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ABSTRACT
Male romantic jealousy is a commonly cited driver of intimate
partner violence (IPV) against women. An in-depth, contextualised
understanding of the pathways and mechanisms from jealousy to
intimate partner violence is however needed to inform pro-
grammes and interventions. We triangulated data from 48 inter-
views, eight focus groups and 1216 survey findings from low-
income married women and men in northern Ecuador. Male jeal-
ousy was associated with controlling behaviours (aOR: 14.47, 95%
CI: 9.47, 22.12) and sexual intimate partner violence (aOR: 2.4,
95% CI: 1.12, 5.12). Controlling behaviours were associated with
physical and sexual intimate partner violence (aOR: 2.16, 95% CI:
1.21, 3.84). Qualitatively we found that most respondents framed
jealousy within a discourse of love, and three triggers of male
jealousy leading to intimate partner violence were identified: (1)
community gossip, which acted as a mechanism of community
control over women’s movements and sexuality; (2) women join-
ing the labour force, which was quantitatively associated with
intimate partner violence and partially mediated by jealousy; and
(3) women’s refusal to have sex, which could lead husbands to
coerce sex through accusations of infidelity. Gender-transforma-
tive interventions at the individual, couple and community level
providing models of alternative masculinities and femininities
may offer promise in reducing intimate partner violence in
Ecuador. Importantly, future economic empowerment interven-
tions should address jealousy to mitigate potential intimate part-
ner violence backlash.

ARTICLE HISTORY
Received 8 June 2021
Accepted 15 January 2022

KEYWORDS
Intimate partner violence;
gender norms; romantic
jealousy; infidelity; Ecuador

Introduction

Intimate partner violence (IPV) is a major and persistent public health and human
rights issue with an estimated one-third of women worldwide experiencing it during
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their lifetime (WHO 2021). This study investigated intimate partner violence within the
context of marriage; intimate partner violence being defined as any behaviour ‘that
causes physical, sexual or psychological harm’ (WHO 2021).

Psychological harm can include controlling behaviours, such as isolating a person
from friends and family, or monitoring their movements (WHO 2021), and economic
intimate partner violence, a form of controlling behaviour in which one limits a part-
ner’s ability to lead an economically productive life (e.g. by restricting their employ-
ment or education) (Gibbs, Dunkle, and Jewkes 2018). Intimate partner violence can
have a variety of short-, mid- and long-term health and social consequences, in the
most severe cases resulting in homicide and increased risk of suicide attempts (WHO
(World Health Organization) 2021). Intimate partner violence can be perpetrated
against both men and women, but throughout this study our focus is on intimate
partner violence perpetrated by men against women.

In Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC), where traditional gender norms are per-
vasive, romantic jealousy is often cited as a risk factor for intimate partner violence
(Bott et al. 2012). Little empirical research in the region, however, has thoroughly
explored the pathways and mechanisms by which romantic jealousy leads to intimate
partner violence. To gain this deeper understanding and inform programmes and
interventions we conducted a sequential, exploratory, mixed-methods secondary ana-
lysis of data from low-income Colombian and Ecuadorian men and women living in
northern Ecuador.

Intimate partner violence and gender norms in LAC

An estimated one-quarter of women in LAC will experience intimate partner violence
during their lifetime, with a higher estimate for women living in rural areas (WHO
2021). Of women over 15 years of age in Ecuador, 25% experience physical intimate
partner violence, 8% sexual intimate partner violence, 41% psychological intimate part-
ner violence and 15% economic intimate partner violence, in their lifetime (INEC
2019). In 2018, Ecuador passed the Comprehensive Organic Law to Prevent and
Eradicate Violence against Women, aiming to eradicate violence against women by
raising awareness of the problem and increasing protection and reparations for
women who have experienced violence (Government of Ecuador 2018). Legal efforts
to delegitimise violent behaviours, however, are not sufficient to end culturally
engrained practices, and throughout LAC adherence to traditional gender norms and
hegemonic masculinities (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005) has consistently been
associated with intimate partner violence perpetration (e.g. Boyce et al. 2016; Lennon
et al. 2021).

