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Abstract

Questionnaires

Background: Coercive control is an important topic related to couples’ relationships, and, therefore, appropriate measures are
needed to assess this factor. Coercive control has three facets: (1) the abuser’s intentionality or goal orientation vs. motivation, (2)
negative perceptions of controlling behaviors by the victim, and (3) the abuser’s ability to gain control through credible threats.
Objectives: This study aimed to devise a valid and reliable measure of coercive control in Iran.

Methods: A coercive control scale based on the Canadian Violence Against Women Survey and Psychological Maltreatment of
Women Survey was translated and back-translated. Based on the experts’ opinions, some items were added to the questionnaire,
while others were changed to fully capture the nature of coercive control in Iran. The scale was named the Experiences of Coercive
Control (ECC) Scale. The study period was between May and August 2021.

Results: The test-retest reliability of the ECC Scale was high, and the convergent validity of this scale with the Wife Abuse Question-
naire was confirmed. The analysis of the factor structure of the ECC Scale based on the principal component analysis method with
a varimax rotation yielded a two-factor solution, including control via aggression and spying behaviors.

Conclusions: The ECC Scale is a valid and reliable measure that could be used in emergency and non-emergency situations. The
need to include more culture-appropriate items should be discussed in future research.
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1. Background

Intimate partner violence (IPV) is defined as any behav-
ior that can cause harm within an intimate relationship
(1). IPV is linked to serious mental (2) and physical health
consequences (3). According to a previous study, the preva-
lence of IPV across several countries was between 15% and
71% (4). IPV is also prevalent in Iran. One study reported a
national prevalence of IPV of 66% in Iran (5), while another
provided a rate of 94.7% in Tehran (6). IPV can be classified
into several categories, namely, physical violence, sexual vi-
olence, emotional (psychological) abuse, and controlling
behaviors (7). Generally, controlling behaviors are associ-
ated with violence against one’s partner (8), though little
is known about the nature of this association (9).

Coercive controlling behaviors are prevalent. For ex-
ample, one study reported that approximately 40% of men
and women reported some form of coercive control (10).
Moreover, research supports that coercive control impacts

almost all areas of the affected person (11, 12). To our knowl-
edge, no research has specifically investigated the preva-
lence and impact of coercive control in Iran. However,
based on the literature on partner abuse in Iran, acts of psy-
chological control, which can be similar to coercive con-
trol in nature, are common. For example, in previous stud-
ies in Iran, 37% of people reported restricting the employ-
ment of their partner (13), 52.7% reported being fearful of
their husband’s rage, 23.6% reported being restricted by
their husbands from leaving the house (14), and 47% re-
ported that they were forced to do something unwillingly
(15).

It can be challenging to define coercive control. Never-
theless, Johnson’s definition can be applied to conceptual-
ize coercive control in relationships (16). Based on his defi-
nition, there are two types of partner violence: (1) coercive
controlling violence, by which one person uses violent or
non-violent tactics to coercively control his or her partner,
and (2) situational couple violence, which results from the
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escalation of arguments and conflicts in a relationship. Be-
cause of the importance of coercive control in partner vio-
lence, itis crucial to have avalid measure to assess this kind
of control. Previous research provided three facets of coer-
cive control: (1) the abuser’s intentionality or goal orienta-
tion vs. motivation, (2) negative perceptions of controlling
behaviors by the victim, and (3) the abuser’s ability to gain
control through credible threats (17).

The Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS) has been used to as-
sess tactics in a relationship (18). However, the CTS cannot
assess controlling behaviors (19). Another common mea-
sure of coercive control is the Controlling Behaviors Scale
(CBS) (20), which examines controlling behaviors in five
subscales. Despite its ease of administration, the CBS only
assesses behaviors (not intentions) related to control. In
another study, the authors pinpointed that previous mea-
surements of coercive control were generally unable to as-
sess the motivation behind controlling behaviors, percep-
tions of the act by the victim, and the degree to which the
perpetrator makes credible threats (17). Other researchers
mentioned that the focus on actions rather than other as-
pects of coercive control, such as intentions, is a limitation
of previous studies (21).

