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Are There Gender Differences in Sustaining
Dating Violence? An Examination of Frequency,
Severity, and Relationship Satisfaction

Jennifer Katz,1,2 Stephanie Washington Kuffel,1 and Amy Coblentz1

One topic of debate within the field of intimate violence involves the equiva-
lence, or lack thereof, of male-perpetrated versus female-perpetrated violence.
To inform this debate, we examined potential gender-related differences in
the frequency of sustaining violence, the severity of violence sustained, and
effects of violence on relationship satisfaction. Data were collected from 2 sam-
ples of heterosexual undergraduates in dating relationships. In both studies,
men and women experienced violence at comparable frequencies, although
men experienced more frequent moderate violence. Rates of severe violence
were extremely low for both sexes across studies. In both investigations, only
women experienced lower relationship satisfaction as a function of partner vi-
olence. In Study 1, relationship status moderated this effect, such that women
in serious dating relationships were less satisfied than either women in less se-
rious relationships or than men as a function of partner violence. In Study 2,
women were less satisfied with violent relationships than men regardless of
relationship status. We contend that gender-sensitive approaches to relation-
ship violence are important to better understand and prevent both male-
and female-perpetrated violence. Directions for future research efforts are
outlined.
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INTRODUCTION

Dating violence is a prevalent social problem that has gained much em-
pirical attention over the recent past. One topic that has caused great con-
troversy involves the equivalence, or lack thereof, of male-to-female versus
female-to-male violence in heterosexual couples (e.g., Kurz, 1995; Straus,
1995). On one side of this debate, theorists argue that female-perpetrated
violence is just as prevalent and harmful as male-perpetrated violence
(Straus, 1995). These theorists contend that physical assaults by women
constitute a major social problem equivalent to physical assaults by men.
Gender and associated differences in dominance and social power are seen
as peripheral to understanding the causes and consequences of intimate
violence.

In contrast, theorists who take a gender-sensitive postulate differences
between male-perpetrated versus female-perpetrated violence based upon
the larger social context in which heterosexual couples function (Kurz, 1995).
For example, women and men are socialized to be differentially dominant
with romantic partners. Despite some changes toward egalitarianism, mod-
ern scripts for heterosexual interactions continue to emphasize male domi-
nance (O’Sullivan & Byers, 1992; Rose & Frieze, 1989). These sociocultural
factors influence the prevalence of violence against women; for example,
men’s patriarchal attitudes predict violence against their intimate female
partners (e.g., Avni, 1991). Further, the level of threat associated with male-
perpetrated versus female-perpetrated dating violence differs, largely be-
cause of men’s overall greater physical size and strength. Men who threaten
to aggress or who actually aggress against dating partners cause greater psy-
chological intimidation and physical harm than women who engage in similar
behaviors (e.g., Foshee, 1996; Makepeace, 1986; Vivian & Langhinrichsen-
Rohling, 1994).

The purpose of the present research was to investigate gender-related
differences in sustaining physical violence by a current dating partner. To the
extent that women and men experience partner violence differently, it may
be argued that gender-sensitive approaches are important and necessary to
better understand and prevent both male- and female-perpetrated violence
within heterosexual dating couples. Some research already has documented
that women and men experience relationship violence differently. Drawing
on this prior literature, three dimensions of physical victimization were iden-
tified as important to study: frequency, severity, and effects on relationship
quality.

Relationship status also was investigated as a correlate of the frequency
and severity of partner violence, as well as relationship quality subsequent
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to violence. Much data suggest that violence is more likely to occur within
more serious dating relationships (Makepeace, 1989; Stets & Pirog-Good,
1987). For example, 75–83% of women abused by their romantic partners
are not assaulted until after making a major commitment to their abuser
(McHugh et al., 1993). Dating violence, when male-perpetrated, is judged to
be more acceptable within the context of a serious, committed relationship
than within a less serious relationship (Bethke & DeJoy, 1993). Cohabiting
couples, who are committed enough to each other to live together, also are at
particular risk for engaging in partner violence (e.g., Stets, 1991). Therefore,
it appears important to study potential gender-related differences in the
frequency, severity, and effects of partner violence within more and less
serious dating relationships.

Frequency

Both women and men initiate violence against their intimate partners
(Makepeace, 1986). In fact, some studies have found that females in dat-
ing relationships more frequently initiate violence than males. Capaldi and
Crosby (1997) observed high school couples and found that 51% displayed
some form of physical aggression (e.g., grabbing, shoving) during their inter-
action. In 4% of the cases, the male, but not the female, was the aggressor,
whereas in 17% of the cases, the female, but not the male, was the aggres-
sor. Dating violence tended to be mutual, however, such that both women
and men in heterosexual relationships were both perpetrators and victims
of intimate violence. Thirty percent of the couples observed by Capaldi
and Crosby (1997) displayed acts of reciprocal violence during their interac-
tions. In another study employing a self-report rather than behavioral assess-
ment of violence, 66% of violent couples reported mutual violence (Gray &
Foshee, 1997). Therefore, gender-related differences in the overall frequency
with which men and women sustain dating violence frequency were not
expected.

