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ABSTRACT 

Purpose 

The exposure to violence increases risk for future involvement; however, given that the 

transmission of violence is not universal, mechanisms underlying such association must be 

explored. The main aim of this study was to analyze the contribution of expected costs and benefits 

of aggressive behavior and romantic attachment to the association between past and present teen 

dating violence. 

Methods 

A stratified two-stage cluster sampling was used to select a sample of 593 high school students. 

Participants were between 15 and 18 years old (M= 16.97, SD= 0.95; 41.82% male and 58.18% 

female) and were either currently involved or had been involved in at least one serious relationship 

in the previous 12 months.  

Results 
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An association between past and current aggressive behavior in dating relationships was found, as 

well as between dating violence and expected benefits of aggression. Other analyzed variables were 

found to have little or no influence on current dating violence perpetration (i.e., verbal-emotional, 

physical and sexual).  

Conclusions: This study offers evidence of the importance of early intervention. In addition, it is 

essential to change adolescent perceptions regarding any expected benefits of aggression and to 

promote skills as an alternative to violence. 

 

Keywords: Adolescence; teen dating violence; cost-benefit analysis; attachment; prevention.  
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Having a romantic partner is usually a positive experience for adolescents (Viejo, Ortega-

Ruiz, & Sánchez, 2015). Nevertheless, certain situations, such as the existence of aggressive 

behavior, can endanger personal and social well-being (Exner-Cortens, Eckenrode, & Rothman, 

2013; Fawson, Jones, & Younce, 2017; Haynie et al., 2013). Physical aggression has been the most 

investigated type of dating violence (Jouriles, McDonald, Mueller, & Grych, 2012; Vagi et al., 

2013).  However, other aggressive behaviors are probably more common. For instance, some studies 

have found that verbal-emotional aggression is common in adolescents involved in long-lasting 

relationships (Fernández-Fuertes & Fuertes, 2010; Muñoz-Rivas, Graña, O’Leary, & González, 

2007). In addition, verbal-emotional aggression and sexual aggression could be as harmful as or 

even more destructive than physical aggression (Exner-Cortens et al., 2013; Muñoz-Rivas et al., 

2007). Consequently, research and intervention must consider the broad spectrum of aggressive 

behavior existing in dating relationships. 

Most research on dating violence has been carried out with samples of adults or college 

students (Jennings et al., 2017). Moreover, although male and female adolescents can be both 

victims and perpetrators of dating violence, studies have tended to focus on males as perpetrators 

and females as victims (Dardis, Dixon, Edwards, & Turchik, 2015; Haynie et al., 2013). There is 

also evidence that a large proportion of adolescent dating violence is bidirectional (Fernández-

Fuertes & Fuertes, 2010; Paradis, Hébert, & Fernet, 2017), but this does not necessarily mean that 

male and female violence is symmetrical (Carrascosa, Cava, & Buelga, 2018; Vagi, O’Mally-Olsen, 

Basile, & Vivolo-Kantor, 2015). Nevertheless, learning more about the possible differences 

between sexes in adolescence is essential. Understanding the roots and associated factors of dating 

violence is also crucial for prevention: efficacy of prevention programs may vary depending on 

specific background and situational factors (Ellsberg, Ullman, Blackwell, Hill, & Contreras, 2018; 

Foshee et al., 2005, 2015; Wolfe et al., 2009).  

There is considerable literature on the factors modeling of aggressive behavior in 

interpersonal relationships. Among it, there is considerable empirical research documenting the 
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association between family violence and dating violence (Cascardi, & Jouriles, 2018a; Rubio-

Garay, Carrasco, Amor, & López-González, 2015). In addition, a large amount of evidence has 

shown that peers’ attitudes and behavior may not only affect dating violence directly, but also 

exacerbate the influence of other risk factors (e.g., antisocial behavior, substance abuse, accepting 

of violence, etc.) (Brooks-Russell, Foshee, & McNaughton-Reyes, 2015; Capaldi, Knoble, Schortt, 

& Kim, 2012; Weisz, & Black, 2010); in fact, peers’ involvement in dating violent was been found 

to be a more influential predictor of adolescents’ dating violence than family violence (see Ellis & 

Dumas, 2018). Given that the transmission of violence is not universal, Cascardi & Jouriles (2018b) 

pointed out to three main mechanisms for understanding the relationship between the exposure to 

family violence and dating violence in adolescence: cognitive mediators, such as positive attitudes 

towards violence or biases in information processing; disruptions in attachment security, emotion 

dysregulation and emotional suffering; and negative peer affiliations, which could model or 

reinforce aggressiveness.  