Other researchers used nine items from the Canadian
Violence Against Women Survey and Psychological Mal-
treatment of Women Survey to evaluate controlling be-
haviors. In this questionnaire, individuals with three or
more control tactics were considered highly controlling
(22). This questionnaire is brief and easy to administer;
therefore, we decided to assess the psychometric proper-
ties of this measure in Iran. However, we faced some chal-
lenges, such as the limited number of items used to assess
coercive control. Accordingly, other items (for example,
items related to checking one’s partner’s cell phone and
threatening the partner harshly in cases of disagreement)
were added.

2. Objectives

The present study aimed to extend the scale proposed
by Johnson et al. (22) and provide a measure that fully
represents the features of coercive control in Iranian cou-
ples. The psychometric properties of this measure were ex-
amined by evaluating its validity and reliability. Its factor
structure was also investigated.

3. Methods

3.1. Study Design

This cross-sectional study was conducted between May
and August 2021. All participants responded to the ques-
tions via Google Forms. All but nine participants lived in
Iran at the time of the study. The present study is part of

a larger project investigating partner violence in Iranian
couples. The questionnaire proposed by Johnson et al. (22)
was selected to assess controlling behaviors. Based on the
items included in this questionnaire, it was named the Ex-
periences of Coercive Control (ECC) Scale. Furthermore, a
survey design was applied to assess the psychometric prop-
erties of the ECC scale.

3.2. Participants

The statistical population was all Iranian people (in
Iran or abroad) who have been in atleast one significant re-
lationship in their lifetime and who have access to Google
Form between May and August 2021. The sample size was
chosen based on the ease of administration using Google
Form. The sample size for principal component analysis
(PCA) was chosen based on the recommendation to in-
clude a minimum of 10 subjects per item for factor analysis
(23). Thus, the authors sampled 311 participants using the
convenience sampling method.

3.2.1. Inclusion Criteria

To be included in the study;, all participants needed to
be Iranian and either married, in a relationship without
formal marriage, divorced, or separated. In addition, par-
ticipants needed to have atleast minimal education and be
able to read the Persian language.

3.2.2. Exclusion Criteria

Participants with major psychiatric or non-psychiatric
disorders were excluded from the study. In addition, par-
ticipants with a history of substance abuse (other than
smoking and hookah use) or alcohol addiction were ex-
cluded.

3.3. Measurement Tools

3.3.1. ECC Scale

The ECC Scale is a 17-item questionnaire rated on a 5-
point Likert scale (with responses ranging from 0 - 4). It
was developed based on the items proposed by Johnson et
al. (22). The internal consistency values of the scale for ex-
husbands, ex-wives, current husbands, and current wives
were 0.91, 0.83, 0.75, and 0.70, respectively.

One of the main authors of the present study trans-
lated the original questionnaire from English into Per-
sian. The items were then back-translated into English and
checked by a person with a full command of the English
language. Some items were added to the questionnaire
based on the authors’ opinions to ensure the scale fully
represents the nature of coercive control in Iran. For ex-
ample, the item “Tries to provoke arguments” in the orig-
inal version was broken down into two items (“My partner
shoutsat me angrily” and “My partner swears at me in front
of others”). In addition, the wording of some items in the
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original version was changed for consistency with the Per-
sian language. For example, the item “My partner is jealous
or possessive” in the original version was changed to “My
partner is very sensitive to my behavior toward the oppo-
site sex.”

After the modified version was developed, it was pre-
sented to 10 experts (two clinical psychologists, one health
psychologist, one psychiatrist, and six Ph.D. candidates in
clinical psychology) to assess the content validity. Based on
the experts’ opinions, 17 items remained in the question-
naire.

The17-item version of the ECC Scale was then presented
to 28 individuals without any expertise in mental health,
and the items were revised accordingly. All of the items,
including those added to the original questionnaire, were
subsequently back-translated into English by an English
language expert and sent to Johnson (the designer of the
original scale) for reccommendations. Finally, the 17-item
version remained for further analysis.

3.3.2. Wife Abuse Questionnaire

The Wife Abuse Questionnaire (24) is a 44-item scale
of partner violence in Iran that includes three subscales:
psychological maltreatment, physical maltreatment, and
sexual maltreatment. The Cronbach « values for the to-
tal scale ranged between 0.87 and 0.95, and its estimated
test-retest reliability was 0.98. The items related to sex-
ual maltreatment were excluded because they were linked
to women'’s experiences. All other items, except those on
the sexual maltreatment subscale, could be used by both
women and men.

