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Abstract

Background Jealousy and infidelity are frequently identified as key drivers of intimate partner violence (IPV)

yet remain underexplored in IPV prevention programming and inadequately conceptualised in measurement
frameworks. This study presents the first known meta-synthesis to compare findings across contexts, enhance
interpretation, and generate transferable mid-range theories that elucidate the role of jealousy and infidelity in IPV.

Methods Using a meta-ethnographic approach, we synthesised findings from five purposively sampled qualitative
studies produced by a joint Collaboration of authors, one in Ecuador (n=100) and four in African countries: Ethiopia
(n=30), Rwanda (n=224), Tanzania (n=48) and Uganda (n=40). Across all studies, women and men in heterosexual
intimate relationships, aged 16-70 years were included.

Results The analysis identified 46 second-order and five third-order constructs linking jealousy and infidelity to
physical, sexual, economic and psychological IPV, including controlling behaviours. At the community level findings
highlighted traditional gender norms and community gossip that could fuel jealousy as mechanisms of controlling
women’s behaviour. At the relational level male jealousy was instrumentalised as a socially acceptable means of
controlling women, such as feigning jealousy to coerce sex. In contrast, women's expressions of jealousy were
typically more constrained, and often expressed through subverting traditional roles (e.g. refusing sex), which could
result in violent consequences. At the individual level jealousy and infidelity were perceived as resulting from failure to
adhere to hegemonic gender roles, further exacerbating IPV risk.

Conclusions To be effective, IPV prevention programmes must support the dismantling of patriarchal hierarchies
while simultaneously addressing backlash to shifts in traditional gender norms. Interventions should also target

jealousy and suspicions of infidelity to foster safer and more equitable relationships. Addressing these community,
relational and individual dimensions is essential for mitigating the complex dynamics of jealousy, infidelity and IPV.
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Introduction

Jealousy, infidelity and IPV

Romantic jealousy is a commonly cited risk factor of inti-
mate partner violence (IPV) against women but has been
neglected in many violence response and programming
efforts (e.g. [1, 2]). This is partially due to a lack of con-
ceptual clarity as to whether jealousy precedes violence,
is a mechanism to enact violence or, is a form of violence
in and of itself. Evidence for the first two were presented
in our 2020 global systematic review on the topic, where
we found that jealousy experienced by both men and
women could lead to physical and psychological vio-
lence against women, and that jealousy could be used by
men to coerce sex, thus serving as a mechanism to enact
sexual violence [2]. We also found evidence that women
sometimes experienced accusations of infidelity from
their partners as a form of psychological violence, but
it was not always clear whether these accusations were
rooted in feelings of jealousy, or whether they were used
by men as a tool to reinstate dominance and control over
their partner [2]. Nonetheless, the reviewed evidence
indicates that jealousy is associated with greater uncer-
tainty about one’s relationship and suspicions (whether
valid or not) of infidelity, and both can lead to different
forms of IPV against women [2].

This conceptual entanglement of jealousy, infidelity and
IPV is also evident in measurement, as studies assessing
IPV often include measurements of jealousy as a form of
violence. For instance, the Revised Conflict Tactic Scale
(CTS2), one of the most commonly used tools to mea-
sure IPV, includes several questions related to jealousy
and suspicions of infidelity to measure psychological vio-
lence, thereby equating the two (e.g. “How often does your
partner become jealous or possessive” and “You know you
can count on your partner to remain faithful to you”) [3].
Moreover, jealousy has also been associated with control-
ling behaviours (e.g. [4]), which can include monitoring
a partner’s whereabouts and limiting their contact with
others [5]. However, there is no standardised tool to mea-
sure romantic jealousy in research [2], which can likely be
attributed to the lack of conceptual clarity on how jeal-
ousy relates to IPV.

Born from these critical gaps, the Collaboration on Infi-
delity, Romantic Jealousy and IPV' (henceforth the Col-
laboration) based out of the London School of Hygiene
& Tropical Medicine was formed. The Collaboration
aims to inform research and programming by explor-
ing these understudied and undertheorized relational
drivers of IPV. Towards this aim, the Collaboration pro-
duced six publications. The first was the aforementioned
systematic review that identified three overarching

! https://www.Ishtm.ac.uk/research/centres-projects-groups/jealousy-ipv-c
ollaboration.
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mechanisms from infidelity and jealousy to IPV against
women [2]: Suspicions of infidelity being associated with
threatened masculinities and violence; Accusations of
infidelity being associated with threatened femininities
and violence; and Beliefs about infidelity and sex being
associated with patriarchal culture and sexual violence.
Additionally, the review highlighted several gaps in the
IPV, jealousy and infidelity literature, including the need
for more data on men’s experiences of violence, a greater
focus on economic IPV and additional research con-
ducted outside of the United States. The five subsequent
publications produced by the Collaboration began to fill
these gaps [6-10].

The historical context of jealousy, infidelity and violence
Coming from the Latin word zelus, meaning ‘passion’ and
‘honour, experiences of jealousy can be traced through-
out history. Jealousy is a major theme in the Bible, as well
as in Shakespeare’s Othello in which it is described as
‘venom’ and ‘misery. While jealousy is always described
as a strong emotion, the feelings associated with it vary
by cultural and historical context [11]. It is generally
conceptualised as an amalgamation of many emotions,
including anger, sadness, embarrassment, sorrow, dis-
content, humiliation, shame, frustration, grief, insecurity,
helplessness and unluckiness [12]. Jealousy occurring
in romantic relationships is defined as “a complex set of
thoughts, feelings and actions that follow a threat to self-
esteem and/or threaten the existence or quality of the
relationship” [13]. This is differentiated from envy, which
occurs when one wishes to obtain something someone
has, rather than stemming from a fear of losing some-
thing (e.g. a relationship one already has) [12]. In addi-
tion to resulting from fear, negative feelings of jealousy
can also arise from love, possessiveness, and anger or
sorrow at a situation [12].