Relationship status may be related to the frequency of dating violence.
As noted previously, dating violence is more likely to occur after partners
have made a strong commitment to each other (Stets & Pirog-Good, 1987).
Once such commitments have been made, violence may be seen as more
acceptable (Bethke & DeJoy, 1993), and the frequency with which violent
tactics are used may increase. Given that men are judged to be less respon-
sible for engaging in dating violence in serious relationships but not casual
ones (Bethke & DeJoy, 1993), women may be at more risk for sustaining
violence within serious, committed dating relationships than within casual
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relationships. That is, relationship status may moderate gender differences in
frequency of sustaining violence, such that violence occurs more frequently
against women in committed dating relationships.

Severity

Overall, physical violence in dating relationships tends to be less severe
than those in marital relationships. The most common violent behaviors
include pushing, grabbing, shoving, slapping, or throwing something at a
partner (Henton et al., 1983; Riggs et al., 1990). These behaviors are enacted
by both women and men in dating relationships, although gender-related
differences in violence severity are evident. Dating women sustain more
severe partner violence and subsequently more physical injury than their
male counterparts (Foshee, 1996; Makepeace, 1986; Stets & Pirog-Good,
1987, 1989).

Relationship status also appears to be strongly related to violence sever-
ity. Makepeace (1989) found that the “worst incidents” of violence occurred
most often in steady dating relationships rather than in casual dating situa-
tions. Cohabiting couples, for example, were more likely to cause physical
injury to each other than were noncohabiting couples. Therefore, available
empirical evidence to date suggests that severe dating violence is likely to oc-
cur in more serious, committed dating relationships. Again, relationship sta-
tus may moderate gender differences in violence severity, such that women
in more committed relationships may experience the most severe partner
violence.

Effects on Relationship Satisfaction

Dating violence only sometimes is related to declines in dating relation-
ship quality. For example, Henton et al. (1983) found that about half of their
sample of students in violent relationships felt that the violence adversely af-
fected their relationships. Across entire samples, however, partner violence
generally is unrelated to decreased relationship satisfaction (e.g., Capaldi
& Crosby, 1997). In fact, Gray and Foshee (1997) found that over 90% of
adolescents in violent dating relationships reported that their relationships
were either “good” or “very good.”

Although researchers have not yet focused on gender-related differ-
ences in relationship quality subsequent to dating violence, gender-related
differences in general psychological impact have been documented. Women
experience more emotional distress subsequent to dating partner violence
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than do men (Makepeace, 1986; Stets & Pirog-Good, 1987, 1989). Draw-
ing from the marital literature, women experience higher levels of distress
than do men subsequent to violence, even within mutually violent couples
(Vivian & Langhinrichsen-Rohling, 1994). Therefore, women may be more
likely than men to experience declines in relationship satisfaction following
one or more episodes of dating partner violence.

Consideration of relationship status also could account for the incon-
sistent effects of partner violence on dating quality in previous studies. The
impact of partner violence likely differs within more and less serious rela-
tionships. Specifically, when violence occurs in a serious relationship based
on love and trust, the impact on relationship satisfaction is likely that much
more damaging. As such, people in more committed violent relationships
may display lower relationship satisfaction than do people in less committed
relationships.

Finally, the possibility that relationship status would moderate gender-
related differences in satisfaction with violent partners was examined. Given
that women are at increased risk for sustaining violence after committing to
their romantic partners (e.g., McHugh et al., 1993), and given that women
experience greater emotional distress subsequent to dating violence, a three-
way interaction of partner violence, gender, and relationship status might
emerge in predicting concurrent relationship satisfaction. Women in more
committed relationships may experience lower relationship satisfaction
following partner violence than either less committed women or men.

Hypotheses

The purpose of the current research was to examine gender-related
differences in sustaining violence by a dating partner. We predicted that
relationship status would moderate gender-related differences in violence
frequency, violence severity, and the effects of violence on relationship sat-
isfaction. Consistent with past research, it was hypothesized that women
and men overall would report sustaining physical violence at comparable
frequencies within ongoing dating relationships. However, we expected that
women in more serious relationships would sustain more frequent and severe
violence than did men in more serious relationships. Finally, it was hypoth-
esized that participant gender, level of partner violence, and relationship
status would interact to predict relationship satisfaction. Specifically, we ex-
pected that relationship satisfaction would be the lowest among women in
serious, committed relationships who sustained higher levels of violence per-
petrated by their dating partners. Data from two studies of undergraduate
students in dating relationships were employed to test these hypotheses.
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STUDY 1

Method

Participants

Undergraduates at a large northwestern state university (N = 283; 184
women, 103 men) were recruited from a subject pool for an anonymous
study of “Communication and dating relationships.” All were involved in an
exclusive heterosexual dating relationship lasting at least 3 months. Partici-
pants ranged in age from 18 to 25 (M = 19, SD = 1.36). Most self-identified
as White or Caucasian (83%; n = 240), and the remainder self-identified
as Black (2%; n = 5), Asian (5%; n = 14), Hispanic/Latino/Mexican (3%;
n = 8), or “other” (7%; n = 21). The median annual parental income was
$70,000. The average length of participants’ dating relationships was 1 year
(SD = 6 months) and ranged from 3 months to “greater than 24 months.”
All self-identified as heterosexual.

