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Abstract

Adolescents are at risk for becoming victims or perpetrators for a variety of

forms of dating violence, including cyber violence, physical violence, psy-

chological abuse, and sexual abuse. Interestingly, a robust predictor of

dating violence is adverse experiences during childhood; however, factors

that could mitigate the risk of dating violence for those exposed to adver-

sity have seldom been examined. Using the cumulative stress hypothesis as a

lens, the current study examined adverse experiences as a predictor of

dating violence within a sample at risk for both victimization and perpetra-

tion of dating violence: An adolescent (12–17 years old; N¼ 137) sample
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who were receiving inpatient psychiatric treatment. First, the current study

aimed to replicate previous findings to determine whether adversity pre-

dicted dating violence and whether this varied by gender. Then, the current

study examined one factor that could mitigate the relation between adver-

sity and dating violence—parental emotion validation. High rates of mater-

nal emotion validation resulted in no relation between adversity and dating

violence perpetration and victimization; however, the relation was present

at average and low levels of maternal emotion validation. Next, by adding

gender as an additional moderator to the model, we found that high rates of

paternal emotion validation extinguished the relation between adversity and

dating violence perpetration, but only for adolescent boys. This pattern was

not found for maternal emotion validation. Interestingly, the relation

between adversity and dating violence victimization did not vary as a func-

tion of maternal or paternal validation of emotion for either child gender.

These findings are discussed in terms of their meaning within this sample,

possible future directions, and their implications for the prevention of

dating violence.
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Adolescent dating violence has been slow to receive attention as a

public health concern despite its high prevalence and the prognostic

significance that it holds for future relationships. Violence at a young
age may be an age-expected, normative lack of behavioral regulation

rather than disturbance in behavior that merits remedying; however,

studies have documented a host of short- and long-term negative out-
comes linked to violence from a romantic partner (Choi et al., 2017;

Foshee et al., 2013; Harned & Vict, 2001; Silverman et al., 2001), with

some factors such as the severity of adversity experienced and gender
being associated with greater reports of dating violence perpetration

and victimization (Higgins et al., 2018; Reyes et al., 2016). Therefore,

it is imperative to better understand the factors that may both create

risk and foster resilience to dating violence in adolescence. To do so, we
examined adversity’s association with adolescent dating violence and

whether a well-documented emotion regulation factor, parental valida-

tion of their child’s emotions, influenced the strength or direction of
said association. We also tested the parent-to-child gender match to
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determine whether the association was further influenced by gender
match modeling.

The exact prevalence of dating violence remains unknown in part
due to underreporting tendencies, inconsistency in the definition of
dating violence, and variability in populations sampled (Offenhauer &
Buchalter, 2011); however, current estimates suggest a large portion of
adolescents—between 9% to 46%—are involved as perpetrators or vic-
tims of dating violence (Alleyne-Green et al., 2012; Wincentak et al.,
2017). Dating violence can take several forms, including cyber violence,
physical violence, psychological abuse, and sexual abuse; each places
adolescents at increased risk for physical and mental health problems
(Foshee et al., 2013). Dating violence perpetration and victimization are
associated with a wide range of adverse outcomes, including depressive
symptomatology, suicidal ideation, substance abuse, unhealthy weight
control behaviors, and sexual risk taking (Choi et al., 2017; Harned &
Vict, 2001; Silverman et al., 2001). The adverse outcomes associated
with dating violence extend into adulthood, with increased risky violent
behavior within relationships between current or former intimate
partners—referred to as intimate partner violence (IPV; Manchikanti
G�omez, 2011; O’Leary et al., 1989), which itself is linked with serious
physical injury and even death (Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention [CDC], 2019). Adolescent dating violence differs from
adult intimate partner violence in multiple ways: First, traditional
gender power dynamics are less likely to be present (e.g., girls, com-
pared with adult women, are less likely to be dependent on their part-
ners for financial support and are less likely to be supporting a child;
Mulford & Giordano, 2008; Wekerle & Wolfe, 1999); second, adoles-
cents lack prior experience navigating romantic relationships and may
therefore be prone to the use of less adaptive coping strategies
(Connolly et al., 2010; Fredland et al., 2005; Laursen & Collins, 1994;
Roscoe & Kelsey, 1986; Wekerle & Wolfe, 1999); finally, because they
exert greater influence on adolescents than on adults, peers’ attitudes
about dating violence likely have a larger impact on adolescents’ behav-
ior (Adelman & Kil, 2007; Mumford et al., 2020; Noonan & Charles,
2009).

Risk Factors for Adolescent Dating Violence

Numerous factors place adolescents at greater risk for dating violence
perpetration and victimization. In the service of being succinct, we
review those relevant to the present study here. These include
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environmental factors that normalize violence, the cumulation of neg-
ative life events, and gender-related differences.

Normalizing Violence

A variety of theoretical frameworks have been offered to explain the
environmental factors that render some individuals more susceptible to
the perpetration and victimization of interpersonal violence (Doumas
et al., 1994; Stith et al., 2000). One of the most prominent of these is the
social learning perspective (Bandura, 1962), which suggests that
through modeling, adolescents learn how to treat others based on
how they are treated by the adults caring for them. Following this
argument, adolescents exposed to violent or aggressive behavior in
the home environment through direct experience, such as abuse, or
through witnessing violence or aggression, such as domestic violence
between parents, may be more likely to become perpetrators or victims
of violence. The research literature is moderately supportive of this
theoretical perspective (Faulkner et al., 2014; Stith et al., 2004), with
meta-analytic findings suggesting that growing up in a violent home
confers a weak-to-moderate risk for violent interactions with one’s
future spouse. In fact, although the majority of investigations have
focused on adolescent’s home lives, the social learning perspective
may be profitably applied more broadly to adolescent’s development,
linking their exposure to violence and aggression encountered in the
home and the broader community to subsequent aggressive acts. This
perspective is consistent with Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems
theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1992), which holds that adolescent’s develop-
mental outcomes are a product of nested ecological contexts.
Furthermore, it may not only be exposure to violence and aggression
that confers risk for interpersonal violence; we now know that adversity
of all kinds can exert impacts on developing stress response systems. In
support of this argument, myriad studies have identified a pathway
between childhood adversity and both dating violence perpetration
(see Vagi et al., 2013, for a review) and victimization (Paat &
Markham, 2019; see Glass et al., 2003, for a review).

