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Intimate partner violence (IPV) affects gay men in a particular way with regard 
to its prevalence, forms, and consequences. There are still many aspects of the 
problem that require research. We know for example that the separation of 
the partners does not always put an end to IPV. It is not however known how 
it evolves in relationships between separated men, since our knowledge has 
been developed mainly with couples in heterosexual relationships. Based on 
the results of a qualitative study conducted in the Province of Québec, this 
article describes IPV and its consequences in a separation context. We initially 
conducted individual semi-structured interviews with 23 men who had experi-
enced violence in the overall separation context of their intimate relationship 
with another man. We then conducted two discussion groups with 14 practi-
tioners from related fields. These results showed that the partners’ union and 
separation were not binary and that the separation instead follows a three-
phase process. Different acts of psychological, sexual, physical, and economic 
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violence and their consequences were reported during these different phases. 
This study allows us to deepen our understanding of the IPV experienced by 
gay men in a separation process. It particularly sheds light on acts of violence 
rooted in a heterosexist social context and in the context of different types of 
sexual agreements. Implications for practitioners working with gay men who 
are subjected to or perpetrate IPV as well as for educators and state policymak-
ers are discussed.

KEYWORDS: intimate partner violence; IPV; gay/homosexual men; separation; masculinities; 
sexual agreements

Studies conducted in the last few years on intimate partner violence (IPV) among 
gay men1 have shed light on several particularities of this problem. Even though its 
prevalence is difficult to establish, several studies indicate that it is equally or more 
widespread than that reported by people in a relationship with a different sex part-
ner. In Canada, data from the 2014 General Social Survey on Victimization revealed 
that people who identified themselves as lesbian, gay, or bisexual were two times 
more likely than those identifying as heterosexual to declare themselves as IPV 
victims (Canadian Centre for Justice Statistics, 2016). Among police-reported inci-
dents of same-sex intimate partner violence from 2009 to 2017, more than half (55%) 
involved male partners. Furthermore, IPV might be particularly underestimated 
among men, who are less likely than women to report violence (Canadian Centre for 
Justice Statistics, 2016; Whitehead et al., 2020), and even less so when it is perpe-
trated by a partner of the same sex (Oliffe et al., 2014; Oringher & Samuelson, 2011).

According to Canadian data from 2009 to 2017, major assault (e.g., assault with 
a weapon or assault that wounds or endangers the life of the victim) was more com-
mon between male partners (18%) than female partners (12%) (Ibrahim, 2019). IPV 
between men, as in heterosexual relationships, is not only physical; it also has psy-
chological (e.g., name-calling, stalking), sexual (e.g., sexual assault), and economic 
(e.g., forcing the partner to give money) forms (Bartholomew et al., 2008; Bosco et al., 
2020; Jaffray, 2021; Kay & Jeffries, 2010; Stults et al., 2020). IPV can also be perpe-
trated through technology, such as cyberstalking or harassing by texting, emailing, 
or using social media (Jaffray, 2021; Stults et al., 2020; Trujillo et al., 2020). Research 
on cyber IPV among gay men is still scarce however. In a recent national survey in 
Canada, the most reported form of IPV by gay and bisexual men was psychological 
abuse, followed by physical abuse (Jaffray, 2021), a result which echoes other studies 
(Bartholomew et al., 2008; Bosco et al., 2020; Stults et al., 2020). There are likewise 

1�We use the term gay to refer to men who are mainly attracted by other men sexually or affectively. 
This term can be understood as a sexual orientation or an identity, and be associated with certain 
cultures and communities developed by people who share these identities (Eribon, 2012). Even 
though this social category is of current and practical use, it has some limitations in representing 
the sexual and affective relationships between men with different cultures and personal experi-
ences. For example, a man may not define his attraction for other men in terms of identity.
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certain particularities due to the heterosexist2 and mononormative3 social context, 
which influences the way gender roles, intimate and romantic relationships, and vio-
lence are regarded and experienced.

First, certain expressions of IPV are more specific to gay men. These include, 
among other things, belittling the partner for behavior, attitudes, or traits consid-
ered to be effeminate (Kubicek et al., 2015) and outing, which consists in revealing or 
threatening to reveal the partner’s sexual orientation without his consent (Kubicek 
et al., 2016). Second, IPV can have specific consequences for gay men. For example, 
in a comparative study by Dickerson-Amay and Coston (2019), male IPV survivors 
reported a higher number of post-victimization, negative mental-health outcomes, on 
average, than straight men did, which could be due to the double impact of victimiza-
tion and minority stress.4

Gay men, who are more often involved in non-monogamous intimate or roman-
tic relationships than are individuals in a relationship with a different sex partner 
(Levine et al., 2018), also encounter a number of relationship issues that may influ-
ence their IPV experience, particularly with regard to the negotiation and breaking 
of sexual agreements, that is agreements related to sexual or romantic exclusivity 
or non-exclusivity (Hoff & Beougher, 2010; Philpot et al., 2018). In a study by Pruitt 
et al. (2015), men that had an open sexual agreement with their main male partner 
were less likely to report physical IPV as compared with those having a monogamous 
agreement. That being said, the relationships between IPV and sexual agreements 
about extra-dyadic relationships have gone largely unexplored in the literature 
(Sharma et al., 2020).