Relationship status was based on participants’ reported level of involve-
ment with their dating partner. Thirty percent of participants (n = 86) were
“casually” dating, whereas 42% of participants (n = 123) were “seriously”
dating. Those who self-identified as either casually or seriously involved with
their partners were classified as relatively less committed (n = 203) than par-
ticipants who had “discussed living together or becoming engaged,” (19%;
n = 56), or who were “living together,” “engaged,” or both (8%; n = 24).
Members of this latter group were classified as relatively more committed
(n = 80) on the basis of their plans to remain a couple in the future. Each
participant received credit toward fulfilling a class research requirement.

Materials

Partner violence was assessed using the Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS).
Form N of the CTS (Straus, 1979) is an 18-item self-report measure that
assesses the ways in which intimate partners resolve conflict. The moderate
and severe physical violence subscales were used to assess the presence of
physical aggression. Questions pertained to violence by the respondents’
current dating partner during a conflict situation. A 7-point scale was used
to indicate how frequently participants’ current dating partner had engaged
in each of nine violent behaviors. Representative items from the moderate
and severe subscales are “Your partner threw something at you” and “Your
partner used a knife or fired a gun,” respectively. As recommended, items
are weighted to reflect the severity of aggression. The CTS has been shown
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to be both reliable and valid (Arias & Beach, 1987; Straus, 1979) and has
been used extensively in studies of relationship violence.

Dating relationship satisfaction was indexed by the Quality of Marriage
Index – Revised (QMI-R; Norton, 1983). The QMI-R is a self-report measure
of relationship satisfaction. The six items that comprise the QMI have an
intercorrelation of .76 and represent a unidimensional construct tapping the
evaluative aspect of marital satisfaction (Fincham & Bradbury, 1987). Scores
range from 1 to 7. Very low scores have been associated with a shorter
estimated future of the relationship. QMI scores are highly correlated with
scores on the Marital Adjustment Test (Locke & Wallace, 1959) and Dyadic
Adjustment Scale (Spanier, 1976), commonly used measures of relationship
quality (Heyman et al., 1994).

For the current investigation, questions were reworded to apply to
dating, rather than marital, relationships. Numerous studies provide evi-
dence for the validity for the QMI-R with dating samples (e.g., Katz et al.,
1997, 1998, 1999; Katz & Beach, 1997a,b) specifically, the QMI-R has been
shown to be meaningfully associated with a variety of important outcomes,
including depressive symptoms, social support, and reassurance seeking.
Cronbach’s alpha for the current sample was .94 for both women and men.

Procedure

In a small group format, participants were asked to complete a short as-
sessment battery after providing informed consent. Participation was anony-
mous. After testing, a full debriefing was provided, and counseling referrals
were provided in the event that anyone experienced distress as a result of
their participation.

Results

Descriptive statistics and zero-order correlations among the study vari-
ables are reported in Table I. Moderate partner violence was significantly
and negatively related to relationship satisfaction among women only.
Severe partner violence was infrequently endorsed.

Frequency and Severity of Partner Violence

Reported levels of physical violence (CTS-N) in dating relationships
were high. In the current sample, about 47% of the participants (n = 133)
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were involved in an ongoing dating relationship in which their partner had
engaged in physical violence against them. The modal form of moderate vi-
olence endorsed was “threw something at me,” which was endorsed by 35%
(n = 99) of the entire sample; the modal form of severe violence endorsed
was “beat me up,” which was endorsed by 2% (n = 6) of the entire sample.
Because only 6 women and 4 men sustained severe violence in their cur-
rent relationships, only moderate violence served as a dependent variable in
subsequent analyses.

We expected that overall, women and men would report having sus-
tained moderate violence at comparable frequencies. Relationship status
also was examined as a moderator of gender-related differences in sustaining
violence. First, we compared the proportions of men versus women whose
partners were nonviolent, violent once, or violent repeatedly. Frequency
data revealed that comparable numbers of women and men reported inci-
dents of partner physical violence. About 55% (n = 102) of the women had
nonviolent partners, whereas 18% (n = 33) had once-violent partners, and
26% (n = 48) had repeatedly violent partners. Similarly, about 50% (n = 51)
of the men had nonviolent partners, whereas 13% (n = 13) had once-violent
partners, and 38% (n = 39) had repeatedly violent partners. A chi-square
analysis indicated no significant gender-related differences in these group
classifications, χ2(2, n = 286) = 4.61, ns.

Next, we compared men’s and women’s reports of sustaining violence
within more and less committed dating relationships. Although somewhat
positively skewed, the distribution of moderate violence scores was found to
satisfy assumptions of normality necessary to implement inferential statis-
tics. Further, the assumption of homogeneity of variance was met (Howell,
1992). Therefore, we conducted a 2× 2 analysis of variance (ANOVA) to ex-
amine gender-related differences in partner violence, as well as differences as
a function of relationship status. Participant gender and relationship status
were between-participants factors. Participants who identified themselves
as either “casually” or “seriously” dating (n = 203) comprised the less com-
mitted group, whereas participants who were either planning to or currently
living together or engaged comprised the more committed group (n = 80).