Negative Life Events

A variety of individual, physiological, and socioemotional risk factors
have been linked to adolescent dating violence perpetration and victim-
ization. While most studies have focused on adversity during childhood,
adolescence may be an important time to examine negative life events.
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Adolescence is marked by increasingly complex social environments

that may expand risk for a widening array of stressors. A developing

literature suggests links between negative life events during adolescence

and subsequent mental health symptoms (Ge et al., 2006; Low et al.,

2012). With a few exceptions (Higgins et al., 2018; Miller et al., 2011),

the majority of studies that tested the risk for dating violence focused

on one particular type of stressor at a time. However, the sensitization-

to-stress theory posits that adversity may create psychological and

physiological hyperreactivity to stress, suggesting that the cumulation

of stress may create risk for violent relationships (Mason & Smithey,

2012; Roberts et al., 2011). In addition, certain individual differences

may relate to a greater likelihood of dating violence perpetration or

victimization.
Individuals with severe psychopathology have higher rates of adver-

sity exposure than others (Schalinski et al., 2019; see Kessler et al., 2010,

for a review), allowing for them to be an ideal population within which

to study the pathway from adverse experiences to dating violence. For

example, adolescents with severe psychopathology show greater suscep-

tibility to perpetration and victimization of dating violence (Boivin

et al., 2012 see Kessler et al., 2010, for a review). Consequently, exam-

ining dating violence within an inpatient psychiatric population enables

the examination of dating violence in a higher portion of our sample.

This, in turn, could enable the examination of risk factors not typically

possible in community samples with lower base rates.

Gender Differences

Evidence also suggests that there may be gender-based differences in

dating violence risk. Prior studies have reported certain risk factors

specific to girls (e.g., victimization of friends, alcohol use, depression;

Foshee et al., 2001) or boys (e.g., history of fighting, number of sexual

partners; Cleveland et al., 2003), though many factors seem to impact

both girls and boys (e.g., history of aggression, antisocial behavior,

childhood physical abuse; Gidycz, Warkentin & Orchowski, 2007;

H�ebert et al., 2019; Lavoie et al. 2002; Linder & Collins, 2005).

However, some studies suggest inconsistent patterns of results, with

some reporting higher dating violence victimization in girls compared

with boys (Marquart et al., 2007; Wolitzky-Taylor et al., 2008), others

reporting higher rates in boys compared with girls (Breiding et al., 2014,

Wincentak et al., 2017), and yet others reporting comparable rates

between genders for in person (O’Leary et al., 2008) and online dating
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aggression (Reed et al., 2017). Hamby and Turner (2013) attribute these
discrepant results to inconsistent definitions of dating violence; that is,
some researchers use broad definitions of dating violence whereas others
use narrower definitions.

While clarity on this question is needed, certain gender differences in
adolescent dating violence have been well documented—compared with
boys, girls in high school tend to cite greater physical injury and emo-
tional trauma related to dating violence victimization (Coker et al.,
2014; Hamby & Turner, 2013), and report that dating violence has a
larger impact on their relationship satisfaction (Katz et al., 2002;
Williams & Frieze, 2005). Therefore, predictors of dating violence
may also vary across gender (Foshee et al., 2001; Reyes et al., 2016).

Protective Factors for Adolescent Dating Violence

Holding in mind the argument posited by social learning theory—that
adolescent’s propensity to engage in dating violence is a product of their
learning history—it is also important to consider the role of factors that
could mitigate the impact of adverse experiences on social learning.
Attachment theory (Bowlby, 1973) holds that when attachment figures
provide adolescents with sensitive responsiveness, adolescents are better
able to regulate their emotional states, and thus, their behavior.
Sensitive responsiveness entails responding to the adolescent’s behavior
by recognizing and responding to the underlying emotional need. As
such, sensitive responsiveness is closely linked to and often strongly
associated with other psychological constructs such as parental reflec-
tive functioning or mentalizing (Suchman et al., 2010) and empathy
(Davidov & Grusec, 2006; Shaver et al., 2016). When parents respond
to adolescent’s behavior with sensitive responsiveness, this enables ado-
lescents to regulate their emotions and their behavior (Sroufe, 2005),
and ultimately is predictive of a host of positive psychosocial outcomes
across development, including more direct and adaptive communica-
tion of emotional needs. Accordingly, we would anticipate that adoles-
cents who experience positive relationships with their caregivers,
particularly those characterized by sensitive responsiveness or emotion
validation, would be more protected from the negative impact of adver-
sity on developmental outcomes.