LAC scholars describe the prevalent expression of hegemonic masculinity as mach-
ismo. Narratives from the late 1950s portrayed machistas as philandering, authoritarian,
oppressive, aggressive men who view women as possessions to be dictated to and
controlled (Fuller 2012). Initial revisionist interpretations framed these negative traits
alongside chivalry, bravery, strength and honour to portray a ‘benevolent sexism’
(Goicolea, Coe, and Ohman 2014). Today hypermasculine machismo has become a
caricature that reflects masculine insecurity (Fuller 2012), particularly among young
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LAC adults (Goicolea, Coe, and Ohman 2014). Sexual prowess, however, still plays a
central role in men’s understanding of what it means to be a ‘proper’ man and can be
a key component of male bonding and group acceptance (Buller 2010; Flood 2008).
The extent to which local gender norms construct masculinities in line with machismo
or offer alternative masculinities has important implications for intimate partner vio-
lence by affecting the degree to which violence is condoned.

Closely aligned with machismo is the feminine equivalent marianismo which draws
on religious roots of the Virgin Mary to frame Latina women as morally and spiritually
superior to men (Agoff, Herrera, and Castro 2007). Castillo et al. (2010) conceptualise
marianismo as comprising five pillars whereby women should be: (1) the source of
strength and happiness for their families; (2) virgins until marriage and faithful to their
husbands; (3) respectful of traditional, hierarchal, gendered power differentials; (4)
silent to maintain conflict-free relationships; and (5) responsible for the spiritual
growth and religious practice of their families. The extent to which local femininities
are constructed in accordance with marianismo may play a critical role in women’s
experiences of partner jealousy and intimate partner violence by affecting how
impacted they are by accusations of infidelity (pillar 2), how hierarchical they believe
their relationship with their husband should be (pillar 3) and whether they are
expected to maintain family harmony even in the context of violence (pillar 4).

Romantic jealousy and intimate partner violence

White (1981) defines romantic jealousy 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. These threats are generated by the perception of a real or potential
attraction between the partner and a (perhaps imaginary) rival’ (p. 24). The emotions
that make up romantic jealousy and the reactions considered appropriate in response
to it may differ cross-culturally (Salovey 1991). Low levels of romantic jealousy have
been found to protect a relationship (White 1981), while higher levels have been associ-
ated with lower relationship quality and satisfaction (Barelds and Barelds-Dijkstra 2007)
and unidirectional and bidirectional intimate partner violence (Pichon et al. 2020). In a
recent global systematic review, Pichon and colleagues (2020) identified six pathways
from romantic jealousy to intimate partner violence and three underlying mechanisms:
(1) threatened masculinities, (2) threatened femininities, and (3) patriarchal beliefs; sug-
gesting that gender norms play a major role in perpetuating intimate partner violence.
Only four of the 51 studies included in the systematic review, however, were conducted
in LAC indicating more research within the region is needed.

In studies exploring risk factors of intimate partner violence in LAC romantic jealousy
features prominently and is often cited as the second most common trigger of perpetra-
tion after alcohol (Bott et al. 2012). In Ecuador, 29.9% of respondents in a national sur-
vey thought ‘wife-beating’ was acceptable in cases of actual or suspected infidelity (Bott
et al. 2012). Despite being commonly cited as a trigger of, and justification for intimate
partner violence in LAC, the pathways and mechanisms from romantic jealousy to intim-
ate partner violence are understudied and underutilised in programmes and interven-
tions. For programmes and interventions to effectively target romantic jealousy leading
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to intimate partner violence, we must first gain a better understanding of what triggers
romantic jealousy, what are common reactions to romantic jealousy, and why romantic
jealousy so often results in intimate partner violence. This study aims to begin to fill
these gaps by answering the following research questions: (1) what is the association
between romantic jealousy and different forms of intimate partner violence in Ecuador;
and (2) what are the pathways and mechanisms from romantic jealousy to different
forms of intimate partner violence in Ecuador?

Methods

Settings

Ecuador is a predominantly Roman Catholic country and maintains a largely patriarchal
society (UN Women 2021). Data for this study were collected in seven urban areas of
the Sucumb�ıos and Carchi provinces in northern Ecuador. Sucumb�ıos is in the Amazon
region while the Andes Mountains traverse the majority of Carchi. Due to cross-border
drug and human trafficking, Sucumb�ıos and Carchi have some of the highest homicide
rates in the country (Conway 2013). These provinces are also among the poorest and
have a heavy influx of refugees from bordering Colombia (UNHCR 2020). Colombian
refugee women living in Ecuador face many personal, social and structural challenges
that compound their risk of experiencing intimate partner violence including financial
stress, no fixed residence, previous experiences of violence, social isolation, lack of
legal documentation and restricted mobility (Hynes et al. 2016; Keating, Treves-Kagan,
and Buller 2021).