Apart from family and peers, whatever happened in previous romantic relationships is 

important in the explanation of what is happening in present one: the perpetration of dating violence 

in previous intimate relationships represents an important predictor for the future perpetration in 

subsequent relationships (Boivin, Lavoie, Hébert, & Gagne, 2012; Exner-Cortens et al., 2013; Vagi 

et al., 2013). Moreover, experiencing physical dating violence predicts future victimization in early 

adulthood, a relationship mediated in females by the existence of trauma symptoms (Jouriles, Choi, 

Rancher, & Temple, 2017). Nevertheless, a past romantic relationship in which aggression occurred 

does not necessarily mean that the pattern will be repeated in the future. Thus, it is important to 

consider other predictive variables apart from violence in past romantic relationships when 

determining which adolescents are at risk. In this issue, Cascardi & Jouriles’ (2018b) approach 

could be applied to understand different trajectories. 

As mentioned, there is a positive relationship between the exposure to and acceptance of 

violence, which, in turn, could lead adolescents to dating violence perpetration (Dardis et al., 2015; 
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Jennings et al., 2017). As Jouriles et al. (2012) stated, “beliefs about outcomes of violence may be 

important influences in the perpetration of teen dating violence; for example, the belief that 

violence generally fosters positive outcomes may facilitate its use (p. 60)”. A cost-benefit analysis 

has been useful to explain different risky behaviors, such as heavy drinking, illicit drug use, and 

unprotected sex (Barnwell, Borders, & Earleywine, 2006; Kashdan, Collins, & Elhai, 2006). 

Moreover, a cost-benefit analysis can differentiate individuals who commit physical aggression 

from those who do not (Leadbeater, Boone, Sangster, & Mathieson, 2006). However, is unclear 

whether this approach can explain other kinds of aggression in adolescent dating relationships. 

Similarly, it is difficult to determine whether this cognitive mediator could be even more important 

than previous dating violence when explaining current dating violence perpetration. 

Cascardi & Jouriles (2018b) observed that romantic attachment is also helpful to explain 

why some people have relationships in which they commit and/or suffer aggression, a conclusion 

present in other studies (Dardis, Dixon, Edwards, & Turchik 2015; Langhinrichsen-Rohling & 

Turner, 2012; Orcutt, Garcia, & Pickett, 2005; Sandberg, Valdez, Engle, & Menghrajani, 2016). 

Grych and Kinsfogel (2010) conducted a research about the impact of family aggression on dating 

violence, finding that romantic attachment is also important to understand the relationship between 

beliefs in the acceptability of aggression and dating violence. Moreover, such acceptability seems to 

be influenced by attachment styles: on the one hand, people with an anxious style could use 

violence in an attempt to gain control and retain the partner; on the other hand, they may be afraid 

of provoking the partner’s resentment (Godbout et al., 2017; Shaver & Mikulincer, 2011). Some 

studies have disregarded an association between avoidant attachment and dating violence 

perpetration, but others have found a negative relationship (Godbout et al., 2017; Tussey, Tyler, & 

Simons, 2018; Velotti, Zobel, Rogier, & Tambelli, 2018). Therefore, more research is needed to 

clarify to what extend romantic attachment can influence the relationship between past and present 

violence in romantic relationships in both sexes, especially when costs and benefits of aggression 

are being considered. 
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Furthermore, the impact of the previously described variables (i.e., aggression in past 

relationships, costs and benefits of aggression and romantic attachment) on dating violence 

perpetration could be affected by characteristics of the present relationship: relationships dynamics 

contribute to modify or reinforce beliefs and behaviors regarding romantic relationships (Umemura, 

Lacinová, Kotrčová, & Fraley, 2018; Vivolo-Kantor, Massetti, Niolon, Foshee, & McNaughton-

Reyes, 2016). For instance, relationship duration was seen to be associated with a higher risk of 

dating violence (Rubio-Garay et al., 2015; Giordano, Soto, Manning, & Longmore, 2010; Vivolo-

Kantor et al., 2016). Therefore, this variable will be considered in this study. 

Although there is increasing literature on dating violence and associated factors, including 

aggressive behavior in past relationships, expected costs and benefits of aggression, romantic 

attachment and relationship duration of present relationship, there are no studies considering all of 

them conjointly. In addition, more research is required to shed light on the factors presumably 

associated with different kinds of dating violence (i.e., verbal-emotional, physical, and sexual). This 

is important for the design and successful implementation of preventive programs, especially in 

countries like Spain, where there is little intervention on the topic. Consequently, the first aim of 

this paper is to determine whether aggressive behavior in past relationships can predict dating 

violence perpetration in present relationships, when the expected costs and benefits of aggressive 

behavior and romantic attachment are considered as predictors; moreover, for the above-mentioned 

reasons, the effect of the duration of the present relationship is also studied. The second aim is to 

determine whether these predictors can explain teen dating violence for both sexes. 

