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Relationship Factors Associated With Early Adolescent Dating 
Violence Victimization and Perpetration Among Latinx Youth in 
an Agricultural Community

Sabrina C. Boyce1, Julianna Deardorff1, Alexandra M. Minnis1,2

1University of California, Berkeley, CA, USA

2RTI International, San Francisco, CA, USA

Abstract

Latinx early adolescents within the United States are particularly vulnerable to dating violence; 

yet, little research has examined early dating experiences and violence outside large urban 

settings. Latinxs, in particular, may experience a unique window of opportunity for dating 

violence (DV) prevention during early adolescence, based on their trends in risk behavior over 

the adolescent period. This study extends the current research on dating violence by examining a 

highly understudied population, Latinx early adolescent girls and boys residing in an agricultural 

community, by assessing victimization and perpetration, and examining interpersonal-level factors 

as potential risk and protective factors for violence. Using data from a prospective cohort study of 

Latinx adolescents with relationship experience (past six months) (N = 296; girls: n = 147; boys: 

n = 149; mean age: 13.8), we assessed the association between dating relationship characteristics 

and dating violence victimization and perpetration using modified-Poisson regression models with 

robust standard errors stratified by gender. In multivariable analyses, we found that girls with 

gang-affiliated partners, partner-related withdrawal from friends, and girls who had used drugs or 

alcohol with a partner experienced greater risk for dating violence. Additionally, holding beliefs 

supportive of female sexual naivete and engaging in and communicating about sexual activity 

were associated with victimization among girls. No significant associations were found among 

boys. Findings affirm the need for multilevel DV prevention programming that starts in middle 

school and addresses social isolation, gang exposure, and traditional Latinx gender-norm beliefs 

regarding marianismo. These findings underscore the imperative to coordinate dating and gang 

violence prevention efforts by addressing common co-occurring interpersonal and environmental 

risk factors, including social isolation and culturally-specific traditional beliefs. Such factors could 
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also assist providers, families, and peers in early identification of Latinx early adolescents at risk 

for DV, especially in rural contexts where resources are often limited.

Keywords

dating violence; domestic violence; youth violence; cultural contexts; community violence

Introduction

Latinx adolescents make up an increasingly large proportion of adolescents in the United 

States and experience elevated rates of dating violence (DV), yet targeted research is quite 

limited (Johnson et al., 2014; Kann et al., 2018). Among Latinxs, 9.2% of female and 5.9% 

of male adolescents experience physical DV in the United States (Kann et al., 2018). Both 

physical and psychological DV in adolescence is associated with severe social and health 

consequences that may persist into adulthood (Exner-Cortens et al., 2013). Psychological 

abuse has received far less research attention, yet often acts as a precursor to physical and 

sexual DV (Exner-Cortens et al., 2013; Taylor et al., 2017). Despite substantial research 

on victimization, far fewer studies have examined intervenable factors associated with 

perpetration of DV, especially among Latinxs (Orpinas, Nahapetyan et al., 2012).

When DV occurs in early adolescence (ages 12–15), the consequences may be particularly 

devastating, including increased risk for poor attachment development, vulnerability to 

subsequent victimization, and acceptance of violence (Collins et al., 2009; Orpinas, Hsieh 

et al., 2012). Targeted prevention efforts during early adolescence may, therefore, be 

especially critical. Early adolescent Latinxs, in particular, may experience a unique window 

of opportunity for DV prevention. During early adolescence, rates of DV among Latinxs 

remain similar to those of other racial/ethnic groups before increasing to disproportionately 

elevated levels in later adolescence (Harris et al., 2009; Sianko et al., 2019), underscoring a 

key time point for early intervention before risk begins. While early prevention is critical for 

all early adolescent populations, it may be particularly important for mitigating the disparity 

in DV that emerges in later adolescence between Latinxs and their White counterparts. Little 

is known, however, about early adolescent dating experiences, including experiences of DV, 

particularly among Latinxs (Orpinas, Nahapetyan et al., 2012; Yan et al., 2010).

