offender whose only type of offenses are related to
violence against his  partner whereas a  generalist male batterer is an
offender with a  criminal history of various types of offenses, inclu-
ding violence against his partner. This characterization presents
an important difference with previous studies focusing on the
degree of specialization among batterers (see Moffitt et al., 2000)
and links the specialist batterer with the classical family-only vio-
lent batterer in  Holtzworth-Munroe and Stuart’s (1994) typology.
Unlike typologies such as Holtzworth-Munroe and Stuart’s,  and
Cavanaugh and Gelles’ (2005), where the family-only or low-risk
offender are characterized by a  low profile of violence (less severe
and less frequent), in  the present study the specialist batterer is
not expected to  use different levels of violence from the generalist
batterer’s. This would be  in  line with types of batterer such as the
intimate terrorist in Johnson’s (1995) typology (severe violence in
the family whether unidirectional of mutual) or  the Type II  anti-
social batterer in Gondolf’s (1988) typology, where moderate to
severe violence is  expected inside the family but not outside the
family.

The objective of the present study is  to  explore if  there are sub-
stantial differences between these two types of imprisoned male
batterers. To do so, the study followed Moffitt et al.’s (2000) sug-
gestion when searching for differences among types of batterers.
These authors suggested answering to two research questions: are
these batterers the same or different people? Do they share the
same or different correlates? The distribution of batterers across
groups might help to answer the first question. For instance, if there
were not a sizable number of members of any one group, the evi-
dence for the existence of these two types of batterers would be
weak. The analysis of the most common correlates of crime in gen-
eral and partner violence in  particular would help to  answer the se-
cond question. If few or no statistically significant differences were
found between the groups in a  set of correlates, the evidence of
true differences between the groups would be weak. To answer this
second question the present study analyzes correlates in  the indi-
vidual, family, and community contexts that have been consistently
linked to general crime and partner violence.

As individual characteristics, the study analyzes personality,
sexist attitudes, and alcohol and substance dependence. There
is compelling evidence that  personality is linked to  the onset of
both criminal behavior (Blonigen & Krueger, 2007)  and partner
violence (Capaldi & Kim, 2007; Cavanaugh & Gelles, 2005), with a
special incidence of Cluster B personality profile, which includes
the narcissistic, antisocial, histrionic, and borderline personality
(Ehrensaft et al., 2006). As for the role of attitudes toward women
in partner violence, the literature is  consistent in  pointing at
sexist attitudes as an important correlate of partner violence.

This influence of sexist attitudes on partner violence is shared by
several theoretical approaches, from theories that underline the
importance of gender power disparity in  society (feminist theories)
to theories that emphasize the influence of cultural and family
values (ecological) on  the justification of abusive behavior toward
female partners (see Ali & Naylor, 2013,  for a  review of  studies).

The presence of alcohol and substance dependence has been
consistently reported as an important correlate of both general
aggression and partner violence (Wilkinson & Hamerschlag, 2005,
for a review of studies) both at the time of a  violent incident or
as a distal correlate. In their meta-analysis of studies on the link
between alcohol abuse and partner violence, Foran and O’Leary
(2008) found a small to moderate effect size for the association
between men alcohol abuse and partner violence. This relationship
was greater in clinical samples and when severe alcohol problems
were measured.

Family of origin has been proposed as a source of poor paren-
ting skills, antisocial modeling, socioeconomic deprivation, and low
attachment between the child and the parents that might be linked
to violence in general (Farrington, 2003; LeBlanc, 2005; Thornberry,
2005)  and partner violence in particular (Ehrensaft et al., 2003;
Lussier, Farrington, & Moffitt, 2009). In the present study, family
of origin climate and functioning represent the family context.

As for the community context, there are sound theoretical argu-
ments as well as a  vast array of empirical evidence on the ecology of
partner violence (Lauritsen & Schaum, 2004; Pinchevsky & Wright,
2012; Van Wyk, Benson, Fox, & De Maris, 2003). According to
Pinchevsky and Wright (2012),  disadvantaged communities might
influence partner violence in several ways. For  instance, these com-
munities may  facilitate alienation and foster social isolation among
citizens, which in  turn influences the transmission of mainstream
values that disapprove violence within couples. They also may hin-
der the formation and maintenance of social ties, leading to an
increased vulnerability of residents. Also, they may  intensify stress
among couples, thus increasing the likelihood of partner violence.
Thus, communities characterized by social disorder, and low levels
of community integration and participation are expected to fos-
ter partner violence among its citizens. Community social disorder,
community integration, and participation are variables represen-
ting the community context in  the present study.