Significant gender-related differences emerged, F(1, 283) = 11.57, p <
.001; omnibus F(3, 283) = 4.23, p < .01. Examination of cell means sug-
gested that men reported having sustained greater mean levels of moderate
violence (M = 4.16) than did women (M = 1.75). Significant main or inter-
active effects of relationship status were not obtained. In sum, approximately
equal proportions of women and men sustained physical violence by their
dating partners. Dating men experienced greater levels of moderate vio-
lence than did dating women. Levels of moderate violence sustained were
independent of relationship status.
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Partner Violence and Relationship Quality

Next, the effects of participant gender, overall level of partner violence,
and relationship status on relationship quality were investigated. Specifi-
cally, we expected that levels of relationship satisfaction would be the lowest
among women in serious, committed relationships who sustained higher lev-
els of violence. To test this hypothesis, hierarchical multiple regression equa-
tions were conducted with relationship satisfaction as the criterion variable.
To reduce potential problems with multicollinearity, all continuous variables
were centered before being entered into regression equations. That is, for
each case, scores for each variable were calculated as the deviations from the
mean. This procedure reduces potential problems with linear dependence
among main effect predictor variables (Cohen, 1978). Participant gender
was dummy-coded (i.e., 1 = men, 2 = women).

Predictors were entered into the regressions in a hierarchical fashion.
First, the main effects of participant gender, relationship status, and level of
violence were entered in one step. Next, the two-way interaction terms were
entered in a second step: Gender × Relationship Status, Gender × Partner
Violence, and Relationship Status × Partner Violence. Finally, a three-way
interaction of Gender×Relationship Status×Partner Violence was entered
in a third step. All two- and three-way interaction terms were calculated as
the product of the two component variables.

In a first step, level of partner violence, β = .17, p < .01, and relation-
ship status, β = .34, p < .001, emerged as significant main effects, over-
all F(3, 283) = 16.45, p < .001. In a second step, none of the two-way in-
teraction terms significantly added to the model, overall F(6, 280) = 8.97,
p < .001. In a third step, however, the three-way interaction of Participant
Gender×Relationship Status×Partner Violence was significant, β = −.38,
p < .05; overall F(7, 279) = 8.49, p < .001.

To explicate this three-way interaction, separate hierarchial regression
analyses were conducted within groups of women and men. In a first step,
women’s relationship satisfaction was regressed on both level of partner
violence, β = −.20, p < .01, and relationship status, β = .30, p < .001; over-
all F(2, 181) = 13.50, p < .001. In a second step, the Partner Violence ×
Relationship Status interaction significantly added to the model, β = −.15,
p < .05; overall F(3, 180) = 10.69, p < .001. To explicate this two-way in-
teraction, groups of women in more committed relationships (n = 56) and
less committed relationships (n = 128) were formed using the criteria out-
lined previously. Within the group of highly committed women, partner
violence was significantly and negatively related to relationship satisfac-
tion, r(55) = −.49, p < .001. In contrast, partner violence was unrelated to
relationship satisfaction among less committed women, r(128) = −.12, ns.
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A different pattern of results emerged in predicting men’s relation-
ship satisfaction as a function of partner violence and relationship status.
In a first step, relationship status, β = .42, p < .001, but not partner vi-
olence, β = −.12, ns, was associated with men’s relationship satisfaction,
overall F(2, 100) = 12.87, p < .001. In a second step, the Partner Violence×
Relationship Status interaction did not significantly add to the model,
β = .09, ns; overall F(3, 99) = 8.89, p < .001. Although men in more seri-
ous, committed relationships experienced greater relationship satisfaction
than did men in less serious relationships, partner violence was not as-
sociated with men’s satisfaction, alone or in interaction with relationship
status.

Predicted values for women’s and men’s relationship satisfaction scores
were calculated by substituting in high, moderate, and low levels of part-
ner violence into the regression equations calculated within gender and
within relationship status. Low and high levels of partner violence were
indexed as the mean level of violence plus or minus 1 standard deviation,
whereas moderate violence was indexed as the mean. Results are depicted
in Fig. 1. As can be seen, for women in highly committed relationships, pre-
dicted values for relationship satisfaction differed as a linear function of
level of partner violence. Women in more violent relationships were less
satisfied than women in less violent relationships. In contrast, relationship
satisfaction did not differ as a function of partner violence for women in
less committed relationships. Relationship satisfaction also did not differ
as a function of partner violence for men in either more or less serious
relationships.

Discussion

The present findings suggest important gender-related differences in
the experience of dating violence. Although similar proportions of women
and men sustained physical violence by their dating partners overall, dat-
ing men reported sustaining higher levels of moderate violence than did
dating women. Endorsements of severe violence were infrequent for both
women and men and thus precluded our ability to make meaningful gen-
der comparisons. However, a three-way interaction of participant gender,
partner violence, and relationship status emerged in predicting concurrent
relationship quality. Results suggested that only women in relatively com-
mitted relationships evidenced lower relationship satisfaction as a function
of partner violence.

This gender-related difference in relationship quality subsequent to vio-
lence is consistent with research documenting women’s greater psychological
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Fig. 1. Relationship satisfaction as a function of respondent
gender, level of partner violence, and relationship status.
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distress subsequent to partner violence and women’s greater risk of physical
injury relative to men (Foshee, 1996; Makepeace, 1986; Stets & Pirog-Good,
1987, 1989; Vivian & Langhinrichsen-Rohling, 1994). As predicted, however,
relationship status moderated this gender effect; the association between
partner violence and relationship quality was not significant for either men
or women in less committed relationships. We speculate that men’s relation-
ship satisfaction generally remained unchanged because female-perpetrated
violence, which tended to be moderate, may involve less intimidation and
harm than do male-perpetrated violence. Further, it may be that for less com-
mitted individuals, partner violence is less distressing because recipients are
less invested in their partners; violence may represent less of a breach of
trust and love than in a more serious relationship.