In addition to racial and ethnic disparities in rates of DV, levels vary geographically across 

rural and urban settings. Several studies report that youth in rural regions of the United 

States experience rates of DV that are two times higher than those in urban and suburban 

regions, yet little research has assessed the multiple vulnerabilities of being a Latinx early 

adolescent living in a rural or agricultural setting (Foshee et al., 2015; McDonell et al., 

2010). Latinx youth constitute a large and increasing proportion of adolescents living in such 

communities; the number of adolescent Latinxs living in agricultural communities increased 

by 48% from 2000 to 2012, alongside a corresponding decrease of 13% for non-Hispanic 

white adolescents (Johnson et al., 2014). In these settings, DV may be aggravated by a lack 

of youth-friendly or DV services, discrimination, barriers related to immigration status, gang 
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presence or involvement, poverty, and limited social and economic opportunity (Edwards, 

2015; Minnis et al., 2013).

As risk factors for DV vary based on race/ethnicity and geography, vulnerability for DV 

also varies by gender. While previous research is equivocal about whether rates of DV are 

different for boys and girls, associated risk factors have been found to differ by gender, 

suggesting possible gender-based divergence in etiology (Reed et al., 2010; Wincentak 

et al., 2017). Additionally, severity and impact of DV increase when female adolescents, 

compared to males, are victims (Exner-Cortens et al., 2013; Wincentak et al., 2017). Such 

gender-based differences may be explained by the Theory of Gender and Power (Connell, 

1987), which asserts that gender-based inequities in heterosexual relationships exist in 

society, partially driven by traditional gender norms, which put women and girls at risk for 

intimate partner violence (Wingood & DiClemente, 2000). In urban settings, endorsement 

of traditional gender norms has been found to be associated with DV perpetration (DVP) 

among male youth (Grest et al., 2018; Reed et al., 2011). In the Latinx cultural context, 

traditional gender norms such as dominant masculinity, described as machismo, and 

submissive femininity, described as marianismo, perpetuate gender-based inequalities and 

shape behavior within adult relationships (Arciniega et al., 2008; Castillo et al., 2010). 

More research is needed to understand how traditional gender norms and unequal power 

in adolescent relationships, often created by gender or age differences between partners, 

contribute to risk for DV among Latinx early adolescents (Piña-Watson et al., 2014; Reed et 

al., 2010).

Beyond unequal power within adolescent relationships, other relationship characteristics 

may influence DV. Adolescent romantic relationships can be understood through a 

framework developed by Furman and Wehner (1994), which integrates adolescent 

development (Sullivan, 1953) and attachment theories (Hazan & Shaver, 1987) to posit 

that central to adolescent romantic relationships are affiliation, caregiving, attachment, and 

sexual/reproductive behavioral systems that develop throughout adolescence (Furman, W. 

& Wehner, 1994). The first three are also central to peer and familial relationships, which 

are typically prioritized over romantic relationships in early adolescents among those with 

secure attachment styles (Freeman & Brown, 2001). A secure attachment style, a concept 

based on Attachment Theory (Bowlby, 1980), characterizes children who have found a 

secure base in, seek contact with, and are able to be comforted by a caregiver, which 

contrasts with an anxious or avoidant insecure attachment styles. Cognitive schemas for 

expectations of familial and peer relationships are developed through experiences in past 

and current relationships. In one study of African American adolescents, negative peer 

influences, such as gang affiliation and alcohol and drug use among peers, were found 

to be associated with insecure or changing (from secure to insecure) expectations of 

these relationships (Miller et al., 2002). Applied to DV, this theory suggests that insecure 

relationship expectations may increase risk for negative interactions, including DV, and 

that early dating experiences that are violent or aggressive may influence relationship 

expectations and subsequent relationships in negative ways (Exner-Cortens, 2014; Miga 

et al., 2010). Such theoretical pathways provide insight into how relationship characteristics 

may contribute to DV, yet more research with dating youth is needed to understand and 

verify this connection.
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Few studies have explored how relationship characteristics relate to DV experiences, despite 

relationships being at the center of DV. Two previous studies among primarily white, older 