Finally, research has shown that offenders do not distribute
homogeneously across sociodemographic characteristics. Thus,
age, education, social class, and marital status as well as the delin-
quent trajectory of the offenders (age of onset of criminal behavior
and age of first entry in the prison system) have been related
to  delinquent behavior and partner violence (Mazerolle & Maahs,
2000; Sabina, 2013; Van Wyk  et al., 2003). In  order to explore the
profile of generalist and specialist offenders, we also included their
sociodemographic characteristics.

Method

Participants

Participants for this study were 110 men  imprisoned in the Peni-
tentiary of Villabona (Asturias, Spain), all convicted for violence
against their female couples (gender violence) (see outcome vari-
able section for a  detailed description of participants). The study
uses several sources of information. First, judicial and peniten-
tiary reports were used to  obtain information about the criminal
history of participants. This included information about socio-
demographic variables as well as the complete record of  arrests and
imprisonments for each participant. Second, different self-report
measures were used to evaluate personal, family, and community
contexts of participants.
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Procedure

The  researchers approached the penitentiary authorities and
explained the study objectives in order to  obtain permission to eva-
luate inmates on a set of variables. After permission was  granted,
participants who freely volunteered were individually evaluated.

Variables

Outcome variable

Based on officially reported information, participants were clus-
tered into two groups: generalist (n =  86, 78%) and specialist
batterers (n = 24, 22%). Generalist batterers had a  varied crimi-
nal history, which included crimes other than partner violence,
while specialist batterers had previous records, if any, of offenses
exclusively related to intimate partner violence. Among the most
frequent crimes and offenses committed by  the group of genera-
list batterers were robbery (74.4%) and crime against public health
(74.4%). Other less frequent crimes were economic offenses (34.9%)
and homicide (17.4%). Among specialist batterers, two were con-
victed for homicide (8.3%) and the rest of them were convicted
for  assault and battery. In the case that a previous criminal record
existed, the most frequent crime in this group was  related to vio-
lation of no-contact orders.

Individual variables

Personality. Participants completed the Millon Clinical Multiaxial
Inventory-III (MCMI-III), which includes 175 true-false items used
to detect personality disorders (Axis II) and major mental disorders
(Axis I) through 24 subscales (Millon, 1997). Histrionic, Narcissis-
tic, Antisocial, and Borderline scales scores were used for statistical
comparison between groups. Number of items and Cronbach’s
alpha for each scale were as follows in  the Spanish adaptation of
the MCMI-III (Millon, Davis, & Millon, 2007): Histrionic (17 items, �

= .80), Narcissistic (24 items, � = .70), Antisocial (17 items, � = .76),
and Borderline (16 items, � = .82). Means and standard deviations
for the scale in each group of batterers are presented in  Table 1.

Alcohol and substance dependence. Alcohol (15 items, � = .71) and
Substance Dependence (14 items, � =  .80) scales scores from
the Millon Clinical Multiaxial Inventory-III (MCMI-III) were also
obtained to compare between groups. Means and standard devi-
ations for each scale and group are  offered in  Table 1.

Sexism. Participants completed the Ambivalent Sexism Inventory
(Glick & Fiske, 1996),  which includes 22 items in two  subscales:
Hostile Sexism (‘Women seek to gain power by getting control over
men’) and Benevolent Sexism (‘Women should be cherished and
protected by men’). All  of the items were rated on a five-point scale
ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree.  The Cronbach � of
hostile and benevolent subscales in this study are acceptable at .84
and .79, respectively. Means and standard deviations for each scale
and group are displayed in  Table 1.

