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Abstract
Although low socioeconomic status has been positively associated with adult partner violence, its
relationship to adolescent dating violence remains unclear. Further, few studies have examined the
relationship between contextual disadvantage and adolescent dating violence, or the interactive
influences of family and contextual disadvantage. Guided by Social Disorganization Theory, Relative
Deprivation Theory, and Gendered Resource Theory, we analyzed data from the U.S. National
Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (1994-1996) to explore how family and school
disadvantage relate to dating violence victimization. Psychological and minor physical victimization
were self-reported by adolescents in up to six heterosexual romantic or sexual relationships. Family
and school disadvantage were based on a principal component analysis of soecioeconomic indicators
reported by adolescents and parents. In weighted multilevel random effects models, between-school
variability in dating violence victimization was proportionately small but substantive: 10% for male
victimization and 5% for female victimization. In bivariate analyses, family disadvantage was
positively related to victimization for both males and females; however, school disadvantage was
only related to males’ physical victimization. In models adjusted for race/ethnicity, relative age
within the school, and mean school age, neither family nor school disadvantage remained related to
males’ victimization. For females, family disadvantage remained significantly positively associated
with victimization, but was modified by school disadvantage: family disadvantage was more strongly
associated with dating violence victimization in more advantaged schools. Findings support gendered
resource theory, and suggest that status differentials between females and their school context may
increase their vulnerability to dating violence victimization.
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INTRODUCTION
Dating violence is a serious and prevalent problem in the United States. In the 1995-96 school
year, thirty-two percent of male adolescents and thirty-one percent of female adolescents in
opposite-sex romantic relationships reported psychological or physical victimization in one or
more relationships in the preceding 18 months (Halpern, Oslak, Young, Martin, & Kupper,
2001). Cross-sectional studies document dating violence victimization is correlated with
negative reproductive health outcomes among female adolescents, and with poor mental health
outcomes among female and male adolescents (Decker, Silverman, & Raj, 2005; Lehrer, Buka,
Gortmaker, & Shrier, 2006; Olshen, McVeigh, Wunsch-Hitzig, & Rickert, 2007; Roberts,
Auinger, & Klein, 2005). In one longitudinal study, victimization onset was associated with
increased depressive symptomatology among males and females, and increased involvement
in substance use, antisocial behavior, and suicidal behavior among females (Roberts, Klein, &
Fisher, 2003). Adolescent dating violence victimization is associated with an increased risk
for adult partner violence victimization among females (Lehrer et al., 2006), and victimization
duration is positively associated with health consequences’ severity (Bonomi, Thompson,
Anderson, Reid, Carrell, Dimer et al., 2006; Johnson & Leone, 2005). Adult victimization is
associated with injury and mortality, although rates of such outcomes are greater for females
than males (Field & Caetano, 2005; Tjaden & Thoennes, 2000). Given the prevalence of
adolescent partner violence, and its connection with health and developmental outcomes,
understanding its etiology is of concern to researchers and policymakers.

Longitudinal research on adolescent dating violence has identified a number of individual and
familial predictors for victimization onset, but these tend to vary by gender and severity of
violence outcomes being studied. For females, risk factors for psychological and minor
physical abuse onset include age, childhood maltreatment, African American race, living with
neither biologic nor step parents, low parent education, delinquent behavior, sexual intercourse
in the relationship, and physical maturity (Foster, Hagan, & Brooks-Gunn, 2004); for serious
physical and sexual victimization, risk factors include alcohol use, being hit by an adult, having
a friend who is a dating violence victim, and depression (Buzy, McDonald, Jouriles, Swank,
Rosenfield, Shimek et al., 2004; Foshee, Benefield, Ennett, Bauman, & Suchindran, 2004).
For males, risk factors for psychological and minor physical victimization onset have largely
been unstudied, except for sexual intercourse with a female partner (Kaestle & Halpern,
2005); predictors of serious physical victimization onset include being hit by an adult as a child,
low self-esteem, and having been in a fight with a peer (Foshee et al., 2004). Such research
provides knowledge regarding individual factors subject to intervention, but does not address
how adolescent partner violence is influenced by wider structural forces.

From an ecological model of health or fundamental causes of disease framework,
understanding social structural forces that influence health outcomes is essential in addressing
root causes (Link & Phelan, 1995). Such structural factors, including neighborhood poverty,
have been connected with many other health outcomes, including self-rated health, birth
weight, ischemic stroke, ischemic heart disease, and all-cause mortality, though these
associations often vary in strength by gender (Chaix, Rosvall, & Merlo, 2007; Do, Finch,
Basurto-Davila, Bird, Escarce, & Lurie, 2008; Lisabeth, Diez Roux, Escobar, Smith, &
Morgenstern, 2007; Masi, Hawkley, Piotrowski, & Pickett, 2007; Turrell, Kavanagh, Draper,
& Subramanian, 2007). The purpose of this paper is to extend the understanding of potential
fundamental contributors to adolescent dating violence victimization by examining its
relationship to family and school socioeconomic disadvantage. We examine these determinants
separately for male and female adolescents, as past studies have found that female perpetration
against male partners often arises in response to aggression initiated by male partners (O’Keefe
& Treister, 1998), and the consequences of victimization tend to be more severe for females
(Field & Caetano, 2005; Tjaden & Thoennes, 2000). Further, studies of adult intimate partner
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violence suggest that many forms of partner violence are rooted in gender inequality (Pallitto
& O’Campo, 2005). As such, examining male and female victimization separately is needed
to inform future prevention program efforts.