adolescent samples, one rural and one urban, found problematic relationship characteristics, 

including verbal conflict, jealousy, cheating, manipulative tactics (especially among males), 

lack of identity support, and instrumental support to be associated with DVP (Giordano et 

al., 2010; Vivolo-Kantor et al., 2016). Additionally, these studies found that relationship 

duration, large age difference, time spent with partner, sex with partner, and unbalanced 

relationship power increased risk of DVP. Based on a nationally representative sample of 

youth aged 10–18 from the Survey of Teen Relationships and Intimate Violence (STRiV), 

controlling behaviors and feelings of passionate love were found to predict DV victimization 

(DVV), and controlling behaviors and perpetration of emotional DV to predict DVP (Taylor 

et al., 2017). Rarely have studies assessed relationship characteristics and DV among a 

majority Latinx sample.

Based on previous empirical literature and theory, we hypothesized that risk factors for DVV 

and DVP will vary by gender and that acceptance of traditional inequitable gender norms 

drive some of these differences. Specifically, we hypothesized that negative relationship 

characteristics, including larger age difference between partners, risk behaviors, and partner-

related withdrawal from friends, would be associated with increased risk for female 

victimization and male perpetration. Additionally, we hypothesized that positive relationship 

characteristics, including emotional attachment and caregiving and partner communication, 

would be associated with lower risk for DV among boys and girls.

To test these hypotheses, we utilized reports of DVV and DVP from Latinx early adolescent 

girls and boys living in an agricultural region of California. This study extends the current 

research on DV by examining a highly understudied population, assessing victimization and 

perpetration, and examining relationship characteristics and interpersonal-level factors as 

potential risk and protective factors for DV. We aim to contribute to the evidence base for 

culturally-specific early adolescent DV prevention efforts targeting Latinx youth.

Methods

Setting and Population

Salinas is the urban center of an agricultural labor destination on California’s Central 

Coast, which, much like other agricultural regions in California and the Southwest, draws 

immigrants predominantly from Mexico (Carr et al., 2012), creating a vibrant Mexican 

American population with rich cultural and social ties (Raymond-Flesch et al., 2017). 

The majority of youth are children of immigrants and have at least one family member 

engaged in low-paying seasonal agricultural work (Raymond-Flesch et al., 2017). Youth 

in Salinas are disproportionally affected by pervasive poverty, exposure to community 

violence, adolescent pregnancy, and social determinants that adversely affect health and 

well-being (Comfort et al., 2018; Monterey County, 2017; Raffaelli et al., 2016).
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Study Design

A Crecer study is a prospective cohort study utilizing a community sample of youth, 

the design and implementation of which was informed by local youth and parents, a 

community advisory board, and the local health department, described by Comfort et al. 

(2018). In-person study visits took place in community-based locations close to participants’ 

schools every six months over two years. Baseline data were collected from November, 

2015 to March, 2017. Eligibility criteria for participation included being in 8th grade at 

the beginning of the study, attending one of the four middle schools in Salinas, being aged 

12–15 years, Spanish or English speaking, providing parental permission, and 12-month 

intention to remain in Salinas. School-based recruitment used a range of approaches to target 

a diverse sample of students (e.g., classroom announcements, approaching small groups of 

students in school-yards). Participants were recontacted by study staff via phone calls and 

text messaging to schedule follow-up visits, regardless of school retention.

The 45–60 minute quantitative interview was interviewer administered in English or 

Spanish with sensitive behavioral questions administered via audio computer-assisted self-

interviewing (ACASI) (Kurth et al., 2004). All variables pertaining to dating relationships 

were assessed via ACASI. Survey content included a variety of sexual health measures 

that assessed multiple aspects of dating relationships, sexual behavior, and DV. Participants 

received monetary compensation of $20 for their time at the baseline and six-month follow-

up visits.

