
University of Nebraska - Lincoln
DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln

Sociology Department, Faculty Publications Sociology, Department of

2011

The Effect of Poor Parenting on Male and Female
Dating Violence Perpetration and Victimization
Kimberly A. Tyler
University of Nebraska-Lincoln, kim@ktresearch.net

Douglas A. Brownridge
University of Manitoba, Douglas_Brownridge@umanitoba.ca

Lisa A. Melander
Kansas State University, lmeland@ksu.edu

Follow this and additional works at: http://digitalcommons.unl.edu/sociologyfacpub

Part of the Sociology Commons

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Sociology, Department of at DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln. It has
been accepted for inclusion in Sociology Department, Faculty Publications by an authorized administrator of DigitalCommons@University of
Nebraska - Lincoln.

Tyler, Kimberly A.; Brownridge, Douglas A.; and Melander, Lisa A., "The Effect of Poor Parenting on Male and Female Dating
Violence Perpetration and Victimization" (2011). Sociology Department, Faculty Publications. 153.
http://digitalcommons.unl.edu/sociologyfacpub/153

http://digitalcommons.unl.edu?utm_source=digitalcommons.unl.edu%2Fsociologyfacpub%2F153&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://digitalcommons.unl.edu/sociologyfacpub?utm_source=digitalcommons.unl.edu%2Fsociologyfacpub%2F153&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://digitalcommons.unl.edu/sociology?utm_source=digitalcommons.unl.edu%2Fsociologyfacpub%2F153&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://digitalcommons.unl.edu/sociologyfacpub?utm_source=digitalcommons.unl.edu%2Fsociologyfacpub%2F153&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/416?utm_source=digitalcommons.unl.edu%2Fsociologyfacpub%2F153&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://digitalcommons.unl.edu/sociologyfacpub/153?utm_source=digitalcommons.unl.edu%2Fsociologyfacpub%2F153&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages


Published in Violence and Victims 26:2 (2011), pp. 218-230; doi: 10.1891/0886-6708.26.2.218  
Copyright © 2011 Springer Publishing Company. Used by permission. 

The Effect of Poor Parenting on  
Male and Female Dating Violence  

Perpetration and Victimization 

Kimberly A. Tyler, PhD 
University of Nebraska–Lincoln 

Douglas A. Brownridge, PhD 
University of Manitoba, Canada 

Lisa A. Melander, PhD 
Kansas State University 

Abstract 
This study examines the effects of poor parenting on dating violence perpetra-
tion and victimization among approximately 900 males and females from the Na-
tional Longitudinal Survey of Adolescent Health (Add Health). Results revealed 
that more physical abuse and low parental warmth were linked to greater sub-
stance use and higher rates of delinquency. In addition, low parental warmth, 
more neglect, and greater delinquency had positive direct effects on dating vio-
lence perpetration, whereas more physical abuse, low parental warmth, and in-
creased delinquency were all positively associated with dating violence victim-
ization. Finally, delinquency mediated the link between low parental warmth 
and dating violence perpetration and victimization. The results provide some 
support for both social learning theory and an antisocial orientation perspective. 

Keywords: child maltreatment, poor parenting, dating violence, perpetration, 
victimization 

T he victimization of intimate partners is one of the most prevalent forms of violence 
in contemporary society (Wolfe & Feiring, 2000). In the United States alone, al-
most 1.5 million women and approximately 835,000 men are physically assaulted 

and/or raped by an intimate partner each year (Tjaden & Thoennes, 2000b). Violence is 
also widespread in dating relationships, which typically includes high school or middle 
school adolescents or unmarried, noncohabiting college students (Barnett, Miller-Perrin, 
& Perrin, 2005). For example, Straus (2004) found that among 33 university samples in 17 
countries, the prevalence of physical assault perpetration among dating couples ranged 
from 17% to 45%. The effects of these experiences may last much longer than the initial vi-
olent experience and may result in poor mental health outcomes, such as depression and 
low self-esteem (Anderson, 2002; DeMaris & Kaukinen, 2005). 