A review of the literature on adolescent dating violence perpetration
conducted by Vagi et al. (2013) revealed only three articles examining
protective factors. Most of these factors pertained to intrapersonal
difference-level factors such as grade point average and attitudes

6 Journal of Interpersonal Violence 0(0)



about sex (Cleveland et al., 2003), and attitudes about dating violence

(Schumacher & Slep, 2004). However, one study identified a relational

protective factor—attenuated levels of dating violence perpetration

when girls reported a positive relationship with their mothers, charac-

terized by high levels of closeness, warmth, and open communication

(Cleveland et al., 2003). A more recent meta-analysis also suggests

benefits of parental monitoring in the prevention of dating violence

perpetration (H�ebert et al., 2019). To date, no studies have examined

parent–teen relationship aspects as a protective factor specifically

between adversity and violence. Encouragingly, parenting behavior

offers a tangible target for change and thus could be particularly impor-

tant in preventive efforts. However, the current literature is lacking

regarding parental influences, gender differences, and potential differ-

ential effects of parenting on perpetration versus victimization. Thus, a

more nuanced examination of the role of parenting, such as responses

to a child’s emotional expression, on dating violence perpetration and

victimization is a necessary precursor to intervention efforts.

Parental Emotion Validation

The development of emotion regulation may be particularly important

in preventing both perpetration and victimization of dating violence in

adolescence. Adolescents are likely navigating romantic relationships

for the first time and may therefore be prone to strong emotional

responses in the face of conflict or interactions that undermine the secu-

rity of the relationship (Fredland et al., 2005). Parental emotion social-

ization, which can vary along the dimension of emotion validation and

invalidation, is one aspect of emotion regulation tied to the develop-

ment of adolescent’s emotional and social competence (Eisenberg et al.,

1998) that may be a strong protective factor.
Parental invalidation of emotions, or responding to emotional

expression erratically or inappropriately such that the emotional

expression is punished or trivialized (Linehan, 1993), has been associ-

ated with maladaptive emotion regulation strategies (e.g., escaping

rather than expressing emotions when angered) in adults (Krause

et al., 2003) and behavioral problems (e.g., internalizing and external-

izing), emotion dysregulation, and relationship dissatisfaction in ado-

lescents (Buckholdt et al., 2014; Lunkenheimer et al., 2007; Shenk &

Fruzzetti, 2014). Studies have also shown that emotion invalidation

during childhood may be a risk factor for later relationship
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disturbances in individuals with borderline personality disorder (Selby

et al., 2008).
However, when parents respond to emotions with validation (e.g.,

comforting, empathizing, problem solving), this may help adolescents

better understand their emotions (Warren & Stifter, 2008) and develop

strategies for tolerating emotional distress (Eisenberg et al., 1998;

Lambie & Lindberg, 2016). Research suggests that a validating response

to emotion from a parent might encourage adolescents to use verbal

methods to cope with emotional distress (Eisenberg & Fabes, 1994),

potentially equipping adolescents with the tools to de-escalate interper-

sonal conflict rather than react aggressively or passively.
More specifically, each parent may play a specific role when validat-

ing a child’s emotions. Research suggests that mothers and fathers may

have unique influences on adolescent development (Lamb, 2010). Past

research on the link between parenting behavior and child violence that

distinguishes between mothers compared with fathers has yielded some-

what contradictory findings. Some researchers suggest stronger mater-

nal compared with paternal effects on violence development in

adolescents (e.g., Brook et al., 2001; Hart et al., 1998; Leadbeater

et al., 2008), whereas others suggest a particularly strong association

between matching dyads (e.g., paternal parenting and violence among

sons (Chang et al., 2003), or maternal parenting and violence among

daughters (Lovas, 2005).
Thus, parental emotion validation (EV) may be an important pro-

tective factor in the link between adversity and dating violence and the

specific gender of the parent and child may be further elucidating.

Current Investigation

The current study sought to build upon previous research by examining

whether parental EV (specific to each parent) buffered the association

between adversity and adolescent dating violence, and whether that

effect varied as a function of the match between parent and child

gender, within a clinical sample of adolescents hospitalized for mild

psychiatric diagnoses.

Preliminary Analyses

We aimed to replicate findings that rates of dating violence perpetration

and victimization differ by gender, and that experiencing adversity in

adolescence was positively associated with adolescent dating violence
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perpetration and victimization. In addition, we examined whether the

association between adversity and dating violence varied as a function

of gender.

Hypothesis Testing

Our first hypotheses involved testing EV of each parent separately, as a

single moderator of the relation between adversity and our outcomes of

interest (dating violence perpetration or victimization). Next, we tested

whether the matching or nonmatching of parent to child gender influ-

enced the effect of parental EV on the relation between adversity and

our outcomes of interest by adding child gender to the models as a

second moderator.

Maternal emotion validation as a moderator. (1a) We predicted that mater-

nal EV would significantly moderate the association of adversity with

dating violence perpetration, such that high maternal EV would result

in a weaker association of adversity and dating violence perpetration.

(1b) Similarly, we predicted that maternal EV would significantly mod-

erate the association of adversity with dating violence victimization,

such that high maternal EV would result in a weaker association of

adversity and dating violence victimization. Moreover, we expected

that child gender would further moderate the previous effect; specifi-

cally, we anticipated that, for girls more than for boys, high maternal

EV would result in a weaker association of adversity and (1c) dating

violence perpetration and (1d) dating violence victimization.

Paternal emotion validation as a moderator. (2a) We predicted that paternal

EV would significantly moderate the association of adversity with

dating violence perpetration, such that high paternal EV would result

in a weaker association of adversity and dating violence perpetration.