The perceptions of, and meanings attributed to jeal-
ousy are varied. Researchers in the field of Evolutionary
Psychology have described jealousy as a positive aspect
of a relationship as it serves to protect men’s paternal
certainty, and thus his genetic lineage (e.g. [14, 15]). Jeal-
ousy has also often been described as a key component
of romantic love. As far back as 354AD, Saint Augus-
tine, an influencer of modern Philosophy and Christian-
ity, was quoted as saying “He that is not jealous, is not
in love” Furthermore, using the terms love and jealousy
interchangeably, 17th century French author La Roche-
foucauld stated “If love (and therefore jealousy) is judged
by its effects, it resembles hate more than friendship”
[16]. Perceptions of jealousy have also been historically
gendered; while jealousy was successfully used as a legal
defence for many femicides throughout the 18th —20th
centuries in Western societies [17, 18], when experienced
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by women, jealousy has been more often described as a
‘petty’ emotion [12].

In modern day scientific enquiry, jealousy experienced
by adults has been associated with insecure attachment
to their parents during childhood [19, 20]. In adult-
hood, higher levels of jealousy have been associated with
greater uncertainty about a relationship [21, 22], and
decreased relationship quality and satisfaction for both
partners [20, 23]. Jealousy within intimate relationships
has been categorised into three types: reactive jealousy,
which is caused by a partner’s behaviours with another
person; anxious jealousy, which is caused by the possibil-
ity of a partner being romantically involved with someone
else; and preventive jealousy, in which one acts to pre-
vent their partner from becoming romantically involved
with someone else [24]. Buunk’s framework allows us to
conceptualise jealousy as multidimensional and eluci-
date various pathways through which jealousy and real
or perceived infidelity drive relationship conflict leading
to IPV. Moreover, it highlights the limitations of jealousy
measurements, which have primarily centred on reactive
jealousy, and are heterogeneously and inconsistently used
in IPV programming evaluations [2]. We explore all three
categories of jealousy within this meta-synthesis.

The current study

We approach this work from a constructivist epistemol-
ogy and employ a feminist approach. In doing so we
attempt to be reflexive about the language we use, keep-
ing it as neutral as possible, while remaining truthful to
participant’s experiences. This has at times been chal-
lenging as participant’s perceptions may be influenced by
external factors including programming; HIV program-
ming in particular has often promoted monogamous
relationships and thus may compound the stigma asso-
ciated with having multiple sexual partners. We also use
the term “romantic” jealousy to distinguish it from jeal-
ousy occurring outside of a romantic relationship, but in
using this term we do not intend to romanticise jealousy
or frame it in a positive light. Lastly, we acknowledge
that the words infidelity and unfaithfulness have moral
connotations within patriarchal discourse, however, we
use them within this paper due to the lack of suitable
alternatives.

The aim of this study is to synthesise the knowledge
that has arisen from the Collaboration by developing new
mid-range theories that help explain the role of roman-
tic jealousy and infidelity in IPV against women. We
hope researchers and practitioners working in the field
of violence against women will find our insights helpful
in informing their work and contributing to the identi-
fied gap around conceptual clarity on jealousy within this
field.

Page 3 of 13

Methods

We conducted a qualitative meta-synthesis of five empir-
ical studies on jealousy, infidelity and IPV to uncover new
interpretations of the original authors’ interpretations
and produce insights “greater than the sum of its parts”
[25, 26]. We used a meta-ethnographic approach (one of
several meta-synthesis methods) allowing us to translate
findings from studies across contexts while preserving
meaning [25]. This was achieved by re-analysing findings
from multiple studies, breaking them down into pieces
and building them up again to form a new, wider inter-
pretation [27] that goes “beyond and behind” the original
studies [28].

To aid this process, meta-synthesis methodology dis-
tinguishes between first-, second- and third-order con-
structs [29, 30]. Schiitz (1962) describes first-order
constructs as “participant’s ‘common sense’ interpreta-
tions in their own words” [29]. First-order data includes
verbatim quotes from participants reported in the studies
included in a meta-synthesis. Second-order constructs
are the interpretations and findings of the authors of
the included studies, based on participant data (i.e. first-
order constructs). The authors of a meta-synthesis fur-
ther abstract these second-order constructs to develop
third-order constructs, which are the meta-synthesis
authors’ interpretations of the findings presented by
authors of the included studies.

Using this approach, we developed transferable knowl-
edge about the role of jealousy and infidelity in IPV
against women [31, 32]. We conducted this meta-synthe-
sis following six steps set forth by Noblit and Hare [33]:
sampling; reading the studies; determining how the stud-
ies are related; translating the studies into one another;
synthesising translation; and expressing the synthesis.
Each step is further described below.