Various theoretical perspectives have been used to understand how negative child-
hood and adolescent experiences are linked to young adult relationship violence. Social 
learning theory (Bandura, 1977), which posits that childhood exposure to violence in the 
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family of origin will lead to an increased likelihood of perpetrating and experiencing vi-
olence in intimate relationships, provides theoretical rationale for the intergenerational 
transmission of violence explanation (Stith et al., 2000). The intergenerational transmis-
sion framework, however, has been met with mixed support as most child abuse victims 
do not engage in violence within their intimate relationships (Kaufman & Zigler, 1987; 
Mihalic & Elliott, 1997; Spatz Widom, 1989). Some researchers have also examined an an-
tisocial orientation perspective (Gordon Simons, Burt, & Simons, 2008), which suggests 
that children exposed to poor parenting such as abuse and low warmth and support, are 
at greater risk for dating violence through antisocial behaviors such as delinquency and 
substance use. In other words, a general pattern of antisocial behavior is passed from par-
ents to their children. Research using this perspective has found support for victimization 
(Brownridge, 2006) and perpetration (Fang & Corso, 2007; Gordon Simons et al., 2008; Si-
mons, Lin, & Gordon, 1998). 

Previous dating violence research has several limitations regarding sample composi-
tion (e.g., female, male, or college only), types of violence included, and analytic designs 
(i.e., all variables measured at the same wave). Additionally, other studies on intimate vi-
olence among young adults incorporate various relationship types, such as dating, cohab-
iting, and married individuals, even though these groups are quite different in terms of 
investment, involvement, and rates of violence (Barnett et al., 2005; Stets & Straus, 1990). 
In an effort to avoid the limitations of previous studies, this study examined the effect of 
poor parenting and child maltreatment on combined measures of physical, psychologi-
cal, and sexual dating violence perpetration and victimization through antisocial behav-
ior among a sample of males and females in the general population. 

Potential Modes of Intergenerational Transmission 

This study proposes both a social learning approach and an antisocial orientation per-
spective to understand the process that links poor parenting to dating violence perpetra-
tion and victimization. According to social learning theory, violence toward others is a 
learned behavior (Bandura, 1977). Children who grow up in violent homes learn the tech-
niques of being violent, as well as the justifications for this behavior (e.g., “It’s for his own 
good”; Gelles, 1997). Consequently, childhood victims of violence not only learn how to 
be perpetrators, but they also may learn the social scripts necessary for becoming victims 
of violence as they have internalized rationalizations for interpersonal violence. There 
has been empirical support for these findings because experiencing physical abuse, sex-
ual abuse, and/or neglect in childhood has been directly linked to victimization (Brown-
ridge, 2006), perpetration (Herrenkohl et al., 2004; Swinford, DeMaris, Cernkovich, & 
Giordano, 2000), or both (Gover, Kaukinen, & Fox, 2008; Whitfield, Anda, Dube, & Felitti, 
2003; Wolfe, Wekerle, Scott, Straatman, & Grasley, 2004) within intimate relationships. 

Another mode of intergenerational transmission, which has been labeled as the anti-
social orientation or criminological perspective (Gordon Simons et al., 1998; Simons et al., 
2008), suggests that children who are exposed to poor parenting, such as abuse and low 
levels of support, are at greater risk for dating violence through delinquent behavior and 
substance use. In other words, a general pattern of antisocial behavior is passed from par-
ents to their children, and because the children’s antisocial tendencies persist through-
out the life span, this affects the probability that they will engage in dating violence. Indi-
viduals who experience child maltreatment may also experience lower levels of parental 
warmth, which is linked with dating violence. For example, Brendgen, Vitaro, Tremblay, 
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and Lavoie (2001) found that low maternal warmth was associated with dating violence 
perpetration among a longitudinal sample of high school boys. In addition to predicting 
dating violence perpetration, Brownridge (2006) found that characteristics related to anti-
social tendencies contributed to an increased likelihood of being a victim of assault. 

According to the antisocial orientation perspective, it is important to consider behav-
iors, such as substance use and delinquency, as mediators when examining the associ-
ation between child maltreatment and dating violence. Delinquency has been found to 
mediate the relationship between child abuse and partner violence perpetration (Swin-
ford et al., 2000) as well as between poor parenting and perpetration (Simons et al., 
1998). Although they did not find support for mediation, Lavoie et al. (2002) found that 
harsh discipline and delinquency were both directly associated with perpetrating dat-
ing violence. As such, there is mixed support for delinquency as a potential mediator of 
partner violence. 