An important limitation of this study involves the lack of assessment
of violence perpetration. It is unclear how many participants who sustained
physical violence also perpetrated aggression against their partners. Given
that violent relationships generally are mutually violent (Gray & Foshee,
1997), violence perpetration is important to assess. No known research to
date has examined whether men or women are more likely to report in-
volvement in one-sided versus mutually violent dating relationships. It is
further unclear whether dating partners who perpetrate as well as sustain
physical violence endorse lower relationship satisfaction relative to those
involved in one-sided violent relationships. Gray and Foshee (1997) found
no differences between young adults in one-sided versus mutually violent re-
lationships in ratings of their relationships as either “good” or “very good,”
but more sophisticated methods of assessing relationship quality potentially
could yield different findings.

STUDY 2

In this follow-up study, we attempted to replicate the findings obtained
in Study 1, using a more comprehensive measure of physical violence, the
CTS-2 (Straus et al., 1996), and an additional index of relationship quality.
Further, we investigated gender-related differences in dating violence per-
petration. Most violent dating relationships are mutually violent, and these
couples tend to engage in higher levels of aggression than other violent cou-
ples (Gray & Foshee, 1997). The results of Study 1 suggested that women
may be prone to experience declines in relationship satisfaction as a function
of dating partner violence, especially when involved in a relatively serious
dating relationship. As such, women who engage in as well as sustain partner
violence may be least satisfied with their dating relationships.
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Method

Participants

Undergraduates (N = 123; 78 women, 45 men) were recruited from a
large northwestern state university as part of a longitudinal study of dat-
ing violence prevention entitled, “Dating attitudes and behaviors.” All were
currently involved in an ongoing dating relationship. The mean age of par-
ticipants at Time 1 was 19 years old and ranged from 18 to 26. The sam-
ple was predominantly White (n = 101, 83%), and the remainder of the
sample self-identified as Asian/Pacific Islander (n = 11, 9%), Black (n = 4,
3%), Hispanic/Latino (n = 3, 3%), or other (n = 2, 2%). The reported av-
erage annual income of the participants’ parents ranged between $60,000
and $80,000. The average length of participants’ dating relationships was
10 months (SD = 6). Sexual orientation was neither specified in the inclusion
criteria nor assessed in this study, and so it is unclear how many participants
were involved in gay/lesbian relationships.

Twenty-nine percent of participants (n = 35) indicated that they were
casually dating their current partner, whereas 47% of participants (n = 58)
stated that they were seriously dating. Those who self-identified as either
seriously or casually involved with their current partners were classified as
relatively less committed (n = 93) than participants who had discussed living
together or becoming engaged, (16%; n = 20), or who were living together,
engaged, or both (7%; n = 9). Members of this latter group were classified as
relatively more committed (n = 29) to their dating partners. All participants
received course credit for their participation.

Materials

As in Study 1, relationship satisfaction was assessed with the QMI-R
(Norton, 1983). Estimates of internal consistency in this study were ade-
quate; Cronbach’s alpha was .91 for both women and men. In addition,
participants were asked to rate on 9-point Likert scales the degree to which
they characterized their dating relationship as both “loving” and “caring.”
These two ratings were significantly correlated, r(118) = .70, p < .001, and
therefore summed, to create an alternative index of relationship quality. The
average loving/caring score in this sample was 15.86 (SD = 2.57, range 3–18).
Although loving/caring scores were significantly correlated with QMI-R
scores, r(118) = .65, p < .001, the association was moderate, suggesting that
these variables were assessing related but different aspects of relationship
quality.
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Dating violence victimization and perpetration was assessed via the
Revised Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS-2; Straus et al., 1996). The CTS-2 is a
78-item scale, which asks respondents to indicate how often certain behav-
iors are used by respondents and their partners during conflict situations.
Responses are scored on an 8-point scale, ranging from 0 (This has never
happened) to 6 (More than 20 times in the past year). There is an additional
response option indicating 7 (Not in the past year, but it did happen before).
The CTS-2 is scored by adding the midpoints for the response categories
chosen by the participant (Straus et al., 1996). Midpoint scores range from
0 to 25. For Category 7 (Not in the past year, but it did happen before), re-
sponses were scored as 1 (yes; Straus et al., 1996). Questions pertain to the
presence of psychological, physical, and sexual abuse in dating relationships.
The moderate and severe subscales for both victimization and perpetration
of physical violence were used in this study. Relative to the original CTS, the
CTS-2 has enhanced content validity and reliability (Straus et al., 1996).

Procedure

Participants met in small groups to complete a battery of self-report
measures as part of a larger study of violence prevention among college
students. After providing informed consent, each was assigned a random
number to ensure confidentiality and encourage honest responding. After
completing participation in two additional research sessions several weeks
later, a full debriefing was provided, along with counseling referrals and a
list of local resources to assist with interpersonal violence.

Results

Descriptive statistics and zero-order correlations are reported in
Table II. As can be seen, levels of moderate partner violence were low,
but variable. The moderate violence variable was transformed using a log-
arithmic transformation so that the distribution of data would meet the as-
sumptions required for inferential statistics. As can be seen in Table II, the
transformed moderate partner violence variable was significantly related
to lower relationship satisfaction among women only. No women and only
one man reported sustaining severe violence. Because of the extreme in-
frequency with which severe violence was endorsed, this variable was not
considered further in subsequent analyses.