(2b) Next, we predicted that paternal EV would significantly moderate

the association of adversity with dating violence victimization, such that

high paternal EV would result in a weaker association of adversity and

dating violence victimization. Moreover, we expected that, for boys

more than girls, high paternal EV would result in a weaker association

of adversity and (2c) dating violence perpetration and (2d) dating vio-

lence victimization.
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Method

The current study was conducted as part of a larger study of adolescent

psychiatric inpatients at a private psychiatric hospital in a large metro-

politan area in the Southwestern United States. The original research

study had two main research aims: (a) assess clinical outcomes of treat-

ment on the adolescent inpatient unit at that hospital, and (b) better

understand risk and protective factors for adolescent psychopathology,
particularly risk and protective factors related to social cognition and

interpersonal functioning. The recruitment and sampling procedure in

this study was to invite all adolescents who met inclusion criteria and

were admitted for inpatient treatment on this unit to participate in the

study. Adolescents were informed they could opt out at any time. The

design of the original research study was repeated measures, including a

comprehensive battery of assessments and questionnaires at admission

to the unit, interviews and questionnaires at discharge from the unit,

and surveys completed at 6-, 12-, and 18-month time points postdi-

scharge. Not all measures were assessed at all time points. This
design was used because it allowed for the testing of cross-sectional

relationships between risk and protective factors and adolescent symp-

tomatic outcomes measured at admission, as well as for the testing of

symptomatic change over time, and predictors of symptomatic change

over time. The inpatient adolescent unit focused on assessment and

stabilization for adolescents with severe emotional and behavioral dis-

orders that had not responded to previous treatment. All adolescents

received milieu-based care focused on short-term stabilization of the

symptoms that led to hospitalization using a mentalization-based treat-

ment approach (i.e., a treatment approach that promotes the develop-

ment of mentalizing, or the ability to identify and understand mental
states [thoughts, feelings, desires] in the self and others and their link

with behavior; see Bateman & Fonagy, 1999; Rossouw & Fonagy,

2012), including psychoeducational mentalizing groups and individual,

family, and group interventions with a mentalizing focus, to promote

the teen’s and family’s ability to mentalize, and increase trust, attach-

ment security, emotion regulation, communication, and problem solv-

ing (for more information on the larger study, see Sharp et al., 2009).
The current study utilized measures taken from cross-sectional data

completed by adolescents at admission to the unit, as the outcomes

tested here were not measured at discharge or follow-up time points.

To contextualize this study in the overall research design, the current

study contributes to answering the second research question of the
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larger study: identifying risk and protective factors for adolescent psy-

chopathology related to social cognition and interpersonal functioning.

Access to this data was possible because the last author is one of the

principal investigators of the larger study.

Participants

Consecutive admits from the inpatient psychiatric hospital were

approached to participate in the study. All participants were English-

speaking inpatients on the adolescent unit, and were between the ages of

12 to 17 years old. Exclusion criteria were a diagnosis of autism spec-
trum disorder, schizophrenia, or other psychotic disorders, an IQ below

70, or a clinician determination of ineligibility. Data collection for the

larger study spanned a 7-year period; therefore, some participants

received a slightly different battery of measures. For this reason, par-

ticipants in the current study included individuals who participated in

the study when the three main study measures for the present analyses

were included in the battery. During this period, 287 adolescents (con-

secutive admissions) were approached for the study. Of these 287, 219

(76.3%) consented and met inclusion/exclusion criteria, and of these

219, 137 (62.6%) completed all three study measures. Therefore, the

final sample was 137. Participants had an average age of 15.20 years

(SD¼ 1.38), were 66.4% female, and their parent-reported ethnic/racial

backgrounds were the following: 82.5% White/Caucasian, 7.3%

Hispanic/Latinx, 5.1% Multiracial or other, 2.2% Asian, 0.7% Black

or African American, 0.7% American Indian or Alaska Native, and

8.8% did not identify. Parents’ were asked to report their annual house-

hold income ranging from 0 (decline to answer) to 15 (200,000 or more),

with at least one parent endorsing each of these response options and 14

parents who declined to answer. The median option for household

income endorsed was the option ranging from US$175,000 to US

$199.000. Participants reported a range of 1 to 2 stays on the unit

(M¼ 1.1 stays, SD¼ 0.29), with the current stay averaging 39.97 days
(SD¼ 13.55). Regarding the diagnostic characteristics of the sample,

67.9% of the sample met clinician-administered Diagnostic and

Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (4th ed.; DSM-IV; American

Psychiatric Association, 1994) criteria for a mood disorder, 60.6% for

an anxiety disorder, 38.0% for an externalizing disorder, and 10.9% for

an eating disorder. Upon discharge, 49.6% of the sample went home,

28.5% went to a different residential treatment center, 10.2% went to a

wilderness program, 5.1% went to a therapeutic boarding school, 3.6%
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went to outpatient treatment, 2.2% started a partial hospitalization
program, and 0.7% went to another inpatient facility.

Procedure

Upon adolescents’ admission to the facility, parents were approached
for informed consent, and if given, adolescents were approached for
informed assent. If consent and assent were both received and the ado-
lescent could participate according to inclusion and exclusion criteria,
participants completed self-report study measures within 2 weeks of
their admission to the unit. At discharge, participants reported where
they were going following discharge from the unit. The measures of
interest in the present study were assessed only at the admission time
point (i.e., within 2 weeks of admission). All study procedures were
approved by the appropriate institutional review boards.

Measures

Dating violence. The Conflict in Adolescent Dating Relationships
Inventory (CADRI; Wolfe et al., 2001) is a measure with 25 paired
items assessing adolescents’ actions during an argument or conflict
with an intimate partner in the last year. Items were presented in
pairs, each containing one question about the participants’ actions
(i.e., perpetration, “I threw something at him or her”) and one about
someone else committing the act against the participant (i.e., victimiza-
tion, “He or she threw something at me”). Items probed sexual, phys-
ical, psychological, and relational violence as well as threatening
behaviors. In response to each item, participants were asked to endorse
it as having occurred in their life (Yes) or not (No). Reliability and
validity of this measure has been demonstrated among high school
students (Wolfe et al., 2001). Both perpetration and victimization sub-
scales were used in the present study. For the purposes of this study, we
computed composite scores of perpetration and victimization with high
internal reliability demonstrated in this sample (aperpetration¼ .87,
avictimization¼ .90).