Study design

We conducted a secondary analysis of data from a six-month randomised controlled
trial (RCT) of a World Food Programme cash transfer and food assistance intervention.
The programme successfully increased food security and social cohesion and
decreased intimate partner violence (Hidrobo et al. 2012; Hidrobo et al. 2014). To
explore how increased cash and food security influenced household dynamics, a two-
phase, mixed-methods study was carried out. The quantitative sample included 148
clusters; randomisation was stratified at the province level. A selected group of
low-income households in each cluster were administered a paper survey prior to
intervention start (March-April 2011) and approximately seven months later (October-
November 2011).

The final sample with baseline and follow-up data on intimate partner violence con-
sisted of 1216 women ages 15-69 years that were in the same partnership at time 1
and time 2. The mean age of the quantitative sample was 35 years for women and
39 years for their partners. Approximately two-thirds of participants were Ecuadorian
and one-third Colombian. For most, their highest level of education was primary
school or lower, and about one-third of women reported participating in the labour
force at time 1. Partners were educated at a similar level to their wives and almost all
participated in the labour force (Table 1) (for more information see Hidrobo et al.
2012; Hidrobo et al. 2014).
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Qualitative phase participants were purposively sampled according to whether their
experiences of intimate partner violence increased or decreased during the interven-
tion. Individuals who did not participate were included as controls. The fieldwork was
conducted 21months after the intervention (see online supplemental Appendix 1 for a
timeline). Forty-eight in-depth interviews (IDIs) with women and eight focus group dis-
cussions (FGDs) with a total of 52 participants were carried out, half in each province.
In Sucumb�ıos, 20 individuals participated in FGDs and groups ranged from three to
six. In Carchi, 32 participated in FGDs and groups ranged from five to nine. FGDs were
conducted with women and men from the intervention arm, husbands of women
from the intervention arm and men from the control group (the perspectives of
women in the control group were captured in IDIs) (Table 2). The total qualitative
sample included 100 participants, 16-66 years old. Included men and women were not
in relationships with one another.

Two Ecuadorian women who had previously interviewed people experiencing dis-
advantage in the region conducted the IDIs. The principal investigator (AMB) who is a
native Spanish speaker with extensive experience interviewing men about violence
conducted the FGDs. Topic guides covered: (1) background and social networks; (2)
intra-household dynamics; (3) experience and views of the intervention; (4) attitudes
towards and experiences of intimate partner violence; and (5) women’s empowerment.
Audio files lasted approximately one-hour and were transcribed verbatim in Spanish
(see Buller et al. 2016).

Table 1. Household characteristics of a sample of low-income Ecuadorian and Colombian refugees
at time 1, age 15–69, in partnership, living in northern Ecuador (n¼ 1216).

n %

Female Participant
Age (mean years) 35.02
Number of children (mean) 1.74

Nationality1

Ecuadorian 782 64.68
Colombian 434 35.69

Highest education level
Primary or less 750 61.68
Secondary or higher 466 38.32

Female headed households 27 2.22
Female labour force participation2 394 32.40
Left the labour force 135 11.10
Joined the labour force 178 14.64

Male Partner
Age (mean years) 38.82

Highest education level
Primary or less 755 62.09
Secondary or higher 461 37.91

Male labour force participation2 1170 96.22
1Due to the small number of female participants reporting Ecuadorian-Colombian nationality, those participants
were included as Ecuadorians; the small number of participants reporting ‘other’ as their nationality were included
as Colombians.
2Participants were categorised as participating in the labour force if they responded ‘yes’ to any of the following
questions: In the last six months have you (1) farmed your own land; (2) worked in an agricultural position for pay;
(3) worked in a non-agricultural position for pay; or (4) worked on non-agricultural activities, on your own, such as a
small business.
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Secondary analyses

The study took the form of a sequential, exploratory, secondary analysis of the data
from the RCT and qualitative follow-up. Three researchers (including AMB who led the
original qualitative study) conducted a thematic analysis of qualitative data from
Sucumb�ıos (CC and AMB) and Carchi (MP and AMB) using constant comparative
method supported by NVivo 12. Following an initial scoping of the transcripts,
researchers returned to the literature to identify key deductive themes which formed
the basis of initial codes (e.g. Boyce et al. 2016). During this process, researchers
explored key study elements – local gender norms, romantic jealousy and intimate
partner violence – to understand how they related to one another. As the researchers
read transcripts they allowed new codes to develop inductively from the data such as
‘family disapproval of wife’ and ‘neighbourhood gossip’ as triggers of romantic jeal-
ousy leading to intimate partner violence. They continually refined codes, adding
detail and nuance to child codes and then grouping them into bigger themes under
parent codes such as ‘community gossip about female infidelity’. As the coding tree
developed, they revisited transcripts for additional evidence of support or challenges
to coding decisions.