Sampling

Traditionally the studies sampled for meta-syntheses
have been determined through a literature review, how-
ever, over the past few decades, researchers have begun
to employ purposive sampling approaches [31]. This is
because of the vast increase in quantity of qualitative
studies, and the need to limit the sample to allow over-
arching themes to emerge. Thus, the sample must be
diverse, allowing for generalizability, while at the same
time being homogenous enough to allow translation and
synthesis between studies, and for thematic saturation to
be achieved [31].

This study is a culmination of the work produced by
the Collaboration, providing an opportunity to present
our findings in one coherent piece. Thus, we purposively
sampled the five published, peer-reviewed papers pro-
duced by the Collaboration for this meta-synthesis. We
synthesised qualitative findings from the studies resulting
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from in-depth interviews (IDIs) and focus group discus-
sions (FGDs) with participants; one conducted in Ecua-
dor (IDIs=48, FGDs=8; n=100), and four in African
countries: Ethiopia (IDIs only; n=30), Rwanda (IDIs =54,
FGDs=24; n=224), Tanzania (IDIs only; n=48) and
Uganda (IDIs only; #=40). All included studies were sec-
ondary analyses of previously collected data exploring
IPV against women. Across all studies, adult women and
men between 16-70 years-old were included (Table 1).

Reading the studies

We individually read and re-read all included studies,
allowing ourselves to be “absorbed by the materials”
[25]. We became immersed in each study, and intimately
familiar with their findings. During this process we also
individually began making notes of emerging themes that
cut across multiple studies.

Table 1 Details of included papers and participants
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Determining how the studies are related

We conducted our first workshop in April 2022 with all
co-authors, during which we discussed the themes that
arose while reading the studies. We explored how the
studies were related to each other using three approaches:
reciprocal translation analysis, in which we compared
the studies and determined whether overarching con-
cepts from one could be translated into others; refuta-
tional synthesis, which involved exploring contradictions
between studies and deviant cases; and line-of-argument
synthesis, where we began to develop a holistic picture of
the role of jealousy and infidelity on IPV against women
through combining the data [33, 34]. Through this pro-
cess we created a list of the ‘key concepts’ that was
adapted into a preliminary coding framework [35].

Authors Country Data collec-  Par- Partici- Recruitment setting Participant rela- Analysis approach Year
(citation) tion method ticipant pantage tionship status data
and sample  sex range col-
size lected
Abudulai et Ethiopia 301Dls Women 17-70 Somali refugee community Participants in Exploratory deduc- 2016
al. [6] and years members, elders/religious monogamous tive and inductive
men leaders, health workers, UN/  and polygynous  thematic analysis
NGO workers, community- marriages, and
based organisation workers,  unmarried
policy makers and host participants
community members of the
Bokolmayo refugee camp.
Aloyce, Tanzania 18 IDIs Women 27-57 Participants of the Maisha Single, married, Deductive and 2018
Mshana et years longitudinal cohort study in  divorced and wid- inductive coding
al. [7] Mwanza. owed participants guided by the con-
cept of hegemonic
masculinity
Aloyce, Tanzania 301DIs Men 22-61 Densely and sparsely popu- ~ Married Thematic coding 2019
Stockl et years lated streets in two districts of using an iterative
al. [9] Mwanza. process and unani-
mous consensus
Bulleretal. Ecuador 48 IDIs+8 Women  16-66 Low-income households Married Sequential, explor- 2013
[10] FGDs with 52 and years participating in a cash transfer atory thematic
participants. men and food assistance interven- analysis using a
Total=100 tion in Sucumbios and Carchi constant compara-
regions. tive method and
data triangulation
Kyegombe Rwanda& 54 IDIs+24 Women  21-45 Participants of Indashyikirwa  In Rwanda, Thematic analysis 2014~
etal. [8] Uganda FGDs with 170 and years in intervention in Rwanda, married and complemented 2018
participants. men Rwanda; as well as opinion leaders, unmarried partici- by constant in
Total=224in 25-47 women'’s safe space facilita- pants; In Uganda, comparative and Rwan-
Rwanda; 40 years in tors and community activists; although notall  deviant case analysis da;
IDls in Uganda Uganda Participants of SASAl interven- participants were methods 2012
tion in Uganda. formally married, in
their relationship Ugan-
conformed to da

how marriage
was understood
in the context.
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Translating the studies into one another

We organised the ‘key concepts’ into themes that became
overarching parent codes, such as “upstream sociocul-
tural determinants linked to jealousy, infidelity and IPV’,
and sub child codes, such as “hegemonic masculinities”.
We double coded the included studies to test and refine
the coding framework and to ensure consistency and reli-
ability of coding, using NVivo 12 or Dedoose software,
or coding manually. Our team consisted of authors of
the included studies, and thus all data was double coded
by researchers who did not partake in the original stud-
ies to mitigate the risk of bias. After individually coding
the studies, the two researchers met to discuss issues that
arose during coding, reconciling discrepancies and sug-
gesting further refinements to the coding framework.
These refinements primarily consisted of adding missing
codes for themes that emerged from the data and had not
originally been included in the coding framework, such
as “women’s reactions to men’s jealousy” We reconciled
all coding decisions into a final coding framework using
NVivo 12 software, and these codes became our second-
order constructs. This process of translating the studies
into one another is inherently interpretive, with themes
arising inductively from the data [33]. We were careful,
however, to preserve the meaning of the original studies
by confirming all coding with the original study authors
on the meta-synthesis team [36].