We currently ignore how IPV in relationships between men evolves during and 
after separation. Studies have concentrated more on IPV during relationships and, to 
our knowledge, research on post-separation IPV has only been conducted among peo-
ple in a heterosexual relationship, thereby limiting the transferability of the results 
to gay men. These studies nonetheless highlight the fact that IPV does not necessar-
ily come to an end when partners separate (Lindsay, 2014; Rinfret-Raynor et al., 
2008; Romito, 2011; Vasselier Novelli & Bosquet, 2018). For example, in Canada in 
2009, close to a third of the people who declared that they had been subjected to vio-
lence by an ex-partner mentioned having been subjected to it after separating, indi-
cating that there had been an increase in its frequency and intensity in 35% of the 

2�An ideology embedded in institutions, social practices, and daily interactions that, on the one 
hand, systematically privileges heterosexuality and makes it an ideal which must be adhered to 
and that, on the other hand, sees masculinity as superior to femininity (Chamberland & Lebreton, 
2012).

3�Dominant and generally uncriticized assumption that monogamy and the exclusive dyadic struc-
ture are the ideal that intimate and loving relationships should adhere to (Pieper & Bauer, 2005).

4�According to Meyer’s (2003) minority stress model, members of a stigmatized group experience 
additional and unique stressors that are both internalized (e.g., openness / concealment of sex-
ual orientation, perceived discrimination, and internalized homophobia) and externalized (e.g., 
actual experiences of violence, discrimination, and harassment).
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cases (Lindsay, 2014). Even though some authors argued that post-separation IPV 
was generally of the same nature as that before the separation (Romito, 2011), others 
noted that there had been changes in the form and gravity of the acts perpetrated 
(Rinfret-Raynor et al., 2008). Authors note moreover that separation can be an  
evolving process in which partners leave each other and get back together (Vasselier 
Novelli & Bosquet, 2018). Up till now however, studies on IPV have not taken much 
account of these “back and forths” in relationships and, in order to include the IPV 
that can occur there, we have employed a broader term, namely “separation 
context”.

Finally, there is still work to be done to better recognize and understand IPV 
among men (Gehring & Vaske, 2017; Oliffe et al., 2014). The efforts of feminist move-
ments since the 70s have helped to make IPV a genuine social, political, and scientific 
issue. However, IPV was mainly seen as perpetrated by a man against his female 
partner. Even though the scope and consequences of violence perpetrated by men 
against women remains considerable (Secrétariat à la condition féminine, 2018), this 
view of IPV hides the reality of gay men, thereby limiting knowledge development. 
The normalization and even the naturalization of violence among men, in addition to 
the social expectation that a man should be able to defend himself, has also hindered 
the recognition of IPV among gay men, particularly with regard to its nonphysical 
forms (Rollè et al., 2018). Likewise, whereas the roles of IPV victims and perpetra-
tors are often presented as mutually exclusive, including among male partners (Rollè 
et al., 2018), studies on IPV among gay men suggest that these roles can evolve and 
be shared (Bacchus et al., 2018; Oliffe et al., 2014; Stanley et al., 2006; Stults et al., 
2020; Suarez et al., 2018).

The Province of Québec is no exception to this under-recognition of the problem. 
IPV has been recognized and addressed by the Government since 1985 through 
different policies and action plans (Secrétariat à la condition féminine, 2018). 
There are references to sexual diversity and abused men since 1995 but they have 
not led to concrete actions, either in services or in research. To our knowledge, no 
recent studies have looked at IPV among gay men in Québec. This knowledge is 
however important if we wish to develop prevention, awareness, and intervention 
strategies that take into account the realities and needs of LGBT populations 
(Calton et al., 2016). To bridge this gap, a study5 was conducted to better under-
stand IPV between men in Québec, especially by taking in consideration the sepa-
ration process. The present article focuses on describing IPV and its consequences 
as experienced by men.

5�The research team included seven researchers (two specialized in IPV, two in sexual diversity, 
and three in masculinities) and four partner organizations (one organization working in IPV, two 
in sexual diversity, and one with men with psychosocial difficulties). Close to 20 other organiza-
tions, in these three sectors and others (e.g., police force), were also periodically involved in the 
different research activities, from the development of the data collection to the data analysis.
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METHOD

Given this objective and the growing interest in the actors’ perspectives so as to better 
comprehend IPV in LGBT communities (Calton et al., 2016), a qualitative design was 
chosen (Padgett, 2008).

Sampling and Recruitment

The study population was composed of gay men who had experienced IPV with 
another man in a separation context and practitioners from different organizations 
who were likely to provide services to this population. The sample was formed in two 
steps. In the first phase, we recruited gay men through ads posted on the Facebook 
pages of our research partner organizations, on a classified ads site, on a dating 
app, with a university email distribution list, and through media interviews. The 
practitioners from the partner organizations and people in contact with the target 
population likewise presented the project to people likely to meet the participation 
criteria, namely to identify as a man and to recognize that they have experienced IPV 
with another man in a separation context. The type of relationship (monogamous or 
not) was not a criterion and, beyond their own evaluation of IPV in this relationship, 
there was no assessment of the violence (e.g., number, kind, severity). Men who were 
interested contacted the research team by email or phone, which then provided the 
men with more information about the project and set up a meeting for the research 
interview. Each man signed a consent form at the beginning of the interview and an 
incentive of $20 (CAD) was provided.

A second sample of 14 practitioners was recruited to participate in one of two focus 
groups to refine the findings from the first sample. An email invitation to participate 
was sent to the different partner organizations in the study. Practitioners were free to 
participate or not in the activity and those who were interested contacted the research 
team by email or phone. Interested practitioners signed a consent form at the begin-
ning of the group, ensuring the confidentiality of their discussions. They received an 
allowance, proportionate to the distance traveled, to defray their travel expenses6. 
The research process received ethical approval from the research ethics committees 
of Université Laval and of the Centre intégré universitaire de santé et de services 
sociaux (CIUSS) du Centre-Sud-de-l’Île-de-Montréal.

