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Abstract

Despite theoretical and empirical evidence suggesting that the family environment plays a central 

role in Latino youth development, relatively little is known about how family processes influence 

dating violence victimization among Latino adolescents. To address this gap in the literature, we 

used data from 210 Latino parents and their 13- to 15-year-old adolescents to examine associations 

between several different family processes, including both parenting practices (parent monitoring, 

parent–adolescent communication) and aspects of the family relational climate (family cohesion, 

family conflict, acculturation conflict) and psychological, physical, and sexual dating violence 

victimization. Consistent with expectations, lower levels of family cohesion and higher levels of 

family and acculturation conflict were associated with risk for dating violence victimization, 

although associations varied depending on victimization type. In contrast, neither parental 

monitoring nor parent–adolescent communication was significantly associated with any type of 

dating violence victimization. In addition, we found that parent, but not teen, Anglo-American 

acculturation was associated with higher dating violence victimization risk. Findings suggest that 

family-based dating abuse prevention programs for Latino youth should seek to increase family 

cohesion and decrease family conflict, including acculturation-based conflict.
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Latino adolescents in the United States represent a growing population at risk for teen dating 

violence (TDV) victimization. Census projections estimate that the proportion of youth 

under the age of 18 who are Hispanic or Latino is expected to grow from 24% in 2014 to 
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34% in 2060 (Colby & Ortman, 2015). National estimates suggest that about 17.2% of high-

school-aged Latino youth in the United States have experienced physical or sexual TDV 

victimization in the past year (Vagi, O’Malley-Olsen, Basile, & Vivolo-Kantor, 2015). These 

victimization experiences could result in serious physical and mental health consequences 

that include injury, substance use, depression, and suicidality (Exner-Cortens, Eckenrode, & 

Rothman, 2013; Foshee, Reyes, Gottfredson, Chang, & Ennett, 2013; O’Leary, Slep, Avery-

Leaf, & Cascardi, 2008). Moreover, youth who experience TDV victimization might be at 

greater risk for intimate partner violence during adulthood (Bouchey & Furman, 2003; 

Magdol, Moffitt, Caspi, & Silva, 1998).

These findings suggest the need for dating abuse prevention programs that are effective for 

Latino adolescents. Prevention interventions that involve families as the primary prevention 

context might be particularly appropriate for Latino youth given the noted importance of 

family in Latino culture (Leidy, Guerra, & Toro, 2010). In addition, as opposed to universal 

school- and community-based interventions, family-based interventions can be adapted or 

designed to specifically target risk and protective factors that are particularly salient or 

unique contributors to TDV victimization among Latino youth (Leidy et al., 2010). 

However, to date, little empirical research with Latinos has examined relationships between 

family processes and TDV victimization that could inform the selection, adaptation, or 

development of family-based prevention strategies for this population. To this end, this study 

examined associations between several different family processes including parenting 

practices (e.g., parental monitoring), as well as aspects of the family relational climate (e.g., 

family cohesion), and psychological, physical, and sexual TDV victimization using a 

community-based sample of 210 Latino caregivers and their 12- to 16-year-old adolescents.

Prevalence of TDV victimization among Latino youth

TDV victimization encompasses experiences of psychological (emotional), physical, or 

sexual violence within a dating relationship (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 

[CDC], n.d.). Very few studies of Latino youth, however, have examined psychological or 

sexual TDV. In particular, only one study has examined the prevalence of psychological 

TDV victimization among Latino youth. That study, the National Dating Violence Among 

Latinos study (DAVILA), found an overall past-year prevalence rate for experiencing 

psychological TDV victimization of 15% (Cuevas, Sabina, & Bell, 2014). Past-year 

prevalence rates from studies of Latino youth that have examined experiences of physical 

TDV victimization range between 7% (Cuevas et al., 2014) and 15% (Gonzalez-Guarda, 

Williams, Merisier, Cummings, & Prado, 2014), and the three studies that have examined 

experiences of sexual TDV victimization found rates of 2% (past-year prevalence; Cuevas et 

al., 2014), 11% (lifetime prevalence; Kast, Eisenberg, & Sieving, 2015), and 12% (past-year 

prevalence; CDC, 2014).