In the current sample, about 33% of the participants (n = 39) were in-
volved in an ongoing dating relationship in which their partner had
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engaged in at least one episode of physical violence against them. Frequency
data revealed that comparable numbers of women and men had violent
dating partners. About 73% (n = 57) of the women had nonviolent part-
ners, whereas 13% (n = 10) had once-violent partners, and 14% (n = 11)
had repeatedly violent partners. Similarly, about 58% (n = 26) of the men
had nonviolent partners, whereas 13% (n = 6) had once-violent partners,
and 29% (n = 13) had repeatedly violent partners. Chi-square analysis indi-
cated no significant gender-related differences in these group classifications,
χ2(2, n = 123) = 4.19, ns.

Consistent with findings reported by Gray and Foshee (1997), the ma-
jority of participants who reported experiencing partner victimization also
reported violence perpetration. Of those participants who reported that their
relationship was physically violent, 36% (n = 14) reported victimization
only, 10% (n = 4) reported perpetration only, and 54% (n = 21) reported
both sustaining and perpetrating physical violence. No gender-related differ-
ences in classification within a one-sided versus mutually violent relationship
emerged in a chi-square analysis, χ2(2, n = 123) = 3.72, ns.

Next, we conducted two 2× 2 ANOVAs to examine differences in both
victimization and perpetration as a function of participant gender and rela-
tionship status. Moderate violence sustained (after the logarithmic transfor-
mation) and violence perpetrated served as separate dependent variables.
Relationship status was indexed via relative groupings of participants based
upon their commitment to their dating partners. Participants who identi-
fied themselves as either casually or seriously dating (n = 93) comprised the
less committed group, whereas participants who were either planning on or
currently living together, engaged, or both, comprised the more committed
group (n = 29).

Significant gender-related differences emerged with respect to sustain-
ing moderate violence, F(1, 119) = 7.43, p < .01; omnibus F(3, 119) = 2.88,
p < .05. Examination of untransformed cell means (which are more easily
interpreted than tranformed means) suggested that men reported sustain-
ing greater mean levels of moderate violence (M = 2.42) than did women
(M = 0.55). No significant main or interactive effects of relationship status
were obtained. Further, no significant gender-related differences emerged
with respect to perpetrating moderate violence, alone or in interaction with
relationship status.

To summarize, dating men sustained greater levels of moderate violence
than did dating women. Contrary to prediction, level of violence sustained
was unrelated to relationship status. No differences between dating men and
women were obtained with respect to perpetrating dating violence, either
alone or in interaction with relationships status.
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Gender, Victimization, Relationship Status, and Relationship Quality

We next examined the effects of participant gender, level of partner
violence, and relationship status on relationship quality. Specifically, we ex-
pected that levels of relationship satisfaction would be the lowest among
women in serious, committed relationships who sustained higher levels of
partner violence. To test this hypothesis, hierarchical multiple regression
equations were conducted. Level of relationship satisfaction was assessed
via the QMI-R and via ratings of the relationship as loving/caring; each
served as a separate criterion variable. To reduce potential problems with
multicollinearity, all continuous variables were centered before being en-
tered into regression equations to reduce problems with linear dependence
among main effect predictor variables (Cohen, 1978). Participant gender
was dummy-coded (i.e., 1 = men, 2 = women).

Predictors were entered into the regressions in a hierarchical fashion.
First, the main effects of participant gender, relationship status, and level of
violence were entered in one step. Next, the two-way interaction terms were
entered in a second step: Gender × Relationship Status, Gender × Partner
Violence, and Relationship Status × Partner Violence. Finally, a three-way
interaction of Gender×Relationship Status×Partner Violence was entered
in a third step. All two- and three-way interaction terms were calculated as
the product of the two component variables.

Relationship satisfaction as assessed by the QMI-R was the first crite-
rion variable investigated. In a first step, only relationship status predicted
relationship satisfaction, β = .23, p < .02; overall F(3, 117) = 2.79, p < .05.
In a second step, the two-way interaction of participant gender and part-
ner violence significantly added to the model, β = −.31, p < .01; overall
F(6, 114) = 2.89, p < .02. In a third step, the predicted three-way interac-
tion of Participant Gender × Relationship Status × Partner Violence did
not emerge, β = −.14, p > .36, ns; overall F(7, 113) = 2.83, p < .01.

Next, participants’ ratings of their dating relationships as loving/caring
served as the criterion variable. In a first step, relationship status was a signif-
icant predictor, β = .29, p < .01; overall F(3, 117) = 3.87, p < .01. In a sec-
ond step, the two-way interaction of participant gender and partner violence
emerged as a significant predictor of loving/caring ratings,β = −.24, p < .05;
overall F(6, 114) = 2.92, p < .02. In a third step, the predicted three-way in-
teraction of Participant Gender × Relationship Status × Partner Violence
was not revealed, overall F(7, 113) = 2.51, p < .02.