Individual/Family Socioeconomic Disadvantage
Although partner violence affects couples in all socioeconomic strata, research supports an
inverse relationship between socioeconomic status and adult violence (Aldarondo &
Sugarman, 1996; Breiding, Black, & Ryan, 2008; Cunradi, Caetano, & Schafer, 2002). Some
researchers hypothesize that the financial strain and social isolation resulting from lower
socioeconomic status creates relationship stress that in turn increases the likelihood of partner
violence (Straus, Gelles, & Steinmetz, 1980). Whether differential risk by socioeconomic status
begins in adolescence, however, is unclear. Family-of-origin socioeconomic status could
influence adolescent dating violence through adolescent risk behaviors or mental health,
increasing exposure to family-of-origin violence, or influencing the adoption of traditional
gender ideologies. Although in some studies family-of-origin socioeconomic status was
significantly inversely related to dating violence victimization (Foster et al., 2004; Halpern et
al., 2001; O’Keefe, 1998), it was unrelated in others (Foshee et al., 2004; Foshee, Linder,
MacDougall, & Bangdiwala, 2001; O’Keefe & Treister, 1998). However, because studies of
dating violence have primarily focused on studying other factors, they may underestimate
effects by including variables that mediate socioeconomic status and victimization. Further,
findings’ generalizability is unclear because most studies have used geographically restricted
samples.

Contextual Socioeconomic Disadvantage
Research examining neighborhood contexts and partner violence has focused primarily on
adults. In ecological analyses, Browning (2002) found that neighborhood disadvantage was
positively related to female-victim intimate partner homicide; however, disadvantage was
unrelated to individual-level severe partner violence victimization after individual
sociodemographic, social support, and relational characteristics were controlled (Browning,
2002). In another study, authors found that for both black and white adult couples,
neighborhood poverty was positively associated with female-perpetrated violence; however,
neighborhood poverty was positively associated with male perpetration among black couples
only (Cunradi, Caetano, Clark, & Schafer, 2000).

The influence of contextual disadvantage is understudied in the adolescent dating violence
literature, despite findings that contextual disadvantage is related to dating violence risk factors.
For example, neighborhood disadvantage (i.e., high poverty, unemployment, and residential
turnover) and school disadvantage (i.e. percent of poor students or families on public
assistance) have been associated with depression, early sexual activity, and substance use
(Cubbin, Santelli, Brindis, & Braveman, 2005; Harris, Duncan, & Boisjoly, 2002; O’Malley,
Johnston, Bachman, Schulenberg, & Kumar, 2006; Oetting, Donnermeyer, & Deffenbacher,
1998; Wight, Botticello, & Aneshensel, 2006). In the one study exploring contextual
disadvantage associations with dating violence, neighborhood disadvantage (i.e., percent
below poverty, unemployed, nonwhite, renting housing, and female-headed households) was
found unrelated to dating violence perpetration trajectories in either crude or adjusted analyses
(Foshee, Karriker-Jaffe, Reyes, Ennett, Suchindran, Bauman et al., 2008). However, as the
study was conducted in one rural county, generalizeability may be limited; further, variations
in associations by family disadvantage and by gender were not explored.

Interaction Between Individual and Contextual Disadvantage
Another possibility is that the influence of family disadvantage on dating violence varies by
contextual disadvantage. Such an interaction may explain why prior findings regarding family
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socioeconomic status have been mixed. In the adult partner violence literature, the influence
of individual socioeconomic status has been found to vary across couple contexts, and by
gender. Having a lower educational or occupational status compared to a partner has been
positively associated with male but not female partner violence perpetration (Anderson,
1997; Atkinson, Greenstein, & Lang, 2005). The influence of family socioeconomic status on
adolescent outcomes has been found to vary by contextual disadvantage and gender as well.
For example, relative disadvantage within school has been associated with decreases in self-
esteem in the transition to middle school, especially among male adolescents (Rhodes,
Roffman, Reddy, Fredriksen, & Way, 2004). As low self-esteem is a risk factor for dating
violence perpetration, especially among low-SES adolescents, (Pflieger & Vazsonyi, 2006), a
connection between relative disadvantage and dating violence seems plausible. Results for
these and other studies suggest that relative disadvantage may be differentially related to dating
violence victimization by gender.