Based on the preceding literature review and theories, we propose the following hy-
potheses. According to social learning theory, we hypothesized that child maltreatment 
(i.e., physical abuse, sexual abuse, and neglect) and low levels of parental warmth would 
be directly associated with dating violence perpetration and victimization. Second, ac-
cording to an antisocial orientation perspective, we hypothesized that child maltreatment 
and lower levels of parental warmth would be positively associated with antisocial be-
havior, including substance use and delinquency. Third, we hypothesized that child mal-
treatment and lower levels of parental warmth would be indirectly and positively asso-
ciated with dating violence perpetration and victimization through antisocial behaviors. 
Fourth, we expected that both substance use and delinquency would be positively linked 
with dating violence perpetration and victimization. The main difference between these 
two perspectives is that social learning theory states that violence is learned and thus will 
have a direct effect on outcomes, whereas the antisocial orientation perspective posits 
that the effect of negative childhood experiences on dating violence is indirect through 
antisocial behaviors. 

Methods 

This study uses the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (Add Health), 
which is a nationally representative data set of adolescents in grades 7 through 12 (Har-
ris et al., 2009), to examine the effect of poor parenting and child maltreatment on a 
combined measure of physical, psychological, and sexual dating violence. The Add 
Health survey, which explores the causes of health-related behaviors and their out-
comes in young adulthood, was initiated in 1994 under a grant from the National In-
stitute of Child Health and Human Development. This study makes use of Waves 1 
through 3 (Harris, 2008). 

A sample of 80 high school and 52 middle school male and female participants from 
the Northeastern, Midwestern, Southern, and Western regions of the United States were 
selected with an unequal probability of selection as a stratified random sample. Inter-
viewers began contacting adolescents from eligible schools and their families between 
1994 and 1995 during the first Wave of data collection (Harris et al., 2009). Respondents 
completed in-school questionnaires and then were interviewed at home by trained inter-
viewers. Wave 2 data collection via in-home interviews began in April 1996 and ended in 
August 1996 and followed the same mode of questioning as in Wave 1. Data collection for 
Wave 3 began in July 2001 and concluded in April 2002 (Harris et al., 2009). 
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Sample Characteristics 

Because we were interested in only retaining individuals who were currently in a dat-
ing relationship, we used five criteria for sample selection: (a) heterosexual relationship, 
(b) current relationship, (c) romantic relationship, (d) exclusive dating relationship, and 
(e) no cohabitation history. This subsample included 558 females (54.4%) and 467 males 
(45.6%). The respondents were in grades 7 through 12 at Wave 1 with a median grade of 
9. Almost one-half of the sample was White (49.8%); slightly more than half were Black 
(24%), Hispanic (11.5%), and categorized as Other (14.7%). At Wave 3, approximately 
18% reported perpetrating dating violence against a current partner, whereas 17% indi-
cated they had been a victim of this form of violence. Respondents ranged in age from 18 
to 26 years at Wave 3. 

Measures 

Demographic Controls 

The demographic control variables were all measured during Wave 1. Gender was coded 
0 = male and 1 = female. The respondent’s grade was measured at Wave 1 and ranges from 
7th grade to 12th grade. Race included four dichotomous variables: White non-Hispanic, 
Black non-Hispanic, Other non-Hispanic, and Hispanic of any race. White youth are used 
as the reference group. 

Independent Variables 

The child maltreatment variables, measured only in the Wave 3 interview, were modified 
versions of questions administered in previous surveys such as the Revised Conflict Tac-
tics Scale (CTS2; Straus, Hamby, Boney-McCoy, & Sugarman, 1996). The response catego-
ries for each child maltreatment variable (i.e., physical abuse, neglect, and sexual abuse) 
included 0 = this has never happened, 1 = once, 2 = twice, 3 = 3 to 5 times, 4 = 6 to 10 times, and 
5 = more than 10 times. Physical abuse was measured using the following item: “How of-
ten had your parents or other adult caregivers slapped, hit, or kicked you?” A square root 
transformation was performed on this variable because of skewness. The range for the 
physical abuse item was 0 to 2.24 (M = .39, SD = .71). Neglect was comprised of two items: 
“By the time you started sixth grade, how often had your parents or other adult caregiv-
ers left you home alone when an adult should have been with you?” and “How often had 
your parents or other adult caregivers not taken care of your basic needs, such as keeping 
you clean or providing food or clothing?” (r = .17). The two-neglect items were summed 
with a higher score indicating more neglect and a square root transformation was per-
formed because of skewness. The range for the neglect scale was 0-3.16 (M = .60, SD = 
.85). Sexual abuse included the following question: “How often had one of your parents or 
other adult caregivers touched you in a sexual way, forced you to touch him or her in a 
sexual way, or forced you to have sexual relations?” This variable was dichotomized be-
cause of skewness (0 = this has never happened, 1 = this happened at least once). 