Family variables

Family climate. The family Relationship Index is a  27-item, unidi-
mensional measurement of the quality of social relationships in the
family environment as measured by cohesion, expressiveness and
conflict (Moos & Moos, 1994). The Cronbach �’s in  this study were
.88, .76, and .80 for cohesion, expressiveness, and conflict respec-
tively. Means and standard deviations for the scale in each group
of batterers are exposed in Table 2.

Family functioning. The Adaptability, Partnership, Growth, Affec-
tion, and Resolve scale (APGAR) was used to  assess participant’s
perception of family functioning (Smilkstein, 1978). The measure

Table 1

Means, Standard Deviations, and F  Test on  Individual Variables.

GB (n  =  86) SB (n = 24) F  p �2

Personality

Histrionic 0.23 .63 .00

M  15.40 15.87

SD  (4.26) (3.76)

Narcissistic 0.52 .47 .01

M  14.34 14.95

SD  (3.58) (3.95)

Antisocial 6.16 .02 .06

M  14.12 11.17

SD  (4.86) (5.94)

Borderline 5.89 .02 .05

M  9.65 6.70

SD  (5.40) (4.50)

Sexism

Hostile 5.89 .02 .05

M  33.61 28.83

SD  (6.47) (7.48)

Benevolent 0.15 .70 .00

M  36.01 35.38

SD  (6.97) (7.59)

Alcohol and substance dependence

Alcohol

M 8.80 9.04 0.04 .84 00

SD  (4.90) (5.23)

Substance

M  13.32 8.67 14.40 .00 .12

SD  (5.08) (5.89)

Note. df(1, 109). GB = generalist batterers; SB  = specialist batterers.

consists of five 3-point scale items of family functioning: Adaptabil-
ity, Partnership, Growth, Affection, and Resolve. Items responses
range from 1 (hardly ever) to 3 (almost always). For this study, a
summed up  score scale was used. The Cronbach � was .86. Means
and standard deviations for the scale in  each group of batterers are
presented in  Table 2.

Community variables

Community social disorder. Community social disorder was  mea-
sured with 3 items about the frequency of the following situations
in  the community (see Gracia & Herrero, 2006; Herrero & Gracia,
2005 for similar approaches): crime (fight with weapons, sexual
aggressions, family violence, robbery, assaults, etc.), presence of
drug traffic, and nightlife. Item responses raged on 5-point scale
from (1) strongly disagree to (5) strongly agree (‘There are too much
crime in  my community – fight with weapons, sexual aggressions,
family violence, robbery, assaults, etc.’). Internal consistency was
adequate (Cronbach’s � = .78). Means and standard deviations for
the scale in each group of batterers are shown in Table 3.

Table 2

Means, Standard Deviations, and F  Test on  Family Variables.

GB (n  =  86) SB  (n = 24) F p �2

Family of origin: climate

Cohesion 0.16 .90 .00

M  13.95 14.00

SD (1.55) (1.88)

Expressiveness 0.26 .87 .00

M  14.15 14.21

SD (1.64) (1.47)

Conflict 8.01 .01 .07

M  14.04 15.52

SD (2.31) (1.75)

Family of origin: functioning 2.21 .14 .02

M  11.60 12.60

SD (2.99) (2.34)

Note .df(1, 109). GB = generalist batterers; SB  = specialist batterers.
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Table 3

Means, Standard Deviations, and F Test on  Community Variables.

GB (n  =  86) SB  (n = 24) F  p �2

Community social disorder 4.71 .03 .04

M  7.94 5.95

SD (3.75) (3.72)

Community integration 4.47 .04 .04

M  12.44 14.38

SD (3.87) (3.24)

Community participation 5.43 .02 .05

M  12.11 14.90

SD (4.71) (5.57)

Note. df(1, 109). GB = generalist batterers; SB = specialist batterers.

Community integration and participation. The Community Inte-
gration and Community Participation Scales of the Perceived
Community Support Questionnaire (Herrero & Gracia, 2007) were
used. Community Integration (four items) and Community Partic-
ipation (five items) measure sense of belonging and identification
as  well as participation in social activities in the community in a 5-
point Likert scale. Both scales have shown adequate psychometric
characteristics and predictive validity (Herrero & Gracia, 2007). The
Cronbach � were.74 and .88 for the integration and participation
scales, respectively. Means and standard deviations for the scale in
each group of batterers are shown in  Table 3.