Methods 

Sample 

The sample comprised 593 high school students (15-18 years old). Stratified two-stage 

cluster sampling was used to represent the socioeconomic diversity of the Salamanca University 

district (Castile and Leon, Spain). High schools and groups within the high schools were the 

sampling units, and high schools whose headmasters refused to participate were replaced (i.e., two 
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high schools). Although in each class, every student who agreed to participate was surveyed, only 

those who reported having had romantic relationships (i.e., relationship considered as serious by 

participant and lasting longer than one month) during the last 12 months were selected. 

Almost all the students who were invited to enroll in the study agreed to participate (n= 843; 

94.64%). Subsequently, as no imputation for missing data was made, 47 adolescents were excluded 

from analyses due to large amounts of missing data, and 164 were excluded for not having been 

involved in a romantic experience. Moreover, 39 participants self-identified as non-heterosexual, a 

number too small for comparisons, so they were also excluded from the final sample (Table 1). 

Measures 

Aggression perpetration in present relationship. The Conflict in Adolescent Dating 

Relationships Inventory (CADRI; Wolfe et al., 2001) is a measure of adolescent dating violence. 

Participants have to complete the instrument only in reference to a current or recent ex-dating 

relationship during arguments. Items are rated on a four-point scale ranging between 0 (Never: This 

has never happened in your relationship) and 3 (Often: This has happened 6 times or more in your 

relationship). In this research, the revised Spanish version of the CADRI (Fernández, Fuertes, & 

Orgaz, 2008) was used to assess three types of aggression perpetration: Verbal-Emotional (10 

items, α= .81), Physical (6 items, α= .81), and Sexual (6 items, α= .75). Cronbach’s alphas obtained 

were .80 for Verbal-Emotional Aggression, .82 for Physical Aggression, and .74 for Sexual 

Aggression. 

Aggression perpetration and victimization in past relationships. Three items, one for 

each form of aggression, with the same response format as the CADRI, were designed ad hoc, 

following the procedure used in other studies (Boivin et al., 2012). Items report both perpetration 

(e.g., “I was physically aggressive with other partner/s”) and victimization (e.g., “Other partner/s 

was/were physically aggressive with me”). In this study, a Cronbach’s alpha of .66 was obtained for 

aggression perpetration in past relationships (3 items) and .71 for victimization in past relationships 

(3 items). 
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Costs and benefits of aggression. The Costs and Benefits Questionnaire (Archer, 2005) 

assesses the expected costs (e.g., “My partner would think about leaving me”) and benefits (e.g., 

“S/he would know that when I say no, I mean no”) of perpetrating physical aggression in romantic 

relationships. The items are rated on a seven-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (Very unlikely) 

to 7 (Very likely). This instrument was cross-cultural adapted to Spanish, showing adequate 

psychometric properties with adolescents (Fernández, 2007); in this version, each type of 

aggression (i.e., verbal-emotional, physical and sexual) has its own scale with 30 items: 15 for 

benefits and 15 for costs. Cronbach’s alpha obtained ranged from .81 to .86, showing levels of 

reliability very similar to the Spanish adaptation. 

Romantic attachment. The Experiences in Close Relationships Questionnaire-Revised 

(Fraley, Waller, & Brennan, 2000) is a 36-item self-report designed to assess adult romantic 

attachment. Each item is scored on a seven-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (Strongly 

disagree) to 7 (Strongly agree). In this study, both subscales from the 18-item Spanish version were 

used (Fernández-Fuertes, Orgaz, Fuertes, & Carcedo, 2011): Attachment-related Anxiety (9 items, 

α= .80) and Attachment-related Avoidance (9 items, α= .86); I this study, Cronbach’s alpha 

observed were .83 for Anxiety and .85 for Avoidance. 

Relationship duration. An open-ended question requested the participants to indicate the 

present relationship duration in months. 

Procedure 

This study was approved by the university research ethics committee and by the schools’ 

supervisors and principals. Moreover, informed consent was previously provided both by the 

participants (by returning the completed questionnaire, they were giving their informed and 

voluntary consent to be included in the research) and their families (by signing the appropriate 

form): they were previously informed about the nature and aims of the study. 

Data were collected in 38 groups from 11 high schools over eleven weeks. Participation was 

voluntary, anonymous and confidential. Adolescents who did not participate were asked to study in 
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the same room where the data were being collected, and those who had not had romantic 

experiences were asked to skip some parts of the questionnaire (i.e., aggression in romantic 

relationships). All questionnaires were distributed during class time, in a single session. At least one 

member of the research group was present with each group to safeguard privacy and 

comprehension. On completion of the survey (i.e., about 25 minutes), adolescents were debriefed 

and informed about the Counseling Service for Sexual Health at the university, where they could 

have access to free and confidential assistance.  