Synthesising translation

We had a second workshop in July 2022 with five co-
authors (MP, ES, VS, NK and AMB), during which we
re-conceptualized the findings of the included studies to
provide fresh explanations of the data. This was an ana-
lytical and creative process consisting of ‘bricolage’ [37],
in which ideas, hunches and intuitive feelings of an indi-
vidual were discussed and expanded upon by the rest of
the team [25]. Thus, an atmosphere of openness and cre-
ativity was promoted, allowing ideas to flow freely and be
built upon by one another. This process was also reflex-
ive, as we aimed to mitigate subjectivity [38].

As the researchers shared ideas for third-order con-
structs, we took notes and discussed whether these could
be applied to all the included studies. We developed a
draft coding framework of these meta-themes and then
coded all studies using them. Through this process we
determined that some codes needed to be expanded to
accommodate findings from all contexts. Themes were
deemed to be third-order constructs when they appeared
in the majority of studies, while those only found in one
or two studies were reported as second-order constructs.
During the coding process a new third-order construct
arose from the text of all studies that had previously
remained uncoded, “jealousy and infidelity as manifes-
tations of perceived relational and structural failings of

Page 5 of 13

female gender roles” The final coding framework con-
sisted of our third-order constructs. These represent the
mid-level theories that emerged from this research, and
thus, the conclusions of the meta-synthesis on the role of
jealousy and infidelity in IPV against women.

Expressing the synthesis

We provides a table of our second-order constructs,
a narrative description, and an example from the data
in Supplemental Material 1. The table also lists which
studies evidence for each second-order construct were
found. If a study is not listed, it does not mean the theme
does not apply in that context, but that we did not find
evidence for it in the papers included in this meta-syn-
thesis. Moreover, while this table includes all constructs
that arose from the included studies, they do not include
all themes present in each study, as those not directly
related to the role of jealousy and infidelity in IPV against
women were excluded. The findings and implications
from this meta-synthesis are described in the results and
discussion sections below.

Results

In this section we describe the second- and third-order
constructs elucidated from our analysis and include
quotes as examples from the data.

Second-order constructs

Across the included studies we identified 46 second-
order constructs related to jealousy, infidelity and IPV
against women: 23 in Ecuador, 21 in Ethiopia, 27 in
Rwanda and Uganda, 26 in the study with Tanzanian
men and 29 in the study with Tanzanian women. We
describe each second-order construct and sub-theme(s)
within it, for which there was evidence from at least two
of the included papers from different countries (n=34),
to avoid giving weight to findings that emerged from only
one study or a single country. In our narrative of results,
we highlight trends across studies and explore contradic-
tions between them.

Prevalence of jealousy

Participants perceived jealousy to be a very common
experience across almost all contexts. Despite not being
included in the topic guides of the included studies, it
was a theme that arose repeatedly, especially when dis-
cussed in relation to risk factors for IPV.

Perceptions of jealousy

The data highlights that although jealousy was per-
ceived negatively, it was also often seen as common and
was normalised, allowing men to use it as a justification
for violence. In Ecuador, for example, jealousy was per-
ceived as a “manifestation of love” and “desirable in a
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relationship’, thus “men used this acceptability often to
exert control over their wife’s behaviours” [10]. In Rwanda
and Tanzania, while jealousy was sometimes perceived
as a sign of love, it was more often perceived as harmful
to relationships. In Rwanda, participants of the Indashy-
ikirwa couples curriculum described learning about the
consequences of jealousy including that it is a key risk
factor for IPV, which may have partially explained this
negative perception [8].

Perceptions of infidelity
We found that meanings community members ascribed
to infidelity were often gendered, and the impacts of
being unfaithful or suspecting one’s partner of infidelity
differed for men and women. In the sub-Saharan Afri-
can contexts, men being unfaithful was generally much
more tolerated than women’s infidelity. There were some
variations in the normative acceptance of male infidel-
ity in Uganda, with some women being more accepting
of infidelity as long as their husbands were discrete, and
with other women expressing concern about acquiring
sexually transmitted infections through their husbands’
sexual affairs [8]. In Ecuador, infidelity by either member
of the couple was described as socially unacceptable, and
as “signifying the absence of love” in a relationship [10].
Moreover, in Ecuador and Tanzania, a woman being
unfaithful was seen as humiliating and emasculating for
her partner. For example, the authors of the Tanzanian
study described male participants viewing female infi-
delity as “intolerable” and “an ultimate act of betrayal”
[9]. In Ecuador, women who were believed to have been
unfaithful were also stigmatized, and rumours that she
had a sexual affair were experienced as “a direct threat to
her femininity” as she was not seen to be fulfilling societal
expectations as a married woman [10].

Causes of jealousy experienced by men

Across all studies there was evidence of men experi-
encing jealousy when (A) a partner refused sex and (B)
women were employed or gained status in the commu-
nity. In all contexts except Ethiopia, there was also evi-
dence of men experiencing jealousy because of a female
partner (C) interacting with other men, and (D) being
away from home, as well as (E) community gossip.