Sociodemographic variables

Age was measured in  years (M = 37.61, SD =  9.84). Marital status
was distributed as follows: 47 were single (42.7%), 21 were mar-
ried/living with couple (19.1%), 40 were divorced/legally separated
(36.4%), and 2 were widowed (1.8%). Educational background was
measured as 1 (elementary studies or lower), 2 (secondary studies
– high school), or 3 (university studies). Nine participants had uni-
versity studies (9.2%) and 35 participants had finished secondary
studies (31.8%); most participants did not  have secondary stu-
dies or lower (n =  66, 60%). Perceived social class was  measured
as 1 (low), 2 (middle), and 3 (high). Ninety three percent of partic-
ipants perceived themselves as belonging to low or middle social
class (n = 103). Information about age at first arrest and age at first
imprisonment was obtained through official records. The average
age at first arrest was 22.86 (SD = 11.12) and the average age at first
imprisonment was 30.07 (SD  = 10.71).

Data Analyses

Separate multivariate analyses of variance (MANOVA) were
performed to estimate the effect of type of batterer on the
dependent variables. Dependent variables were grouped in a the-
oretically meaningful way and statistically correlated variables for
each MANOVA. Thus, Cluster B Personality, sexism, and alcohol
and substance dependence variables were entered separately in
three different MANOVAs. Family and community variables were
entered in two separate MANOVAs. Univariate Analyses of Variance
(ANOVA) were followed to  each MANOVA to test for the means
differences for each variable.

Results

Results show that all of the MANOVAs conducted were sta-
tistically significant, suggesting that generalists and specialists
batterers scored differently on the individual, family and commu-
nity variables (see Table 4).  Looking at the partial effect as depicted
by �2, the effects were greater in  alcohol and substance depen-
dence, community and family and Cluster B personality variables.

Table 4

MANOVAs of Individual, Family, and Community Variables.

Variable F  df p �2

Individual

Personality 2.58 4.105 .04 .09

Sexism 3.02 2.107 .05 .06

Alcohol and substance dependence 8.28 2.107 .00 .14

Family 2.46 4.105 .05 .09

Community 3.98 3.106 .01 .10

Individual Variables

As for the results of the univariate tests for the individual cha-
racteristics (see Table 1), looking first to  the Cluster B variables,
analyses showed that generalist batterers presented more antiso-
cial and borderline characteristics than specialists batterers (F’s ≥

5.89, p’s < .02) but similar levels of histrionic and narcissistic charac-
teristics (F’s ≤ 2.34, p’s ≥ .47). As for the sexist attitudes, there were
only differences between the groups in  hostile sexism (F =  5.89,
p  = .02) with generalists batterers scoring higher than specialist
batterers. Finally, there were also significant differences in  sub-
stance dependence: generalist batterers showed greater substance
dependence (F =  14.40, p < .001) than specialist batterers.

Family Variables

Specialist batterers showed greater levels of conflict in their
family of origin than generalist batterers (F = 8.01, p  =  .01). Both
generalist and specialist batterers presented similar levels on the
positive characteristics of their family of origin, including cohesion
(F =  0.16, p  = .90), expressiveness (F =  0.26, p  = .87) and the APGAR
scores (F =  2.21, p  =  .14), which measure aspects such as adaptabil-
ity, partnership, growth, affection and resolve (see Table 2).

Community Variables

The results for the univariate tests of community variables (see
Table 3) showed that differences between groups were statistically
different (F’s ≥ 4.71, p’s ≤ .04), indicating that  generalist batte-
rers seemed to come from more socially disordered communities
as well as from communities in which they felt less integrated and
participated to a lower extent.