Participants

At the time of the data collection, the 23 gay men of the first sample ranged from 26 to 72 
years old, with a median age of 37. All of them identified as cisgender gay men, except for 
one who identified as heterosexual and another who was questioning about his gender 
identity and sexual orientation. The participants lived in various regions, though most 

6�Organizations were located in five of Québec’s 17 administrative regions and some participants 
had to travel more than 150 km to take part in the focus group.
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lived in urban centers and some in towns of smaller sizes or semi-urban areas. Twenty 
were born in Québec, two in Latin America (Brazil and Mexico) and one in southern 
Africa (Zimbabwe). Nine were in a relationship with an intimate or romantic partner, 
including three with the person with whom they experienced the IPV described in this 
article. Only one was a parent. The socio-economic status of the sample was diversified 
but generally high: the majority (n=16) had university degrees (bachelors or masters) 
and twelve earned more than $40,000 (CAD) per year. Fourteen were employed, three 
were students, four were retired or semi-retired, and two were unemployed.

The practitioner sample was composed of eleven men and three women. They had 
an average of nine years of professional experience working in services for LGBT 
populations (n=7), for men perpetrating violence (n=4), for victims of criminal acts 
(n=1), and in the police force (n=2).

Data Collection

In the first phase, each gay man participated in an individual, semi-structured inter-
view from 1½ to 2½ hours long, each interview being conducted by either one of 
the two researchers or one of the three research assistants. Except for one, research 
assistants had previous experience in conducting interviews with gay men or IPV vic-
tims and perpetrators. They were trained by the two researchers (e.g., on IPV among 
gay men, practice interviews) and a few interviews were listened to and discussed 
together. Open-ended and flexible questions were favored so as to encourage spon-
taneous answers by the respondents (Roulston & Choi, 2018). The interview guide 
was developed in collaboration with the partner organizations, drawing inspiration 
in particular from those used by the Los Angeles Young Men’s Relationships Project 
(Kubicek et al., 2015, 2016) and from other IPV research with gay men (Lavoie, 
2014; Thibault, 2001). As regards the focus of this article, participants were asked to 
describe their relationship with their partner, its evolution, and the acts of violence 
suffered or perpetrated before, during, and after the separation.

After the interviews were completed and analyzed, two focus groups were con-
ducted with the 14 practitioners. Each one was led by one the two first authors, who 
began the meeting by presenting the findings from the individual interviews. The 
participants were then asked their opinions about these findings and shared their 
professional experiences and observations about IPV in gay men. These focus groups 
made it possible to triangulate different sources and data collection methods and 
helped to refine findings (Tracy, 2010).

Data Analysis

All the interviews were recorded, transcribed, and anonymized (pseudonyms were 
used in the study), and then coded by thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2008) 
with QDA Miner software. The code tree was constructed in three steps. The first 
version was produced after the first three authors and two research assistants had 
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summarized six interviews. They also took into account the themes emerging from 
the interviews, the data arising from the literature review, and the research objec-
tives. The summaries and the first version of the code tree were then discussed by 
the research team, which allowed us to specify and adjust the coding procedures 
and to propose a second version of the code tree. The first six interviews along with 
four others were then coded by the two research assistants. It is important to men-
tion that the identification of IPV in the participants’ narratives depended primarily 
on that which they recognized themselves, in addition to that which met the World 
Health Organization definition (2017), namely behavior which, in the relationship, 
and during or after the separation, results in physical, psychological, or sexual harm 
or suffering. In keeping with the current state of knowledge (Bosco et al., 2020; Kay 
& Jeffries, 2010; Stults et al., 2020), economic violence was also considered. Two 
interrater agreements were conducted, initially for the first third of three interviews 
(68% agreement), and then for all the material of another interview (80% agreement). 
If there were disagreements, the two assistants discussed them. A third version of 
the thematic code tree was then agreed upon after discussion with the two research-
ers. All of the interviews were then coded accordingly by one of the two assistants. 
During these different stages, the research team met regularly to refine and improve 
the coding.

The discussions of the two focus groups with practitioners were transcribed and 
codified using the same thematic tree as for the interviews with the participants. 
In the analysis, we focused on the convergent and divergent elements between, on 
the one hand, their professional viewpoints and experiences and, on the other, those 
of the participants. Overall, these viewpoints generally agreed, and certain shared 
experiences were useful in qualifying some of the analyses. These data are included 
in the results presented below.

RESULTS

We questioned the participants about violence suffered or perpetrated during the 
relationship with their partner and the separation process. All of them considered 
that they had been subjected to violence, and close to three quarters said that they 
had also used violence, presenting it above all as an immediate or delayed reaction 
to the other person’s violence. Some men said they had used non-reactive violence, 
for example, as part of their mutually violent relationship dynamics or in an effort to 
control the other person. These results are in line with the professional experiences 
of the practitioners. Without denying the experiences reported by the participants, it 
should be noted that some episodes of violence may have been omitted due to recall 
bias, social desirability, and the difficulty of identifying the harmful aspect of certain 
acts. Since our data on perpetrated violence was limited, we focused on the violence 
endured by the participants. We start here by presenting the phases in the overall 
separation process that emerged from our data, while sketching a general portrait of 
the violence suffered. We then describe the experiences of IPV during these different 
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phases. We likewise integrate some of the consequences reported and focus on the 
specificities of IPV between men and its links with separation.