Studies of Latino youth that have examined sex differences in TDV provide inconsistent 

findings. For example, some studies report no sex differences in the prevalence of physical 

TDV victimization (Cuevas et al., 2014; Howard, Beck, Kerr, & Shattuck, 2005; Yan, 

Howard, Beck, Shattuck, & Hallmark-Kerr, 2010); some report higher prevalence for girls 

than boys (CDC, 2014; Kast et al., 2015), and one study (DAVILA) found significantly 
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higher prevalence for boys than girls (Cuevas et al., 2014). DAVILA also found that the 

prevalence of psychological TDV victimization was significantly higher for boys than girls; 

however, boys and girls were equally likely to report having experienced sexual TDV 

(Cuevas et al., 2014). In contrast, the two other studies that have examined sexual TDV 

victimization among Latino youth found that girls were more likely than boys to report 

experiencing sexual TDV (CDC, 2014; Kast et al., 2015).

In sum, empirical evidence suggests that both Latino boys and girls are at risk for 

experiencing psychological, physical, and sexual TDV, although it is unclear whether there 

are sex differences in prevalence rates. Further, only one study has examined the prevalence 

of or overlap across all three types of TDV using multi-item measures (DAVILA; Cuevas et 

al., 2014); other studies used single item measures, possibly contributing to underestimation 

of prevalence rates. This study addressed these limitations by using multi-item measures to 

assess psychological, physical, and sexual TDV victimization in a sample of Latino 

adolescents. Sex differences in the prevalence of and overlap across the different types of 

TDV were also examined.

Family processes: Theoretical linkages with TDV victimization

Two separate but related macrolevel pathways might explain the link between family 

processes and risk for TDV victimization during adolescence. First, family processes might 

be related to TDV through associations with adolescent involvement in delinquent or “risky” 

behaviors (e.g., antisocial behavior, substance use; Schrek & Fisher, 2004). This line of 

reasoning is based on numerous empirical studies (e.g., Fosco, Stormshak, Dishion, & 

Winter, 2012; Hoeve et al., 2009; Hoeve et al., 2012), including studies of Latino youth (e.g., 

Marsiglia, Nagoshi, Parsai, Booth, & Gonzalez-Castro, 2014; Smokowski, Rose, & 

Baccalao, 2009; Wagner et al., 2010), that have found that aspects of family functioning 

(i.e., parental monitoring, communication, family cohesion, family conflict) influence 

adolescent involvement in delinquent behavior. In turn, routine activities (Cohen, 1981) and 

lifestyle exposure theories (Hindelang, Gottfredson, & Garafalo, 1978) suggest that 

involvement in delinquent behaviors might increase risk for TDV because such behavior 

puts adolescents in greater contact with delinquent peers who are more likely to perpetrate 

TDV and exposes adolescents to environments or situations (e.g., unsupervised parties) 

where guardianship that could deter TDV perpetration is absent (Brooks-Russell, Foshee, & 

Ennett, 2013; Schreck & Fisher, 2004).

Second, family processes might link to TDV victimization through influences on the 

development of “personal characteristics” that compromise adolescents’ ability to resist or 

deter TDV (Finkelhor & Asdigian, 1996). For example, research suggests that family 

conflict and weak family bonds could lead to emotional distress and attachment insecurity in 

youth (Allen et al., 2003; Cummings, Koss, & Davies, 2015); highly distressed and insecure 

adolescents, in turn, might be unable to deter or resist TDV perpetration, making these youth 

more vulnerable to TDV victimization, independent of any involvement in risky behavior 

(Finkelhor & Asdigian, 1996; Jouriles, McDonald, Mueller, & Grych, 2012). These 

macrolevel pathways encompass numerous potential indirect mechanisms (e.g., deviant peer 
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affiliation, substance use, anxious attachment, emotion dysregulation) through which a 

particular family process variable could influence risk for TDV.

Family processes: Empirical linkages with TDV among Latino youth

Family processes might be particularly salient to TDV victimization risk and protection 

among Latino youth because of strong cultural beliefs in the centrality and influence of the 

family, or familismo (Guilamo-Ramos et al., 2009; Leidy et al., 2010; Smokowski et al., 

2014). However, whereas several studies have examined relations between family processes 

and TDV risk in the general U.S. population, very little research has examined these 

linkages among Latino families. Further, the few studies that have examined family 

processes in relation to TDV risk among Latino youth have methodological limitations that 

make interpretation of findings difficult. For example, East and Hodoka (2015) found that 

maternal knowledge of their adolescents’ whereabouts was negatively associated with 

physical TDV victimization onset among Latino youth. However, that study did not examine 

or control for family functioning components such as cohesion, communication, or conflict; 

as such, parental monitoring might have been a marker for these other unobserved family 

processes. This is important because other studies have found bivariate associations between 

family-level factors and TDV victimization that became nonsignificant when other 

correlated family-level processes were taken into account (e.g., Foshee, Benefield, Ennett, 