Theoretical Model
This analysis draws upon social disorganization theory, relative deprivation theory, and
gendered resource theory in exploring how family and school socioeconomic disadvantage
relate to adolescent dating violence victimization. According to social disorganization theory,
the material and structural resources of communities affect social cohesion, and subsequently
communities’ effectiveness in regulating residents’ behavior (Sampson, 1997; Sampson,
Raudenbush, & Earls, 1997). Similarly, school disadvantage has been negatively associated
with parent involvement (Hooverdempsey, Bassler, & Brissie, 1987), which can negatively
affect the development of bonds and informal networks between parents within that school.
As in neighborhood social settings, without this “network closure” (Coleman, 1988), the
collective monitoring and social control of adolescent behavior likely will be weaker. The
bonds between parents within schools should be influential in adolescent dating violence, given
the importance of school settings in the formation of adolescent intimate relationships (Ford,
Sohn, & Lepkowski, 2001, 2003). One implication of social disorganization theory is that
contextual disadvantage affects everyone operating within that context; therefore, we would
expect a positive association between school disadvantage and dating violence victimization
for both male and female adolescents.

In contrast, relative deprivation theory emphasizes how contextual disadvantage moderates the
association between family disadvantage and the outcome studied. According to this
perspective, deprivation is something that is individually perceived, and is constructed through
a process of social comparison with a salient frame of reference (Webber, 2007). For
adolescents, a salient frame of reference is their school environment. Applying this theory, we
would expect adolescents who are disadvantaged relative to their same-school peers to be at
higher risk for dating violence victimization; further, this association should not vary by gender.

Finally, unlike both the above theories, gendered resource theory predicts gender differences
in the effects of relative disadvantage (Anderson, 1997; Atkinson et al., 2005). That is, we
expect relative disadvantage to be more strongly related to female than male victimization.
Such a prediction is based upon two premises. First, partnerships tend to be homogamous along
sociodemographic characteristics (Ford, Sohn, & Lepkowski, 2002); therefore relatively
disadvantaged females will likely be paired with relatively disadvantaged males. Second,
relative socioeconomic disadvantage is more threatening to traditional masculine versus
feminine gender roles (Anderson, 1997; Atkinson et al., 2005); therefore relative
socioeconomic disadvantage may prompt violence perpetration as a means to reassert power
more often by males than females.
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METHODS
Data

We utilized data from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health’s (Add Health)
contractual data set (Udry, 2003). Add Health is a prospective cohort study of a nationally-
representative sample of youth enrolled in grades 7-12 in the 1994-95 school year (Wave I)
(Harris, Florey, Tabor, Bearman, Jones, & Udry, 2003). Respondents were followed up one
year after baseline (1996, Wave II). Add Health utilized a multistage probability sampling
design to obtain its Wave I sample. The first stage was a stratified, random sample of all public
and private high schools in the U.S. A feeder school was also recruited from each participating
community. In-school surveys were attempted with all students. In the second stage, a sample
of adolescents was drawn for in-depth in-home interviews, consisting of a core sample plus
selected oversamples. The parent (mother prioritized) or primary caretaker of Wave I in-home
interview participants was also recruited for an in-home interview. Persons who completed
Wave I in-home interviews were eligible to participate at Wave II, with a few exceptions (e.g.,
respondents who were high school seniors at Wave I).

Measures
Outcome—Adolescent dating violence victimization was based on five items from the
Conflict Tactics Scale 2 (CTS2) (Straus, Hamby, Boney-McCoy, & Sugarman, 1996) that were
included in the Wave II in-home questionnaire; in some cases, item wording was slightly
modified. For each of up to six romantic and/or sexual relationships reported, respondents were
asked whether during the relationship their partner had ever done any of the following acts
(yes or no): (1) “call you names, insult you, or treat you disrespectfully in front of others?” (2)
“swear at you?” (3) “threaten you with violence?” (4) “push or shove you?” and/or (5) “thrown
something at you that could hurt you?” A nominal summary variable with three mutually-
exclusive categories was constructed: no victimization (no acts reported in any relationship or
no relationships reported), psychological victimization (any of acts 1-3 reported and none of
acts 4-5), and physical victimization (any of acts 4-5 reported, regardless of response to acts
1-3). This categorization is consistent with past studies (Halpern et al., 2001; Halpern, Young,
Waller, Martin, & Kupper, 2004) and is based on very few respondents reporting physical
without psychological victimization.

Predictors—The predictor individual/family disadvantage was constructed using several
indicators for family socioeconomic status. Variables were chosen to be consistent with past
studies studying social disorganization, and included (all measured as yes/no): not living with
both biologic parents, family receives public assistance, parent reports difficulty paying bills,
highest parent education less than high school, and having an unemployed parent (defined as
not currently working for pay and seeking paid employment) (Browning, 2002; Cunradi et al.,
2000; De Coster, Heimer, & Wittrock, 2006; Wight et al., 2006). We applied polychoric
principal components analysis, and used factor loadings on the first principal component as
item weights in generating the summary score.

The second predictor variable, school disadvantage, was based on the school-level prevalence
of each family disadvantage indicator; items demonstrated good internal reliability
(Cronbach’s α = 0.82). Because some groups were oversampled, and weights for selection
probability within schools are not available, the school aggregate variable was based on Add
Health core sample respondents. After standardizing all variables (mean = 0, standard deviation
= 1), a principal component analysis was run (eigenvalues presented in Table 2). Factor
loadings on the first principal component were used as item weights in generating the summary
score.
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Controls—Demographic covariates were included for individual-level dating violence
victimization risk factors which may also be related to selection into schools characterized by
concentrated disadvantage. These variables were derived from adolescent self-report at Wave
II interview. Demographic control variables were age (group mean centered) and race/ethnicity
(Non-Hispanic White, Non-Hispanic Black, Hispanic, Other). Gender was treated as a potential
effect modifier, and all analyses were conducted stratified by gender. Indicators for other
individual adolescent problem behaviors and mental health were not included, as they may
either be mediators of the context-victimization relationship, or they may be effects of
victimization itself. One school-level control variable was included – mean age within the
school (grand mean centered).