Adversity. The Adolescent Life Events Questionnaire (ALEQ) was used
to measure adversity in this sample (Hankin & Abramson, 2002). The
ALEQ is a self-report checklist of stressors for adolescents ages 13 to
18, and included items assessing different hassles and negative events
that commonly occur during adolescence. Items assessed the extent to
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which participants experienced negative life experiences in the previous

three months, including events related to family (e.g., parents divorced),

relationships (e.g., had a baby that you didn’t plan or want), school

(e.g., got a bad report card), and social life (e.g., don’t have as many

friends as you would like). Participants reported on the extent to which

they had experienced 70 events on a scale from 0 (Never) to 4 (Always).

Scores on all 70 items were summed for a total composite score. This

measure has shown internal consistency of .94 and 2-week test–retest

reliability of .65 in a sample of high school students (Hankin &

Abramson, 2002). In the current sample, internal consistency reliability

for all items was high (a¼ .92).

Parental emotion validation. The Socialization of Emotion Scale (SES;

Krause et al., 2003), modified from the Coping with Children’s

Negative Emotions Scale (CCNES; Fabes et al., 1990), was used to

measure parental EV. The original CCNES measure is completed by

the parent, while the SES was re-worded as an adolescent-report mea-

sure to assess adolescents’ perceptions of their parents’ responses to

their emotional reactions. Adolescents were presented with six scenarios

in which they may have experienced a negative emotion and were asked

to indicate the likelihood that their parent would respond with

problem-focused (e.g., “if I lost some prized possession and reacted

with tears, my caretaker would . . . help me think of places I hadn’t

looked at yet”), emotion-focused (e.g., “ . . . distract me by talking

about happy things”), expressive encouragement (e.g., “ . . . tell me it’s

ok to cry when you feel unhappy”), distress (e.g., “ . . . get upset with me

for being so careless and crying”), punitive (e.g., “ . . . tell me that’s what

happens when you’re not careful”), or minimization (e.g., “ . . . tell me

that I was overreacting”) reactions. Response scales ranged from 1 (very

unlikely) to 7 (very likely). For each of six scenarios, participants were

asked to rate the likelihood of five to six types of parental reactions

twice, once for each parent, for a total of 66 items. In the present study,

maternal EV and paternal EV scales were used, which were previously

identified as separate aggregate scales (Denham & Kochanoff, 2002).

EV responses included expressive encouragement, emotion-focused,

and problem-focused parental responses. Both maternal and paternal

validation scales yielded high reliability in this sample (amother¼ .95,

afather¼ .96).
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Data Analytic Plan

Preliminary analyses. First, analyses were conducted to assess and address

underlying assumptions of the statistical tests we used (i.e., outliers,

normality, and missing data). Next, to address our aims of replication,

we conducted an independent samples t test to determine whether

dating violence perpetration and victimization differed between girls

and boys. Next, we used linear regression analyses to test whether

adversity was related to experiences of dating violence perpetration

and victimization, and whether gender moderated these associations.

Hypothesis testing. To evaluate hypotheses 1a-b and 2a-b regarding

whether maternal and paternal EV moderated the association between

adversity and dating violence perpetration and victimization, we used

hierarchical linear regressions in which we tested whether the interac-

tion term predicted dating violence perpetration/victimization over and

above the individual predictors. Next, to evaluate hypotheses 1c-d and

2c-d, gender was added to each model as an additional moderator to

determine whether Adversity�Parental EV�Gender interacted to pre-

dict dating violence perpetration or victimization. Regressions were

computed using the PROCESS (Hayes, 2017) macro for SPSS.

PROCESS decomposes simple slopes at �1 SD of the mean (low),

mean, and þ1 SD of the mean (high) of the moderator. For categorical

moderators (such as gender), PROCESS decomposes the interaction

into simple slopes at each categorical value. In addition, PROCESS

creates a bias-corrected 95% confidence interval using 1,000 boot-

strapped samples. Parental income was originally examined as a covar-

iate but did not change the pattern of results in any model, and

therefore was not included in final analyses.

Results

Preliminary Analyses

Initial descriptive statistics of continuous variables identified a few out-

liers, defined as values three standard deviations above or below the

mean. There were three outliers on the Adverse Life Events variable,

one on the Victimization of Dating Violence, and four outliers on the

Perpetration of Dating Violence variable. These outliers were

Winsorized to the closest value that was not considered an outlier.

All further analyses were conducted using the Winsorized data.
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The variables of interest were mostly normally distributed based on
their skewness (between �.5 and .5) and kurtosis (less than 3).
Descriptive statistics of key study variables, after adjusting for outliers,
are presented in Table 1. Scatter plots confirmed linear associations
between key study variables.

To determine how best to approach analyses, we next tested whether
data were missing completely at random. Given that a majority of miss-
ing data was due to a slightly different battery of measures being admin-
istered at different time periods in the study and not due to missing
items, we did not expect to have an issue with missing data. Little’s test
for MCAR was not significant, showing that the sample data did not
have a pattern of missing data, v2(26)¼ 37.55, p¼ .067. For all regres-
sion analyses, we used PROCESS (Hayes, 2017) Model 1 for analyses
involving a single moderator and Model 3 for analyses testing three-way
interactions (i.e., those involving moderations by gender). PROCESS
has a default setting of listwise deletion for missing values, which was
deemed appropriate due to a lack of patterning in missing values.
Therefore, no additional steps were taken to address missing data.