Sociodemographic Variables

Generalist batterers were significantly younger (M =  36.48, SD

=  9.38) than specialists batterers (M =  41.67, SD =  10.54), F  =  5.50,
df(1,109), p =  .02, �2 =  .05. Marital status of generalist batterers was
statistically different, �2(5, N =  110) = 13.13, p =  .02, Cramer’s V =
.32, especially in the divorced/legally separated category (general-
ists 39%, specialists 58%; |z|= 3.8, p < .001) that was more frequent
among specialist batterers. No statistical differences were found
among type of batterer, social class, �2(2, N = 110) =  0.68, p =  .71,
Cramer’s V  =  .08, and educational background, �2(5.38 (3, N =  110),
p  =  .49, Cramer’s V =  .32. Generalists batterers showed an earlier
onset of criminal behavior as can be seen both by the age at first
arrest (generalist, M =  19.25, SD =  8.20; specialist, M =  35.50, SD =
10.89; F(1, 109) =  62.47, p  < .001, �2 = .37), as well as the age at
first imprisonment (generalist, M =  27.74, SD = 9.70; specialist M =
38.41, SD = 10.16; F(1,  109) = 22.45, p <  .001, �2 =  .19).

Discussion

In the present study a  typology of imprisoned male batterer is
proposed: the generalist vs. the specialist batterer. Drawing from
both the literature on crime specialization and the typologies of
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male batterers, the criminal history of 110 imprisoned male batte-
rers  was used to distinguish between the generalist and specialist
batterer. The group of generalist batterers was formed by inmates
with a criminal history of various types of offenses, including vio-
lence against his partner. The group of specialist batterers was
formed by those inmates whose offenses were always related to
violence against his partner. Although both types of batterers have
characteristics in common with other types of batterers described
in the literature, they also present important differences. The gen-
eralist batterer is closer to  the generally violent/antisocial batterer
in Holtzworth-Munroe and Stuart’s (1994) typology and the high-
risk offender in Cavanaugh and Gelles’ (2005) classification. The
specialist batterer has not a  long criminal history, in line with
the family-only and low-risk batterers of Holtzworth-Munroe and
Stuart’s and Cavanaugh and Gelles’ classifications. They do not
necessarily present, however, the low-violence profile of these
typologies. In this sense, they would be closer to the intimate terro-
rist in Johnson’s (1995) typology or the Type II antisocial batterer
in Gondolf’s (1988) typology where moderate to severe violence
seems to be limited to the family environment.

Two research questions regarding these groups guided the
present research: 1) are they the same people? 2) do  they share the
same correlates? As for the first question, the distribution of bat-
terers across groups suggests that although most offenders were in
the generalist group (n = 86, 75%) there were also a  sizable num-
ber of batterers with no other criminal record or  with a  criminal
history consistently related to  violence toward his partner (n =  24,
25%). This finding seems to  give support to the idea that although
crime generalization is  the most typical profile of offenders, there is
also a certain degree of specialists among them (Baker et al., 2013;
DeLisi et al., 2011; Felson & Lane, 2010).

Next, we explored the sociodemographic, individual, family, and
community characteristics for each group. The generalist batte-
rers not only present a  longer and more varied criminal history but
also an earlier onset in his criminal activity. Most generalist bat-
terers had committed offenses related to  drug use and drug traffic
(crimes against public health, 74%) and robbery (74%), but  there
were also murderers (17%) in  this group. Specialist batterers pre-
sented a shorter criminal history and specifically related to partner
violence, mainly for violation of no-contact orders. These results
suggest that, indeed, there is  a  different criminal trajectory in each
group: the generalist batterer is  younger and with an earlier onset
in his criminal activities, which by definition is  more varied. This
finding would be consistent with research showing that the age
of delinquency onset is  inversely related to the number of offenses
(Mazerolle, Burton, Cullen, Evans, & Payne, 2000; McGloin, Sullivan,
Piquero, & Pratt, 2007; Piquero, Paternoster, Mazerolle, Brame, &
Dean, 1999) and that  younger and persistent offenders tend to
have a more varied criminal history (Arce, Fariña, & Vázquez, 2011),
including partner violence (Mazerolle &  Maahs, 2000).