Analytic Sample
We utilized five inclusion criteria. The base number of persons who participated in both Waves
I and II and who had valid sampling weights available was 13,568. Respondents who did not
report exclusively heterosexual relationships at Wave II were excluded (n=269) because past
research has found risk factors for partner violence to vary across opposite-sex and same-sex
couples (Halpern et al., 2001; Halpern et al., 2004). Also, respondents whose parents were not
interviewed (n=1,606) or who were missing data on any of the individual-level covariates
(n=1,043) were excluded. The resulting analytic sample size was 10,650. Respondents who
reported no romantic or sexual relationships at Wave II (n=3,268) were included, as one
strategy adolescents may use to avoid partner violence is to abstain from such relationships.

Analyses
All analyses were performed in Stata version 9 (StataCorp LP, College Station, Texas).
Individual-level analyses included corrections for complex survey design and were weighted
to yield nationally-representative estimates. Multilevel multinomial logistic regression
analyses with random effects were conducted using GLLAMM commands and included
weights for both individuals and schools (Rabe-Hesketh & Skrondal, 2006; Rabe-Hesketh,
Skrondal, & Pickles, 2004). The estimation procedure used was numerical integration (10
integration points) with adaptive quadrature (Rabe-Hesketh et al., 2004). At Level-1, age was
group mean centered, and race/ethnicity was entered as three dummy variables (non-Hispanic
white as referent). Individual disadvantage was left on its original continuous scale, centered
at the grand mean. Level-2 variables (mean age in school and concentrated disadvantage) were
grand mean-centered. Level-2 variables were left on their original continuous scale because a
visual examination of bivariate scatterplots (i.e., each level-two variable against school
prevalence of victimization) indicated no curvilinear or threshold relationships.

Analyses began by examining univariate distributions and bivariate relationships. Proportions
and means of partner violence victimization, individual-level confounders, and school-level
variables were calculated. The bivariate relationship between each covariate and the
victimization outcomes was assessed with a series of bivariate multilevel multinomial logistic
regression models with random intercepts.

For subsequent multivariable analyses, the final full model was: Level 1 model:

Level 2 model:
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Where i indexes individuals within schools, j is an index for schools, p is an index for
individual-level covariates, and k indexes the outcome (psychological or physical
victimization). The predicted log odds of dating violence victimization (η ) is modeled as a
function of the school mean log odds of victimization ( β0 jk ), family disadvantage (FDij), and
the vector of individual-level covariates (Xpij), which were the same for both physical and
psychological victimization; all covariates except family disadvantage were entered as
individual-level fixed effects. We model the school mean log odds of victimization ( β0 jk ) as
a function of the grand mean of the log odds of victimization (γ00k ), school mean age
(AGEj), school disadvantage (SDj), and the random effect for school j (u0 j ). The slope for
individual disadvantage β1 jk is modeled as a function of the grand mean of these slopes
(γ10k ), school disadvantage (SDj), and the random effect for school j (u1j ). We assume that
the random effects for both the intercept and slope are normally distributed with means of zero,
variance of τ00 for the intercept and τ11 for the slope, and a covariance between the intercept
and slope of τ10.

Four models were fit separately for female and male participants. First, to assess the level of
variability in gender-specific dating violence victimization across schools, an intercept-only
model with random intercepts was run to calculate the intraclass correlation coefficient (ICC).
The level-1 variance was assumed to equal that of a logistic distribution (π2/3) (Raudenbush
& Bryk, 2002), and the ICC was calculated as (τ00 )/(τ00+[π2/3]). We did not conduct
significance testing for random effect variance estimates because likelihood ratio tests are
invalid with weighted data (Sribney, 2005), and Wald chi-square tests can be overly
conservative when testing against the parameter boundary value (zero) (Fitzmaurice, Laird, &
Ware, 2004). Instead, we examined the magnitude and relative precision of the variance
estimates. In the second model, we tested the relationship between family disadvantage and
dating violence victimization net of control variables by adding level-1 fixed effects for all
individual-level variables, as well as the school mean age variable. In the third model, we
examined the direct influence of school disadvantage over and above family disadvantage by
adding the school disadvantage score. We assessed the influence of school disadvantage both
by examining the magnitude and statistical significance of the regression coefficient, and by
examining the relative change in unexplained intercept variance. In the final model, we
assessed whether the influence of family disadvantage on dating violence victimization varied
by school disadvantage by adding a random slope for family socioeconomic disadvantage, as
well as a cross-level interaction between family and school disadvantage. All individual-level
variables were maintained in multivariable models because of the theoretical need to control
for factors related to selection into schools.