Prior to hypothesis testing, we examined the distribution of the expe-
riences of dating violence within our sample and found that 51.8%
(n¼ 71) of the sample experienced at least one incidence of perpetration
of dating violence. We found the same percentage of the sample expe-
rienced at least one incidence of victimization of dating violence. For
descriptive statistics, see Table 1. We also tested the gender differences
on all key study variables and found there were no gender differences
on reports of adversity, t(135)¼�.48, p¼ .63 or reports of maternal
EV, t(135)¼�1.69, p¼ .10, but boys reported significantly greater
paternal EV, t(135)¼ –2.34, p¼ .02. However, there were no gender
differences between dating violence perpetration t(135)¼ –.33, p¼ .74
or victimization t(135)¼ –1.30, p¼ .20. Bivariate correlations were run
to determine the association between each of the continuous variables
(see Table 2).

To examine whether the relation between adversity and dating vio-
lence varied by gender, we ran two hierarchical regressions. First,
results revealed that the interaction between adversity and gender
(b¼ .03, p¼ .14) was not significant in predicting dating violence per-
petration. In addition, main effects revealed that adversity (b¼ .03,
p< .01) but not gender (b¼�2.28, p¼ .15) was associated with dating
violence perpetration.

The same pattern followed when predicting dating violence victimi-
zation: The interaction term was not significant (b¼ –.01, p¼ .61), the

Froidevaux et al. 15
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main effect of adversity (b¼ .06, p¼ .00) significantly related to dating

violence, and gender (b¼ .03, p¼ .99) did not.

Hypothesis Testing

Does maternal EV moderate the association between adversity and dating

violence perpetration or victimization? We tested whether maternal EV

(see Table 3, Panel A) moderated the relation between adversity and

dating violence perpetration or victimization.
The results of a hierarchical linear regression revealed that the

Adversity�Maternal EV interaction predicted dating violence perpetra-

tion over and above the individual predictors (DR2¼ 0.04, b¼�.0007,

p¼ .01). Upon further examination of simple slopes (see Figure 1), the

relation between adversity and dating violence perpetration was not sig-

nificant at high maternal EV (b¼ .01, p¼ .59), while it was significant at

average (b¼ .03, p< .01), and low maternal EV (b¼ .04, p< .001).
Similarly, a hierarchical linear regression revealed that the Adversity

�Maternal EV interaction predicted dating violence victimization over

and above the individual predictors (DR2¼ 0.11, b¼�.001, p< .001).

Decomposition of the simple slopes (see Figure 1) found that the rela-

tion between adversity and dating violence victimization was no longer

present at high levels of maternal EV (b¼�.003, p¼ .83); however, at

average (b¼ .04, p< .001) and low maternal EV (b¼ .08, p< .001), the

relation between adversity and dating violence victimization was still

significant.
When gender was added to the models as an additional moderator,

the Adversity�Maternal EV�Gender interaction was not significant

in predicting dating violence perpetration (DR2¼ 0.002, b¼ .0001, p ¼

Table 2. Correlations among main study variables.

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Age 1

2. DV Victimization .13 1

3. DV Perpetration .14 .78** 1

4. Adversity -.004 .35** .29** 1

5. Maternal EV -.04 -.19* -.18* -.23** 1

6. Paternal EV -.09 -.16 -.20* -.15 -.59** 1

Note. DV ¼ dating violence; EV ¼ emotion validation.

**Correlation significant at 0.01 level (2-tailed). *Correlation significant at 0.05 level (2-tailed).

Froidevaux et al. 17
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.87) nor victimization (DR2¼ 0.004, b¼ .0008, p ¼ .43) over and above
the individual predictors.

Does paternal EV moderate the association between adversity and dating violence

perpetration or victimization? We tested whether paternal EV (see Table 3,
Panel B) moderated the relation between adversity and dating violence
perpetration or victimization.

Results revealed that the adversity and paternal EV model signifi-
cantly predicted variation in dating violence perpetration (R2¼ .11, F(3,
124)¼ 5.05, p< .01). However, the interaction term did not predict
dating violence perpetration over and above the individual predictors
(DR2¼ 0.01, b¼�.0003, p ¼ .24).

Furthermore, while the overall adversity and paternal EV model was
significant (R2¼ .11, F(3, 124)¼ 5.11, p< .01) in predicting dating vio-
lence victimization, paternal EV did not emerge as a significant mod-
erator (DR2¼ 0.01, b¼�.0005, p ¼ .17).

When gender was added as an additional moderator, the
Adversity�Paternal EV�Gender interaction significantly predicted
dating violence perpetration over and above the individual predictors
(DR2¼ .02, b¼�.001, p ¼ .07). Conditional effects revealed that only
for boys was paternal EV a significant moderator of the relation
between adversity and dating violence perpetration (b¼�.002,
p< .01; see Figure 2). Decomposition of the simple slopes found that
high paternal EV eliminated the relation between adversity and dating
violence perpetration (b ¼.01, p¼ .79), while the relation was still pre-
sent with average (b¼ .06, p< .001) and low paternal EV (b¼ .11,
p< .001). For girls, the relation between adversity and dating violence
perpetration was not moderated by paternal EV (b¼ .0001, p¼ .79).
However, the model predicting dating violence victimization from
Adversity�Paternal EV did not vary as a function of gender
(DR2¼ 0.005, b¼�.0008, p ¼ .42).