Sample

We recruited a total of 1,099 8th grade youth during the period November, 2015 to March, 

2017. Contact was made with 80% of parents by telephone and parental permission obtained 

for 800 youth (92% of parents contacted). There were 600 youth who provided written 

informed assent and 599 were determined to be eligible for the final cohort sample. For 

the purposes of this analysis, we limited the sample to participants with recent dating 

experience; 49% had a dating partner in the previous six months (N = 296; girls: n = 147; 

boys: = 149). Among this sample, the mean age was 13.8 years old and half (52%) were 

in middle school (Table 1). The majority (88%) were of Mexican origin, with 72% second 

generation immigrants.

Data from baseline and the first (six-month) follow-up were utilized in this analysis. Given 

our interest in early adolescence, the current analysis examines DV at the six-month follow-

up visit when it was first assessed. Relationship and behavioral measures were assessed at 

this same visit, reported for the previous six-month time period; we drew on the baseline 

interview for sociodemographic and gender-role beliefs data, which we assumed did not 

change substantially over the six-month period.

Measures

Participant demographics.—Demographics include current age, Mexican origin (yes/

no), generation in the United States (first generation, second generation, or third or more 

generation), parent employed in agriculture (yes/no), the educational attainment of the 
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participant’s mother (less than high school, high school, post-high school), and current 

education level (in middle/high school).

Dating experience.—A positive response to at least one of the following questions was 

considered as having dating experience in the past six months: “Have you had a boyfriend 

or girlfriend, or someone you considered a main partner, who you were more serious about 

than other people?” and, “Have you had a relationship with someone you wouldn’t call your 

boyfriend or girlfriend but who was ‘more’ than just a friend? This could be someone you 

might have gone out with on dates, might have kissed romantically, or who might have been 

like a ‘friend with benefits’.” An affirmative response to the former question was considered 

a formal relationship type and an affirmative response to the latter was considered a casual 

relationship type. This measure of dating experience was developed by the last author for 

use with urban Latinx youth based on an adaptation of standard CDC HIV prevention 

behavioral questionnaires and refined through cognitive interview testing.

Endorsement of traditional gender role beliefs.—All participants indicated their 

level of endorsement of traditional gender role beliefs using culturally-based, adolescent-

specific measures of machismo (Male Role Attitude Scale, eight items, Cronbach’s alpha for 

the current sample 0.59) and marianismo (Marianismo Beliefs Scale, 16 items, Cronbach’s 

alpha = 0.77) that included beliefs such as, “a guy will lose respect if he talks about his 

problems” and “a woman should be pure” (Castillo et al., 2010; Pleck et al., 1994). We 

calculated a mean level of agreement (1–4; 1: strongly disagree; 4: strongly agree) across 

scale items for each participant. Marianismo subscales of family pillar (Cronbach’s alpha = 

0.76), virtuous and chaste (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.72), and self-silencing (Cronbach’s alpha = 

0.74) were assessed separately (Piña-Watson et al., 2014).

Dating relationship characteristics.—Past six-month dating relationships were 

characterized in terms of partner characteristics, relationship closeness, and risk behaviors.

1. Partner characteristics. Partner characteristics included the type of relationship 

(main partner, casual partner, or both), context of meeting the partner, age 

difference between partners, and partner gang affiliation (yes/no). Relationship 

type was defined using the questions described in the dating experience section 

above.

2. Relationship closeness. Relationship closeness was measured using multiple 

subconstructs related to the behavioral systems presented by Furman and Wehner 

(1994): romantic couple affiliation, partner-related withdrawal from friends, 

emotional attachment and caregiving, and frequency of communication about the 

relationship, communication about sex (yes/no) and about birth control (yes/no) 

in the past six months. Romantic couple affiliation was measured using a count 

of eight behaviors the participant and their current or most recent partner might 

have done that ranged from going out together in a group to saying they loved 

each other (yes/no) (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.70), based on a measure utilized 

in the Add Health Study (Harris et al., 2009). Partner-related withdrawal from 
friends (i.e., subsequently referred to as “partner-related social withdrawal”) was 
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measured as a single item about seeing less of friends to spend more time 

with the current or most recent romantic partner (yes/no), also utilized in the 

Add Health Study (Harris et al., 2009). Emotional attachment and caregiving 
was measured as the average of three Likert-scale items of the Network of 

Relationships Inventory (Behavioral Systems Version), developed based on 

Ferman and Wehner’s theory of adolescent relationships, about frequency of 

turning to any partner for support, cheering up, or advice and sympathy in the 

last six months (1: Little or not at all; 5: Extremely often; Cronbach’s alpha = 

0.83; Furman & Buhrmester, 2009). Frequency of partner communication about 

the relationship was from the same relationships inventory and measured with an 

identical Likert scale (Furman & Buhrmester, 2009).