IPV in Gay Men in a Separation Context

Given our research objectives, we asked the participants to tell us about their IPV 
experiences in the overall separation context. Their accounts led us to distinguish 
three phases: ambivalence, separation, and post-separation (Figure 1). These phases 
were preceded by a relationship commitment period, that corresponded to a time 
when the partners considered that their relationship was stable and had a future. In 
our sample, most of the participants lived with their partner and the vast majority 
reported already having been subjected to one or several forms of IPV during this 
phase (Figure 2). 

The first phase of the separation process, ambivalence, began when the stability 
of the relationship started to weaken; it took two different forms. For half of the men 
interviewed, their relationship was called into question, explicitly or implicitly, with-
out necessarily breaking up. The other half reported having experienced from one to 
ten temporary break-ups (mean=3), that is breaks in the relationship that sometimes 
involved moving out but with the possibility of getting back together. All of them 
reported violence during this phase, meaning that some relationships (n=3) which 
were not initially violent became so at this time. It was moreover difficult to clearly 
distinguish the transition from the commitment period to the ambivalence phase. 
For the respondents, the combined length of these two phases varied considerably, 
ranging from 11 months to 5 years for half the participants, and from 7 to 18 years 
for the other half. At the time of the interviews however, three men were still in the 
ambivalence phase and had not yet experienced the two following phases.

The separation phase involved a definitive termination to the relationship. Of the 
20 participants who went through it, 11 initiated it themselves. The decision came 
from the partner in seven other cases, and was of common accord in two other cases. 

Figure 1.  Relationship commitment period and separation phases.



85IPV Gay Men

Among the reasons given for separating, about half mentioned a point of no return or 
an awareness of the increasing accumulation of violence or of its consequences, such 
as no longer loving the partner: “He insulted me. […] I mean, it went way too far. I 
said, ‘This can’t be love’ ” (Gilles, age 29). Whereas all the participants said they had 
experienced violence in the ambivalence phase, three-quarters reported experiencing 
it in the separation phase. The practitioners were nevertheless surprised that there 
was not greater violence during the separation phase, as their observations pointed 
to an increased violence at this time.

The last phase was post-separation. It involved a reduction in or absence of contact 
between the ex-partners, with a change in the nature of the relationship in which 
some amicable or intimate contact was nonetheless maintained. The proportion of 
participants who reported violence in this last phase decreased slightly with respect 
to the preceding phase (from 12 to 11).

IPV Between Men and Its Consequences

In their narratives, the participants described their IPV experiences throughout the 
commitment period and the three-phase separation process, as well as their conse-
quences. We report them here in terms of their four main forms, namely: psychologi-
cal, sexual, physical, and economic. Figure 3 presents the relative significance of 
these four forms during the different phases.7 While this breakdown of the data is 
useful for reasons of simplification, it does require some nuance since these catego-
ries are not mutually exclusive. Accordingly, we can often discern the interaction of 
more than one form of violence in the same reported episode. It is likewise 

7�The relative significance refers to the number of participants who reported violence and not to 
the number of violent episodes or their severity. For example, an “increase in violence” between 
two phases indicates that a greater number of participants reported having experienced violence, 
and not necessarily that they individually experience it more often or that it was more severe.

Figure 2.  Participants (n) subjected to IPV during the relationship 
commitment period and separation context.
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noteworthy that almost all the participants experienced more than one form of vio-
lence during their relationship.

Psychological Violence.  This first form of IPV was the most common among our 
participants; indeed, all of them affirmed that they had been subjected to it. Already 
present in the case of more than three quarters of the participants during the commit-
ment period, it increased during the ambivalence phase in which all the participants 
said they had experienced it. Some participants even noted a greater frequency and 
severity during this phase. There was also an increase in threats and manipulation, 
often to keep the participants in the relationship. Psychological violence decreased 
markedly during the separation phase, but increased slightly once again in the post-
separation phase.

From the outset, a large majority of the participants said they had been subjected 
to criticism, belittling, and humiliation of all sorts from their partner.

When we were in a throuple, I asked him, “What do you think of Arnaud? Do you 
find him more attractive?” He didn't hesitate to tell me the cold, hard truth. He 
said, “Yeah, I find Arnaud a lot more attractive, he’s got the kind of body I like. 
Yours doesn’t do it for me.” (Vincent, age 28, ambivalence)

Most of the participants mentioned control, where for example the partner told 
them what to wear, forced them to take part in certain activities, or were jealously 
possessive. Several reported that their partner used various technologies to forcibly 
stay in contact with them, keep track of them, and threaten them. “After we sepa-
rated, the emails kept on coming and coming. […] He threatened to tell people at 
work some not very nice things about me” (Alexandre, age 36, post-separation). It 
is noteworthy that, contrary to other forms of psychological violence, which tend to 
decrease after the separation, cyber violence was reported by a greater number of 
respondents in post-separation. Nonetheless, some practitioners found that cyber 
violence was not greatly acknowledged by men whereas they saw it often in their 
practice, especially among younger clients.

Figure 3.  Participants (%) subjected to different forms of IPV during the 
relationship commitment period and separation context.
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Several participants reported that their partner used silence, pouting, manipula-
tion, and threats, sometimes going so far as to insinuate they might end the relation-
ship, commit suicide, or block the participants’ immigration process.