Bauman, & Suchindran, 2004; Kast et al., 2015). For example, in a study of Latino youth, 

Kast et al. (2015) found that high (vs. low) levels of parent communication were negatively 

associated with physical (boys and girls) and sexual (girls only) TDV victimization; 

however, nearly all of these associations were attenuated and became nonsignificant in 

models that adjusted for family connectedness.

It is also notable that no previous studies of TDV victimization among Latino youth have 

examined associations with general family or acculturation-based conflict, which emerges 

when acculturation processes lead parents and adolescents to differ in their core cultural 

beliefs and values (i.e., an “acculturation gap”; Marsiglia, Kulis, Fitzharris, & Becerra, 

2009). This is a key limitation given that research with Latino families has found 

associations between family and acculturation conflict and adolescent internalizing 

symptoms (e.g., Smokowski, Rose, & Baccalao, 2010), antisocial behavior (e.g., Smokowski 

et al., 2009), and substance use (e.g., Marsiglia et al., 2009). Further, family conflict has 

been found to be a key mediator explaining the effect of family-based interventions on risk 

behavior in Latino youth (Jensen et al., 2014; Smith, Knoble, Zerr, Dishion, & Stormshak, 

2014). Taken together with the theoretical framework outlined earlier, these findings suggest 

that family and acculturation conflict could be key processes influencing risk for TDV 

victimization among Latino youth.

This study

In sum, few studies of Latino adolescents have examined associations between family 

functioning and risk for or protection from TDV victimization. Identifying the family 

processes that contribute to risk for TDV among Latino youth can inform the content of 

family-based prevention interventions for this population. To this end, this study draws from 
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the theoretical framework described earlier and builds from previous research to more 

comprehensively examine associations between a number of different family processes 

(parent monitoring, parent–adolescent communication, family cohesion, family conflict, 

acculturation conflict) and psychological, physical, and sexual TDV victimization in a 

sample of Latino families (N = 210). We hypothesized that greater parental monitoring, 

parent–adolescent communication, and family cohesion would protect Latino youth from 

TDV victimization, whereas increased family conflict and acculturation conflict would 

increase their risk for TDV victimization. Sex differences in prevalence rates for each type 

of TDV and in associations between family measures and each type of TDV were also 

examined based on findings that suggest the possibility of sex differences in the etiological 

pathways leading to TDV among Latino youth (East & Hodoka, 2015; Guilamo-Ramos et 

al., 2009; Kast et al., 2015). In addition, parent and adolescent acculturation measures, as 

well as parent emotional distress, were included as covariates based on research suggesting 

that these variables could influence family dynamics (Hughes & Gullone, 2008; Smokowski, 

David-Ferdon, & Stroupe, 2009; Smokowski et al., 2014) and might also influence risk for 

TDV (Gonzalez-Guarda et al., 2014; Hughes & Gullone, 2008; Ramos, Green, Booker, & 

Nelson, 2011; Sanderson, Coker, Roberts, Tortolero, & Reininger, 2004; Silverman, Decker, 

& Raj, 2007; Smokowski et al., 2014).

Methods

Recruitment and data collection procedure

Analyses for this study use baseline data from a randomized control trial of an adolescent 

dating violence prevention program. In 2013, participating families were recruited into the 

study from five North Carolina counties using community-based strategies including flyers, 

announcements on radio and TV programs, and newspaper ads; word of mouth; 

presentations at health fairs, schools, and churches; and recruitment through community-

based organizations and associated networks. Eligible caregivers self-identified as a Latino 

parent of at least one adolescent between the ages of 12 and 16 years. Caregivers with more 

than one eligible adolescent were asked to select only one child to participate in data 

collection.

Data were collected through structured in-person interviews that lasted approximately 30 

minutes and were conducted in participants’ homes. Interviews were administered 

simultaneously to the participating caregivers and their adolescents in separate rooms by two 

trained bilingual interviewers who read the interview protocol aloud and recorded responses. 