Data Analysis 

First, Student’s t-test was used to explore possible differences between sexes on main 

analyzed variables; effect size (i.e., Eta squared) was also inspected to provide an indication of the 

magnitude of detected significant differences. Later for each type of aggression, a correlational 

analysis was conducted between aggression perpetration in the present relationship and the 

predictors: aggression perpetration and aggression victimization in past relationships, expected 

costs and benefits of aggression, romantic attachment dimensions (anxiety and avoidance), and 

relationship duration. Subsequently, hierarchical regression analysis was used to examine how well 

the predictors explained violence perpetration after controlling for the effect of sex. Predictors that 

correlated significantly (p≤ .05) with aggression perpetration in the present relationship (verbal-

emotional, physical, or sexual aggression) and sex were entered in the first block of the regression 

analysis (main effects). Interactions between sex and those predictors that correlated significantly 

only for males or females, as well as when the direction of the correlation was different for males 

and females, were entered in the second block (interactions). This analytical strategy was used in an 

attempt to generate models that could be applied to both sexes. 

 

Results 

Descriptive analysis 
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Descriptive information of main variables considered in this study is included in Table 2. Several 

significant differences emerged by sex, although only two of them reached an appreciable effect size 

(i.e., expected costs of verbal-emotional and physical aggression). Males had higher mean scores than 

females on sexual aggression perpetration, attachment avoidance, and cost of aggression (i.e., verbal-

emotional, physical and sexual), and females had higher mean scores than males on verbal-emotional 

aggression perpetration, victimization in past relationships, attachment anxiety, benefit of aggression 

(i.e., verbal-emotional, physical and sexual) and relationship duration. 

Hierarchical regression analysis 

Verbal-emotional aggression 

Taking into account the correlation matrix (Table 3), a regression analysis was conducted with 

verbal-emotional aggression as the criterion variable. Sex, aggression in past relationships (both 

perpetration and victimization), dimensions of romantic attachment, expected costs and benefits of 

verbal-emotional aggression, and relationship duration were entered in the first block. In the second 

block, there were two interactions: sex*attachment avoidance and sex*relationship duration. 

The interactions did not add a significant proportion to the variance of verbal-emotional 

aggression perpetration (R2= .01, F(2,516)= 2.92, p= .06) beyond that previously accounted for by 

the main effects model (Table 4). Thus, the model of main effects was selected following a principle 

of parsimony. A second regression was run using the significant predictors from the model of main 

effects. The final model, which used six predictors, was statistically significant (F(6,519)= 39.88, p< 

.001) and explained 32% of the variance, that is, 2% less than the previous model that used eight 

predictors. According to this model, participants were more likely to be verbally-emotionally 

aggressive toward a present relationship if they had perpetrated and suffered more aggressions in past 

relationships, had higher levels of attachment anxiety, believed that verbal-emotional aggression had 

more benefits and fewer costs, and the present relationship was long-lasting. 

Physical aggression 
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Based on the results of the correlation matrix (Table 5), a hierarchical regression analysis was 

performed with physical aggression as the criterion variable. Seven predictors were included in the 

first block (sex, aggression in past relationships -both perpetration and victimization-, attachment 

anxiety, expected costs and benefits of physical aggression, and relationship duration). Two 

interactions with sex were added in the second block (i.e., relationship duration and attachment 

anxiety). 

Compared to the main effect model, the model with interactions explained an additional 2% 

of the variance of physical aggression perpetration, and its contribution was significant (F(2,515)= 

5.51, p= .004). Therefore, the model with interactions was selected (Table 4). As some predictors of 

this model were found to be no significant, another regression analysis was carried out, including 

only three predictors: aggression perpetration in past relationships, expected benefits of physical 

aggression, and the interaction between sex and relationship duration. The final model of three 

predictors explained 19% of the variance (F(3,543)= 38.99, p< .001), that is, 3% less than the previous 

model with nine predictors. Consequently, expected benefits of physical aggression, having 

perpetrated aggression in past relationships, and relationship duration (this predictor only for females 

due to the interaction found) could be considered as risk factors for perpetrating physical aggression 

in present relationships. 