He started to shout at me, “That’s it, it’s over for us. I’m gonna call the govern-
ment, I’m stopping the [immigration] sponsorship. Fuck off, get outta here.” […] 
He was keeping me on edge. (Kevin, age 36, ambivalence)

I trusted him when we bought our tickets. Then I learned that [in that country], 
homosexuality was illegal. […] For me it was “no way, we can’t go to there, we 
have to go somewhere else.” Then he said to me, “Forget it, if we don’t go [there] 
together, our relationship is over.” (Thierry, age 29, ambivalence)

The previous quote likewise indicates how the heterosexist social context can 
influence different forms of IPV. In wishing to force Thierry to travel in a country 
where homosexual relations are penalized, his partner was forcing him to put his 
safety in danger and to possibly be arrested and subjected to homophobic violence 
if ever his sexual orientation was discovered. It was a risk he was not ready to take.

Likewise, Julien (age 52, commitment) told us how his partner outed him, thereby 
exposing him to stigmatization in his social environment:

I didn’t want everyone to get flustered, it’s a small village, about 450 inhabit-
ants. It's frowned upon. […] He drove me to work and gave me a kiss. Then I 
went inside, and everyone was looking at me.

Émile (age 47, commitment), who identified as heterosexual, described how his 
partner would torment him about his sexual orientation, repeatedly calling into 
question his attraction for the said partner. “He would say, ‘I know that deep down 
you like women, you don’t think I’m good looking.’ Julien likewise associated the IPV 
his partner subjected him to with relationships between men, which led him to won-
der about his sexual orientation:

I didn’t want anything to do with him, or with anybody else for that matter. I 
said, “Damn, I was better off with women. I didn’t have these kinds of problems 
with women.” […] I kept asking myself, “Do you prefer men or not?”

Finally, two participants reported having been belittled by their partner because of 
characteristics or roles associated with femininity and submission, such as the fact of 
adopting the receptive position during anal coitus or seeing oneself as a victim of IPV.

I always had the passive role and there is a … bias attached to that. Let’s say 
that the one who plays the passive role is the weakest one, the least… masculine. 
[…] He’s like a woman, the man who is penetrated. And he isn’t worth as much 
as the other man. […] We joke about it, but the jokes aren’t always funny. (Jacob, 
age 46, ambivalence)

He would say to me, “It’s a good thing there is no association for battered men, 
you would have went and cried to them.” […] He said that to me several times 
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when we were separating. “Oh, the poor little guy, he’s a battered man.” (Julien, 
age 52, separation)

It is worth noting that the practitioners we interviewed expected more homopho-
bic and sexist violence in the participants’ comments, since that is what they often 
heard in their practice.

The accumulation of violent episodes, especially in their psychological form, had 
several consequences for the participants’ mental health, for the most part feelings 
of sadness, guilt, and shame, as well as a drop in self-esteem. Eight of them had psy-
chological problems, including anxiety, depression, post-traumatic stress, eating dis-
orders, and suicidal ideations: “He put me down so much, I had really bad thoughts 
and began humiliating and hurting myself.” (Baptiste, age 31). This state of mind, in 
addition to the control exercised by their partner, resulted in social isolation and a 
decrease in their independence for several participants:

I didn’t want to talk about it to [the members of the organization I was part of]. 
That was a mistake on my part. I should have told them before. He wouldn’t 
have stayed a month at our place, because the members would have kicked him 
out. […] But I didn’t talk about it. I wasn’t able to. […] For all those years, I was 
always there excusing myself, it was always me, the mean one. I had zero confi-
dence in myself, absolutely none. (Jérôme, age 72)

For some participants, this shame and decreased independence also affected their 
ability to deal with the separation and led to behavior that put their health at risk:

The day he told me it was over, well, I did something that was pretty self-destruc-
tive. I went to the sauna. And I fucked with a whole bunch of guys without any 
protection. […] You come out of there feeling even more disgusted with yourself. 
(Christian, age 61)

Finally, five participants mentioned that they used their experience to make 
people aware of IPV among gay men and to help them discuss the problem. They 
were involved, for example, with support groups or worked in awareness campaigns 
through different media.

Sexual Violence.  Sexual violence was the second most reported form of IPV. Present 
during the commitment period of almost a third of the men interviewed, it rose to 
three quarters during the ambivalence phase before almost disappearing during the 
separation phase.

A few participants noted the control that their partner exerted on their sexual-
ity by limiting their access to pornography, imposing certain practices, deliberately 
holding back on sexual relations or, on the contrary, insisting on having them. Four 
others said they were subjected to sexual aggression where their partner forced them 
to have sexual relations or partake in certain practices despite the harm:
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Sometimes, penetration was really painful. […] I would tell him, “Stop, you’re 
hurting me.” He’d say, “Shhh, shut up.” Like … “What do I care?” I let him 
do … what he wanted to. Even when it was painful for me. (Jacob, age 46, 
ambivalence)

For three of the participants, these non-consensual experiences led to a loss of 
interest in sexual activity and a rejection of coitus in particular, which had become 
a source of aversion. This traumatism and others related to all the various forms of 
IPV encountered sometimes lasted for several years. For example, five participants 
said they did not want to commit to a new relationship because they were afraid of 
being subjected to violence once more, like Gilles (age 29): “I meet men, but it’s as if 
I sabotage the new relationship all the time. I keep thinking that it’s going to finish 
the same way as before.”

A majority of the participants reported IPV related to the breaking of agreements 
that were reached implicitly or explicitly with their partner and that concerned sex-
ual and romantic exclusivity or non-exclusivity. Even though the IPV described in 
these circumstances was similar to psychological violence, it was always linked with 
the partners’ sexuality. This led us to include it under sexual violence. Among those 
who were expecting to be exclusive, two forms were reported. The main one involved 
the harm ensuing from their partner’s breach of their agreement.