Lack of parental warmth was measured at Wave 1 and included six items regarding the 
respondent’s relationship to his or her residential mother and residential father. These 
items included the following: (a) Most of the time, your mother/father is warm and lov-
ing toward you; (b) You are satisfied with the way your mother/father and you com-
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municate with each other; and (c) Overall, you are satisfied with your relationship with 
your mother/father. Response categories ranged from 1 = strongly agree to 5 = strongly dis-
agree. The mother and father responses to each of the preceding items were averaged and 
summed such that a higher score indicated lower levels of parental warmth (M = 2.24, SD 
= 2.13). Cronbach’s  was .86. 

Substance use was measured at Wave 2 using five items that asked respondents about 
their substance use since the Wave 1 interview. Respondents were asked if they had con-
sumed the following substances: (a) beer, wine, or liquor; (b) marijuana; (c) cocaine; (d) 
inhalants; and (e) other illegal drugs (e.g., LSD, PCP, ecstasy). Response categories in-
cluded 0 = no and 1 = yes. A count variable was created that ranged from 0 to 3. 

Delinquency was measured at Wave 2 and included 11 items, which asked respon-
dents, for example, how often they damaged property, stole a car, shoplifted, or sold 
drugs within the past 12 months. Response categories ranged from 0 = never to 3 = 5 or 
more times. The individual items were dichotomized because of skewness (0 = never, 1 = 
at least once) and then summed. Because this summed scale was still skewed, the variable 
was collapsed and ranged from 0 = never/none to 5 = five or more types of delinquent acts (M 
= 1.17). Cronbach’s  was .75. 

Dependent Variables 

Dating violence perpetration was measured at Wave 3 using three items that asked respon-
dents about their violent behaviors toward a dating partner during the past year, includ-
ing how often they (a) threatened, pushed or shoved, or threw something at a partner; 
(b) slapped, hit, or kicked a partner; and (c) forced their partner into sexual activities. Re-
sponse categories for both perpetration and victimization included 0 = never, 1 = once, 2 = 
twice, 3 = 3 to 5 times, 4 = 6 to 10 times, 5 = 11 to 20 times, 6 = more than 20 times, and 7 = this 
has not happened in the past year but did happen before then. The seventh category (i.e., vio-
lence occurred prior to this year) was coded to 0 (never) because we were only interested 
in partner violence that occurred during the past year. Because of skewness, these three 
items were dichotomized (0 = never, 1 = at least once) and then summed. The final item 
was dichotomized because of skewness such that 0 = this has never happened and 1 = it has 
happened at least once during the past year. 

Dating violence victimization was measured at Wave 3 using three items that asked 
respondents about their partner’s violent behaviors toward them during the past year, in-
cluding how often their partner (a) threatened, pushed or shoved, or threw something at 
them; (b) slapped, hit, or kicked them; and (c) forced them into sexual activities. Because 
of skewness, these items were dichotomized (0 = never, 1 = at least once) and then summed. 
The final item was dichotomized because of skewness such that 0 = this has never happened 
and 1 = it has happened at least once during the past year. 

Results 

To explore the effects of maltreatment and poor parenting on dating violence perpetra-
tion and victimization, we estimated two fully recursive path models using the weighted 
least squares procedure in Mplus 5 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2007). These two models 
take into account both the direct effects of maltreatment and poor parenting on dating vi-
olence perpetration and victimization as well as their indirect effects through substance 
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use and delinquency (see Figures 1 and 2). For interpretation purposes, the standardized 
path coefficients ((3) reported in the subsequent texts represent the effect of a given pre-
dictor variable on the dependent variable after accounting for the remaining relationships 
in the model. 