This method of data collection enabled minimization of missing data and standardization of 

administration across a range of literacy levels. To reduce social desirability bias in the 

dating violence questions, interviewers turned their backs while adolescents recorded their 

answers to those questions on a separate sheet of paper, which was then placed in a sealed 

envelope. Caregivers and adolescents each received $15 in compensation for completing the 

interview.

Prior to survey administration, informed consent was obtained from the caregiver for the 

participation of both themselves and their adolescents; assent was also obtained directly 

from adolescent participants. Consent/ or assent and interview administration were 
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conducted in either Spanish or English, depending on the participants’ preference. All study 

procedures were approved by the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill Institutional 

Review Board.

Participants

The sample consisted of 210 adolescents each paired with one caregiver, for a total of 420 

participants. Nearly all caregivers (hereafter referred to as parents) were the participating 

adolescent’s mother (96%), 6 were the adolescent’s father, and 2 were the adolescent’s 

grandmother. All but two parents (98%) and approximately half of adolescent participants 

(49%) were born outside of the United States. The majority of adolescent participants 

reported being of Mexican descent (75%), 9% were Central American, 6% were South 

American, 2% were Puerto Rican, and 8% reported being of mixed or other heritage. On 

average, adolescents who reported having been born outside of the United States had lived in 

the United States for 8.53 years (range = 8 months–16 years). Most adolescent participants 

reported speaking Spanish with their family most or all of the time (73%), 42% were male, 

6% self-reported their race as Black, and the mean age of adolescent participants was 13.87 

years (range = 12–16 years). Most parents were between the ages of 28 and 40 (58%), 

approximately half (48%) reported not having enough money to make ends meet at the end 

of the month, and one third (33%) reported that their highest level of education was middle 

school or less.

Measures

The interview protocols were developed in both Spanish and English and consisted of 

several established measures of risk and protective factors for adolescent TDV victimization 

as well as newly developed measures unique to the study. Measures that were not available 

in Spanish were professionally translated and translations were reviewed by bilingual 

research staff as well as external expert consultants. After the initial protocols were 

developed in both languages, cognitive interviews were conducted with 56 Latino caregivers 

and adolescents who were not participants in this study to obtain feedback on translation 

accuracy, comprehension, recall, and response processes; this feedback was used to improve 

question wording and protocol structure.

Psychological, physical, and sexual TDV victimization were assessed using adapted items 

from the Safe Dates victimization in dating relationships scales (Foshee, 1996). Adolescents 

were asked how many times a dating partner had ever perpetrated each of a series of 

psychological (5 items; Cronbach’s α = .81; e.g., “humiliated you in front of others”), 

physical (4 items; α = .86; e.g., “slapped or scratched you”), or sexual (5 items; α = .85; 

e.g., “kissed you when you did not want them to”) acts against them. Response options for 

each act ranged from 0 (never) to 3 (more than four times). Responses to items 

corresponding to each dating violene type were summed and, due to limited variability in the 

sum scores, dichotomized to create binary physical, psychological, and sexual TDV 

victimization variables.

Parental monitoring was assessed using parent responses to seven items referencing the 

participating adolescent that assessed how strongly the parent agreed or disagreed that they 
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(a) have rules that the adolescent must follow; (b) monitor what the adolescent watches on 

television; (c) put restrictions on his or her access to music, video, and computer games; (d) 

ask the adolescent about his or her friends; (e) try to meet the parents of his or her friends; 

(f) set a specific time for the adolescent to come home when he or she is out; and (g) ask the 

adolescent where he or she is going when he or she goes out. Response options ranged from 

0 (strongly disagree) to 3 (strongly agree); item scores were averaged to create a composite 

measure (α = .66); higher scores denoted greater parental monitoring.

Parent–adolescent communication was assessed as the average of the adolescent’s responses 

to three items that referred to the parent respondent: “How often do you think you can tell 

him/her about things that are really personal to you?”; “In general, how would you rate your 

communication with your parent?”; and, “In general, how satisfied are you with the way you 

and your parent talk about things that are personal to you?” Response options ranged from 1 

(never) to 4 (very often) for Item 1, 1 (poor) to 4 (very good) for Item 2, and 1 (very 
dissatisfied) to 4 (very satisfied) for Item 3 (α = .84). This variable was coded such that 

higher scores denoted better parent–adolescent communication.