As for the differences in their individual characteristics, the spe-
cialist batterer seems to present a  lower profile of psychopathology
than the generalist batterer, specifically in  Cluster B personality
aspects such as antisocial and borderline personality. This would
be in line with the family-only batterer (Holtzworth-Munroe &
Stuart, 1994) or the low-risk offender (Cavanaugh & Gelles, 2005)
proposed in the literature. Unlike these types of batterers, how-
ever, the specialist batterer also presents moderate to  severe (even
lethal) violence. In  fact, there were two murderers among this
group of specialist batterers, which challenges the classical notion
that the family-only batterer usually presents a low level of partner
violence. Specialist and generalist batterers showed no significant
differences in other Cluster B characteristics such as histrionic
or narcissistic personality that have been related to partner vio-
lence (Ehrensaft et al., 2006; García-Jiménez, Godoy-Fernández,
Llor-Esteban, & Ruiz-Hernández, 2014; Torres, Lemos-Giráldez, &

Herrero, 2013), and batterer treatment efficacy (Novo, Fariña, Seijo,
& Arce, 2012).

Generalist batterers showed greater levels of substance depen-
dence than the specialist batterers and similar levels of alcohol
dependence. The fact that most of generalist batterers of the study
had been convicted for crimes related to  drug traffic (around 75% of
generalist batterers), which tend to  be linked to drug use and abuse,
might explain this finding. Also, alcohol and substance dependence
has been regarded to partner violence (Wilkinson & Hamerschlag,
2005). Both alcohol and substance dependence may exert their
influence at the social, economic, and relational level, thereby
increasing the stress in the relationship and the likelihood of part-
ner violence.

Regarding their sexist attitudes, the generalist batterer showed
greater levels of hostile sexism but similar levels of  benevolent
sexism when compared to  the specialist batterers. Research on
ambivalent sexism has shown that those who  are high in  hos-
tile sexism are  more tolerant of intimate partner violence (Glick,
Sakalli-Ugurlu, Ferreira, &  Souza, 2002)  while benevolent sexism
have been related to victim-blaming attitudes (Viki &  Abrams,
2002)  toward women. These attitudes serve as an anchorage that
guides the information interpretation, supporting preconceptions
against women (Fariña, Arce, & Novo, 2002),  which contributes to
sustain offending (Maruna, 2004).

As  for their family of origin correlates, family functioning was
different in each group. Specialist batterers scored significantly
higher in conflict in family of origin, indicating that they por-
trayed their family of origin as a context were family members
more openly expressed anger and conflict than in the case of
generalist batterers. This finding would be consistent both with the-
ories that emphasize the intrafamilial origins of partner violence
(Gelles, 2007) and with the empirical evidence linking exposure
to  family violence and partner violence in  adult life. Longitudinal
research has found that exposure to violence between parents is
a consistent predictor of partner violence in  adult life (Ehrensaft
et al., 2003; Lavoie et al., 2002; Simons, Lin, & Gordon, 1998). In
this sense, Lussier et al. (2009) have found evidence supporting
that family environment increases the risk of partner violence,
mainly by fostering the development of antisocial behavior and
neuropsychological deficits (see also Capaldi & Clark, 1998). This
would be in  line with the antisocial/generally violent batterer in
Holtzworth-Munroe and Stuart’s (1994) and the high-risk offender
in Cavanaugh and Gelles’ (2005) typologies. Alternatively, the exis-
tence of moderate to  severe violence toward female partner in the
group of specialist batterers would illustrate the role that con-
flictive family environments might have on the development of
patterns of aggression in intimate relationships, with no further
need of development of antisocial behavior. This would explain
the existence of types such as Johnson’s (1995) intimate terro-
rist or Gondolf’s (1999) Type II  antisocial batterer, where moderate
to severe violence is expected inside the family but not outside the
family.

Besides this debate about the direct or indirect influence of fa-
mily functioning on partner violence (through antisocial behavior
and neuropsychological deficits), our  findings indicate that con-
flicts in  the family of origin might be a  key influence on partner
violence in the case of the specialist batterer. No differences were
found regarding the more positive aspects of family function-
ing such as cohesion, expressiveness, adaptability, partnership,
growth, affection, and resolve. The fact that these types of batte-
rers shared most of the family correlates is compatible with the
idea shared by many scholars that both the more general antisocial
trajectory and the specialization in  partner violence are related to
the existence of dysfunctional families of origin (Ehrensaft et al.,
2003; Farrington, 2003; Gelles, 2007; LeBlanc, 2005; Lussier et al.,
2009; Thornberry, 2005).