Once the qualitative data had been analysed another researcher (STK) mapped the
qualitative findings onto the quantitative dataset using available, relevant quantitative
indicators to determine if there were similar trends in the quantitative data (see online
supplemental Appendix 2 for a comparison between qualitative and quantitative
results). The outcome variables assessed physical and sexual intimate partner violence
in the last six months (at time 2) using the WHO Violence Against Women Instrument.
Independent variables of interest included partner romantic jealousy and controlling
behaviours (see Table 3 for more details) and were measured at time 1 to establish
temporality between the behaviours.

Adjusted odds ratios (aOR) with standard errors robust to non-independence were
calculated to examine the relationship between romantic jealousy and controlling
behaviours at time 1, and physical and sexual intimate partner violence at time 2.
Guided by qualitative results, an analysis was then conducted to test if romantic jeal-
ousy acts as a mediator of the relationship between women joining the labour force
and physical and sexual intimate partner violence. We identified direct and indirect
effects, accounting for clustering of data, and using bootstrapping to compute stand-
ard errors to assess the significance of the mediated effect (Figure 3). All models con-
trolled for age, nationality, education, treatment assignment, province, number of

Table 2. Characteristics of focus group discussions (FGDs) (n¼ 52).
FGD Number Location Participant Sex Number of Participants RCT Arm

1 Sucumb�ıos Female 6 Beneficiaries
2 Sucumb�ıos Male 6 Beneficiaries
3 Sucumb�ıos Male 5 Husbands of female beneficiaries
4 Sucumb�ıos Male 3 Control group
5 Carchi Female 9 Beneficiaries
6 Carchi Male 9 Beneficiaries
7 Carchi Male 9 Husbands of female beneficiaries
8 Carchi Male 5 Control group
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children and physical and sexual intimate partner violence at time 1. The triangulated
mixed-methods results were then interpreted together by the whole team, allowing
for enhanced insights into the research question (Figure 1).

Table 3. Experience of romantic jealousy, controlling behaviours and recent intimate partner vio-
lence in a sample of partnered women, age 15-69, living in northern Ecuador (n¼ 1216).

Time 1 Time 2

n % n %

Partner romantic jealousy – Accused woman of infidelity 130 10.69 154 12.66

Controlling behaviours – Partner limited contact with friends or family 135 11.10 144 11.84

Any physical and/or sexual IPV in the last six months 194 15.95 194 15.95
Pushed, shook or threw something at you 147 12.09 129 10.61
Slapped you or twisted your arm 88 7.24 96 7.89
Hit you with a fist or something that could hurt you 74 6.09 82 6.74
Kicked or dragged you 43 3.54 63 5.18
Tried to strangle or burn you 9 0.74 31 2.55
Attacked you with a knife, gun or other type of weapon 3 0.25 15 1.23
Threatened you with a knife, gun or other type of weapon 11 0.90 9 0.74
Used physical force to force you to have sex 33 2.71 44 3.62
Forced you to perform sexual acts that you did not want to do 25 2.06 31 2.55

Figure 1. Data collection (2011–2013) and sequential, exploratory, mixed-methods secondary data
analysis (2019–2021).
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Ethical considerations

All participants provided written informed consent. All women were provided with
contact information for local support services regardless of whether they reported
experiencing violence. Review board approval for the RCT was obtained from the
International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI) and the in-country data collection
partner Centro de Estudios de Poblaci�on y Desarrollo Social. The qualitative follow-up
received ethical approval from IFPRI and the London School of Hygiene & Tropical
Medicine (LSHTM). The qualitative component of the secondary analysis obtained add-
itional ethical approval from LSHTM (Ref: 17859).

Results

We begin by presenting our findings on the prevalence’s of romantic jealousy and
intimate partner violence, and the mixed-methods associations between them. We
then present the three common triggers of romantic jealousy leading to intimate part-
ner violence that arose from our qualitative data, and the quantitative findings that tri-
angulate them.