A. The data suggests men experienced jealousy
when their female partner refused sex because this
“implied that she was in a relationship with another
man” [6]; the implication being she had her sexual
needs met elsewhere. In Tanzania, “while not all men
immediately associated their wives denying them sex
with infidelity, they still viewed it as uncaring and
disrespectful behavior” [9].
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B, C, D. Men reportedly experienced jealousy when
their wives joined the workforce because this often
meant that women dedicated less time to domestic
responsibilities, and men in Tanzania reported that
this made them feel neglected [9]. In Ecuador and
Uganda, men typically expressed jealousy because
they feared their wives were interacting with other
men at work [8, 10]. There was also strong evidence
across most studies that men’s jealousy could be
provoked by women interacting with other men
outside of work contexts in the community [8—10].
E. Community gossip often acted as a catalyst for
this distrust and jealousy experienced by men. For
example, in Tanzania gossip by neighbours or family
members was “often regarded as proof of betrayal’,
even when the rumours were not confirmed [9];
while in Rwanda there was evidence that community
members sometimes “intentionally destroyed”
families and relationships by spreading rumours
about infidelity [8].

Men'’s reactions to experiencing jealousy

There was strong evidence from all studies that men who
experienced jealousy could react with physical, sexual,
psychological and economic IPV, including controlling
behaviours. There were many causes of jealousy expe-
rienced by men leading to different forms of IPV. For
example, a common pathway to economic IPV and con-
trolling behaviours was the fear that as women gained
financial independence, they would gain the means to
leave their partner, thus men restricted women from
gaining employment, or if they did work, took control
over how the money their wife earned was spent. The
authors of the study conducted with women in Tanzania
reported that due to jealousy men “reduced household
providing, restricting them [women] from working, steal-
ing their money or refusing to pay loans they both agreed
on borrowing from the women’s microfinance groups” [7].
There was also evidence of men using accusations of infi-
delity when their partner refused sex to coerce sex. In
general, “men’s aggressive behaviors resulting from these
feelings of jealousy either aimed at disciplining or pun-
ishing their female partners, and ultimately reinstating
their dominance by forcing them to comply with gendered
expectations dictated by traditional gender roles” [9].

Causes of jealousy experienced by women

The authors reported women also experienced jealousy
because of (A) community gossip, as well as because of
their partner (B) interacting with other women and (C)
decreasing their financial support.

A. Rumours about a man’s infidelity were described
as common by participants, and this reportedly
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led to much conflict between couples [8, 9]. The
authors of the study in Rwanda and Uganda noted
that rumours about a man’s infidelity were much less
likely to lead to IPV than rumours about a woman’s
infidelity [8].

B, C. Women reportedly monitored and questioned
their partners about their comings and goings, their
phone calls and text messages, and how much food
they ate (in Tanzania), to determine whether they
had another sexual partner [6-8]. In polygynous
relationships in Ethiopia there was also evidence of
competition between co-wives for their husbands’
affection and financial resources [6]. The latter

was also mentioned in non-polygynous unions in
Tanzania and Uganda, where male financial support
was essential to the family’s survival, and survival
was threatened when limited resources were split
with other women or families [7, 8].

Women'’s reactions to experiencing jealousy

While women’s experiences of jealousy sometimes led to
physical and psychological IPV against their male part-
ners, more often quarrels arising from these conflicts led
to IPV against women [6, 8]. Due to “power asymmetries
and structural constraints” rooted in women being eco-
nomically reliant on their male partners, women often
could not act on their jealousy, resulting in “solitude and
anxiety for some” [8].

Upstream individual determinants linked to jealousy,
infidelity and intimate partner violence

Men’s harmful consumption of alcohol exacerbated the
pathways from jealousy and infidelity to IPV [7, 10]. Men

Table 2 Third-order constructs relating to romantic jealousy,
infidelity and IPV against women

Third-order constructs Countries in which Studies
evidence was found in which
evidence
was found
1. Community members en-  Ecuador, Ethiopia, Rwanda [6-10]
fore traditional gender norms & Uganda, Tanzania (men
and women)
2.Women express jealousy Ecuador, Rwanda & Ugan- [6,7,9, 10]
through subverting female da, Tanzania (women)
gender roles
3. Men use jealousy as a tool Ecuador, Ethiopia, Rwanda [6-10]
of female control & Uganda, Tanzania (men)
4. Jealousy and infidelity as Ecuador, Ethiopia, Rwanda [6, 8, 10]
manifestations of perceived & Uganda, Tanzania (men
relational and structural fail- and women)
ings of male gender roles
5. Jealousy and infidelity as Ecuador, Ethiopia, Rwanda [6, 7-9, 10]

manifestations of perceived
relational and structural fail-
ings of female gender roles

& Uganda, Tanzania (men
and women)
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who consumed alcohol were more likely to cause their
partners to experience jealousy by coming home late and
were reportedly more likely to be unfaithful [7]. They
were also more prone to believing gossip about their
partners’ infidelity and reacting more swiftly to jealousy
with physical violence when drinking [10].

Upstream sociocultural determinants linked to jealousy,
infidelity and intimate partner violence

There was strong evidence of the impact of sociocultural
determinants on these dynamics. For instance, across
the studies, women’s economic dependence on men
constrained women’s ability to express jealousy, thus
impeding jealousy-related conflicts from arising [6, 8].
Hegemonic masculinities were also linked to men feel-
ing entitled to control their partner, and to the belief
that men are hypersexual, providing cultural legitimacy
for men to have multiple sexual partners [6—10]. In con-
trast, femininities built on the belief that women should
be sexually available to their husbands led to them being
blamed for their husband’s infidelity [6, 8, 10]. Feminini-
ties were also built on women being submissive and faith-
ful to their husbands, and if they were not, this could be a
risk factor for men perpetrating IPV [9, 10].