3. Risk behavior. Risk behavior within the partnership included drug or alcohol 

use as a couple and early sexual activity. Alcohol or drug use with a partner was 

measured with a single item about frequency of alcohol, marijuana, or other drug 

use when together (never, sometimes, often). Reporting vaginal or oral sex with 

any partner in the past six months was considered early sexual activity in this 

early adolescent cohort.

Dating violence.—The outcomes of interest were early DVV and DVP in the past six 

months, measured using a five-item version of the Revised Conflict Tactics Scale (Exner-

Cortens et al., 2013; Straus et al., 1996). Participants were considered as having experienced 

early DVV (15 years or younger) if they provided an affirmative response to having a 

main or casual partner (regardless of gender) do at least one of the following: call them 

names, insult them, or treat them disrespectfully in front of others; swear at them; threaten 

with violence or to hurt them; push or shove them; or throw something at them that 

could hurt them (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.70). The latter two items were considered physical 

abuse and the remaining items, psychological abuse. Participants were considered to have 

perpetrated early DV if they reported doing at least one of any of these behaviors to a partner 

(Cronbach’s alpha = 0.76).

Analysis

We calculated frequencies for all demographics and dating characteristics and assessed 

differences by gender using Pearson’s chi-square tests and t-tests. We utilized bivariable 

and multivariable modified-Poisson regression models with robust standard errors stratified 

by gender to identify partner and relationship characteristics associated with DVV and 

DVP. This approach to estimate relative risks for DV directly, rather than using logistic 

regression to calculate odds ratios as an approximation of the relative risk, allows for a 

closer approximation of the true association in the population as DVV and DVP prevalence 

were both greater than 10% in the sample (Rothman et al., 2008). Multivariable models were 

adjusted for recruitment site (i.e., school) and for several sociodemographic characteristics, 

including participant age, education level (middle school—8th grade vs. high school—9th 

grade), and maternal education. We conducted all statistical analyses using STATA/IC 15 

(StataCorp, 2017) and used complete case analysis, as missing data on the outcome were 

minimal (n = 1).
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Results

Relationship Characteristics

Participants were 13.8 years old (range 12–15) on average at the six-month follow-up visit, 

with 52% currently in middle school (8th grade) and 48% in high school (9th grade). 

Participants typically first met their dating partners at their school (72% girls, 81% boys) 

and/or were friends (60% girls, 51% boys) prior to establishing a romantic relationship 

(Table 2). These relationships were an average of eight months in duration. Girls’ partners 

were, on average, five months older than them, while most boys’ partners were their same 

age (p < 0.001). Girls and boys reported equivalent levels of engagement in romantic couple 

affiliation (five of eight behaviors) and emotional attachment and caregiving (2.6 on a 

5-point Likert scale), while boys reported more partner-related social withdrawal compared 

to girls (44% vs. 32% girls, p = 0.03) (Table 2). Boys reported significantly higher levels of 

communication with partners about sex and birth control than girls. Communication about 

sex (31%) was more common than birth control (21%) (Table 2). Similarly, boys reported 

engagement in sexual activity more than their female peers (16% vs. 8%, respectively; p = 

0.04), while twice as many girls reported having a gang-affiliated partner as boys (18% vs. 

9% of boys, p = 0.03; Table 2).