Prevalence of romantic jealousy and intimate partner violence

Male romantic jealousy was identified in almost all IDIs and FGDs as a major factor
leading to intimate partner violence despite not being explicitly covered in the topic
guides. Quantitatively, approximately 11% of female participants reported partner
romantic jealousy at time 1; a similar number had experienced controlling behaviours
at time 1. At time 2, 16% reported recent physical or sexual intimate partner violence
(Table 3).

Mixed-method associations between romantic and intimate partner violence

Qualitatively, most participants referred to romantic jealousy as desirable in a relation-
ship and thought that if a woman’s husband was not jealous he did not love her. For
example, when describing her neighbours one woman said: ‘Her husband sends her
to dance with her girlfriends and he does not get jealous [… ], [about this] my hus-
band says, he does not love her, that is why he does not get jealous’ (37-year-old
woman, IDI, Sucumb�ıos). This perception of male romantic jealousy as a manifestation
of love meant it was socially tolerated, and men used this acceptability often to exert
control over their wife’s behaviours.

Although most participants viewed jealousy as a manifestation of love, some
younger women had mixed feelings or rejected this notion completely. For example,
one woman said: ‘You know, they say it [jealousy] is love, but it is not love, it is like a
sickness’ (25-year-old woman, FGD 5, Carchi). There was also evidence of some vari-
ation in beliefs about the acceptability of controlling women’s behaviours. For
example, when asked to describe a situation when she felt physically threatened by
her partner, a woman responded: ‘He didn’t want me to go out with my friends. I said
to him, you can’t prohibit me, we are together yes, but that doesn’t mean that I am
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your house slave’ (18-year-old woman, IDI, Sucumb�ıos). Here, the participant clearly
rejects traditional gender roles and emphasises the importance of women’s freedom
of movement, despite feeling unsafe doing so.

In contrast to jealousy, infidelity was described as signifying the absence of love and
being very distressing for the faithful partner. One participant saying she would rather
‘be beaten up’ than cheated on and describing infidelity as the ultimate ‘betrayal’ and
‘the hardest’ ‘most ugly’ thing a person could endure (25-year-old woman, IDI, Carchi).
Most participants reported that physical violence was never justified in a relationship,
but many made exceptions in cases of infidelity. For example, a woman reflected: ‘in
the moment of rage [after being cheated on] the person isn’t thinking’ (30-year-old
woman, IDI, Carchi). The colloquial term for female infidelity, poner los cuernos or
‘putting the horns [on his head]’ foregrounds the unknowing partner, while the horns
symbolise the infidelity that all (other than the ridiculed, faithful partner) can see. There
was a prevailing belief that women were unfaithful because they weren’t sexually satis-
fied. Thus, men were humiliated by partner infidelity and sometimes used threats of vio-
lence to try to prevent it, as illustrated in the following extract:

He says that if he sees me with someone else, [… ] then he’ll cut off my bum, or my
breast… I never know if he’s being serious or joking [… ] Sometimes when he sees a
woman putting the horns [cheating] on her husband he reiterates to me, he says it again.
(40-year-old woman, IDI, Sucumb�ıos)

Men were described as machistas when the control they exerted over their wife
was considered extreme, but the line between socially acceptable and unacceptable
control was not always clear and men experienced a tension between fulfilling gender
roles and avoiding the negative machista label. For example, when asked who made
the decisions in his household, one man responded: ‘In my case it’s always me. The
man is the one who makes the decisions [… ] But, of course I don’t want to say with
this that I’m machista’ (33-year-old man, FGD 2, Sucumb�ıos). This suggests that level
of control was not the distinguishing factor between socially sanctioned male roles
and machismo. Instead, the evidence points to the difference being in how men
enforce this control and how they relate to women. Men who told their wives how
they should behave and why, were perceived favourably by participants, while machis-
tas were described as hot-tempered and violent men who were desperate to prove
their manliness. For example, a participant described machistas as men who believe ‘if
they hit a woman then they are more of a man’ (36-year-old woman, IDI, Sucumb�ıos).
Machismo was usually associated with older men, and there was a prevailing narrative
that machistas were from a disappearing generation.