When you are meeting people and in some cases getting all infatuated and hav-
ing sexual contact, I don’t think that works anymore. […] I told him that I didn’t 
agree, that it hurt me. (Thierry, age 29, ambivalence)

The second form concerned violence endured by a participant who had not 
respected the exclusivity agreement.

He got jealous for the one hundredth time and asked me, “Have you ever cheated 
on me?” I said, “Yes, in 2000.” […] He said, “Did you like it?” […] I said, “You 
bet I liked it.” And then he punched me right in the face. (Samuel, age 56, 
ambivalence)

Among participants who agreed not to be exclusive, the forms of IPV identified 
here involved the partner ignoring conditions that were decided upon in the non-
exclusivity agreement, according to two scenarios. In the first, when he met another 
man, the partner did not respect, for example, the expected level of discretion, the 
measures to be taken to protect himself from STIs, or the places where these relation-
ships were supposed to take place:

I’d forgotten a document [at my place], so I turned around. When I opened the 
door, this guy was standing there nude in the living room. […] My home was 
“sacred” to me. And now, he’d broken that rule. I no longer felt at home in my 
own house. (Jérôme, age 72, ambivalence)
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In the other scenario, when the participant met another man, his partner pre-
vented him from talking about this third person as agreed upon, displayed a posses-
sive jealousy, and humiliated him.

He would like, let’s say, “Ah, you went and met another guy. You’re disgusting, 
and then you come and see me after!” […] He liked meeting other guys. […] But 
if I did it, if I wanted to see other guys, that bothered him. (Antonio, age 36, 
ambivalence)

In addition to exposing some to STIs, the breaching of these agreements led the 
participants to lose confidence in themselves and in their partner, and to feel alien-
ated. The practitioners we met with likewise said they had witnessed these situations 
and their consequences for their clients. Moreover, they pointed to the conditions 
in which these agreements were discussed, defined, negotiated, and included. Their 
concerns were furthermore in keeping with those of several participants regarding 
the more or less consensual nature of these agreements, and the possible harm that 
may ensue.

At the beginning of our relationship, he admitted that he would’ve really pre-
ferred an open relationship […]. I didn’t know what to think because I come 
from a rather traditional family which believes in being faithful and all that 
stuff. At the same time, I was in a gay relationship and I didn’t really know 
what to expect. And since I wanted to get to know him, I accepted. […] I can’t 
say that it was my style. […] I know that he allowed me to go elsewhere too, 
but the few times I tried it, I didn’t feel very good about it. (Pierrot, age 43, 
engagement)

He was very possessive. We hadn’t even known each other two months and he 
wanted an exclusive relationship because he was feeling insecure. That type of 
request always made me feel wary and step back. But it was as if I didn’t want 
to lose his support. […] Our lousy relationship, in air brackets, started at that 
precise point where I didn’t respect myself because I accepted it. (Francis, age 
33, engagement)

Physical Violence.  The third form of IPV endured by the participants was physical 
violence, which was reported by more than half. Present in the commitment period, 
it doubled in the ambivalence phase, with some participants mentioning that it also 
became more severe, particularly when the breakup was announced or when the 
relationship started up again. Most of the participants who said they feared for their 
lives spoke of incidents that occurred during the ambivalence phase. It decreased and 
stabilized as of the separation phase.

Our participants reported mainly having been pushed, held, and hit, as well as 
having been cut and strangled in some cases. Several endured physical injuries 
that sometimes required hospital care, and some feared for their safety and their 
lives. “He grabbed me, […] pulled me into my room and onto my bed. The next thing  
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I knew, he was on top of me and had his hands around my throat.” (Pierrot, age 43, 
separation)

It is worth noting that the fear of dying had different effects on the decision to end 
the relationship. Whereas Francis (age 33) was afraid that he would be killed by his 
partner if he left, Samuel (age 56) saw it as the catalyst to leave his partner. In addi-
tion to the physical injuries and the fear for one’s life and physical well-being, this 
form of violence also had long-term consequences. For example, after the separation, 
Samuel mentioned looking for a new partner who was smaller and therefore less 
dangerous: “I chose a tinier model, he was rather small. I told myself that this one 
couldn’t hurt me.”

Economic Violence.  Half of the participants mentioned having been subjected to 
the fourth form of IPV, that is, economic violence. It was moreover the form that 
increased the most once the relationship was called into question, quadrupling from 
the commitment period to the ambivalence phase. We likewise noted the sizable 
increase in economic violence, particularly threats and manipulation linked to the 
participant’s revenue so as to keep him in the relationship. This was the most present 
form of IPV during the separation phase.

The main expressions of violence reported by the participants could be seen in the 
partner’s attempts to control the finances, borrowing money without paying it back, 
stealing, vandalizing, and making threats based on differences in income:

He wanted to take control… “It’s my game. I’m the one with the salary. I’m the 
one with this and that.” He became very macho. […] [When we separated], I 
met somebody. He would say, “If he comes here and he sleeps here, I’m going 
to increase the rent.” He was always like that. (Paul, age 61, ambivalence and 
separation)

As can be seen in Paul’s account, threats based on differences in income between 
partners sometimes gave rise to heterosexist dynamics, acting as another kind of 
domination between the two men. The practitioners we met with also observed the 
role of economic violence in their practice. They specified moreover that they encoun-
tered this type of violence more often among older men, thus drawing attention to 
another power dynamic. This recalls, for example, Jérôme’s case (age 72, ambivalence 
and separation), whose younger partner ran up debt on his credit cards without him 
knowing it: “When we separated, I received a call from my bank. […] They showed me 
three credit cards. All told, [my partner] owed me $27,000.