Dating Violence Perpetration 

Results for dating violence perpetration in Figure 1 (standardized coefficients are shown) 
revealed that low parental warmth was positively associated with both substance use 
(β = .21) and delinquency (β = .20). Thus, those who experienced lower levels of paren-
tal warmth were significantly more likely to report higher levels of substance use and 
greater levels of delinquency compared to those with higher parental warmth. Addition-
ally, young people who experienced more physical abuse reported greater substance use 
(β = .10) and delinquent activities (β = .07). Those who reported higher levels of neglect 
were more likely to perpetrate dating violence (β = .15), as were those who experienced 
low parental warmth (β = .10). Finally, youth with higher levels of delinquency were sig-
nificantly more likely to perpetrate dating violence (β = .12). These variables explained 
10% of the variance in dating violence perpetration. 

Dating Violence Victimization 

Results for dating violence victimization appear in Figure 2 (standardized coefficients are 
shown). Similar to perpetration, low parental warmth was positively associated with both 
substance use (β = .21) and delinquency (β = .20), whereas physical abuse had positive ef-
fects on substance use (β = .10) and delinquency (β = .07). In addition, both low parental 
warmth and physical abuse had significant direct effects on dating violence victimization 
(β = .14 and β = .15, respectively). Finally, youth with higher levels of delinquency were 
significantly more likely to have been a victim of dating violence (β = .16). These variables 
explained 12% of the variance in dating violence victimization. 

Figure 1. Path model for predictors of dating violence perpetration (only significant paths are shown). 
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Indirect Effects 

Table 1, which shows the direct, indirect, and total effects for the full model on dating vio-
lence perpetration at Wave 3, revealed that one of the demographic variables had a signifi-
cant direct effect (see top half of Table 1). Females were significantly more likely to report 
having perpetrated dating violence compared to males (β = .18). One demographic vari-
able was significant in the dating violence victimization model: Black youths were signifi-
cantly more likely to be victims of dating violence compared to White youths (see bottom 
half of Table 1). 

In terms of total indirect effects on dating violence perpetration (see top half of Table 1), 
one demographic variable (gender) was significant. In addition to the positive direct ef-
fect, gender also had a significant indirect effect on dating violence perpetration through 
delinquency. Specifically, males had significantly higher levels of participation in delin-
quent activities (results not shown) which, in turn, was positively associated with dating 
violence perpetration. As such, males with higher rates of delinquency were more likely 
to perpetrate partner violence. 

In terms of dating violence victimization (see bottom half of Table 1), two demographic 
variables (gender and grade) had significant indirect effects. Males had significantly 
higher levels of delinquent behavior (results not shown), which, in turn, was positively 
associated with dating violence victimization. In other words, males who participated in 
more delinquent activities were more likely to be victims of dating violence. Addition-
ally, respondents in lower grades had significantly higher levels of delinquency (results 
not shown), which, in turn, was positively correlated with dating violence victimization. 

Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to examine the effects of poor parenting and child mal-
treatment on dating violence perpetration and victimization through delinquency and 

Figure 2. Path model for predictors of dating violence victimization (only significant paths are shown). 
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Table 1. Full Model Results (Standardized)	  

Dating Violence Perpetration

Variables                          Direct Effect       SE	          Total Indirect    SE             	Total           SE  
                                              Estimate                      Effect  Estimate                     Effect 

Demographic controls
Female	 .181***	 .107	 –.020*	 .020	 .162***	 .106 
Grade	 –.038	 .032	 –.013	 .005	 –.051	 .032 
Latino	 .069	 .169	 –.006	 .020	 .063	 .168 
Black	 .090	 .125	 –.005	 .019	 .085	 .125 
Other	 .067	 .146	 –.007	 .017	 .060	 .147 

Parenting constructs						       
Physical abuse	 .076	 .072	 .007	 .009	 .083	 .071 
Sexual abuse	 –.004	 .258	 –.002	 .026	 –.006	 .263 
Low parental warmth	 .102*	 .024	 .022	 .006	 .124**	 .023 
Neglect	 .145**	 .063	 .007	 .007	 .152**	 .063 

Mediating constructs						       
Substance use	 –.010	 .064				     
Delinquency	 .119*	 .039	

			    

Dating Violence Victimization

Demographic controls						       
Female	 –.048	 .106	 –.024*	 .021	 –.072	 .105 
Grade	 –.069	 .033	 –.018*	 .006	 –.087	 .033 
Latino	 –.026	 .189	 –.006	 .024	 –.032	 .191 
Black	 .118*	 .125	 –.003	 .021	 .115*	 .124 
Other	 .073	 .149	 –.007	 .020	 .066	 .150 