Family cohesion was assessed using adolescent responses to a three-item subscale from a 

measure developed by Olson (1986). Adolescents were asked how strongly they agreed or 

disagreed that “family members like to spend free time with each other,” “family members 

feel very close to each other,” and “family togetherness is very important.” Response options 

ranged from 0 (strongly disagree) to 3 (strongly agree); item scores were averaged to create 

a composite measure (α = .72) with higher scores denoting more cohesion. Family conflict 

was assessed using parent responses to the four-item family conflict subscale of the Family, 

Friends, and Self (FFS) Assessment Scales (Simpson & McBride, 1992). Parents’ responses 

to each item (e.g., “How often do members of your family say bad things to one another?”) 

ranged from 0 (never) to 3 (very often); item scores were averaged to create a composite 

scale (α = .80).

Acculturation conflict was measured based on the adolescent’s responses to a four-item 

scale (Vega, Alderete, Kolody, & Aguilar-Gaxiola, 1998). Adolescents were asked how often 

they (a) had problems with their family because they preferred American customs, (b) felt 

they would rather be more American if they had the choice, (c) had gotten upset with their 

parents because the parents don’t know American ways, and (d) felt uncomfortable because 

they had to choose between Latino and non-Latino ways of doing things. Responses were 

measured on a Likert scale ranging from 0 (never) to 3 (very often). Scores were averaged to 

create a composite measure (α = .74) with higher scores denoting more acculturation 

conflict.

Covariates included three psychosocial control variables: parent emotional distress, which 

was assessed using four items from the Kessler Psychological Distress Scale (α = .88; 

Kessler et al., 2002), and parent and adolescent acculturation, which were assessed using the 

10-item Psychological Acculturation Scale (PAS; Tropp, Erkut, Coll, Alarcon, & Garcia, 

1999). The PAS was designed to assess variability in an individual’s sense of psychological 

attachment to, knowledge of, and belonging within Latino/Hispanic and Anglo-American 

cultures. Responses to each item (e.g., “with which group(s) of people do you feel you share 
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most of your beliefs and values”; “which culture(s) do you feel proud to be a part of”) were 

scored on a 9-point bipolar scale, ranging from 1 (only Hispanic/Latino) to 9 (only Anglo-
American), with a bicultural orientation as the midpoint (5). Scores were averaged to create 

a composite scale of parent (α = .89) and adolescent (α = .90) acculturation, with higher 

scores representing a more Anglo-American orientation. Demographic control variables 

included adolescent sex, coded as 1 (male) or 0 (female); adolescent age in years; adolescent 

race, coded as 1 (Black) or 0 (other); adolescent country of birth, coded as 1 (United States) 

or 0 (foreign); parent type, coded as 1 (mother) or 0 (other); and parent education, coded as 

2 (more than high school), 1 (any high school), or 0 (middle school or less).

Analysis strategy

We calculated the proportion of the sample who reported experiencing each type of TDV 

(psychological, physical, sexual) and the proportion who reported experiencing zero, one, 

two, or three types of TDV. Chi-square tests were used to examine sex differences in these 

proportions. Correlation coefficients (phi coefficient) were used to examine associations 

between each type of TDV and Fisher’s Z tests were used to examine sex differences in 

these correlations.

Logistic regression was used to examine associations between the family process measures 

and each type of TDV. Unadjusted and adjusted (multivariate) models were estimated for 

each TDV outcome. Unadjusted models provide an estimate of the bivariate association 

between each of the family process measures and each of the TDV outcomes. Adjusted 

models for each TDV outcome simultaneously included all family process measures as well 

as psychosocial and demographic covariates. To examine whether the influence of the family 

process variables on the outcome differed for boys and girls, interactions between each of 

the family process variables and sex were added to the adjusted model and the joint 

contribution of the set of interactions to the model was examined with a multivariate Wald 

test. This allowed us to control for Type I error due to the testing of multiple interaction 

terms.

Results

Prevalence rates for TDV victimization are reported in Table 1. Over one third (38%) of the 

sample reported having experienced psychological TDV, 15% reported physical TDV, and 

25% reported sexual TDV. Significantly more boys than girls reported physical TDV (p = .

007); however, prevalence rates for psychological and sexual TDV did not differ 

significantly by sex. Approximately one quarter of the total sample reported having 

experienced two or more types of TDV. There were no significant differences between boys 

and girls in the number of types of victimization experienced (see Table 1). Experiencing 

one type of victimization was correlated with experiencing another type of victimization 

(correlations ranged between .35 and .48; p < .0001 for all correlations) and correlations did 

not significantly differ for boys and girls (p > .10 for all comparisons).