DISCUSSION

The goal of the present article is to describe the IPV that gay men in the Province of 
Québec are subjected to in an overall separation context and to identify the different 
consequences. To our knowledge, this is the first study on IPV in a separation context 
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with LGBT populations, and the only recently financed study on IPV in gay men in 
Québec. This project helps us to take sexual diversity and gender into account in our 
understanding of the complex phenomenon of IPV. Several observations emerge from 
our analyses.

Above and beyond the idea that the partners’ union and separation were not 
binary but rather a process, our data led us to a more detailed understanding of the 
separation process, presented in a three-phase model. During the interviews, three 
of the participants stated that they were not in the final separation phase with their 
partner, but considered nevertheless that they were in a separation process. This is a 
novel contribution that reinforces the suggestion of certain authors to the effect that 
there may be some coming and going during the separation process (Vasselier Novelli 
& Bosquet, 2018). It would be important for researchers to examine whether the 
model that we have proposed here can be seen in younger gay men, as our youngest 
participant was 26 years old, and other contexts involving both LGBTQ and individu-
als in a relationship with a different sex partner. This seems especially important 
given the evolution of IPV during these phases.

Regarding violence, we observed that, in most cases, it was already present in the 
commitment period but, in rare cases, it was during the ambivalence phase that it 
was noted for the first time. Nonetheless, none of the participants reported having 
begun to experience violence during or after the definitive separation. In the litera-
ture, it is not clear whether IPV can actually begin after the relationship has ended 
(Hotton, 2001), or whether it is instead the continuity of violence that was already 
present during their relationship. Our results seem to support the latter case and are 
in keeping with a study by Rinfret-Raynor et al. (2008). The mothers in this study 
were subjected to post-separation violence which had already been present earlier 
in the relationship. It bears repeating that the practitioners interviewed here were 
surprised that we found a decrease in violence during the separation phrase. This 
difference might be due to the fact that researchers and practitioners do not distin-
guish between temporary break-ups and definitive separations; or that the violence 
already present before the separation was not recognized at that time. Even though 
it is difficult to know in advance whether the relationship’s ending will be definitive 
or not, future research should nonetheless take into account the fact that a definitive 
separation can be confused with a temporary break-up.

Our results show that it was during the ambivalence phase that the violence was 
particularly pronounced and showed an increase in severity. The considerable num-
ber of back and forths and the length of the ambivalence phase for some of the partici-
pants made this a critical period that increased the risks of more severe and longer 
victimization. It would be worthwhile to go further and deepen our understanding of 
IPV at this specific phase as studies usually focus on post-separation IPV. Also, in 
several situations during the ambivalence phase, our results suggest that IPV would 
seem to be used to enforce the continuation of the relationship. This result may be 
linked to the increase in cyberviolence during the post-separation, notably to forcibly 
stay in contact. As research on cyberviolence among gay men is still scarce, and as 
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practitioners found that it was probably underestimated by men, it would be useful 
to further document the uses and motives of cyberviolence.

More broadly, the specificities of the IPV participants’ experiences point to violence 
that is rooted in a heterosexist social context. Take for example outing, observed by, 
among others, Kubicek et al. (2016), which makes gay man more vulnerable to mar-
ginalization by undermining the presumption of heterosexuality attributed to them 
at the outset, a concern that is particularly present in rural environments (Lépine 
et al., 2017). We also noted that IPV between men could take the form of debasing 
the roles and characteristics associated with women, particularly at the sexual level. 
Our results are in keeping with those of other authors who have shown that sexual 
positions during coital relations can be used as a gendered power marker in a rela-
tionship between men. In a study by Kubicek et al. (2015), the participants explained 
that adopting the receptive position often meant being less powerful, describing this 
position as being more “submissive,” “weaker,” and the “female” in the relationship. 
The authors noted that these gendered comparisons were frequently made by their 
respondents, who seemed not to have the language needed to characterize the roles 
gay men take on in relationships. Vasquez Del Aguila (2014) noted moreover that 
regardless of their sexual orientation, men are socialized to be heterosexuals and 
reject homosexuality, in particular receptive practices which limit their access to the 
power associated with masculine capital. Kay and Jeffries (2010) even suggest that 
both men in a same-sex relationship can try to refuse their subordinate position as 
gay men, resulting in forms of IPV that come from attempts to gain masculine domi-
nation. This is in keeping with the minority stress model and, more specifically, how 
internalized homophobia, that is the internalization of society’s negative attitudes 
about sexual minorities, could influence IPV in gay men (Gehring & Vaske, 2017; 
Meyer, 2003)

In addition to the usual consequences associated with IPV such as physical inju-
ries and mental health disorders, our participants’ experiences likewise pointed to 
consequences that were more specific to gay men. These ensued from a heterosexist 
social climate and do not seem to have been previously documented in the scientific 
literature, such as questions about one’s sexual orientation and the development of 
an aversion to coitus. It is moreover noteworthy that the practitioners interviewed 
here expected the participants to give a greater number of heterosexist IPV accounts. 
It is possible that some of the violence escaped the participants’ attention and thus 
reflects the impact of internalized homophobia which can be seen in the normaliza-
tion and trivialization of violence against sexual minorities (Meyer, 2003), and even 
that of the research team. Despite a serious effort to avoid heterosexist bias in the 
conducting of this project (Blair, 2016), it is important to recognize that heteronor-
mativity has very deep roots, particularly in IPV construction, and that it structures 
everyone’s perceptions to various degrees, including those of LGBTQ people (Pollitt 
et al., 2019).

