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Abstract

Adolescents involved in the juvenile justice system face a variety of risk factors that are 

associated with more frequent and severe experiences of aggression within romantic relationships 

as compared to community samples. The current study examines the nature and characteristics 

of adolescent dating violence (ADV) among first-time offense court-involved non-incarcerated 

(CINI) adolescents. A sample of 199 male and female CINI adolescents (58% male; M age = 

15.05) who had a first-time, open status (e.g., truancy, curfew violation) and/or delinquent petition 

(e.g., assault, breaking, and entering). Overall, CINI adolescents reported prevalence rates of 

ADV consistent with community samples of adolescents. Females reported higher perpetration 

than did males in the sample of physical abuse and social networking abuse, as well as higher 

victimization of social networking abuse. Only one difference was found by offense type. CINI 

females report an increased risk for dating violence, though the cause of these gender differences 

is unclear. Findings also highlight that risk for ADV does not differ by offense type, suggesting 

that prevention efforts targeting ADV at the earliest possible intervention point, regardless of 

first-time offense type or severity, may be especially impactful.

Keywords

adolescent dating violence; dating aggression; relationship violence; juvenile justice; court-
involved non-incarcerated youth

Approximately 80% of arrested adolescents are diverted from detention to community 

supervision (Hockenberry & Puzzanchera, 2014). Yet, the vast majority of work examining 

risk for adolescent dating violence (ADV) among court-involved youth has focused 
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on detained or incarcerated adolescents (DeHart & Moran, 2015; Hilton et al., 2010; 

Krohn & Lane, 2015). This limitation is especially noteworthy as court-involved non-

incarcerated (CINI) adolescents may be at more imminent risk for ADV as they remain 

in their communities with continued interaction with partners. CINI adolescents are at 

the intersection of risk factors for ADV. Specifically, consistent with risk for ADV, court-

involved youth experience higher rates of prior trauma, lower-quality parental relationships, 

peer deviance, lower-quality romantic experiences, more violent neighborhoods, lower 

socioeconomic status, gang membership, delinquent behaviors, and higher psychopathology 

than that documented among general adolescent samples (Ford et al., 2008; Krohn & 

Lane, 2015; Yu et al., 2018). Thus, CINI adolescents are an understudied yet vulnerable 

population. The current study aims to address this gap in the literature by examining patterns 

of ADV among CINI adolescents.

In addition to limited work examining ADV among court-involved youth more generally, 

existing literature has only examined males and females in separate studies, making 

understanding potential gender effects impossible (Brendgen et al., 2002; Hilton et al., 

2010; Kelly et al., 2009). Finally, no research with court-involved youth has examined 

differences in ADV by offense type (status vs. delinquent). Status offenses include conduct 

that would not be a crime if the individual were an adult (e.g., truancy, curfew violation). 

Delinquent offenses include conduct that is a crime regardless of the individual’s age (e.g., 

assault, larceny). Understanding if risk for ADV differs by offense type is necessary to 

inform whether differential intervention may be appropriate by offense type. Specifically, 

there is some preliminary evidence that the severity of offense is related to the likelihood of 

treatment referral (Zeola et al., 2017). For ADV, if there are no differences by offense type, 

then earlier dating violence intervention may be indicated.

Current Study

The current study is the first to our knowledge to examine the nature and characteristics 

of ADV among first-time offense CINI adolescents. We first present a series of descriptive 

characteristics of ADV behavior among CINI adolescent males and females. Next, we 

examine a series of regressions examining gender and offense type as predictors of ADV 

perpetration and victimization (threatening behaviors, physical abuse, and social network 

abuse).