Table 2 presents the results of the unadjusted (bivariate) and adjusted (multivariate) analyses 

for each type of TDV (psychological, physical, and sexual). Results from the Wald tests 

indicated that the joint contribution of the interactions between adolescent sex and the family 
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process did not contribute significantly to predicting psychological, χ2(5) = 3.42, p = .64; 

physical, χ2(5) = 1.17, p = .95; or sexual TDV, χ2(5) = 6.10, p = .30. As such, these 

interactions were trimmed from the adjusted model for each TDV type (sex was retained as a 

control variable).

Psychological TDV victimization

In unadjusted models, family cohesion (p = .004), family conflict (p = .002), and 

acculturation conflict (p = .009) were each significantly associated with psychological TDV 

in expected directions. In addition, parental monitoring was marginally negatively associated 

with psychological TDV (p = .08). In the adjusted model, family cohesion remained 

positively (p = .04) and acculturation conflict negatively (p = .03) associated with 

psychological TDV; the association with family conflict was attenuated and became 

nonsignificant (p = .22).

Physical TDV victimization

In unadjusted analyses, family cohesion was marginally negatively associated with physical 

TDV (p = .08). This association became statistically significant in the adjusted model (p = .

04). None of the other family process variables were associated with physical TDV across 

either of the two models.

Sexual TDV victimization

In the unadjusted models, parent–teen communication (p = .04), family cohesion (p = .008), 

family conflict (p = .001), and acculturation conflict (p = .005) were each significantly 

associated with sexual TDV in expected directions. In adjusted models, family conflict (p = .

048) remained significantly and acculturation conflict remained marginally (p = .08) and 

positively associated with sexual TDV; however, associations between parent–teen 

communication (p = .86) and family cohesion (p = .26) and sexual TDV were attenuated and 

became nonsignificant.

Covariates

Findings from the adjusted models suggest that higher levels of parent acculturation (i.e., 

Anglo-American orientation) were marginally associated with adolescent risk for 

psychological TDV (adjusted odds ratio [AOR] = 1.24, p = .08) and significantly associated 

with physical (AOR = 1.35, p = .04) and sexual (AOR = 1.37, p = .01) TDV. In addition, 

males were significantly more likely than females to report psychological (AOR = 2.06, p = .

03) and physical (AOR = 4.15, p = .001) TDV. None of the other psychosocial (i.e., 

adolescent acculturation, parent emotional distress) or demographic (i.e., adolescent age, 

race, and country of birth; caregiver type and education) covariates were significantly 

associated with any of the three TDV outcomes in adjusted analyses.

Discussion

Theory and empirical evidence support the notion that the family environment plays a key 

role in the development of Latino youth. Yet most extant research examining dating violence 

victimization among Latino adolescents has focused on the linkages between individual-
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level rather than family-level factors and one type of TDV, physical victimization. This study 

extends previous research by providing a comprehensive examination of how different 

aspects of family functioning are associated with psychological, physical, and sexual TDV 

victimization among Latino youth.

Several noteworthy findings emerged that might inform future research and efforts to prevent 

dating violence among Latino youth. First, results from this sample suggest that Latino 

adolescents are at risk for experiencing all three types of TDV and one quarter of the sample 

(26% of boys, 24% of girls) reported having experienced more than one type of TDV in their 

lifetime. Further, consistent with previous research (Cuevas et al., 2014), having experienced 

one type of TDV was significantly associated with having experienced other types of TDV. 

Overall prevalence rates for psychological and sexual TDV reported in this study were 

higher than those reported by other studies of Latino youth (CDC, 2014; Cuevas et al., 2014; 

Kast et al., 2015); for example, 25% of youth in this study reported having ever experienced 

sexual TDV as compared to 12% of Latino youth participants in the 2013 Youth Risk 

Behavior Surveillance (CDC, 2014). Higher prevalence estimates might have been due to 

differences in sample composition, measurement, or both. In particular, measures used in 

this study captured a wide range of victimization experiences, including experiences of less 

severe types of psychological and sexual abuse that are more common among young 

adolescents. Taken together, these findings suggest that dating abuse interventions for Latino 

youth should address multiple types of victimization and address victimization among both 

boys and girls (Cuevas et al., 2014).