Upstream structural determinants linked to jealousy,
infidelity and intimate partner violence

Household poverty arose as the main structural determi-
nant in these pathways [6, 7, 9]. Competing for resources
made women concerned about their partner engaging
in other sexual relationships [6, 7]. It could also contrib-
ute to women joining the workforce, which was closely
linked to men experiencing jealousy and perpetrating
IPV [6-10]. However, this relationship is nuanced, since
women working can also reduce household poverty, and
the need to ask their partner for resources, which can be
a risk factor for IPV in resource constrained households.

Protective factors against intimate partner violence

In Ecuador, Ethiopia and Tanzania there was evidence of
participants beginning to reject traditional, patriarchal
gender roles closely linked to men experiencing jealousy
and perpetrating IPV [6, 9, 10]. With women becoming
more empowered through education and employment,
they have more opportunity to leave violent relation-
ships, although this also risks provoking men’s jealousy
and subsequent IPV. Additionally, in all studies there was
evidence that some participants rejected positive percep-
tions of jealousy as an attribute of love and recognised its
harmful impacts on individuals and relationships [6—10].

Third-order constructs
These second-order constructs served as the “build-
ing blocks” for the five third-order constructs that arose
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Fig. 1 Third-order constructs relating to romantic jealousy and infidelity on the ecological framework conceptualising IPV [39]

from our interpretation [34]. The third-order constructs
described below are the mid-range theories resulting
from this meta-synthesis (Table 2) and serve as the basis
for the recommendations arising from this work. Fig-
ure 1 provides a depiction of these third-order constructs
mapped onto the ecological framework conceptualising
IPV [39], highlighting at which levels interventions are
needed to reduce IPV related to jealousy and infidelity.

We found that gender determines and influences all
experiences of jealousy and infidelity; from causes of
jealousy to reactions to infidelity, and who is blamed.
For example, there was evidence from all studies of men
using controlling behaviours and IPV when they expe-
rienced jealousy [6-10], while women were typically
more constrained in how they could react to experiences
of jealousy and were more likely to accept male infidel-
ity as normal or inevitable [10]. Moreover, both men and
women experiencing jealousy could often lead to men’s
violence against women [7]. This gendered asymmetry
was related to unequal power dynamics between women
and men based on physical, social and economic posi-
tioning within society, among other factors.

Theory 1: Community members enforce traditional gender
norms

Family and community members internalised traditional
gender norms and used them to intercede in couple’s

relationships and exert control over women’s behaviours.
This is closely linked to community gossip, and more
acceptance or tolerance of male infidelity compared to
women’s infidelity, although male infidelity may still need
to be hidden to not be shameful to men and/or their
families.

Theory 2: Women express jealousy through subverting
female roles

When women experience jealousy or suspect male infi-
delity, they may retaliate by not completing traditionally
female roles (i.e. nurturing, being available for sex, or per-
forming domestic duties at home). These behaviours that
threaten attainment of hegemonic femininities, in turn
can threaten their partners’ masculinities and can lead to
IPV against women. Women'’s behaviours to express jeal-
ousy also included confronting a partner about infidelity,
flirting with other men, or perpetrating violence against
men, although the later was rare.

Theory 3: Men using jealousy as a tool of female control

Our results suggest that it was common for men to use
jealousy and related shame as a tool to control and coerce
their partner. For example, feigning jealousy to coerce
sex when they felt women had not fulfilled their gen-
dered role of always being sexually available to them. This
was linked to femininities in which women experienced
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accusations of infidelity as a form of psychological IPV
and could feel compelled to comply with their husband’s
requests for sex to avoid these accusations. Moreover,
this construct is linked to the concept of jealousy being
seen as a manifestation of love and thus being socially
accepted as a tool of control.

Theory 4: Jealousy and infidelity as manifestations of
perceived relational and structural failings of male gender
roles

Gender norms are not static but are rather constantly
changing and differ depending on setting. These changes
provide opportunities to shift acceptance of jealousy,
infidelity and IPV, but can also cause male backlash that
risks increasing retaliatory IPV. Moreover, men who fail
to meet social gender roles, such as providing financially
for their partners, can feel their attainment of masculine
ideals are threatened and may consume harmful levels
of alcohol, have additional sexual partners, and suspect
their partners of similar infidelity. In situations in which
men fail to meet household needs, women may gain
employment, which may cause male jealousy because her
access to money is perceived to indicate she no longer
needs him; or he may experience anticipatory jealousy
and fear she will interact with other men and leave him
for another man who can provide. This construct is also
linked to female infidelity, which can be perceived as a
failure on the part of men to “control” their partner, or
to satisfy their partner sexually. Thus, men may use accu-
sations of female infidelity as a way to coerce sex and
reaffirm their perceived notions of masculinity within
intimate relationships.

Theory 5: Jealousy and infidelity as manifestations of
perceived relational and structural failings of female gender
roles

When men accuse women of not meeting traditional
gender roles, such as completing household tasks and
being available for sex, they may threaten to or actually
seek a new sexual partner. Some women, therefore, com-
pleted these tasks in anticipatory jealousy for fear their
spouse had other partners or would find a new partner,
including giving into sex to mitigate this risk. This con-
struct was also sometimes linked to women flirting with
other men and making their partner jealous or suspect
infidelity, which goes against the expectation of women
being sexually satisfied by one partner. Moreover, this
construct can be linked to structural factors including
female employment, which can increase women’s inde-
pendence and threaten her intimate relationship. In turn,
women’s empowerment can lead to anticipatory jealousy
on behalf of men because they fear she will find a new
partner. In challenging hegemonic femininities, these
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behaviours threatened their partner’s masculinities, thus
sometimes leading to violence.