In the present study, the Cronbach « coefficient of this
scale was 0.94. The confirmatory factor analysis results
supported a three-factor solution. The convergent validity
results were satisfactory, and there was a positive correla-
tion between the results of the Wife Abuse Questionnaire
and the Beck Depression Inventory (a measure designed to
assess depression).

3.4. Study Procedure

The present study was approved by Iran’s National
Committee for Ethics in Biomedical Research (code:
1006/98.ICBS.SBU.IR). Participants were recruited using
Google Forms; the form received by participants in-
cluded the research objectives, informed consent, and
demographic data, as well as the ECC and Wife Abuse
Questionnaire. The participants were selected through
convenience sampling. Furthermore, in case any problems
arose, the researcher’s contact information was available
for consultation in the information section of the form.
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3.5. Statistical Analysis

To assess reliability, the Cronbach « and interclass cor-
relation coefficients (ICCs) were measured. In addition, to
examine the construct validity, the Spearman correlation
coefficient was measured. Moreover, to examine the factor
structure, a PCA with a varimax rotation was performed.
All analyses were performed using SPSS version 21 (SPSS Inc,
Chicago, 111, USA).

4. Results

4.1. Demographic Characteristics

The participants’ demographic characteristics are pre-
sented in Table 1.

Table 1. The Demographic Characteristics of the Participants *

Characteristics Values
Age, mean + SD 35.00 * 8.46
Gender
Female 271(85)
Male 47(14.73)
Education level
With academic education 287(90.6)
Without academic education 29(9.09)
Marital status
Married 272(85.3)
Single 18 (5.64)
Divorced or separated 12(3.8)
Others (not mentioned) 17(5.3)

? Values are expressed as No. (%) unless otherwise indicated.

4.2. Reliability

The numbers of participants in the Cronbach « and
test-retest reliability measurements were 311 and 29, re-
spectively. The participants were assessed twice, with a
two-week interval between tests. The Cronbach v was mea-
sured (« = 0.90) to assess the internal consistency of the
ECC Scale. Furthermore, the intraclass correlation coef-
ficient (ICC) and confidence interval (CI) were measured
based on an average absolute agreement and two-way fixed
effects model to assess the test-retest reliability. The ICC
was estimated to be 0.96 (95% CI, 0.92 - 0.98). The Cron-
bach « and test-retest reliability coefficients indicate that
the ECC Scale has high reliability.

4.3. Construct Validity

The sample size for the evaluation of the construct va-
lidity was 74 participants. The convergent validity was cal-
culated using the Wife Abuse Questionnaire to assess the
construct validity of the ECC Scale. Before the correlations
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were examined, the assumption of normality for the to-
tal scores of questionnaires was tested. The results of the
Kolmogorov-Smirnov test for all three indices showed a
non-normal distribution (P < 0.001). Therefore, the Spear-
man rank correlation coefficient was calculated instead of
the Pearson correlation coefficient. There was a strong pos-
itive correlation between the ECC Scale and the Wife Abuse
Questionnaire (n =74;rs=0.81;P < 0.001).

4.4. Factor Structure

To assess the factor structure of the questionnaire, PCA
with a varimax rotation was performed. The Kaiser-Meyer-
Olkin (KMO = 0.910) and Bartlett tests of sphericity (x*=
2917.975; df = 136; P < 0.001) demonstrated that the data
were appropriate for PCA. The PCA yielded a 2-component
solution, accounting for 57.34% of the total variance. The
PCAresults are reported in Table 2.

The results showed that all items of the scale had suf-
ficient factor loadings. The details are presented in Table
3. In addition, the results revealed that there was a pos-
itive correlation between subscale control via aggression
and spying behaviors, r = 0.447,n =319, P=0.00L

5. Discussion

The present study is the first research conducted in
Iran to assess the psychometric properties of a control-
ling behavior scale. The results support the validity and
reliability of the ECC Scale, and the factor structure anal-
ysis yielded a two-factor solution. The first subscale of the
ECC Scale (namely, control via aggression) consists of ver-
bal aggression, threats, humiliation, criticism, economic
control, gaining control by ignoring the partner for a long
time, and diminishing the partner’s self-esteem. Overall,
the first subscale seems to be related to cases of psycholog-
ical aggression in which perpetrators use various tactics
(suchasverbal aggression)and severe acts (such as degrad-
ing, humiliation, threatening behavior, and isolation from
others) (25).