Women’s gendered identities centred on maintaining their virginity until marriage
and being a faithful wife. Femininities were linked to being hyposexual (in contrast to
men’s hypersexuality) and women were expected to be sexually satisfied by their hus-
bands and not tempted by other men. Local gender norms differed depending on a
woman’s marital status. Female participants stated that before marriage they could
dress in revealing clothing, talk loudly with friends and work outside the home. After
marriage, however, women’s faced stricter societal constrains, their identities became
linked to their husbands and her behaviours could have implications on his social sta-
tus. Men on the other hand were expected to secure their role as household overseer
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and failure to do so granted social sanctioning. For example, a man whose wife was
considered to yield too much power in the relationship might be described mockingly:
‘Sometimes the woman also gives orders in the house [… ] For that we call them [a]
mandarina, because the woman is doing the man’s thing so that’s where the criticisms
comes’ (33-year-old man, FGD 2, Sucumb�ıos).

Quantitatively we found a high co-occurrence of romantic jealousy and controlling
behaviours. Compared to women who did not experience partner romantic jealousy,
women who did experience it had 14 times the odds of also experiencing controlling
behaviours (at time 1) (aOR: 14.47, 95% CI: 9.47, 22.12; p< 0.001). Women who
reported controlling behaviours by their partner also had significantly higher odds of
experiencing sexual intimate partner violence (aOR: 3.84, 95% CI: 1.21, 3.84) and com-
bined physical and sexual intimate partner violence (at time 2) (aOR: 2.16, 95% CI:
1.21, 3.84). We found additional, significant associations between romantic jealousy,
controlling behaviours and physical and sexual intimate partner violence that are fur-
ther described below (Table 4).

Common triggers of romantic jealousy leading to intimate partner violence

Three common triggers of romantic jealousy leading to physical, economic and sexual
intimate partner violence were evident in the qualitative data: (1) community gossip
about female infidelity, (2) female participation in the labour force, and (3) a wife’s
refusal to have sex. All triggers were exacerbated by male alcohol consumption and
partially triangulated by quantitative findings (Figure 2).

Community gossip about female infidelity
Almost all participants said that they lived in constant fear that their family or neigh-
bours would gossip about them. They reported that actions deviating from traditional
gender roles could result in them becoming the subject of gossip. Moreover among
men, reacting to rumours of female infidelity could be perceived as a lack of manli-
ness. Thus, men were pressured to respond to gossip quickly to maintain their social
status and this sometimes took the form of physical intimate partner violence, espe-
cially if they had been consuming alcohol. For example, one participant shared an
experience that had occurred after her husband heard gossip that her unborn child
was not his: ‘He went to drink [alcohol… ] He became more angry and I hid in the
closet [… ] then he managed to hit me in the face’ (37-year-old woman, IDI, Carchi).

Table 4. Adjusted odds ratios of male romantic jealousy and controlling behaviours (time 1) and
physical and sexual intimate partner violence (time 2) (n¼ 1216).

Controlling
behaviours (n¼ 135)

Physical IPV
only (n¼ 181)

Sexual IPV
only (n¼ 53)

Combined physical
and sexual
IPV (n¼ 194)

Male romantic jealousy aOR 14.47��,
(9.47, 22.12)

aOR 1.58,
(0.94, 2.64)

aOR 2.40�,
(1.12, 5.12)

aOR 1.57,
(0.99, 2.47)

Controlling behaviours aOR 2.29�,
(1.31, 3.99)

aOR 3.84�,
(1.21, 3.84)

aOR 2.16�,
(1.21, 3.84)

Significance � <0.05, �� <0.01
Adjusted odds ratio, standard errors robust to non-independence; controlled for age, nationality, education, treat-
ment assignment, province, number of children and intimate partner violence at time 1.
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For women, a rumour that she had a sexual affair was a direct threat to her femin-
inity and unfaithful women were stigmatised. Some women described adjusting their
behaviours to protect against gossip. For example, one woman stopped leaving the
house without her husband: ‘You know, if I go to the neighbours then they start with
their gossip… so I don’t go out’ (33-year-old woman, IDI, Sucumb�ıos). Hence, gossip
functioned as a mechanism of community control of women’s movements
and sexuality.

No quantitative data were collected on community gossip about female infidelity,
but there was partial quantitative evidence to support this pathway as controlling
behaviours (at time 1) was significantly associated with physical intimate partner vio-
lence (at time 2) (aOR: 2.29, 95% CI: 1.31, 3.99) (Table 4).

Female participation in the labour force
Many women reported that their husband did not allow them to work outside of the
home because they were jealous (a form of economic intimate partner violence). One
woman explained, ‘He doesn’t want me to go… I tell him that I will go to the cafe-
teria to work, [and he says] that I have my lovers at the cafeteria’ (22-year-old woman,
IDI, Sucumb�ıos). When women did work, returning home later than expected or gossip
(trigger 1) about interactions with male colleagues could spark violence.