J. Herrero et al. / The European Journal of Psychology Applied to Legal Context 8 (2016) 19–26 25

Finally, it seemed that these two groups came from different
communities or residential areas: the generalist batterer described
his community as more socially disordered and showed lower le-
vels of integration and participation toward it. As Pinchevsky and
Wright (2012) concluded in  their extensive review of studies about
the impact of neighborhoods on intimate partner violence, disor-
dered neighborhoods have been consistently linked to higher risk of
partner violence while those characterized by the existence of sup-
port ties are more protected from such violence (see also Gracia
& Herrero, 2007; Gracia, Herrero, Lila  & Fuente, 2009; Herrero &
Gracia, 2005). Our findings seem to  support this claim, especially
in the case of the generalist batterer with a  more varied crimi-
nal history. The lower levels of participation and integration in
a community and the higher levels of community social disorder
exemplify a well-studied path between neighborhood conditions
and both general and partner violence (Lauritsen & Schaum, 2004;
Markowitz, Bellair, Liska, & Liu, 2001; Van Wyk  et al., 2003). While
generalist batterers in  our  study seem to fit well into this explana-
tion, our findings suggest that community correlates were not  so
important in the case of the specialist batterer. Thus, the specialist
batterer lived under community conditions of lower social disor-
der and higher integration and participation with apparently less
influence on partner violence. Other research has found levels of
partner violence under low disordered neighborhood conditions.
For instance, Van Wyk  et al. (2003) found that intimate partner
violence may  increase its likelihood even at levels of low social
disorganization if certain circumstances are present (i.e., lack of
contacts for women).

Overall, the study findings help to portray a generalist batterer,
which shows higher levels of psychopathology, substance depen-
dence, and sexist attitudes. Also, their communities seem to be
more socially disordered and their levels of community participa-
tion and integration are  lower. They also present a longer and more
varied criminal history with an earlier onset, both in terms of the
age of first arrest as well as the age of first imprisonment. The spe-
cialist batterer, who represents a minority of the batterers analyzed
in the present research, presents a profile of lower psychopathol-
ogy, substance dependence, sexism, and community social disorder
and a profile of higher levels of conflict in the family of origin along
with higher levels of community integration and participation.

The study presents several potential limitations, however. First,
most information regarding the criminal history of inmates was
collected through official records. Previous research has found
that specialization of offenders is more evident when using offi-
cial records instead of self-reported information, although with
some exceptions (see  Bouffard et al., 2008 for a  review of stu-
dies). If this were the case, it would be possible that some of the
specialist batterers in our study had committed other than part-
ner violence-related offenses that  were not  officially reported. The
significant differences found in the criminal history of specialist
and generalist batterers seem to  suggest, however, that there are
true differences among them (i.e., later onset of criminal activity
in specialist batterers). With the present data we cannot rule com-
pletely out other alternative explanations based on the existence
of undetected criminal activity in  participants of the study. Fur-
ther research using both self-reported as well as officially reported
information should clarify this point.

Second, participants of the study might not  be representative
of the convicted batterer population, so generalization of results
is not warranted. Again, the clear differences in both the onset
of criminal activity and the age of first imprisonment seems to
suggest that these two groups exist in  the population of impris-
oned male batterers although we should be cautious about the
distribution of batterers across groups. In  our study, three out of
every four batterers belonged to the generalist group, in contrast
with Holtzworth-Munroe and Stuart (1994) suggestion that both

generalist/antisocial and dysphoric/borderline batterers would
account for almost 50% of the population of batterers. Further
research with representative samples should provide more accu-
rate estimates of the true distribution of generalist and specialist
batterers.

And last, but not least, the definition of specialist batterers used
in  this study might be too restricted, potentially leading to low
group stability across time. In this sense, the specialist batterer
could belong to the generalist group if a  non-partner violence-
related offense is committed. It seems clear, however, that for most
specialist offenders their criminal history is  limited to this type of
offense, as seen by their late onset of criminal activity and age at
first imprisonment. Future research focusing on the trajectory of
batterers could add  relevant information about the formation
of these two groups of batterers.
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