RESULTS
Descriptive Results

Descriptive statistics for the sample are presented in Table 1. The majority of respondents
reported non-Hispanic white race/ethnicity (71.2% females, 71.3% males). Mean scores for
family disadvantage were −0.60 for females and −0.63 for males, and mean age was 16.3 years
for females and 16.5 years for males. Overall, among female respondents, 13.8% reported
psychological and 8.1% reported physical victimization by at least one romantic or sexual
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partner in the 18 months prior to Wave II interview; among male respondents, 13.6% reported
psychological and 7.1% reported minor physical victimization in the same time period.
Information regarding schools’ characteristics is presented in Table 2. The mean gender-
specific school prevalences of dating violence victimization were slightly different from the
corresponding overall population-weighted prevalences (females 18.7% psychological, 8.7%
minor physical; males 18.2% psychological, 7.6% minor physical). Concentrated disadvantage
scores across schools were distributed approximately normally (mean=0, standard deviation
[SD]=1), with some right-skewness.

Bivariate Results
Results from bivariate multilevel multinomial logistic regression models are presented in Table
3. Gender differences were observed in patterns of associations. Relative age within school
and school mean age were significantly positively related to psychological and physical
victimization among both female and male participants. Race/ethnicity was significantly
related to victimization only among males: non-Hispanic black, Hispanic, and non-Hispanic
other males evidenced higher odds of physical victimization compared to non-Hispanic white
males. Although family disadvantage was positively associated with females’ physical
victimization and males’ psychological and physical victimization, school-level disadvantage
was positively related only to males’ physical victimization.

Multivariable Results
Females—Multivariable results for females are presented in Table 4. The first model, an
intercept-only model, suggests proportionately small but important variation across schools in
female dating violence victimization. The ICC indicates that about 5% of females’
victimization variability is due to differences between schools. After addition of individual-
level covariates and school mean age in model two, about 36% of the between-school variation
in female dating violence victimization is explained. Family disadvantage remains significantly
positively associated with females’ physical victimization after controlling for age and race/
ethnicity. In model three, school disadvantage was added and remained unrelated to females’
victimization; unexplained between-school variability in dating violence victimization
remained unchanged after adding school disadvantage. In model four, a cross-level interaction
between family and school disadvantage was found to be highly significant. At the average
level of school disadvantage (i.e., where the interaction term would be equal to zero), family
disadvantage was found to be significantly related to an increased odds of both psychological
and physical victimization among females. Further, family disadvantage was more strongly
related to females’ victimization in more advantaged schools (Figures 1 and 2). Variability by
school disadvantage appeared greater for psychological compared to physical victimization.
For example, the predicted probability of psychological victimization for a non-Hispanic white,
average-aged female, with a family disadvantage score one standard deviation above average
is 11% lower in a school one standard deviation above versus one standard deviation below
the school disadvantage mean.

Males—Multivariable results for males are presented in Table 5. The intercept-only model
suggests that differences across school contexts in males’ victimization are greater than for
females. The ICC indicates that about 10% of males’ dating violence victimization variability
is due to differences between schools. After addition of individual-level covariates and school
mean age in model two, about 38% of the between-school variation in male dating violence
victimization is explained. Notably, the modest associations between family disadvantage and
males’ victimization found in crude models are reduced and no longer significant in the adjusted
model (psychological victimization OR=1.20, AOR=1.14; physical victimization OR=1.33,
AOR=1.13); however, nonwhite race/ethnicity remains significantly positively related to
males’ physical victimization. In model three, school disadvantage was added and was found
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to be unrelated to males’ victimization after adjusting for other individual characteristics and
school mean age. In model four, a cross-level interaction between family and school
disadvantage was found to be small in magnitude and nonsignificant, suggesting that the
association between family disadvantage and males’ dating violence does not vary substantially
by school disadvantage levels.

DISCUSSION
Although prior research documents a disproportionate burden of adult partner violence by
lower socioeconomic status, relationships between family disadvantage and adolescent dating
violence have been inconsistent. Despite evidence supporting relative disadvantage as a risk
factor for adult partner violence, and evidence relating relative disadvantage to other adolescent
outcomes, whether family and contextual disadvantage interact to affect adolescent dating
violence is unknown. We address these gaps in the current study.

Between-school variability in dating violence victimization, even if proportionately small, was
substantial for both males and females. The intraclass correlations should be considered in the
context of other studies of adolescent risk behavior (e.g., alcohol and cigarette use) that find
school-level intraclass correlations typically between 0.01 and 0.03 (Murray & Short, 1997;
Smolkowski, Biglan, Dent, & Seeley, 2006). Even after adjusting for family-level
disadvantage, age, and race/ethnicity, ICCs remained at 0.04 for girls and 0.06 for boys.
Differences with prior studies could reflect that dating violence is more variable than other risk
behaviors across school contexts; however, they also could reflect different individual-level
control variables utilized.