I was over there working in the coca company… they called [my husband]… [and said]
that I was with another [man]… he came [to my workplace]… and punched me in the
face, I remember that half of my eye turned red. (18-year-old woman, IDI, Sucumb�ıos)

Quantitatively, we found that women’s entry into the labour force between time 1
and time 2 was marginally associated with higher odds of partner romantic jealousy
(aOR: 1.51, 95% CI: 0.98, 2.32), and partner romantic jealousy was marginally associated
with higher odds of physical and sexual intimate partner violence (aOR: 1.57, 95% CI:
0.99, 2.47). These approached but did not attain statistical significance at the 0.05
level. Partner romantic jealousy partially mediated the relationship between women
joining the labour force and physical or sexual intimate partner violence, and also
approached but did not attain statistical significance at the 0.05 level (Indirect effect:
aOR: 1.17, 95% CI: 0.99, 1.39) (Figure 3).

Figure 3. Romantic jealousy partially mediated the relationship between women joining the labour
force and physical or sexual intimate partner violence.
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A wife’s refusal to have sex
Many women described how they were expected to be sexually available to their hus-
bands, and if they did not want to have sex there had to be a health-related reason
to explain their refusal:

If I’m tired and he wants to [have sex] then [… ] he might think that ‘aha you have
another [lover], that’s why you don’t want to sleep with me, obviously!’ That’s happened
many times, but you need to speak and explain that you’re ill or something hurts, or
you’re not feeling well and then he’ll understand. (46-year-old woman, FGD 1, Sucumb�ıos)

Participants reported that physically forcing one’s wife to have sex was considered
machista and socially unacceptable although some women reported it occurring, espe-
cially after their husband had been consuming alcohol. Many women reported that if
they refused sex then their partner would accuse them of infidelity, thereby coercing
sex while avoiding the machista label. For example, a woman explained:

Sometimes I’m sleeping and I tell him I don’t want to [have sex with him] because I’m
tired. He says I must have a lover, all sorts of things. So to let me sleep, to stop annoying
me, I have sex with him. (40-year-old woman, IDI, Sucumb�ıos)

No quantitative data were collected on female sexual refusal, but there was partial
quantitative evidence to support this pathway as partner romantic jealousy (measured
as accusations of infidelity at time 1) was significantly associated with experiencing
sexual intimate partner violence (at time 2) (aOR: 2.40, 95% CI: 1.12, 5.12) (Table 4).

Discussion

We found that male romantic jealousy is a barrier to partnered women’s safety, and
social and economic independence. Traditional masculinities and femininities, and cul-
tural and gender norms laid the foundation for the relationship between romantic
jealousy and intimate partner violence against women.

In line with other literature from LAC, we documented that gender norms in north-
ern Ecuador are changing as illustrated by the rejection of the machista label and
moving away from the pillars of marianismo (Boyce et al. 2016; Fuller 2012), but many
of the beliefs and attitudes associated with machismo and marianismo that facilitate
the pathway from romantic jealousy to intimate partner violence prevail. Hence, our
results suggest that in Ecuador structural, community-based interventions may be
needed to provide positive role models of alternative masculinities (e.g. that focus on
equitable household decision making and responsibilities) (Bourey et al. 2015; Casey
et al. 2018), and that aim to address specific authoritarian behaviours directly (e.g.
controlling where a woman goes or what she wears) instead of targeting the label of
machista, which is already perceived unfavourably and as unrelatable.

Programming could also provide positive role models of alternative femininities
that capitalise on emerging femininities that already coexist with marianismo but
reject male romantic jealousy and controlling behaviours (Budgeon 2014; Salazar,
Goicolea, and €Ohman 2016). These could mitigate the emotional impact of accusations
of female infidelity and increase women’s decision-making in the household and com-
munity to shift gendered power dynamics (Treves-Kagan, Maman, et al. 2020).
Challenging gender norms in environments where violence is condoned can aggravate
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intimate partner violence, particularly in the short-term (Jewkes 2002); thus, gender
synchronised interventions could work closely with men, couples and the community
– emphasising the value of positive communication and trust in relationships (e.g.
Kyegombe, Stern, and Buller 2022; Niolon et al. 2017) and increasing support for non-
violent behaviours (Treves-Kagan, Maman, et al. 2020) – to avoid a backlash of
increased intimate partner violence. Gender-transformative programming has shown
to effectively reduce intimate partner violence at the community-level (Ellsberg et al.
2015), and our findings support evidence from Nicaragua (Ellsberg et al. 2020) that
these results could be replicated in LAC.