Parenting constructs						       
Physical abuse	 .145**	 .072	 .006	 .011	 .150**	 .073 
Sexual abuse	 .001	 .237	 –.002	 .034	 –.001	 .246 
Low parental warmth	 .136**	 .025	 .023	 .006	 .159**	 .025 
Neglect	 .091	 .062	 .010	 .008	 .101*	 .063 

Mediating constructs						       
Substance use	 –.047	 .063				     
Delinquency	 .161**	 .037				     

* p ≤ .05 ;  ** p  ≤ .01 ;  *** p  ≤ .001
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substance use among a sample of males and females in the general population. Consis-
tent with previous studies, we find that violence is prevalent in dating relationships in 
the form of both perpetration and victimization (Brownridge, 2006; Katz, Kuffel, & Co-
blentz, 2002; Tjaden & Thoennes, 2000b; Williams & Frieze, 2005). In addition, we find 
that our prevalence rate for dating violence is consistent with what Straus (2004) found in 
his cross-cultural study of 33 universities. 

We proposed both a social learning approach and an antisocial orientation and found 
some support for both frameworks. Physical abuse, neglect, and low parental warmth are 
directly associated with dating violence perpetration and/or victimization, which is con-
sistent with a social learning theory interpretation. Our results are also consistent with 
those who find that maltreatment in childhood is directly linked to violence within inti-
mate relationships (Brownridge, 2006; Gover et al., 2008; Herrenkohl et al., 2004). Those 
who experience violence in childhood may learn that violence can be an effective and nor-
mative response to conflict and are more likely to imitate these behaviors in their own re-
lationships than individuals from nonviolent homes (Bandura, 1977; Gray & Foshee, 1997; 
Stith et al., 2000). Because violence toward others is a learned behavior (Bandura, 1977), 
children who grow up in these homes may learn the techniques of being violent as well as 
the justifications for this behavior (Gelles, 1997). Consequently, victims of childhood vio-
lence learn how to be aggressive and also learn the social scripts necessary for becoming 
victims of violence as they have internalized rationalizations for interpersonal aggression. 

In terms of dating violence perpetration, our results are also supportive of an antiso-
cial orientation or criminological perspective. According to this perspective, antisocial be-
haviors, such as delinquency and substance use, are important mediators in understand-
ing the association between child maltreatment, poor parenting, and dating violence. 
Our results indicate that those who experience lower levels of parental warmth are more 
likely to engage in antisocial behavior (i.e., delinquency and substance use), but only de-
linquency is, in turn, linked to dating violence perpetration. This is consistent with the 
previous work that finds support for the mediation effect of antisocial behaviors on dat-
ing violence perpetration (Simons et al., 1998). According to the antisocial orientation or 
criminological perspective (Gordon Simons et al., 1998; Simons et al., 2008), children ex-
posed to poor parenting, including low parental warmth are at greater risk for being a 
perpetrator of dating violence through antisocial behaviors. This indicates that a general 
pattern of antisocial behavior is passed from parents to their children. That is, lacking 
warm and supportive ties with parents, youth may gravitate toward deviant peer groups, 
which reinforces antisocial behavior. Because antisocial behaviors may persist through-
out the life span, this increases the likelihood that youth will engage in other forms of de-
viant behavior, including dating violence perpetration. A period of approximately 5 or 6 
years separates Waves 2 and 3; consequently, the effect of antisocial behavior continues 
to impact the likelihood of perpetrating dating violence several years later. In sum, social 
learning theory emphasizes that violence is learned and thus will have a direct effect on 
outcomes, whereas the antisocial orientation perspective posits that this effect is indirect 
through deviant behaviors. Because there are both direct and indirect effects in our mod-
els, we find support for both theoretical perspectives. 

Although neither perspective necessarily posits gender differences in violence perpe-
tration, our results reveal a direct association between gender and dating violence perpe-
tration. As such, females are more likely to report perpetrating dating violence. These re-
sults are consistent with some previous research using modified versions of the Conflict 
Tactics Scale items (Whitaker, Haileyesus, Swahn, & Saltzman, 2007; Williams & Frieze, 
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2005) and may be attributed to the contention that women may be more willing to admit 
to using violence compared to males because men may be afraid of the negative stigma 
associated with victimizing a woman (Gover et al., 2008). Furthermore, these results may 
be caused by the items used for the dating violence measures as previous research has 
found that men may use more severe forms of violence (Capaldi et al., 2009), whereas in-
dicators in this study tended to include milder forms. 