Discussion

This qualitative meta-synthesis identified five mid-range
theories elucidating the pathways from jealousy and infi-
delity to IPV against women. We mapped these theories
onto the socio-ecological framework conceptualising IPV
against women (Fig. 1). These findings align with our sys-
tematic review [2], which emphasized patriarchal gender
roles and threatened masculinities and femininities as
key mechanisms linking romantic jealousy with IPV. The
current study builds on these insights, providing more
detail into these mechanisms, and underscoring the gen-
dered and relational dynamics fuelling IPV.

From a gendered lens, men were often afforded the
social legitimacy to openly express jealousy, using it to
assert control over their partners. Conversely, women
were less able to explicitly express jealousy and instead
conveyed it implicitly by subverting traditional female
roles, such as withholding domestic chores or intimacy.
Crucially, our findings also highlighted shifting gender
norms across settings, which hold the potential to miti-
gate IPV by challenging patriarchal power structures.
However, these changes can also provoke violent back-
lash when men seek to maintain control. These dynam-
ics underscore the importance of addressing entrenched
gender norms and relational power imbalances in efforts
to prevent IPV.

Programming recommendations

Targeting the community level

Our results indicated that community gossip - defined
as casual reports about other people, typically involv-
ing details that are not confirmed to be true - played an
important role in mediating jealousy between couples.
For example, we found examples of men relying on neigh-
bours as allies in controlling their partners movements,
and as sources of evidence to ‘confirm’ their infidelity,
leading to relational conflict and/or IPV. While third par-
ties can cause relational harm, there is also evidence they
can be leveraged to mediate conflict and promote peace
and positive norms. For example, the Bell Bajao cam-
paign in India encourages community members to ring
a neighbour’s doorbell if they suspect violence [40]. This
successful campaign increased bystander intervention,
decreased community acceptance of IPV, and reduced
stigma around experiencing violence, which promoted
women’s help-seeking behaviours [40]. Thus, findings
from the current study highlight the importance of work-
ing not only with couples, but also community members
as they can play a major role in driving, or potentially
mitigating violence and shifting broader norms related to
such violence.
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Targeting the relational level

Violence prevention programming could also help par-
ticipants explicitly reflect on the ways jealousy and sus-
pected (or actual) infidelity can be a risk factor for IPV
and counter the harmful belief that jealousy is synony-
mous with love. For instance, the Indashyikirwa couples
curriculum has a dedicated session on identifying the
causes and consequences of jealousy and suspected (or
actual) infidelity, highlighting how they are key IPV risk
factors, and encouraging trust between couples through
improved communication and honesty [8]. Towards the
same goals, the SASA! and Indashyikirwa programmes
also supported skill development such as communica-
tion and critical reflection to manage conflict, including
around jealousy [8].

Targeting the individual level
Women’s economic empowerment interventions must
carefully monitor and mitigate potential unintentional
effects such as increasing IPV risk due to partner jealousy
and suspicion of infidelity. This supports other research
which has found that male partners may disapprove of
or feel threatened by their spouse’s access to income,
which can lead to backlash through physical, sexual, psy-
chological or economic violence including controlling
behaviours [41], particularly in settings where women’s
economic participation is non-normative [42]. Our find-
ings are in line with a recent review that identified rea-
sons some men react negatively to women’s economic
empowerment interventions, including feeling shame
and loss of identity around being ‘replaced’ as the fam-
ily’s primary financial provider, and fear that working
will expose women to other romantic interests [43]. The
literature also speaks to the importance of violence pre-
vention programming shifting inequitable norms rein-
forcing men as the sole or primary financial provider, and
emphasising the benefits of shared household roles [44].
Moreover, consistent with the existing literature [45],
our results highlight the negative impacts that harmful
alcohol use can have on relationships and the risk of IPV,
by exacerbating the likelihood of experiencing jealousy
or for men to react to suspected infidelity with violence.
These findings align with a recent conceptual framework
identifying the pathways between harmful alcohol use
and IPV, which denotes how situational triggers includ-
ing suspected or real infidelity, can lead to violence in
the context of excessive drinking [46]. A systematic
review examining the effectiveness of alcohol interven-
tions combined with IPV programming found that while
population- and community-level policies related to
pricing, taxation, and regulations on the hours of alco-
hol sales and alcohol outlet density can be beneficial, the
most effective programming worked with individuals
[47]. Most of the alcohol and IPV prevention research,
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however, has been conducted in the United States, and
more research in low- and middle- income countries is
needed to determine whether these programmes can be
effective across these different populations and contexts.
Additionally, longer-term studies are needed to exam-
ine whether changes in alcohol and associated IPV are
sustained.

Recommendations for measurement

Quantitative

We recommend including measures of jealousy in IPV
programming evaluations. Our findings support research
linking jealousy with psychological IPV and controlling
behaviours (e.g. [4]), but highlights the need to tease out
emotional experiences of jealousy from these harmful
behaviours in measurement tools, including the CTS2.
The mid-range theories resulting from this meta-syn-
thesis provide a good starting point to support enhanced
measurement of jealousy in relation to IPV, as it high-
lights different experiences that may lead to jealousy and
begins to disentangle jealousy from other related emo-
tions such as fear or shame. As jealousy is a universal
experience, the scale could be adapted for multiple con-
texts, but it is essential that translations are done care-
fully as words such as “unfaithful” are value-laden, and
biased translations could distort the intended tone and
meaning, affecting measurement validity and reliability.