Increasing women’s economic empowerment has been demonstrated to increase
their agency and contribute towards gender equality (Ellsberg et al. 2015), but in line
with past literature our findings suggest that women’s empowerment in the form of
joining the labour force may increase intimate partner violence (Heise and Kotsadam
2015). Our findings highlight that in Ecuador the association between women joining
the labour force and intimate partner violence is partially mediated by male romantic
jealousy, thus economic empowerment interventions could provide an opportunity to
discuss gender and male romantic jealousy to mitigate the risk of potential intimate
partner violence backlash.

As found previously in LAC, participants generally conceptualised romantic jealousy
as an overwhelming, powerful emotion that emanates from intense feelings of love
(Tronco Rosas 2018). Programmatic approaches could target individual beliefs that
romantic jealousy is synonymous with love through critical reflection and communica-
tion interventions and comprehensive sexuality and relationship education (Makleff
et al. 2020). Our findings suggest that interventions should not aim to demonise or
eliminate romantic jealousy, but instead decrease its weight and acceptability as a
mechanism of controlling behaviours (Hart and Legerstee 2010) and highlight its role
in precipitating intimate partner violence events (Kyegombe, Stern, and Buller 2022).
Interventions that dismantle love-based narratives around romantic jealousy using
mass-media could also be beneficial, as exposure has been correlated with controlling
behaviours in relationships (Aubrey et al. 2013).

Findings from this study are consistent with the four pathways identified by Pichon
and colleagues (2020): (1) Men who suspect their partner of infidelity use physical and
psychological intimate partner violence; (3) Men who anticipate partner infidelity use
controlling behaviours and economic intimate partner violence; (4) Women experience
accusations of infidelity as a form of psychological intimate partner violence; and (5)
Women who anticipate male suspicion of their own infidelity experience sexual coer-
cion. Our study highlights that in Ecuador female labour force participation is key in
triggering accusations of infidelity via pathway three. A novel addition to the earlier
review findings is the central role gossip plays in triggering pathway one, and more
research is needed to determine in which other contexts this trigger applies.

We found that privately accusations of infidelity may be used by partners to coerce
sex, while publicly accusations of infidelity made through community gossip may be
used to maintain the gendered hierarchy, controlling women’s movements and access
to employment, thereby increasing their social isolation and vulnerability to intimate
partner violence (Capaldi et al. 2012; Mayorga 2012). Hence, measurements should
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clearly indicate who made the accusation of infidelity and whether it was made pub-
licly or privately, as these represent different triggers and could have important pro-
grammatic implications.

Limitations

This study is not without its limitations. Firstly, quantitative indicators of romantic jeal-
ousy and controlling behaviours were each measured with one question, and more
sensitive, robust measures are preferable. Furthermore, the qualitative topic guides did
not include questions on gender norms, romantic jealousy and their relationship to
intimate partner violence, but for the majority of participants these topics arose natur-
ally. Data were collected in 2011 (quantitative) and 2013 (qualitative) and it is possible
that gender norms and beliefs about romantic jealously and intimate partner violence
have continued to change since then. Significant and measurable gender norms
change, however, takes a long time and given this timeframe the data is likely still
relevant and applicable to the current cultural context (Lennon et al. 2021). Lastly, the
quantitative sample is representative of low-income households in Sucumb�ıos and
Carchi, however, the triangulation of our results with mixed methods (when possible)
and the existing literature increases our confidence in its transferability to the larger
sample and Ecuadorian context.

Conclusion

Findings from this study suggest that individual, couple and community-level, gender-
transformative programming that provides role models of alternative masculinities and
femininities could be a promising approach to use in preventing intimate partner vio-
lence against women in Ecuador. More evidence is needed, however, to determine
whether these interventions are effective. Additionally, while women’s economic
empowerment has been demonstrated to contribute towards gender equality, findings
from this study suggest that women joining the labour force may increase their risk of
intimate partner violence, and this association is mediated by male romantic jealousy.
Hence, empowerment programmes that provide the opportunity to discuss gender and
male romantic jealousy could help mitigate the risk of potential intimate partner vio-
lence backlash. These and related interventions should consider the role of alcohol in
exacerbating the triggers of violence and raise couples’ awareness of the link between
patriarchal gender roles, male romantic jealousy and intimate partner violence.
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