Previous studies offer conflicting views about psycho-
logical aggression as a control strategy. Not all previ-
ous studies consider all psychological aggression tactics as
controlling behaviors (26, 27). Thus, future studies should
focus more on the relationship between psychological ag-
gression and controlling behaviors.

Controlling behaviors have been reported as a signifi-
cant predictor of psychological and physical violence (28-
30). Thus, future studies should consider the unique role
of these behaviors in different aspects of partner violence.
One of the main features of coercive control is the abuser’s
ability to control their partner using threats (17, 27), as
mentioned in the present study. Including threats in the
subscale of control via aggression also supports Johnson'’s

definition (16). Nonetheless, the nature of threats in re-
lationships should be investigated in future studies. Fi-
nally, diminishing the partner’s self-esteem was included
in this subscale as a feature of coercive controlling violence
(16). The present study is consistent with previous studies
concerning its attention to topics such as economic con-
trol (31) and humiliation (17). The second subscale of the
ECC Scale (i.e., spying behaviors) comprises the following
items: insistence on knowing the partner’s whereabouts,
being sensitive about the partner’s behavior and attitude
toward the opposite sex, monitoring the partner’s activi-
ties, feeling possessive of the partner, checking the part-
ner’s cell phone, restricting the partner’s access to friends
and family, and controlling the partner’s earnings. Many
participants stated that both people in a couple should
know each other’s whereabouts. There are apparent dif-
ferences between partners who are informed about each
other’s whereabouts and those who constantly insist on
knowing where their partners are.

Moreover, the subscale of being sensitive about the
partner’s behavior and attitude toward the opposite sex
was called “being jealous of the partner” in the original ver-
sion of the scale (16). However, because the concept of jeal-
ousy in relationships is ambiguous, future studies should
further investigate the nature of jealousy and its manifes-
tations in Iranian culture. Finally, controlling the partner’s
earnings is an important factor related to economic con-
trol, which has been included in questionnaires, such as
the CBS (32).

In addition, the current findings regarding the spying
behaviors subscale are consistent with previous studies re-
garding the behavior of checking one’s partner’s where-
abouts (33, 34), jealousy (35), possessiveness (36), and re-
stricting one’s partner’s activities (37) as coercive control-
ling behaviors.

5.1. Conclusions

The present study had some limitations, including the
relatively high number of female participants, the exclu-
sion of the sexual maltreatment subscale from the Wife
Abuse Questionnaire, and issues related to the sample size
(e.g., sampling was done in different cities, and conve-
nience sampling was employed). Nevertheless, the present
study is the first to present a questionnaire assessing the
level of controlling behaviors among couples in Iran. The
ECCScale isrelatively brief and can be used in emergencies
to assess whether a couple requires individual or couple
therapy.
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Table 2. Factor Loadings of the Experiences of Coercive Control Items

Factors
Items
1 2 3 4 5
5. My partner humiliates me in public. 0.706
6. My partner criticizes me in public all the time. 0.723
7. My partner makes me feel helpless and incompetent. 0.648
8. My partner shouts at me angrily. 0.789
9. My partner swears at me in front of others. 0.716
10. My partner does not inform me about his/her earnings. 0.695
11. My partner does not allow me to use his/her earnings. 0.787
12. My partner controls my earnings. 0.528
16. My partner ignores me for a long time if I disagree with him/her. 0.666
17. If 1 disagree with my partner, he/she will behave so harshly that I do not dare to oppose him/her anymore. 0.763
18. My partner has made home an insecure and terrifying place for me. 0.786
1. My partner tries to restrict my communication with my family members and others. 0.843
2. My partner is very sensitive to my behavior toward the opposite sex. 0.782
3. My partner feels as if s/he owns me. 0.773
4. My partner always insists on knowing where I am and who I am with. 0.703
15. My partner always checks my cell phone. 0.666
19. My partner monitors all my commutes. 0.653
Table 3. The Subscales of the Experiences of Coercive Control Scale and the Statistics
Factors Number of Items Mean + SD Skewness Kurtosis Cronbach o
Control via aggression 1 8.73 % 8.1 123 1.24 0.911
Spying behaviors 7 5.65% 5.15 117 1.21 0.855
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