Sexual aggression 

As before, predictors were selected taking into account the correlation matrix (Table 6). After 

eight predictors were entered in the first block (sex, aggression in past relationships -both perpetration 

and victimization-, attachment anxiety, attachment avoidance, expected costs and benefits of sexual 

aggression, and relationship duration), the overall model explained 26% of the variance (F(8, 518)= 

22.89, p< .001). After the second block was included (the interactions between sex and aggression 

victimization in past relationships, attachment anxiety, attachment avoidance, and relationship 

duration), the model as a whole explained an additional 6% of the variance, a statistically significant 

contribution (F(4, 514)= 10.06, p< .001). 
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Owing to the fact that only five variables were significant (Table 4), a second regression 

analysis was performed using these predictors to explain sexual aggression perpetration. These 

variables were found to be significant and accounted for 28% of the variance (F(5,557)= 41.57, p< 

.001), that is, 4% less than the previous model of 12 predictors. The results of the final model show 

that the strongest predictor of sexual aggression perpetration in the present relationship was 

aggression victimization in past relationships, mainly for males, given the observed interaction. 

Moreover, expected benefits of sexual aggression, aggression perpetration in past relationships, and 

attachment avoidance also explained a significant proportion of variance in sexual aggression 

perpetration scores.  

Discussion 

This study was aimed at determining whether aggressive behavior in past relationships could 

explain male and female dating violence perpetration in present relationships, taking into account 

expected costs and benefits of aggressive behavior, romantic attachment and relationship duration of 

present relationship. Results shown that aggression perpetration in adolescents’ present relationships 

was closely related to aggressive behavior in past relationships as well as to the expected benefits of 

aggression. Regarding verbal-emotional aggression, other relevant predictors were attachment 

anxiety, relationship duration, and the expected cost of verbal-emotional aggression. Relationship 

duration was also a significant predictor for physical aggression but only among females. Finally, 

attachment avoidance was also related to sexual aggression. 

As found in international and national studies (Cui, Ueno, Gordon, & Fincham, 2013; Olivero, 

2017), this work shows that having had dating relationships in which aggression was present 

increased the risk of experiencing the same problem in later dating relationships. Moreover, males 

had higher mean scores on sexual aggression perpetration than females, whereas females had higher 

mean scores on verbal-emotional aggression perpetration and victimization in past relationships than 

males, which is also consistent with the literature (Rubio-Garay, López-González, Carrasco, & Amor, 

2017). Spain has been a traditionally conservative context, in which males are encouraged to be 
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aggressive, rough, and dominant -including sexually-, and females are expected to be sensitive and 

submissive (Meza, 2018). However, taking into account the presence of female aggression 

perpetration, gender socialization could be changing, although more research is needed to know 

whether pressures to conform to hegemonic notions of masculinity and femininity are decreasing. 

What happens in early relationships is crucial: it helps to confirm or refute many adolescent 

sexual scripts and myths about dating relationships (López, 2009). Having had other dating 

relationships in which aggressive incidents occurred could make a decisive impact on adolescents’ 

perception of what constitutes aggressive behavior (e.g., habituation to low-intensity violence). 

However, previous aggressive behavior could also directly influence current behavior (e.g., 

reproduction of prior behavioral patterns). Nevertheless, the results of this study highlight the 

importance of early prevention: given the links between past and present aggression in dating 

relationships, educative programs should be implemented before adolescents begin to establish their 

first romantic relationship.  

In this study, male scores on cost of aggression were higher than females’, whereas female 

scores on benefit of aggression were higher than males’, perhaps because female aggression tends to 

be more socially acceptable than male aggression (González-Méndez & Santana, 2001); however, 

given the small effect sized obtained, maybe both sexes are developing the belief that dating violence 

is an acceptable practice in romantic relationships (Connolly, & Josephson, 2007; Sears, Byers, & 

Price, 2007; Viejo, Monks, Sánchez, & Ortega-Ruiz, 2016). Benefits of aggression seem to be more 

important than costs when it comes to understanding dating violence perpetration. In fact, the costs 

of aggression can only explain the frequency of verbal-emotional aggression. In this point, a cost-

benefit analysis is linked to different high-risk behaviors, including alcohol abuse, smoking, and other 

drug consumption, as well as to risky sexual behaviors (Barnwell et al., 2006; Kashdan et al., 2006). 