The predictions of social disorganization theory were not supported among female respondents
and were supported among male respondents only before adjustment for family disadvantage.
These findings extend past studies which found no association between Census Tract
disadvantage and dating violence perpetration (Foshee et al., 2008). However, our findings
diverge from another study that found neighborhood poverty was positively associated with
adult male victimization amongst Blacks and Whites, and female victimization among Blacks
(Cunradi et al., 2000). The contrast between the adolescent and adult partner violence studies
could suggest contextual disadvantage plays a larger role in adult versus adolescent partner
violence. However, differences may also arise because the adolescent studies used a
disadvantage index, while the adult study used the single indicator of neighborhood poverty.
Our use of the index was based on our application of social disorganization theory (Browning,
2002; Sampson et al., 1997). Using an index could possibly mask associations between single
contextual disadvantage indicators and dating violence. However, using a single contextual
disadvantage indicator may result in spurious associations. Another possibility is that school
disadvantage is better characterized by other measures (e.g., student-to-teacher ratio, average
per student expenditures, percent of students receiving reduced-price lunches, etc.) which differ
from those traditionally used in studying neighborhood disadvantage. Future research should
examine the relevance and validity of a range of disadvantage measures in various contexts.

Gender differences in the association between relative disadvantage and victimization are
consistent with gendered resource theory. Family disadvantage was positively related to
females’ dating violence victimization, and this relationship was stronger in more advantaged
schools. This finding extends prior studies which found associations between male relative
disadvantage in the couple context and adult females’ victimization risk (Anderson, 1997;
Atkinson et al., 2005) by linking females’ dating violence victimization to relative disadvantage
within the school context. It is possible that females’ relative disadvantage reflects male
partners’ relative disadvantage, and that male partners’ relative disadvantage impacts their
likelihood of perpetrating dating violence. Relative disadvantage has been more strongly
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related to declines in males’ self-esteem in middle-school years (Rhodes et al., 2004),
supporting the notion that socioeconomic disadvantage is more threatening to masculine than
feminine identities. Therefore, relatively disadvantaged male partners may feel disempowered,
and use violence against female partners as a way of exerting power or gaining status. Gender
differences in the salience of relative disadvantage may also explain why relative disadvantage
is unrelated to males’ victimization (i.e., female perpetration). Future studies utilizing data on
relative disadvantage for both adolescent dating partners, as well as information on
perpetration, may help explain this mechanism.

Although this study has many strengths, including the use of a large nationally-representative
data set with adolescents from many community types, its limitations must also be noted. First,
because questions at Wave II queried only victimization, we were unable to assess how family
and school disadvantage related to dating violence perpetration. Although studies of
perpetration have been undertaken using local samples, such studies have not examined
interactions between family and contextual disadvantage. Future studies should address this
gap.

Second, there are some limitations to the measures of victimization we used. The modified
CTS2, while behaviorally specific, does not allow us to characterize the context or intention
of the acts. Qualitative studies suggest heterogeneity in the circumstances of and meanings
ascribed to adolescent dating violence experiences (Foshee, Bauman, Linder, Rice, & Wilcher,
2007). For example, females’ perpetration of dating violence often arises in reaction to violence
initiated by their male partner (O’Keefe & Treister, 1998). Further, we do not know if these
associations generalize to more severe types of abuse. Finally, use of self-report measures with
stigmatized behaviors could result in under-reporting of victimization. Although respondents
self-administered this questionnaire section using A-CASI, concerns about stigma may still be
present. Future studies should examine whether family and school disadvantage are
differentially related to these victimization subtypes and severity levels.

Finally, we excluded a sizeable number of respondents due to their parents’ non-participation.
Adolescents who were included evidenced some positive selection on socioeconomic
characteristics, based on adolescent responses to questions about parent education and family
structure. As such, some level of selection bias could affect the estimates in the present study.
Given the complexity of our models, we were unable to also apply Heckman adjustments
(Heckman, 1979) to investigate these selection biases, or implement multiple imputation
procedures. Future replication studies with other datasets and populations should be conducted
to test the robustness of our findings.

Conclusion
In the present study, we found evidence that dating violence victimization varies appreciably
across school contexts. For males, crude associations between victimization and disadvantage
were explained by other individual-level factors, and school disadvantage did not modify
associations between family disadvantage and victimization. In contrast, for females, family
disadvantage was positively associated with psychological and physical victimization,
particularly in socioeconomically advantaged schools. Such findings suggest that relative
status in school affects dating violence victimication, but that girls are more vulnerable to this
status differential than boys. Associations may reflect male partners’ attempts to reassert
masculinity due to their own relative disadvantage in the school context. Results underline the
importance of examining how contexts influence and moderate individual risks for partner
violence. They also suggest dating violence interventions should consider how gender and
sociostructural conditions shape risk for dating violence. For example, schools with greater
socioeconomic disparities possibly should be prioritized for dating violence interventions.
Further, although more research is warranted examining mediating mechanisms, results also
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suggest that programs to help adolescents challenge negative aspects of traditional gender roles,
or self-worth tied to relative socioeconomic position, could help to stem some forms of dating
violence.
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Figure 1.
Females: Predicted probability of psychological victimization by family and school
disadvantage levelsa
aPredicted probabilities for a non-Hispanic white female who is average age within the school;
high disadvantage is one standard deviation above average, and low disadvantage is one
standard deviation below average.
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Figure 2.
Females: Predicted probability of physical victimization by family and school disadvantage
levelsa
aPredicted probabilities for a non-Hispanic white female who is average age within the school;
high disadvantage is one standard deviation above average, and low disadvantage is one
standard deviation below average.
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Table 1