To explicate the significant two-way interaction of Gender × Partner
Violence, separate correlation analyses were conducted within groups of
women and men. As reported in Table II, partner moderate violence was sig-
nificantly and negatively associated with women’s relationship satisfaction
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as assessed by the QMI-R, r(77) = −.35, p < .002, as well as ratings of their
relationships as loving/caring, r(77) = −.25, p < .05. In contrast, partner
moderate violence was not associated with men’s relationship satisfaction
either as assessed by the QMI-R, r(44) = .11, ns, or as assessed by ratings
of their relationships as loving/caring, r(44) = .05, ns.

Gender, Victimization, Perpetration, and Relationship Quality

Finally, we examined the effects of participant gender, overall level of
partner violence, and level of own violence as predictors of concurrent rela-
tionship quality. Specifically, we expected that levels of relationship satisfac-
tion would be the lowest among women in serious, committed relationships
who both sustained and perpetrated higher levels of violence.

In a first step predicting relationship satisfaction (QMI-R scores), all
variables were entered as main effects. The overall model was nonsignifi-
cant, overall F(3, 117) < 1, ns. In the second step, the two-way interactions
of Gender × Victimization, Gender × Perpetration, and Victimization ×
Perpetration were added to the model. Only the Gender × Victimization
interaction was significant, β = −.63, p < .02; overall F(6, 114) = 2.28, p <
.05. In the third step, the three-way interaction of Gender×Victimization×
Perpetration was not a significant predictor of relationship satisfaction, over-
all F(7, 113) = 2.05, p = .05, ns. In predicting loving/caring ratings, none
of the regression models were significant, Step 1: overall F(3, 117) < 1, ns;
Step 2: overall F(6, 114) < 1, ns; Step 3: overall F(7, 113) < 1, ns. Therefore,
results did not support the hypothesis that either women or men in mutually
violent dating relationships would endorse significantly lower relationship
quality than those in either one-sided violent or nonviolent relationships.

Discussion

As in Study 1, comparable numbers of women and men sustained phys-
ical violence by their partners overall. In addition, the majority of men and
women who sustained violence reported involvement in mutually violent
relationships. Men sustained higher levels of moderate violence than did
women by their dating partners. Also as in Study 1, relationship status was
unrelated to levels of violence sustained. In addition, no gender-related dif-
ferences emerged with respect to perpetrating violence, either alone or in
interaction with relationship status.

As predicted, gender-related differences were revealed on both mea-
sures of relationship quality; sustaining partner violence was associated with
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lower relationship quality among women, but not among men. Contrary to
prediction, neither relationship status nor violence perpetration moderated
this gender-related difference in relationship quality. That is, women in this
sample experienced lower relationship quality than did men subsequent to
partner violence, regardless of their level of commitment and regardless of
their own violent behavior.

These gender-related differences in relationship satisfaction associated
with sustaining physical violence are consistent with past research demon-
strating the greater negative consequences of partner violence for women
relative to men (Foshee, 1996; Makepeace, 1986; Stets & Pirog-Good, 1987;
Vivian & Langhinrichsen-Rohling, 1994). In this study, relationship status
did not emerge as a moderator of this gender effect. This null finding may be
due to the relatively small sample, the low prevalence of violence, or both.
Alternatively, this could be due to our operationalization of commitment,
given that our sample was divided into relatively more and less committed
groups People who identify themselves as casually or seriously dating have
somewhat more uncertain futures together as a couple than people who have
discussed living together or becoming engaged, or who actually were living
together, engaged, or both. However, having plans for a future together is
only one way of operationalizing relationship commitment, and many of the
“serious” daters may also have had future plans together as a couple with-
out discussing either cohabitation or marriage. If so, our operationalization
of commitment would work against our a priori predictions and therefore
increases our confidence in our findings consistent with these predictions.

Although both perpetration and victimization of violence were mea-
sured in this study, one limitation of our assessment of mutually violent
couples involves the issue of violence initiation versus self-defense. It is un-
clear how many participants are in couples in which both partners initiate
violence and how many are in couples in which only one partner initiates
violence and the other responds in self-defense. This qualitative difference
in “perpetration” of violence could lead to distinct findings with respect to
gender-related differences in frequency, severity, and effects of violence on
relationship satisfaction in future research.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

Physical violence in dating relationships remains a sobering and preva-
lent problem. In these studies, 47 and 33% of participants reported in-
volvement in an ongoing romantic relationship marked by physical violence.
Across both investigations, women and men reported sustaining partner vi-
olence at similar frequencies overall, although men in both studies reported
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experiencing significantly higher levels of moderate violence than did
women. This finding is consistent with previous research suggesting that
women may engage in low levels of violence as often or more often than
men (Capaldi & Crosby, 1997). Rates of severe violence in ongoing rela-
tionships were low across both studies that precluded our ability to make
meaningful gender-related comparisons.

In contrast, we predicted and found support for the hypothesis that
women would experience lower relationship satisfaction subsequent to part-
ner violence than did men. It has been well-documented that women expe-
rience greater psychological distress and physical injury as a result of dating
partner violence (e.g., Foshee, 1996; Makepeace, 1986). To date, however,
gender-related differences in the effects of violence on dating relationship
quality have not been reported. In Study 1, a three-way interaction of gender,
partner violence, and relationship status emerged. Women in more serious,
committed relationships who sustained higher levels of partner violence en-
dorsed the lowest levels of relationship satisfaction. In Study 2, relationship
status did not moderate gender-related differences in relationship quality.
Regardless of their relationship status, women but not men evidenced sig-
nificant negative associations between levels of partner violence and two
different indices of relationship quality. In both studies, level of physical
victimization was unrelated to men’s relationship satisfaction.