Factors Associated With DV for Early Adolescent Latina Girls

Among early adolescent Latina girls who were dating, approximately one in five reported 

DVV (18%), with 15% experiencing psychological abuse, and 5% experiencing physical 

abuse (Table 3). In bivariate analyses, DVV among girls was associated with higher 

endorsement of the virtuous and chaste sub-scale of marianismo gender role beliefs, having 

a gang-affiliated partner, partner-related social withdrawal, partner communication about 

sex, sexual activity, and alcohol/drug use with a partner (Table 3). In multivariable models 

among girls, we found that increased risk of DVV was associated with higher endorsement 

of female virtue and chastity (adjusted risk ratio [ARR]: 2.46, 95% confidence interval 

[CI]: 1.17, 5.21), having partner-related social withdrawal (ARR: 3.7, 95% CI: 1.8, 7.7), a 

gang-affiliated partner (2.3, 95% CI: 1.1, 5.1), and increased frequency of alcohol/drug use 

with a partner (ARR: 2.6, 95% CI: 1.4, 4.9), adjusting for sociodemographic characteristics 

and school (Table 5). In addition, two sexual activity measures were associated with greater 

risk of DVV: early sexual activity (ARR: 3.0, 95% CI: 1.4, 6.2) and partner communication 

about sex (ARR: 3.0, 95% CI: 1.3, 6.9).

Among girls, 23% reported DVP, with 20% reporting psychological and 7% reporting 

physical abuse perpetration (Table 4). About half (48%) of girls who reported DVP also 

reported DVV. Bivariate analyses revealed that having a gang-affiliated partner and using 

alcohol/drugs often with a partner were associated with girls’ risk for perpetration (Table 4). 

In multivariable analyses we found that having a gang-affiliated partner (ARR: 3.0, 95% CI: 

1.6, 5.6), partner-related social withdrawal (ARR: 2.2, 95% CI: 1.2, 3.9), and alcohol or drug 

use with a partner (ARR: 1.9, 95% CI: 1.1, 3.3) was associated with greater risk for DVP 

among girls (Table 5).
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Factors Associated With DV for Early Adolescent Latino Boys

One in five dating boys reported DVV (20%) and DVP (20%; Tables 3 and 4). 

More specifically, 17% reported psychological abuse and 9% reported physical abuse 

victimization and 17% reported psychological and 6% physical abuse perpetration. About 

half (52%) of boys who reported perpetration also reported victimization. In bivariate 

analyses for boys, frequency of communication about the relationship was associated with 

higher risk for DVV and greater age of partner with lower risk of DVV, but neither were 

significant in adjusted analyses (Tables 3 and 5). Reporting partner-related social withdrawal 

was associated with greater risk for perpetrating DV in bivariate analyses, although not 

significant in the adjusted model. None of the factors included in adjusted analyses were 

associated with boys’ DVV or DVP.

Discussion

This study provides unique evidence around early victimization and perpetration of physical 

and psychological DV among a sample of Latinx early adolescent girls and boys living in an 

agricultural region who were currently dating. One in five participants reported DVV and/or 

DVP in the past six months. The rates of DV found among these Latinx early adolescents 

are similar to those found in the few studies among older Latinx adolescents (mean age: 

15 years) and among urban adolescents but lower than those found among early adolescent 

Latinxs living in urban settings (Edwards et al., 2014; Grest et al., 2018; McDonell et 

al., 2010; Orpinas, Nahapetyan et al., 2012; Sabina et al., 2016; Yan et al., 2010). Given 

the limited number of studies on Latinx early adolescents living in rural and agricultural 

regions, our study contributes to our growing understanding of the prevalence of DV in 

this young population and aligns with previous research to underscore the importance of 

promoting healthy relationships among early adolescents. Such efforts may help reduce DV 

among those who are already dating and support healthy future relationships, including 

secure relationship expectations, for those transitioning into having more sustained/enduring 

relationships in later adolescence and adulthood.