Descriptive statistics: Individual characteristics

Females
n=5,447

n (weighted %)

Males
n=5,203

n (weighted %)

Partner violence victimization

 None 4,269 (78.1%) 4,044 (79.3%)

 Psychological only 748 (13.8%) 779 (13.6%)

  Call names, insult, or treat disrespectfully 651 (13.0%) 514 (8.6%)

  Swear at you 852 (15.8%) 834 (15.1%)

  Threaten you with violence 213 (3.6%) 140 (2.5%)

 Physical 430 (8.1%) 380 (7.1%)

  Push or shove 395 (7.4%) 332 (6.1%)

  Throw something at you 120 (2.0%) 104 (2.1%)

Race/ethnicity

 Non-Hispanic White 3,163 (71.2%) 3,039 (71.3%)

 Non-Hispanic Black 1,128 (14.3%) 975 (13.4%)

 Hispanic 848 (11.3%) 841 (11.1%)

 Non-Hispanic Other 308 (3.3%) 348 (4.3%)

Family disadvantage, mean (SE) −0.60 (0.03) −0.63 (0.03)

Age, mean (SE) 16.3 (0.11) 16.5 (0.12)

Soc Sci Med. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2010 June 1.



N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

Spriggs et al. Page 17

Table 2

Descriptive statistics: School characteristics (n=132)

Mean (SD) Range Factor
Loading

Count of eligible respondents per school

Female respondents 41.5 (38.9) 5 - 377 --

Male respondents 39.3 (40.8) 3 - 378

Dating violence victimization prevalence

Female respondents

 Psychological victimization 18.7 (8.4) 0 – 41.4 --

 Minor physical victimization 8.7 (5.2) 0 – 21.4 --

Male respondents

 Psychological victimization 18.2 (9.6) 0 – 44.4 --

 Minor physical victimization 7.6 (5.6) 0 – 32.3 --

School disadvantage indicators

Percent students not living with two biologic
parents 46.6 (13.7) 10.5 – 81.3 0.75

Percent students with unemployed parents 5.6 (4.4) 0 – 23.6 0.72

Percent students in families receiving public
assistance 15.0 (13.8) 0 – 55.8 0.93

Percent parents have difficulty paying bills 18.3 (9.9) 0 – 50.0 0.73

Percent students with highest parental
education <HS 12.8 (12.0) 0 – 65.8 0.76

School disadvantage score a 0 (1) −1.68 – 2.76 --

a
Cronbach’s α = 0.82; eigenvalues 3.08, 0.70, 0.60, 0.43, 0.18
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Table 3

Bivariate model results: Analytic variables and dating violence victimizationa

Female Victimization
(n=5,447)

Male Victimization
(n=5,203)

OR (95% CI) OR (95% CI)

Psychological Vs. None

Individual-level characteristics

Family disadvantage 1.06 (0.95 – 1.20) 1.20 (1.03 – 1.40)*

Race/ethnicity

 Non-Hispanic White Referent Referent

 Non-Hispanic Black 0.75 (0.52 – 1.08) 1.33 (0.96 – 1.85)

 Hispanic 0.73 (0.51 – 1.04) 1.04 (0.72 – 1.52)

 Non-Hispanic Other 0.81 (0.47 – 1.38) 0.84 (0.48 – 1.47)

Age (group centered) 1.16 (1.04 – 1.29)** 1.43 (1.27 – 1.61)***

School-level characteristics

School disadvantage 0.95 (0.82 – 1.11) 1.01 (0.86 – 1.19)

School mean age 1.34 (1.14 – 1.57)*** 1.49 (1.29 – 1.73)***

Physical Vs. None

Individual-level characteristics

Family disadvantage 1.20 (1.03 – 1.40)* 1.33 (1.14 – 1.56)***

Race/ethnicity

 Non-Hispanic White Referent Referent

 Non-Hispanic Black 1.06 (0.77 – 1.47) 2.68 (1.77 – 4.07)***

 Hispanic 0.77 (0.56 – 1.05) 2.04 (1.33 – 3.14)**

 Non-Hispanic Other 0.72 (0.33 – 1.56) 1.93 (0.98 – 3.85)†

Age (group centered) 1.16 (1.01 – 1.34)* 1.23 (1.06 – 1.43)**

School-level characteristics

School disadvantage 1.06 (0.91 – 1.23) 1.27 (1.08 – 1.51)**

School mean age 1.33 (1.16 – 1.54)*** 1.48 (1.22 – 1.80)***

†
p<0.10

*
p<0.05

**
p<0.01

***
p<0.001

a
A separate random intercept model was run for each covariate
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Table 4

Multilevel multinomial logistic regression results: Dating violence victimization, Females (n=5,447)

Est. β(SE)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Psychological vs. None

Individual-level variables

 Family disadvantage 0.10 (0.06) 0.10 (0.07) 0.17 (0.07)*

 Race/ethnicity

  Non-Hispanic White Ref. Ref. Ref.