Second, findings suggest that family cohesion and family and acculturation conflict might be 

particularly important processes to target with family-based TDV prevention programs for 

Latino adolescents. Interventions that increase family cohesion and reduce family conflict, 

including acculturation conflict, might enable prosocial bonding between parents and youth 

that constrains involvement in deviant behavior and promotes cognitive and emotional 

development that, in turn, reduces vulnerability to TDV. There are a number of family-based 

substance use and youth violence prevention programs that target family cohesion or general 

and acculturation-based family conflict that have been found to be effective for Latino 

adolescents (Jensen et al., 2014; Leidy et al., 2010; Pantin et al., 2009; Smith et al., 2014). 

Our results suggest these existing evidence-based programs might also be effective in 

preventing TDV. This is an important line for future prevention research; rather than design 

new TDV prevention programs for Latino youth, a more efficient approach might be to 

determine whether existing evidence-based programs that aim to improve family cohesion 

and reduce general and acculturation-based conflict could reduce adolescent risk for TDV 

victimization.

Associations between family cohesion and family and acculturation conflict and TDV 

differed across the three victimization outcomes (cohesion with physical, psychological, and 

sexual TDV; family conflict with sexual TDV; acculturation conflict with psychological 

TDV). Very few studies have examined risk and protective factors for multiple victimization 

types within one study, although some findings suggest possible abuse-type-specific risks 

(e.g., East & Hokoda, 2015; Foshee et al., 2004). These findings might reflect underlying 

etiological differences in the pathways connecting these family processes to different types 
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of TDV. However, we caution that further study is needed to corroborate and build on these 

unexpected findings.

Third, contrary to expectations, we did not find robust associations between parental 

monitoring or parent–adolescent communication and risk for TDV. Previous studies of 

Latino youth that have examined the association between parental monitoring or parental 

communication and TDV have either found no association (Howard et al., 2005) or 

associations that were significant only when examined independent of other factors (East & 

Hokoda, 2015; Kast et al., 2015; Yan et al., 2010). For example, Kast et al. (2015) found 

bivariate associations between both mother–teen and father–teen communication and 

physical and sexual TDV, however, nearly all of these associations were attenuated and 

became nonsignificant when adjusting for parent caring, an indicator of family 

connectedness (Kast et al., 2015). Taken together, these and previous study findings might 

suggest that the family relational climate (cohesion and conflict), rather than parenting 

practices like parental monitoring and communication, are more salient influences on risk 

for TDV victimization among Latino youth. Alternatively, it could be that the influences of 

parental monitoring and communication on risk for TDV are moderated by other family or 

cultural factors. Emerging research with Mexican-American adolescents in the southwestern 

United States, for example, suggests that the effects of parent communication and parent 

monitoring on substance use behavior could be moderated in complex ways by ethnic 

identification and acculturation processes (Marsiglia, Nagoshi, Parsai, Booth, et al., 2014; 

Marsiglia, Nagoshi, Parsai, & Castro, 2012, 2014; Nagoshi, Marsiglia, Parsai, & Castro, 

2011; Voisine, Parsai, Marsiglia, Kulis, & Nieri, 2008).

Finally, it is notable that higher parent, but not adolescent, Anglo-American acculturation 

was associated with increased risk for physical and sexual TDV victimization (marginal 

association for psychological TDV). Markers of adolescent acculturation have been 

associated with risk for physical TDV in previous studies (for a review, see Smokowski et 

al., 2009), with some research suggesting that low-acculturated Latina girls (as indicated by 

speaking Spanish at home, having a parent born outside of the United States, or high 

salience of ethnicity) are at lower risk for TDV (Ramos et al., 2011; Sanderson et al., 2004). 

However, no previous study has simultaneously examined both parent and adolescent 

acculturation in relation to risk for TDV. One potential explanation for our finding is that 

parents who are more oriented to Anglo-American culture might allow their adolescents to 

be more involved in social activities (in-person or via technology) where they could interact 

with dating partners; in turn, exposure to social activities and dating situations might 

increase risk for TDV through the pathways described earlier.

Strengths and limitations

This study had several limitations that influence the conclusions that can be drawn from 

findings. In particular, analyses were cross-sectional and thus we could not establish 

temporality of associations as required to make causal inferences. Although our theoretical 

framework suggests that family processes work through various etiological pathways to lead 

to TDV victimization risk, it is certainly plausible that experiences of TDV could lead to 

changes in family processes. Future research should therefore build from this study to 
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examine longitudinal reciprocal associations between family processes and TDV among 

Latino youth and examine the causal mechanisms explaining these associations.