Qualitative

More research is needed to determine the best way to ask
about jealousy in qualitative research, so that questions
are framed neutrally. As a starting point, we recommend
asking about “sex outside of the relationship” rather than
infidelity or unfaithfulness, which can promote stigma
and have moral and religious connotations. Asking only
about sexual activity, however, is insufficient as jealousy
can be more subtle, arising from a suspected attraction.
The tone with which questions are asked is also impor-
tant; in the study conducted in Ethiopia participants were
asked about their feelings towards their partners talking
or spending time with other women. In doing so, how-
ever, the authors had to be careful not to perpetuate
harmful attitudes towards co-wives or incite jealousy.
Reflexivity is also essential when conducting jealousy
research, and researchers must reflect on personal expe-
riences, perceptions and feelings towards infidelity to
mitigate potential bias [48].

Recommendations for research topics

Firstly, future research on women’s reactions to expe-
riencing jealousy are needed, as well as on com-
paring how jealousy and IPV manifest in different
monogamous and non-monogamous relationships. Addi-
tionally, little is known about jealousy and IPV among
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displaced populations in humanitarian settings, and
learning more is important as displacement contributes
to changes in gender norms, marital and family struc-
tures and other jealousy-related risk factors for IPV, such
as substance use and poverty [49, 50]. Given the strong
gendered component of jealousy and IPV, additional
investigation is also needed into how these dynamics
manifest in queer and non-binary relationships and are
related to IPV perpetrated against men.

Another area for future work could be on the link
between anticipatory violence and reproductive coer-
cion, as some men (or their families, or healthcare work-
ers) may block their partner’s access to contraception for
fear this would allow her to have sex with other people
without consequences. Additionally, romantic jealousy
may play a prominent role in driving the burgeoning
rise of technology facilitated violence [51], particularly
among young adults [52], and more research exploring
the unique mechanisms and pathways from jealousy and
infidelity to digital forms of IPV are needed. Finally, only
one study included in this meta-synthesis explored jeal-
ousy from before relationships began, to after they ended.
This temporal component is important as it is well estab-
lished that violent incidents increase during or imme-
diately after break-ups, and this is also when femicide
is most likely to occur [53]. The literature is also sparse
on the period of relationship formation, when feelings of
possessiveness driving jealousy and jealousy-related vio-
lence typically begin.

Strengths and limitations

We only sampled five studies produced by the Collabo-
ration for this meta-synthesis, and thus our sample was
relatively homogenous, and focused on jealousy, infidel-
ity and IPV in cisgendered, heterosexual relationships
in low- and middle-income countries. Moreover, only
one included study was conducted outside of Africa, and
only one was conducted with participants in polygynous
relationships, which likely have different norms in that
impact the pathways between jealousy, infidelity and IPV.
Nonetheless, our meta-synthesis with this limited num-
ber of articles remains valuable, especially for exploring
complex qualitative phenomena, and since the existing
research is sparse. In addition, the perspectives of men
were included in all studies, which is often lacking within
the field. Moreover, all our third-order constructs, and all
but two of our second-order constructs were supported
by evidence from both women and men. While it was not
possible to disentangle the perspectives of women and
men in our synthesis, the inclusion of men’s perspectives
in forming the conclusions of the original studies gener-
ates a more comprehensive and nuanced understanding
of the dynamics at play regarding jealousy, infidelity and
IPV against women.
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There is a lack of consensus on whether to conduct
quality assessments for a meta-synthesis [25]. Some
researchers argue that quality appraisal improves synthe-
sis rigour [54], however, this premise is not compatible
with our social constructivist epistemology. Others point
to the lack of valid and reliable quality criteria for qualita-
tive studies [55], and thus subjectivity in assessing quali-
tative research quality [31]. The latter was of particular
concern for this study, as the authors were also authors
of the included papers. Authors remained reflective
throughout the analysis and writing process to mitigate
the risk of bias, and to ensure sole interpretation of sec-
ond-order constructs in the included studies, rather than
first-order constructs from the data. Including authors
of the original studies also helped to maintain the mean-
ings of the original studies, and appreciate the different
contexts for participants [26]. This resulted in a rich and
detailed synthesis of the evidence, offering important
recommendations for future programming and research
to prevent IPV.

Conclusions

Jealousy and (suspicions of) infidelity are consistently
identified as significant risk factors for IPV against
women. This qualitative meta-synthesis enhances our
understanding of the mechanisms and pathways linking
these factors to IPV, offering improved conceptual clarity
around the dynamics of jealousy and its association with
violence. We identified five mid-range theories situated
across the socio-ecological model, which provide action-
able insights and highlight critical areas for future inter-
vention efforts. Our findings underscore the pivotal role
of gendered power hierarchies in shaping expressions of
jealousy and its potential escalation to violence. These
hierarchies influence who is socially “allowed” to experi-
ence and act on jealousy and perpetuate harmful dynam-
ics within relationships. Addressing jealousy as a driver
of IPV requires a dual focus: incorporating it in interven-
tions to prevent its negative impact within relationships,
while simultaneously challenging and dismantling the
broader patriarchal norms and power imbalances under-
pinning these dynamics, to support safer and more gen-
der equitable relationships and communities.
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