What accounts for women’s lower relationship satisfaction as a func-
tion of partner violence? Future research may investigate mediators of this
gender-related difference in relationship satisfaction subsequent to part-
ner violence. Given that partner violence causes greater emotional dis-
tress for women than that for men (Makepeace, 1986; Stets & Pirog-Good,
1987, 1989), we speculate that this difference may account for the signifi-
cant relationship between partner violence and relationship quality among
women. Other possibilities also remain open for investigation, however.
It may be that women, but not men, generally feel intimidated from be-
having assertively with partners following an episode of partner violence.
In turn, increased submissiveness or passivity could decrease the likeli-
hood that victimized women directly communicate their needs and prefer-
ences to their partners, which decreases the likelihood that their needs will
be met. Relationship satisfaction also may differ as a function of gender-
related differences in motives for dating violence. Instrumental violence,
enacted with the intent to dominate or control, may be more common
among men, with greater impact on their partner’s feelings about the re-
lationship (Neidig & Friedman, 1984). And finally, because men in seri-
ous relationships are viewed as less responsible for violence than women
in serious relationships (Bethke & DeJoy, 1993), women in serious rela-
tionships may be more likely to blame themselves for “provoking” partner
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violent behavior than their do male counterparts, leading to lower relation-
ship satisfaction.

It seems important to consider the larger context of conflict in which
dating violence occurs to better inform a gender-sensitive theoretical stance.
For example, women generally are socialized to maintain connectedness
with others, whereas men are socialized to maintain high levels of auton-
omy (Nadien & Denmark, 1999). These gender-related tendencies may be
differentially associated with violent tactics during conflicts. To the extent
that women take a more active role in maintaining responsibility for re-
lationships and may feel that their partners are unwilling to be minimally
involved in resolving relationship issues, female-perpetrated violence may
occur. In contrast, to the extent that men attempt to keep distance from
their female partners and feel that those boundaries are threatened by re-
quests for increased involvement in resolving issues, male-perpetrated vio-
lence may occur. In other words, perhaps male partner passivity/withdrawal
during conflict situations is related to female perpetration, whereas female
criticism/demandingness is related to male-perpetrated violence. Although
it is important to keep in mind that not all women and men are strongly
socialized according to traditional gender roles, different types of conflict
behaviors may precipitate female-perpetrated versus male-perpetrated
violence generally.

Another contextual factor that warrants future study involves the pres-
ence of psychological abuse in dating relationships. Although some research
has been conducted with dating couples (e.g., Jezl et al., 1996; Kasian &
Painter, 1992), little is known about the frequency of psychological abuse
and its effects on relationship quality within a dating population. Because
psychological abuse is often associated with negative sequelae for women
in marital or cohabiting relationships (Arias & Pape, 1999; Follingstad et al.,
1990; Marshall, 1996), it seems important to study the sequelae among dat-
ing women as well as men. For example, it would be interesting to note
possible gender-related differences with regard to perpetration and victim-
ization of psychological aggression, as well as its effects on relationship
quality.

Also of interest for future inquiry is the examination of the types of
interpretations made by women and men about partner violence. Different
interpretations, in turn, may predict declines in relationship quality, rela-
tionship termination, or decreases in subjective investment in/commitment
to the relationship. If there exist gender-specific tendencies to interpret
violence as indicative of being controlled or being loved, for instance, such
interpretations may predict different relationship outcomes for men versus
women who are victimized by dating partners. And finally, future research
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is needed to address dating violence among people from more varied racial,
cultural, and socioeconomic backgrounds. Studies of relationship violence
among gay and lesbian dating couples also are needed. Without such efforts,
it will remain unclear whether our current understanding of dating violence
can be generalized to more diverse populations.

Gender-related differences in self-defense behaviors may be an impor-
tant topic to pursue as well. Although it is frequently assumed that women
are more likely to reciprocate violence as a means of self-defense, to our
knowledge this assumption has not been studied within nonmarried popu-
lations. Furthermore, it may be of interest to investigate those factors that
predict restraint from physical retaliation in formerly violent couples who
have discovered different ways of resolving conflict. Such discoveries may
provide useful information to be incorporated into violence prevention pro-
grams. It should also be noted that prevention programs aimed at reducing
physical violence in dating relationships may be more effective when they
incorporate information about gender-related differences in violence and its
effects. For example, education about the inappropriateness of women’s use
of even mild forms of aggression may be important to include. This informa-
tion may help to prevent female-perpetrated violence and also may reduce
defensiveness among young men.

In conclusion, gender-related differences exist with respect to the fre-
quency with which women and men sustain dating violence, as well as the
effects of violence on relationship quality. Dating men experienced higher
levels of moderate violence than did women. In contrast, women but not
men in violent relationships experienced lower relationship satisfaction, es-
pecially when more committed to their partners. These findings provide sup-
port for the utility of a gender-sensitive view of dating violence. Although
we strongly believe that neither male-perpetrated nor female-perpetrated
violence is acceptable, we also believe that studying dating violence from a
gender-sensitive perspective will be fruitful in advancing basic knowledge
about dating violence and in designing effective prevention programs. Fur-
ther investigation is required, however, to fully understand the complex dy-
namics of an everpresent and harmful method of conflict resolution among
dating couples.
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