In terms of dating violence victimization, we also find general support for both per-
spectives. We find that physical abuse and low parental warmth are both directly asso-
ciated with dating violence victimization, which supports a social learning interpreta-
tion. Children who have poor relationships with their parents are more likely to learn 
maladaptive interaction patterns that result in the selection and creation of new environ-
ments that are congruent with past interaction styles (Caspi, Elder, & Bern, 1987). As a re-
sult, young people who experience family abuse may expect this type of violence in fu-
ture relationships because it is what they experienced during childhood. As such, they 
may learn the social scripts necessary for becoming victims and, thus, experience more 
dating violence. 

In terms of an antisocial orientation perspective, adolescents who experience lower 
levels of parental warmth are more likely to participate in delinquent activities, which, in 
turn, are associated with being a victim of dating violence. Once again, it appears that a 
general pattern of antisocial behavior is passed from parents to their children. Those who 
perceive their relationship with their parents as being distant, unsatisfactory, and lack-
ing communication (i.e., low parental warmth) may look elsewhere for companionship 
and thus may be drawn toward high-risk individuals, increasing their chances of being 
a victim within their dating relationships. Because much of the variance in perpetration 
and victimization was not explained, future studies should examine other theoretically 
informed variables such as interparental violence. 

Some limitations should be noted with this study. First, respondents were asked to re-
port on their partners’ violence toward them, which may have resulted in some over or 
underreporting. Second, the data set included few separate indicators of violence and, 
thus, we were unable to leave the outcome variables continuous, perhaps limiting our 
ability to explain dating violence. Similarly, the data do not include information on the se-
verity, duration, or intent of the perpetration. Third, although women reported victimiz-
ing their partner more often, the context and motivations behind the violent behavior are 
unknown; thus it is possible that much of their violence was in retaliation for violence di-
rected at them or as a means of self-defense. Fourth, the measures of child maltreatment 
were retrospective because they were only administered during the Wave 3 interview. 
Thus, the current situation of some youth, such as their recent relationship with their care-
givers, and their ability to recall with accuracy the occurrence of these incidents may have 
influenced their responses to these questions. Furthermore, limited indicators of physical 
abuse existed in the current data. Finally, respondents were only asked whether their par-
ents or other caregivers sexually abused them, which does not account for sexual experi-
ences perpetrated by other individuals. 

Notwithstanding these concerns, our data also has several strengths, which allowed 
us to address many of the shortcomings in the literature. We used a data set of more than 
900 males and females in the general population to examine both dating violence per-
petration and victimization. Examining the relationship between gender and dating vio-
lence is important, given that findings in the literature are mixed with regard to the prev-
alence of victimization and perpetration among men and women (Foshee et al., 2009; 
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Tjaden & Thoennes, 2000a; Wekerle et al., 2009). Additionally, we focused specifically on 
dating violence, which is important given that relationship types (i.e., dating, cohabiting, 
and married individuals) are often combined and are quite different in terms of invest-
ment, involvement, and rates of violence (Brownridge, 2009; Stets & Straus, 1990). Finally, 
our data allowed us to examine mediators that are important for understanding dating 
violence. The fact that our mediators were measured at least 5 years prior to our outcome 
variables and that they were related to physical abuse and low parental warmth reveals 
the persistent and detrimental effect that negative parenting can have on a child’s future 
relationships. 

Implications 

At the policy level, these results have practical implications for service providers and re-
searchers. Because dating violence perpetration and victimization was experienced by 
both females and males, this suggests that service providers need to be sensitive to the 
concerns and experiences of all victims, regardless of gender, to adequately treat and pre-
vent this devastating social problem. Service providers must also address not only the 
early familial variables related to dating violence, including physical abuse and poor par-
enting, but also more proximal indicators including delinquent behavior and substance 
use. A broader approach to intervention may be necessary given that both proximal and 
distal events are precursors to dating violence. More research is needed with the general 
population samples, especially those that include youth. If we do not intervene early in 
their dating experiences, many of these young people may develop violent relationship 
patterns that persist throughout their lives and that involve relationship forms, such as 
cohabitation and marriage, which are even more difficult to dissolve than dating unions. 
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