Methods

Participants and Procedure

Participants were drawn from a longitudinal study investigating CINI youth who had a first-

time, open status and/or delinquent petition through a large Family Court in the Northeastern 

region of the United States. All caregivers of CINI youth were sent a study flyer along 

with the standard court appointment date notification letter and then approached in the court 

setting for study participation within the first 30 days of initial court contact. Interested 

youth and families were screened for eligibility (e.g., first-time court contact, age between 

12 and 18 years) in a private court space. Four hundred and twenty-three youth between 

ages 12 and 18 were recruited. Further study procedures are detailed in blinded citation. 
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The current study includes baseline demographic data (Table 1). ADV was assessed at 

the 4-month follow-up (T2). Self-report data collection among justice-involved youth has 

been found to be valid (Jolliffe et al., 2003). Only participants who reported on a romantic 

relationship at the assessment of ADV (T2) were included. Finally, transgender participants 

(n = 1) were excluded from analyses. The final sample for the current study is 199 youth 

(58% male; M age = 15.05, SD = 1.54). The study was approved by the Blinded Institutional 

Review Board.

Measures

Demographics.—Age, self-identified gender, race, and ethnicity were assessed at 

baseline.

Dating violence.—Conflict in Adolescent Dating Relationships Inventory (CADRI; Wolfe 

et al., 2001) is a 35-item self-report assessment of abusive and violent behavior within 

adolescent romantic relationships. Items are rated on a 4-point Likert-type scale, from 

“Never” to “Often,” in the past year. An example question is, “I slapped him/her or pulled 

his/her hair.” The current study used the Physical Abuse and Threatening Behavior subscales 

for victimization and perpetration (physical abuse; perpetration α = 0.84; victimization α = 

0.80; threatening behavior; perpetration aα = 0.86; victimization α = 0.92).

Social Networking Abuse Scale (Rizzo et al., 2018) is a 9-item self-report assessment of 

adolescent victimization and perpetration of digital abuse. Item responses are yes/no and 

were summed to create scores of victimization (3 items, α = 0.74; range = 0–3) and 

perpetration (6 items, α = 0.87; range = 0–6). An example item is, “In the past 12 months, 

have you checked through a boyfriend/girlfriend’s text messages to see if they have spoken 

to someone you don’t trust (like a person they may be hooking up with behind your back).”

Analytic Strategy

Due to zero-inflation, physical dating violence and threatening behaviors were dichotomized 

between any behaviors in the past year versus none in the past year. Social networking 

abuse was able to be treated as continuous. Analyses were conducted using full information 

maximum likelihood to estimate parameters when data are missing (Graham, 2009). As we 

aimed to describe patterns of ADV within this sample by gender, first offense type, and 

race/ethnicity, we included these three characteristics as independent variables. Given the 

dichotomous nature of physical ADV and threatening behaviors, we conducted a series of 

stepwise logistic regression analyses (see Table 2). Multiple linear regression models were 

tested to examine social networking abuse since it is a continuous variable (see Table 2). 

For each analysis, we included age and race/ethnicity in the first block; gender and offense 

type were entered simultaneously into the second block. A separate model was run for each 

subtype of ADV.

Results

Among CINI youth, 13.7% and 12.7% reported threatening behavior perpetration and 

victimization, respectively. Regarding physical dating abuse, 19.3% and 15.7% reported 
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perpetration and victimization, respectively. Finally, 27.3% and 44.1% reported social 

networking abuse perpetration and victimization, respectively. Rates of ADV overall 

spanned 13–40% among females as compared to 13–25% among males. Additional 

descriptive statistics of ADV by gender and offense type are displayed in Table 1.

Female CINI adolescents were more likely to endorse perpetration of physical abuse as 

compared to males (see Table 2). Females also reported more social networking abuse 

perpetration and victimization. No other gender differences emerged. No differences by 

race/ethnicity were found. Only one significant effect of offense type emerged. Specifically, 

youth with delinquent charges were more likely to report perpetration of threatening 

behaviors.