Having a gang-affiliated partner was found in the current study to be associated with greater 

risk of DVV and DVP among girls, but not boys. These results contribute to a limited 

number of studies that have identified increased risk of intimate partner violence among 

gang-affiliated females, the majority of which have focused on older, urban adolescents 

(Miller et al., 2012; Sutton, 2017; Ulloa et al., 2012). Almost all girls with a gang-affiliated 

partner who reported DVV also reported DVP, indicating that violence may be concentrated 

in these girls’ lives. Thus, despite overall low levels of gang membership among this sample 

of early adolescents, exposure to gang violence through a dating partner was somewhat 

common among girls and appears to contribute to relationship-based violence. This finding 

is supported by Furman and Wehner’s (1994) theory which suggests that violence and 

aggression within relationships may shift secure relationship expectations to insecure ones, 

contributing to negative interactions, such as DV (Exner-Cortens, 2014; Furman & Wehner, 

1994). Additionally, DV among girls was associated with co-occurring risk factors for gang 

affiliation, including early sexual debut and alcohol and drug use with a partner (Cepeda 

& Valdez, 2003; Sutton, 2017). Previous research on girls in a short-term detention center 
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aligns with our findings that girls with gang-affiliated partners are at risk for physical or 

sexual victimization by that partner, drug and alcohol use, and sexual health risks (King et 

al., 2015). Given the strong association between female DV and having a gang-affiliated 

partner found in this study and, nationally, the heightened level of youth involvement in 

gangs in rural and semi-rural regions (National Gang Center, 2010), preventive efforts to 

address DV in agricultural communities are critical and would benefit from coordinated, 

multilevel efforts to prevent gang affiliation and their common risk factors, both for primary 

prevention of DV, as well as vulnerability to subsequent re-victimization from gang-involved 

partners (Wilkins et al., 2014).

In addition to sexual risk-taking and drug and alcohol use, social isolation has been 

identified as a risk factor for both gang affiliation and intimate partner violence (Sutton, 

2017; Yan et al., 2010). This study found an association between girls spending less time 

with friends due to a partner and DV, highlighting possible relationship patterns with 

diminished social ties among girls experiencing DV. Supporting this finding, the STRiV 

study found controlling behaviors, which can include behaviors that limit a partner’s social 

ties with peer, to predict DV perpetration among a national sample of youth aged 10–18 

years (Taylor et al., 2017). While there is a dearth of evidence around social isolation 

among young adolescents experiencing DV, social isolation is a well-established tactic 

used by domestic violence perpetrators to increase partner vulnerability and dependence 

(Ellsberg et al., 2008). Attachment, caregiving, and affiliation needs are fulfilled through 

multiple relational sources, with family and peers being the most important sources in early 

adolescents (Freeman & Brown, 2001). Withdrawal from these primary sources may be 

particularly destabilizing during the early adolescent period of development. The limited 

amount of research on female gang affiliation has documented that females often seek gang 

affiliation to feel a sense of belonging, suggesting a similar need for prevention efforts 

to increase supportive social (peer and familial) connectedness (Sutton, 2017; Ulloa et al., 

2012). This study’s finding that early adolescent DV is associated with diminished social 

ties and with romantic relationships with gang-affiliated partners provides a signal that 

prevention interventions aiming to increase social connectedness could help to address DV 

and related gang affiliation.

These findings affirm etiological differences between girls’ and boys’ DV experiences. 

Moreover, endorsement of marianismo beliefs, specifically around female virtue and 

chastity, was associated with DV victimization among girls. These findings suggest that 

girls who report adhering to more traditional normative beliefs that they should be sexually 

naïve in their romantic relationships may be more readily targeted by romantic partners who 

perpetrate DV, an interpretation supported by the Theory of Gender and Power (Connell, 

1987). With such sexual naivety may come diminished skills to negotiate relationships or 

stand up to a disrespectful or violent partner (Reed et al., 2010). DV prevention efforts 

specific to Latinx early adolescents may benefit from addressing traditional gender-role 

expectations to increase the acceptability for girls to be knowledgeable and assertive about 

their sexuality and relationships, in addition to teaching them skills to do so.