Given the existing literature, this work emphasizes the efficacy of outcome expectations to explain 

not only physical aggression (Leadbeater et al., 2006), but also male and female perpetration of both 

verbal-emotional and sexual aggression. 
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A cost-benefit analysis is not an alternative to an approach based on the emotional component 

of aggressive behavior, but rather a complementary framework. Different studies point out that it is 

necessary to consider emotional variables such as anger management, self-control, and emotional 

intelligence to address this problem (Blázquez, Moreno, & García-Baamonde, 2015; Kelley, 

Edwards, Dardis, & Gidycz, 2015; Vagi et al., 2013). However, it is also important to consider the 

cognitive component as shown in this study: adolescents need to understand that aggressive behavior 

is not good, either for themselves or for their romantic partners, especially those involved in long 

lasting relationships, given that the risk of conflicts tends to be higher the longer the relationship lasts 

(Fernández-Fuertes & Fuertes, 2010; Rubio-Garay et al., 2015). A cost-benefit analysis can contribute 

significantly to intervention in teen dating violence: by emphasizing the perceived cost and reducing 

the perceived benefits of aggression, the cycle of violence might be broken. Moreover, it could be 

interesting to analyze and intervene on adolescents’ outcome expectancies regarding healthy 

alternatives for solving their relationship problems (e.g., assertiveness, respect, positive negotiation, 

etc.). In Spain, socio-emotional education should play a more important role in the school curriculum 

(Fernández-Berrocal, 2008). Internationally, school involvement in the promotion of healthy 

relationships has been more firmly established: there are several evidence-based prevention programs 

that are aimed at different outcomes, particularly raising awareness of risks, changing attitudes 

towards violence, and reducing aggressive behavior (Black, Hawley, Hoefer, & Barnett, 2017; De La 

Rue, Polanin, Espelage, & Pigott, 2017). 

In this study, romantic attachment was found to have a significant effect on the explanation 

of verbal-emotional and sexual aggression. Other researchers stated that attachment anxiety predicts 

verbal-emotional aggression but also physical one (Bartholomew & Allison, 2006; Orcutt et al., 

2005), and that attachment avoidance is related to sexual aggression (Davis, 2006). According to the 

literature on romantic attachment, males tend to show higher attachment avoidance and lower 

attachment anxiety than females (Furman & Simon, 2006), as shown in this paper. In addition, 

anxious attachment has been linked to increased dating victimization among females, but little 
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evidence is available for males (Grych & Kinsfogel, 2010; Sandberg et al., 2016). Moreover, the 

findings regarding sex differences resulting from research on the relationship between attachment 

and conflict-resolution strategies in adolescents have been inconsistent (Bonache, González-Méndez, 

& Krahé, 2017). 

The attachment system is essential to understand human emotional and social development 

(Furman & Simon, 2006; Seiffge-Krenke & Burk, 2015). Initial experiences with caregivers, as well 

as with other later attachment figures (e.g., romantic partners) contribute to mental representations of 

intimate relationships. Subsequently, romantic attachment may be an interesting variable in the 

prevention of dating violence (e.g., identification of risk groups) (Stover, Choi, & Mayes, 2018). In 

Spain, sexual education has been poorly implemented and has been focused almost exclusively on 

the prevention of unwanted pregnancies and sexually transmitted infections (Fernández-Rouco, 

Fernández-Fuertes, Martínez-Álvarez, Carcedo, & Orgaz, 2019). In order to promote adolescents’ 

well-being, such educative interventions require relational and health education that is all-

encompassing, rather than a reductionist and biased approach, which associates sexuality only with 

risks. 

In this study, selective methodology was used. Despite its limitations, this is the methodology 

most often used in research on interpersonal relationships. In selecting this methodology, both the 

predictors analyzed and the extent to which the topic had been developed were taken into account. It 

is also important to note that this research has a cross-sectional design. This represents another 

limitation of the study; apart from the fact that participants’ recall could be inaccurate, their 

perception of what had occurred in their past romantic relationships was potentially influenced by 

present relationships. Hence, the use of reports from both members of the couple would be preferable 

in future studies. Similarly, it is well known that circularity is inherent in cross-sectional studies, a 

problem which could be solved by using longitudinal designs. Moreover, it should be noted that the 

results obtained might be affected by latent variables not evaluated, such as violence in other contexts 

apart from romantic relationships, substance abuse, gender-role norms, and personal and social skills. 
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Finally, additional studies based on both qualitative and quantitative methodology could facilitate 

more comprehensive explanations about the associations among variables. 

Despite these limitations, this work identifies certain variables that may be useful, both for 

detecting risk groups and for proposing preventive actions. It has been shown that aggression in past 

relationships is a predictor of aggression in present relationships, especially longer lasting 

relationships; therefore, early intervention is crucial as it teaches adolescents healthier ways of 

engaging in intimate behavior. Moreover, it seems that adolescent dysfunctional thoughts (e.g., 

benefits of aggression) require intervention, which would provide them with more opportunities to 

develop healthier relationships; as Jouriles et al. (2012, p. 59) stated, “cognitive processes are 

malleable during childhood and adolescence; thus, they can be potential targets for intervention and 

prevention programs in a variety of settings”. In addition, the relationship found between attachment 

and aggressive behavior shows that promoting romantic relationships based on mutual respect and 

trust, both in one’s partner and in oneself, is extremely important. 