Our study helped us to better understand how discrepancies in a sexual agree-
ment about extra-dyadic relationships influenced IPV events. IPV that occurred in 
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the context of an exclusivity agreement that was not respected by a partner harmed 
the other person, whether it be psychological harm, STI, or violent reactions to the 
non-respect of the agreement. As regards acts of IPV that occurred in the context 
of a non-exclusivity agreement, they arose when the conditions agreed upon by the 
partners were not respected, such as the degree of discretion or the expected pro-
tection measures. It is also worth drawing our attention to the way in which these 
agreements are established. We were not able to know through our participants’ nar-
ratives whether or not these agreements were decided upon in a climate of violence, 
but it would seem that some men complied to their partner's desire for exclusivity 
or non-exclusivity. Though they did not establish a clear relationship with IPV, Hoff 
and Beougher (2010) nonetheless pointed to the importance of parity, that is the 
mutual comprehension and respect of what is expected in these explicit or implicit 
agreements. They showed that non-parity presents a potential for miscommunication 
and distrust, and that breaches in an agreement often constitute a violation of trust 
and intimacy that can lead to emotional breaks. Even though they are exploratory, 
our results contribute to academic efforts to fill a gap in the literature that was like-
wise noted by Pruitt et al. (2015) and Sharma et al. (2020). They also help us to bet-
ter understand how having discrepant agreements might influence the likelihood of 
being subjected to or perpetrating violence in a relationship. Further studies on the 
subject are nonetheless necessary.

As has been observed by other authors in studies on IPV in gay men (Bacchus 
et al., 2018; Oliffe et al., 2014; Stanley et al., 2006; Stults et al., 2020; Suarez et 
al., 2018), our results seem to indicate that IPV among gay men can be uni- or bi-
directional, and that the dynamics can evolve throughout the relationship. However, 
we must be careful about this observation given that our data on the violence perpe-
trated by the participants were limited. Rollè et al. (2018) also warn that this idea of 
mutual violence could contribute to the invisibility and minimization of violence in 
same-sex couples, particularly by reinforcing the popular perception that same-sex 
partners “fight equally.” This aspect should be further explored in future research, 
in particular by questioning both partners in the dyad as was done by Suarez et al. 
(2018). It would be likewise worthwhile to take into account the heterogeneity of com-
plex situations and relational dynamics between partners, which sometimes require 
that we go beyond the usual notions of victim and aggressor (Stults et al., 2020), as 
was observed by researchers in other sociocultural contexts, such as Brassard et al.’s 
(2019) work with indigenous men in Québec.

Limitations

Though it has some limitations, the present study strategically contributes to our 
knowledge of what gay men subjected to IPV go through in a separation context. First 
of all, even though some participants signalled an increase in IPV in the ambivalence 
phase, the nature of our data does not allow us to properly assess the evolution of the 
gravity or intensity of this violence. We likewise had to limit the results presented 
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in this article to the experience of the violence that the participants were subjected 
to without taking into account the violence that they perpetrated. Accordingly, the 
breakdown of our results did not allow us to take in consideration the IPV dynam-
ics that nonetheless characterized some people’s experiences. Finally, though it is 
not the goal of qualitative studies to generalize findings, it is important to take into 
account the sample size and composition so as to convey the transferability of the 
results. On the one hand, given that the number of participants was limited, the 
numerical tendency concerning the reported violence must be interpreted cautiously. 
On the other hand, the sample was composed primarily of white Québécois men, 
without children, and with relatively high education levels. Despite a broad range 
of ages, income, and regions, our sample was less diversified regarding education, 
sexual orientation, gender identity, ethnocultural identity, and family situation. It is 
thus possible that our results are less representative of trans or genderqueer people, 
immigrant or racialized men, less educated men, and men who have a male partner 
but who do not identify as gay. Our results suggest moreover that sexual orientation 
and migratory status can influence IPV experiences. Future research should thus try 
to include more of these populations so as to better reflect the variety of experiences 
and social dynamics related to IPV among men.

Practice Implications

This study points to several implications for practice. First, practitioners must be 
aware that an initial break-up between men in an IPV context can be temporary, 
that the partners may get back together, and that this may indicate a greater risk of 
violence. Second, we recommend an IPV prevention specific to gay communities. It 
is thus important to accompany gay men in the development of healthy relationship 
dynamics and constructive communication skills that foster trust, relationship sat-
isfaction and shared investment in a sexual agreement (Mitchell & Gamarel, 2018; 
Pruitt et al., 2015; Sharma et al., 2020). We also point to the willingness of some gay 
men who have experienced IPV to act as therapeutic agents and thereby help other 
gay men, as reported by Oliffe et al. (2014). Third, it is necessary that we promote 
healthy sexual or romantic relationships from an inclusive and non-oppressive per-
spective. The present study shows how the heterosexist and mononormative social 
context shapes the IPV experiences of gay men. We must take this into account if we 
are to encourage their inclusion, but also to deconstruct these ideologies and prevent 
the ensuing forms of violence. Furthermore, our data supports the importance of a 
general sexual education that takes a critical stance on heterosexist presuppositions 
instead of unthinkingly reproducing them (Richard, 2019), particularly by propos-
ing other sexual and identity models than those based on the supposed male-female 
complementarity and phallo-vaginal coitus as the gold standard. Finally, we high-
light the need for greater awareness among practitioners of the various relationship 
structures and for the incorporation of related content in educational programming 
(Levine et al., 2018).
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