Contrary to our hypotheses, emotional attachment and caregiving within the relationship, 

partner age differences, and communication about the relationship and birth control were not 
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related to DV for boys or girls. Our findings may suggest that positive relationship factors, 

such as emotional attachment and caregiving and communication, are similarly present in 

adolescent relationships, regardless of whether DV is present. Supporting this finding, while 

the relationship between emotional attachment and relationship quality is well established 

in the research literature (Li & Chan, 2012), DV has been found to be associated with 

more negative aspects of relationship quality rather than the presence or absence of positive 

aspects (Viejo et al., 2016). These findings may also suggest that these measures, which do 

not specify if the emotional connection or communication was perceived to be positive or 

negative, may obscure the relationship of these constructs with regard to DV. For example, 

in relationships in which DV occurred, emotional attachment and communication could 

have been coercive and conflictual and had a positive correlation with DV, which may have 

counterbalanced the negative correlation observed among relationships without DV in which 

these interactions were positive and increased intimacy. More research with measures that 

more specifically assess both negative and positive communication and negative and positive 

emotional connection with romantic partners would be useful.

These results, additionally, uniquely offer a description of the nature of middle school dating 

relationships in this young adolescent Latinx population. Participants’ dating relationships 

were largely school-based with partners of their same age, relatively long term (mean of 

8 months), and involved a variety of expressions of romantic affiliation. These relationship 

characteristics suggest that efforts to promote healthy relationships should be school based 

and oriented toward longer-term relationships, rather than brief relationships lasting less 

than a couple months. A substantial minority of these participants’ relationships, despite 

their young age, involved a gang-affiliated partner. Negative peer influences have been 

shown to be associated with insecure relationship expectations, and insecure expectations 

with negative interactions within relationships, concepts outlined in Furman and Wehner’s 

(1994) theory (Exner-Cortens, 2014; Furman & Wehner, 1994; Miller et al., 2002). Given 

this, programs promoting healthy dating relationships in this and similar communities may, 

therefore, benefit from exploring how to promote secure relationship expectations among 

early adolescents to buffer against the negative influence of gang affiliation within romantic 

relationships (Exner-Cortens, 2014).

Findings should be considered in the context of several limitations. This is a cross-sectional 

study in which temporality of the identified associations cannot be established; however, 

this time point permitted a focus on DV in early adolescence, a contribution to the research 

literature. While DV questions were self-administered using ACASI to reduce the effects 

of social desirability bias, as has been suggested in previous research with other sensitive 

behaviors (Kurth et al., 2004), measurement of DV may be subject to self-report bias. 

Data were collected from a convenience sample recruited from all middle schools in an 

agricultural Latinx community (n = 296). While these findings may not be representative 

of out-of-school youth, comparison of the study sample with school district data suggest 

sociodemographic comparability with the 8th grade student population overall. As such, they 

are relevant to and offer unique evidence on DV for the increasing number of agricultural 

regions with similar Latinx populations elsewhere in the United States, especially given 

the limited number of studies on this population. Finally, because participation in this 

study depended on parental permission and out-of-school time, the sample may not be 
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representative of those youth who may be most at risk of experiencing and engaging in 

violence.

Conclusion

This study uniquely identified high levels of DVV and DVP among a sample of Latinx early 

adolescents in an agricultural community. In addition, this study revealed that a substantial 

number of early adolescent girls are dating gang-affiliated partners and experiencing a form 

of social isolation in their peer relationships, both of which were associated with greater risk 

of DVV and DVP. Findings affirm the need for multilevel DV prevention programming in 

agricultural communities that starts in middle school and addresses social isolation, gang 

exposure, and traditional Latinx gender-norm beliefs regarding marianismo. These findings 

underscore the imperative to coordinate dating and gang violence prevention efforts by 

addressing common interpersonal and environmental risk factors, including social isolation 

and culturally-specific traditional beliefs. Such factors could also assist providers, families, 

and peers in early identification of early Latinx adolescents at risk for DV, especially in 

rural contexts where resources are often limited. Longitudinal research is needed on these 

and other relationship characteristics related to early DV to inform the development of 

prevention models that address the specific risk and protective factors for DV pertinent to 

Latinx and community violence-exposed youth in agricultural regions.
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