Discussion

The current study demonstrates that CINI youth, age 12–18, report ADV rates consistent 

with general adolescent samples (Haynie et al., 2013; Leen et al., 2013; Taylor & Mumford, 

2016). In contrast, prior work has demonstrated an increased risk for dating violence among 

justice-involved youth, with physical ADV rates among broad samples of justice-involved 

adolescents ranging from 40–50% in the past year (Buttar et al., 2013; Mueller et al., 2013) 

as compared to the approximately 10% in the past year among community samples of 

adolescents (Kann et al. 2016) . Thus, the lower CINI youth prevalence rates are surprising. 

Some insight into the patterns among CINI youth may be found in the gender differences.

Females reported greater perpetration of physical abuse, as well as social networking 

perpetration and victimization, as compared to males. Among female CINI adolescents, 

rates of ADV overall spanned 13–40% as compared to 13–25% among males. These 

lower prevalence rates among males may reflect true gender differences. Among general 

adolescent samples, some research suggests that females are more likely to report ADV 

(Brooks-Russell et al., 2015; Burk & Seiggne-Krenke, 2015; Foshee et al., 2007). The 

current findings suggest these gender differences may be more pronounced among CINI 

adolescents. An alternative possible account for the pattern is that the lower prevalence rates 

may also reflect a potential underreporting of ADV among male CINI adolescents. It is 

possible CINI males may be less likely to endorse ADV for fear of consequence of greater 

systems involvement as females are more likely to perceive ADV as acceptable (Bowen et 

al., 2013). Future work should aim to further understand dating violence among CINI males 

using naturalistic and ecologically valid assessments that account for potential desirability 

biases.

Also contrary to hypotheses, only one difference in risk for ADV was found by offense 

type. Given the number of analyses conducted, this finding should be interpreted with 

caution and may reflect a spurious association. The dearth of differences by offense type is 

surprising given that risk for ADV is related to factors known to be more pronounced among 

delinquent offenders (Chase et al., 2002; Kelly et al., 2009). One potential explanation for 

this pattern may be the increased monitoring, restrictions, or structure following delinquent 

(versus status) offenses that may limit interaction with romantic partners. Further, status 

offenses (e.g., truancy) may be linked to greater opportunities for unsupervised times with 
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romantic partners when dating violence may occur. Adolescents in violent relationships may 

also be encouraged to skip school to spend time with their partner. The overall lack of 

differences by offense type indicates that dating violence prevention efforts among CINI 

adolescents should begin as early as possible, (i.e., at first-time court contact) given the 

consistency of risk across justice involvement.

Limitations and Conclusion

There are several limitations in the current study. First, the low frequency of dating violence 

made it necessary to examine threatening behavior and physical abuse dichotomously. This 

is a noteworthy limitation as, based on past literature, we would expect rates of dating 

violence among CINI adolescents to be higher than general adolescent samples. Future work 

should aim to use multiple measures of dating violence to better capture the variation in 

violence. Relatedly, future work should also examine patterns across additional subtypes of 

ADV (e.g., sexual ADV). A second limitation is we were unable to examine differences by 

first offense type. Future work should compare violent and non-violent offenses as we may 

theoretically expect differences. Notably, the current sample reflects the disproportionate 

minority contact found within the juvenile justice system; yet no differences in ADV 

by race/ethnicity were found. However, the sample was too limited to examine potential 

interactions by race/ethnicity, which would be important for future work understanding 

these processes across youth. Finally, the current study was cross-sectional. Understanding 

how the prevalence of dating violence changes developmentally among CINI adolescents is 

necessary.

Despite these limitations, the current study provides necessary insight into the prevalence 

and patterns of dating violence among CINI adolescents. It demonstrates that CINI females 

report an increased risk for dating violence and underscores a potential need for innovative 

assessments of ADV behaviors among CINI males. Further, it highlights that risk for ADV is 

largely uniform regardless of first offense type that results in an adolescent’s first-time court 

contact, suggesting that prevention efforts targeting ADV at the earliest possible intervention 

point, regardless of the reason for court referral, may be especially impactful.
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