  Non-Hispanic Black −0.34 (0.19)† −0.34 (0.21) −0.33 (0.20)

  Hispanic −0.37 (0.18)* −0.37 (0.19)† −0.38 (0.19)*

  Non-Hispanic Other −0.25 (0.27) −0.25 (0.27) −0.30 (0.28)

 Age 0.16 (0.06)** 0.16 (0.06)** 0.16 (0.06)**

School-level variables

 School mean age 0.30 (0.08)*** 0.30 (0.08)*** 0.30 (0.08)***

 School disadvantage −0.01 (0.09) −0.11 (0.10)

Cross-level interaction

 Family disadvantage *
School
disadvantage

−0.24 (0.06)***

Intercept −1.78 (0.08)*** −1.65 (0.09)*** −1.65 (0.09)*** −1.54 (0.10)***

Psychological vs. None

Individual-level variables

 Family disadvantage 0.19 (0.08)* 0.17 (0.09)* 0.23 (0.09)*

 Race/ethnicity

  Non-Hispanic White Ref. Ref. Ref.

  Non-Hispanic Black −0.04 (0.16) −0.09 (0.17) −0.08 (0.17)

  Hispanic −0.38 (0.16)* −0.42 (0.17)* −0.44 (0.17)*

  Non-Hispanic Other −0.38 (0.41) −0.40 (0.41) −0.44 (0.41)

 Age 0.15 (0.07)* 0.15 (0.07)* 0.16 (0.07)*

School-level variables

 School mean age 0.30 (0.07)*** 0.30 (0.07)*** 0.30 (0.08)***

 School disadvantage 0.06 (0.09) −0.01 (0.09)

Cross-level interaction

Family disadvantage * School
disadvantage

−0.16 (0.09)†

Intercept −2.36 (0.08)*** −2.21 (0.11)*** −2.21 (0.11)*** −2.13 (0.11)***

Variance Estimate

Intercept 0.19 (0.05) 0.12 (0.04) 0.12 (0.04) 0.13 (0.06)

Family disadvantage 0.003 (0.006)

Statistics
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Est. β(SE)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Intraclass correlation (ICC)a 0.05 0.04 0.04 0.04

% change in intercept
varianceb

-- −35.55% −35.55% −30.38%

†
p<0.10

*
p<0.05

**
p<0.01

***
p<0.001

a
Based on a level-1 logistic distribution with variance Π2/3

b
Compared to intercept-only model
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Table 5

Multilevel multinomial logistic regression results: Dating violence victimization, Males (n=5,203)

Est. β(SE)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Psychological vs. None

Individual-level variables

 Family disadvantage 0.13 (0.09) 0.14 (0.09) 0.16 (0.10)

 Race/ethnicity

  Non-Hispanic White Ref. Ref. Ref.

  Non-Hispanic Black 0.23 (0.17) 0.27 (0.18) 0.27 (0.19)

  Hispanic −0.06 (0.19) −0.02 (0.21) −0.02 (0.20)

  Non-Hispanic Other −0.12 (0.27) −0.10 (0.27) −0.12 (0.27)

 Age 0.35 (0.06)*** 0.35 (0.06)*** 0.35 (0.06)***

School-level variables

 School mean age 0.43 (0.08)*** 0.44 (0.08)*** 0.43 (0.08)***

 School disadvantage −0.05 (0.09) −0.09 (0.10)

Cross-level interaction

 Family disadvantage *
School
disadvantage

−0.08 (0.09)

Intercept −1.79 (0.09)*** −1.85 (0.13)*** −1.86 (0.13)*** −1.84 (0.14)***

Physical vs. None

Individual-level variables

 Family disadvantage 0.12 (0.10) 0.11 (0.10) 0.08 (0.12)

 Race/ethnicity

  Non-Hispanic White Ref. Ref. Ref.

  Non-Hispanic Black 0.93 (0.23)*** 0.89 (0.25)*** 0.91 (0.26)**

  Hispanic 0.63 (0.25)* 0.59 (0.27)* 0.60 (0.27)*

  Non-Hispanic Other 0.72 (0.34)* 0.70 (0.34)* 0.69 (0.35)*

 Age 0.20 (0.08)** 0.20 (0.07)** 0.20 (0.08)**

School-level variables

 School mean age 0.41 (0.09)*** 0.40 (0.09)*** 0.40 (0.09)***

 School disadvantage 0.04 (0.10) 0.04 (0.10)

Cross-level interaction

 Family disadvantage *
School
disadvantage

0.02 (0.09)

Intercept −2.47 (0.09)*** −2.81 (0.17)*** −2.81 (0.17)*** −2.85 (0.20)***

Variance Estimates

Intercept 0.35 (0.07) 0.21 (0.05) 0.21 (0.05) 0.22 (0.06)

Family disadvantage 0.07 (0.05)
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Est. β(SE)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Intraclass correlation (ICC)a 0.10 0.06 0.06 0.06

% change in intercept
varianceb

-- −37.60% −37.60% −34.81%

†
p<0.10

*
p<0.05

**
p<0.01

***
p<0.001

a
Based on a level-1 logistic distribution with variance Π2/3

b
Compared to intercept-only model
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