There were also some measurement-related limitations to our study. All measures were 

based on adolescent self-report and thus potentially prone to social desirability bias. 

Although family conflict was assessed, we did not directly examine marriage quality, child 

maltreatment, or interparental violence, which might be associated with TDV. Measures of 

parental monitoring and communication were general rather than specific to monitoring and 

communication about romantic relationships; future research should examine behavior-

specific measures of these parenting practices and TDV. Finally, our measures of parent and 

adolescent acculturation were limited in that they did not measure culture of origin and U.S. 

cultural orientation using separate scales; the one study to have used this bidimensional 

approach to assess relationships between acculturation and TDV found that higher levels of 

adolescent Hispanicism were protective against physical TDV, whereas adolescent 

Americanism (i.e., orientation to U.S. culture) was unrelated to TDV (Gonzalez-Guarda et 

al., 2014). More research using multidimensional measures is needed to better understand 

the etiological pathways and mechanisms that might link acculturation processes to 

victimization risk (Smokowski et al., 2009).

Additional limitations include that the sample was of modest size, potentially limiting our 

power to detect the proposed relationships, and not based on a random sample, limiting our 

ability to generalize findings to other Latino youth. In addition, the sample included a 

heterogeneous mixture of youth from different ethnic backgrounds including youth of 

Mexican heritage (74%), as well as youth who reported being of Central or South American 

origin (26%); however, ancillary analyses suggested that family country of origin was not 

associated with any of the family process or TDV variables.

Notwithstanding these limitations, this study had several strengths. Using multiple distinct 

family process and TDV measures enabled a more comprehensive examination of 

associations between these constructs. Although some previous TDV research with Latino 

youth has examined family-level risk and protective factors, none incorporated all of the 

variables we considered. We controlled for confounding by examining the unique 

associations between each family process and each type of TDV, adjusting for the effects of 

other family processes, as well demographic factors and acculturation indicators. Other 

strengths include the fact that, to our knowledge, this is only the second study to examine the 

prevalence of and overlap in experiences of psychological, physical, and sexual TDV among 

Latino adolescents. TDV outcomes were assessed using multi-item measures, and thus 

might more accurately describe the prevalence of these behaviors in this population than the 

single-item measures used in previous research.

Conclusion

Latino adolescents represent a large and growing population at risk for TDV, yet, to date, 

limited research has been conducted with Latino youth to identify modifiable risk and 

protective factors for dating abuse that could be targeted by prevention efforts. Moreover, 

most extant research examining the etiology of TDV in this population has focused on 
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individual-level predictors despite the noted importance of family in Latino culture. This 

study addressed this gap by examining associations between family-level risk and protective 

factors and multiple types of TDV victimization among Latino youth. Consistent with 

previous research, physical, psychological, and sexual TDV were found to cooccur and were 

highly prevalent among both Latino boys and girls (Cuevas et al., 2014). These findings 

suggest the importance of implementing dating abuse prevention efforts for Latino youth 

that target both boys and girls and address all three types of TDV. Results also identify 

family and acculturation conflict, as well as family cohesion, as family processes that might 

be important targets for family-based dating abuse prevention efforts with Latino youth. 

Extant family-based interventions that have been tested with Latino adolescents and their 

caregivers that have been found to be effective in reducing family conflict or increasing 

family cohesion might also be effective in reducing TDV, even though TDV is not explicitly 

addressed in the content of those interventions. Future evaluation research should examine 

this possibility and build on this study to examine the specific mechanisms linking family 

processes and risk for TDV and determine whether and how associations might depend on 

demographic or acculturation-related indicators.
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Table 1

Self-reported experiences of dating violence victimization (DVV) among Latino adolescents in five North 

Carolina counties, separately by victimization type and sex.

Sex

Experiences of DVV Female X2 Male Total

  DVV type n = 121 n =89 N = 210

  Psychological 42 (35%) 38 (43%) 1.39 80 (38%)

  Physical 11 (9%) 20 (22%) 7.30** 31 (15%)

  Sexual 31 (26%) 21 (24%) 0.11 52 (25%)

Number of types of DVV experienced 2.08

  No victimization 71 (59%) 45 (51%) 116 (55%)

  One type 24 (20%) 19 (21%) 43 (20%)

  Two types 18 (15%) 15 (17%) 33 (16%)

  Three types 8 (7%) 10 (11%) 18 (9%)
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