Discussion

The current study provides new insight on the relation between adver-
sity and dating violence in adolescence—to our knowledge, it is the first
to examine parental EV and child gender as potential moderating fac-
tors and to examine these factors within an adolescent psychiatric
sample. In doing so, we were able to examine factors among a sample
that is generally a harder population to access, thus continuing to diver-
sify the knowledge regarding this population and dating violence as a

20 Journal of Interpersonal Violence 0(0)



prevalent societal risk factor. Results of the present study build upon

this work in important ways, finding that, at times, the association

between adversity and dating violence perpetration and victimization

depends on parents’ EV, which further depends on the match between

parent and child gender.
Preliminary analyses revealed no gender differences in average rates

of either dating violence perpetration or victimization. Our findings

support prior research indicating that boys and girls perpetrate violence

at similar rates (O’Leary et al., 2008) even though social stereotypes

portray adolescent girls as victims and boys as perpetrators. It is
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Figure 1. The association between adversity and dating violence victimization and
perpetration moderated by maternal emotion validation.
Note. The dating violence scale has a possible range of 0-25. This figure is on a scale
of 0-9 for visualization purposes.
*p< .05. **p< .01. ***p< .001.
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important to note the bidirectional nature of dating violence perpetra-
tion and victimization such that some victims of violence are also per-
petrators of violence against others. For instance, Palmetto et al. (2013)
found that experiencing both dating violence perpetration and victim-
ization within a single year was more prevalent than experiencing either
perpetration or victimization uniquely. Illuminating more comprehen-
sively how the rates of dating violence vary between genders will not
only improve our understanding, but also direct the development and
implementation of more targeted interventions.
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Figure 2. The association between adversity and dating violence victimization
moderated by maternal validation of emotion moderated by gender.
Note. The dating violence scale has a possible range of 0-25. This figure is on a scale
of 0-9 for visualization purposes.
*p< .05. **p< .01. ***p< .001.
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We also found that the extent of adversity positively related to dating

violence perpetration and victimization among the sample overall. While

these results replicate previous literature linking adversity and dating vio-

lence in adolescents (Glass et al., 2003; Vagi et al., 2013), the present study

expands on this work by considering the frequency of a broad range of

adverse life events that typically occur during adolescence in combination,

rather than considering certain types of adversity separately. In other

words, this study was unique in that we were not examining adolescents

affected exclusively by one type of adversity (e.g., childhood sexual abuse)

but rather were examining the impact of all of their adverse experiences in

aggregate. In addition, results from the sample overall revealed the

absence of a significant interaction between adversity and gender in pre-

dicting dating violence perpetration or victimization suggesting that

adversity is related to dating violence similarly between female and male

adolescents. It could be that different types of adversity are more predic-

tive of dating violence by gender but that when considering these events

overall, gender does not interact. However, we were particularly interested

in how parental EV and adversity interacted to predict dating violence,

and whether adolescents’ gender influenced this relation.

Maternal EV

First, maternal EV moderated the relation between adversity and dating

violence perpetration and victimization. More specifically, as the level of

maternal EV increased, the strength of the association between adversity

and dating violence perpetration and victimization decreased. In fact,

when maternal EV was high, the relation was no longer significant

when predicting dating violence perpetration nor victimization. This sug-

gests that mothers may be important in teaching their adolescents emo-

tion understanding as well as appropriate expression and regulation of

emotions, such as the ability to express and communicate emotions

rather than respond with violence. Perhaps when adolescents experience

EV from their mothers, this facilitates a greater cognizance that others

are aware of and understand one’s emotions. Thus, when these adoles-

cents experience adversity-related distress, they may be less inclined to act

out their emotions through aggressive means. Alternatively, these ado-

lescents may learn that their emotions are valid and through more fre-

quent expression of their feelings may develop regulated means of

communicating emotions, such as through verbal expression.
In addition, when predicting both dating violence perpetration and

victimization, the interaction between adversity and maternal EV did
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not further vary as a function of adolescents’ gender. In other words,
maternal EV was similarly related to dating violence perpetration and
victimization in both girls and boys, which may mean that mothers play
a similar role in the development of relationship competence for boys
and girls. This is perhaps unsurprising, given the vast amount of liter-
ature showing that mothers are important in their child’s development,
regardless of gender (Sharp & Fonagy, 2008; Sharp et al., 2006).

Paternal EV

Paternal validation of emotion did not moderate the association
between adversity and dating violence perpetration or victimization.
However, there was a significant three-way interaction when adolescent
gender was added to the model when predicting perpetration. Among
boys, when paternal EV was high, the relation between adversity and
perpetration was no longer significant. Previous work has shown that
adolescents tend to model behavior of the same-sex parent (Laible &
Carlo, 2004), suggesting that adolescent boys may imitate and learn
adaptive communication and expression of emotion through their
father’s modeling of EV. This is in line with the societal belief that
attentive fathers raise boys who are sensitive relationship partners.
Girls, on the other hand, may not as clearly recognize the direct appli-
cation of their fathers’ behavior to their own relationships.
Alternatively, in the context of adversity, girls could be more strongly
influenced by other factors, such as their mothers or peers, when decid-
ing to engage in dating violence perpetration. Finally, it is possible that,
regardless of paternal EV, adverse experiences are so salient for girls
that they relate to dating violence regardless of paternal EV.