Finally, gender-based interventions would be useful to address the needs of both male and 

female adolescents, yet it should be taken into account that prevention efforts may be more effective 

if they include content for both sexes as perpetrators and as victims of dating violence (Fernández-

Fuertes & Fuertes, 2010). Moreover, a peer approach would be appropriate because adolescents are 

highly influenced by what friends think and do (sexual scripts, outcomes expectancies, stereotypes, 

experiences, etc.) (Ellis & Dumas, 2018; Garthe, Sullivan, & McDaniel, 2017; Sanhueza & Lessard, 

2018; Weisz & Black, 2010). Existing dating violence prevention programs primarily target 

individual and relationship-level risk factors. Nevertheless, ecological interventions must be 

developed in order to go further and be more effective in promoting healthy relationships. This 

implies the design of interventions in which all school agents (e.g., schools’ supervisors and 

principals, teachers, families and peers) would be in, sharing responsibilities and actions (e.g., school 

coexistence plan, peer initiatives, etc.), while promoting school well-being and contributing to 
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develop emotional, cognitive and behavioral skills to reduce violence (Black & Ombayo, 2018; 

Voight & Nation, 2016), also in dating relationships. 
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IMPLICATIONS AND CONTRIBUTION 

This study emphasizes the importance of previous aggressive behavior and positive views of 

aggressiveness to deal with male and female dating violence. Moreover, given that the frequency of 

arguments with a romantic partner tends to increase in longer lasting relationships, teaching 

adolescents personal and social skills is essential. 
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Table 1. Descriptive statistic of final sample 

   Agea      Partner agea   Relationship status 
 n % M DT M DT Current Finished 

Male 248 41.82 16.89 0.92 16.43 1.80 37.50% 62.50% 
Female 345 58.18 17.01 0.97 18.59 2.79 53.90% 46.10% 

Total 593 100 16.96 0.95 17.69 2.65 47.00% 53.00% 
Note. aFigures expressed in years. 
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Table 2. Descriptive statistic of main study variables, significant differences between sexes, and its 

effect size 

  Male Female Sig.   η2 Variable  M  (SD)   M   (SD) 

 Present  
 relationship 

 Verbal-emoc. aggr. 
perpetration 0.68 (0.48)   0.89  (0.54) *** .04 

 Physical aggression 
perpetration 0.12 (0.31)   0.14  (0.32) - - 

 Sexual aggression perpetration 0.33 (0.44)   0.17  (0.27) *** .04 

 Past relationships  Aggress. perpetration 0.12 (0.35)   0.13  (0.31) - - 
 Aggress. victimization 0.11 (0.34)   0.21  (0.49) ** .02 

 Attachment  Anxiety 3.81 (0.91)   4.06  (0.95) *** .02 
 Avoidance 2.99 (0.90)   2.80  (0.95) * .01 

 Outcome  
 expectancy 

 Verbal-emotional 
aggr. 

 Costs 5.09 (1.33)   4.14  (1.49) *** .10 
 Benefits 2.08 (0.89)   2.30  (0.99) ** .01 

 Physical aggression  Costs 5.22 (1.24)   4.34  (1.36) *** .10 
 Benefits 2.36 (0.95)   2.72  (1.05) *** .03 

 Sexual aggression  Costs 3.86 (1.59)   3.11  (1.64) *** .05 
 Benefits 2.68 (1.19)   2.90  (1.42) * .01 

 Present 
relationship 

 Relationship durationa 6.70 (9.24) 11.29 (12.21) *** .04 

 Note. aFigures expressed in months. 
 * p < .05.   ** p < .01.   *** p < .001. 
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Table 3. Correlations between the study variables, for verbal-emotional aggression 

Variable    1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8 
 Present relationship  1.Aggress. perpetration    –  .29**  .23**  .23**  .17** -.28**  .28**  .22** 

 Past relationships 
 2.Aggress. perpetration  .38**   –  .60**  .06  .08 -.04  .04  .03 
 3.Aggress. 
victimization  .35**  .71**   –  .04 -.05  .01 -.02  .01 

 Attachment  4.Anxiety  .38**  .13*  .09   –  .15**  .02  .28** -.05 
 5.Avoidance  .10  .07  .07  .04   – -.09  .25** -.25** 

 Outcome 
expectancy 

 6.Costs of aggression -.18** -.20** -.21**  .02 -.16*   – -.33** -.11 
 7.Benefits of 
aggression  .48**  .34**  .35**  .27**  .31** -.34**   – -.13* 

 Present relationship  8.Relationship duration -.07 -.08 -.06 -.18** -.25**  .08 -.21**   – 
 Note. Males’ values (n = 242) below diagonal; females’ values (n = 322) above diagonal. 
 * p < .05.   ** p < .01. 
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Table 4. Summary of hierarchical regression analysis for variables predicting aggressive behavior in 

present relationship 

 Verbal-
emocional 

aggr. 