Implications

Keeping in mind that these findings were obtained from a cross-
sectional study and are in need not only of replication but also of
extension through longitudinal designs, we argue that our findings
have practical implications. Specifically, our findings may suggest that
in the context of higher levels of adversity, maternal validation of ado-
lescent’s emotions may have an important role in preventing negative
developmental sequelae. As stated before, our measure of adversity did
not distinguish between different types of negative experiences, but we
can imagine a scenario wherein adolescents experience adverse events
within their broader community contexts (for instance, adolescents who
are bullied or encounter racial discrimination) and are able to discuss

24 Journal of Interpersonal Violence 0(0)



their experiences and have their emotions validated by their parents at

home. These adolescents may have the opportunity to experience,

express, and process their emotional experiences in the comfort of

their closest relationships and in so doing, may gain insight on the

impact of these experiences and be spared the negative impact on

their subsequent interpersonal behavior. This argument is consistent

with the core tenets of attachment theory, which states that the safety

and security of intimate relationships can provide a refuge in which to

work through the challenges experienced in the outside world, enabling

one to be stronger and more resilient in confronting stressors. In this

way, these experiences within attachment relationships may buffer

against negative social learning experiences engendered by adversity

and thus should be examined further by clinicians, school counselors,

family counselors, or other figures educating parents around the impor-

tant role they play for their child’s development.

Limitations and Future Directions

While the current study contributes to the literature in providing insight

on the role parenting plays in the relation between adversity and dating

violence, some limitations are worth noting. First, the sample did not

have much variability in family socioeconomic status or racial/ethnic

background; therefore, we were not able to examine these variables as

factors influencing the results, nor can we say these results can be gen-

eralized beyond the homogeneous sample. In addition, the sample

included families that reported high household income, meaning that

these results cannot be generalized beyond an upper middle-class

sample. Second, the use of self-report introduces the possibility of

potential bias and the threat of social desirability. Exclusive reliance

on self-report measures creates the possibility that the associations we

observed herein are partially driven by shared method variance. This is

particularly problematic in terms of the assessment of adolescents’

adverse experiences, which were measured retrospectively, over the pre-
vious 3 months. Furthermore, it is possible that adolescents were not

truthful regarding their rates of dating violence perpetration or victim-

ization. Future studies can improve upon our work through the use of

alternative approaches to measuring these constructs—for instance, by

using multiinformant designs. Third, by examining an inpatient popu-

lation, we are able to further understand how adversity relates to dating

violence within a population already being treated for psychiatric symp-

toms. Nonetheless, the current study cannot be generalized beyond the
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psychiatric population; future studies should replicate these results

within other samples. Fourth, while we considered our aggregate mea-

sure of adversity to be a strength of the investigation, it can also limit

our ability to differentiate between different types of experiences. In

future investigations in which multiple assessments are administered,

it could be interesting to assess whether aggregate measures (e.g.,

total number of adverse life events) or categorical measures of adversity

(e.g., child abuse—yes or no; domestic violence witness—yes or no)

yield stronger predictions.
Future studies should continue to examine whether parental EV can

relate to a reduction of future dating violence perpetration or victimi-

zation by way of a longitudinal study. The cross-sectional nature of our

design precludes the ability to make causal inferences about adversity or

parental EV and dating violence. In addition, a longitudinal design

would allow for a better understanding of when parental EV is most

relevant for these associations. Parental EV early in development may

be most influential for future close relationships, or EV may be impor-

tant throughout development to remind adolescents of the validity of

their emotions and to help prevent dating violence perpetration or vic-

timization. Future studies should be done to examine whether being

hospitalized and experiencing dating violence results in compounding

risk factors, or whether one precedes the other. The current results will

be further elucidated through the inclusion of a community sample of

adolescents, as well as considering how other influential figures relate to

the potential buffering effects found in the current study. For instance,

how does the EV from teachers, extracurricular mentors, or religious

figures, relate to the association between adversity and dating violence?

It is possible that any type of EV will allow for the development of a

child into someone who can respond appropriately to intimate partner

disagreement, or it could be that parents play a uniquely important role

in the development of healthy relationship patterns. If this study were

extended using longitudinal designs, it could also inform interventions.

Emotion validation may be a teachable skill. Multiple intervention pro-

grams have demonstrated impressive results teaching parents skills that

are closely aligned with emotion validation, such as reflective function-

ing (Suchman et al., 2017) or empathy (Hoffman et al., 2006).

Furthermore, enhancing emotion validation in parents may be an

easier skill to target than modifying broader environmental character-

istics, such as adolescent’s exposure to community violence. However,

effective violence prevention programs ought to target both
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contributors to dating violence—seeking to reduce the macro-level fac-

tors and enhance the micro-level protective factors.

Conclusion

The results of the current study provide an optimistic perspective on the

nature of dating violence in an at-risk sample of adolescents. Within the

general population, it is commonly understood that adolescents who

must overcome a great degree of adversity are likely to carry “baggage”

into their romantic relationships, including destructive responses to

conflict. However, the current study results suggest that, with a

parent who is able to validate emotional experiences, adolescents may

be able to develop healthy patterns within their romantic relationships,

regardless of the adversity they experience. The interaction between

parent EV and adolescent gender suggests that all three constructs—

parent EV, adolescent gender, and adversity—should simultaneously be

examined when determining an adolescent’s risk for dating violence.

Furthermore, because this study focused on a population at particular

risk for adverse life experiences, and poor parental and intimate rela-

tionships, this buffering effect may be exponentially impactful when

studied in a nonclinical sample.
This study furthers our understanding of parent–teen relationships

and supports the idea that parenting matters. With this knowledge,

future programs targeting adolescents who have experienced adversity

could train important caregiving figures on improving EV and, in turn,

potentially reduce dating violence in adolescents. These findings suggest

that all three factors should simultaneously be examined when deter-

mining a child’s risk for interpersonal violence and that preventive

approaches should be tailored based on the gender of the child.

In addition, parental responses to emotion may be key factors in the

development of healthy intimate relationship patterns for adolescents.
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