Physical 
aggression 

Sexual 
aggression 

 Main effect 
model 

Main effect 
model 

Model with 
interaction 

Main effect 
model 

Model 
with 

interaction 
Predictor β  β  β  β  β 

 Main effects          
Sex .06  -.05  -.01  -.24 *** .04  
Aggr. perpetration in past 

relationships 
.17 *** .34 *** .33 *** .29 *** .23 *** 

Aggr. victimization in past 
relationships 

.12 * .02  .02  .05  .41 *** 

Anxiety .23 *** .04  .06  .01  .03  
Avoidance .07      .11 ** .18 ** 
Expected costs of aggression -.14 *** -.06  -.05  -.02  -.02  
Expected benefits of aggression .20 *** .19 *** .19 *** .32 *** .30 *** 
Relationship duration .19 *** .14 *** -.05  .10 * -.03  

 Interactions          
Sex x Aggr. victimization in past 

relationships 
        -.40 *** 

Sex x Anxiety     -.09    -.08  
Sex x Avoidance         -.22  
Sex x Relationship duration     .25 **   .16  

R2 = .34    .22    .32  
 F8,518= 

30.41*** 
 F9,517= 

14.95*** 
F12,514 = 19.68*** 

 * p < .05.   ** p < .01.   *** p < .001. 
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Table 5. Correlations between the study variables, for physical aggression 

Variable  1    2    3    4    5    6    7    8 
 Present 
relationship 

 1.Aggr. perpetration    –  .35**  .17**  .07  .08 -
.17**  .26**  .25** 

 Past relationships  2.Aggr. perpetration  .37**    –  .60**  .06  .08  .02 -.01  .03 
 3.Aggr. victimization  .27**  .71**    –  .01 -.04  .09 -.03  .01 

 Attachment 
 4.Anxiety  .17**  .13*  .09    –  .15** -.01  .28** -.05 
 5.Avoidance  .08  .07  .07  .04    – -.11  .12* -

.25** 

 Outcome 
expectancy 

 6.Costs of aggression -
.17** 

-
.18** -.12  .03 -

.22**    – -
.41** -.06 

 7.Benefits of 
aggression  .26**  .31**  .28**  .28**  .24** -.49**    – -.05 

 Present 
relationship 

 8. Relationship 
duration -.10 -.08 -.06 -

.18** 
-
.26**  .05 -.16*    –   

 Note. Males’ values (n = 242) below diagonal; females’ values (n = 322) above diagonal. 
 * p < .05.   ** p < .01. 
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Table 6. Correlations between the study variables, for sexual aggression 

Variable    1    2    3    4    5    6    7    8 
 Present 
relationship 

 1.Aggr. perpetration    –  .15**  .07  .07  .02 -
.18**  .31**  .18** 

 Past relationships  2.Aggr. perpetration  .50**    –  .60**  .06  .08 -.02  .03  .03 
 3.Aggr. victimization  .45**  .71**    –  .04 -.05 -.05  .07  .01 

 Attachment 
 4.Anxiety  .14*  .13*  .09    –  .13*  .10  .15** -.03 
 5.Avoidance  .21**  .07  .07  .06    –  .09 -.05 -

.25** 

 Outcome 
expectancy 

 6.Costs of aggression -
.21** -.10 -.12 -.03 -.05    – -

.57** -.08 

 7.Benefits of 
aggression  .37**  .14*  .14*  .25**  .15* -

.59**    – -.06 

 Present 
relationship 

 8. Relationship 
duration -.11 -.08 -.06 -

.19** 
-
.25** -.10 -.14*    – 

 Note. Males’ values (n = 242) below diagonal; females’ values (n = 322) above diagonal. 
 * p < .05.   ** p < .01. 
 

 
  

ACCEPTED MANUSCRIPT



AC
CE

PT
ED

 M
AN

US
CR

IP
T

Highlights 

x Females perpetrate more verbal-emotional aggression than males and males perpetrate more 

sexual aggression than females. 

x Males report more cost of aggression than females and females report more benefit of 

aggression than males. 

x Violence in past relationships and the expected benefits of aggression predict current dating 

violence. 

x Anxious attachment is related to verbal-emotional aggression and avoidant attachment is 

related to sexual aggression. 

ACCEPTED MANUSCRIPT




