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Abstract
An inquiry was made with respect to differences in personal variables (gender stereotypes, depression, and
substance abuse) and relational (tensions in the couple’s relationship and support) in college students with high
and low level of violence in dating. A non-random sample of 769 students was selected from a university in
southern Sonora of which 397 (52%) were included in the group with high and 372 (48%) with a low level of
violence respectively. By discriminant analysis was found that in both genders groups with low level of dating
violence reported greater support and lower tensions in the couple’s relationship, also men with lesser violence
reported lower substance use and hostile sexism. From the results it can be concluded that dating violence is
associated in women with relational variables and in the case of men to a combination of relational and personal
aspects.
Keywords: dating violence, university students, gender, sexism
1. Introduction
Dating is an emotional relationship between two persons who feel emotional and physical attraction and seek to
share their experiences (Castro & Casique, 2010). This is a common type of relationship between young people
in which there are different degrees of commitment and openness to sexual privacy of those involved (Castro &
Casique, 2010; Vargas, 2012). In most cases dating favors personal and emotional development of young people
(Ellis, Chung-Hall, & Dumas, 2013; Morales & Díaz, 2013), however this relationship negatively affects those
implicated when violence it is present among them (Ramírez-Rivera & Núñez, 2010; Rojas-Solís, 2011;
Rojas-Solís & Carpenter, 2011; Saldivia & Vizcarra, 2012; Vázquez & Castro, 2008). The dating violence is
defined as “any act, omission, attitude or expression that produces or has the potential to generate emotional,
physical or sexual harm to the affective partner with whom an intimate relationship without cohabitation or
marriage bond is shared” (Castro & Casique, 2010, p. 22).
Violence in dating are associated with depression, anger control (Clarey, Hokoda, & Ulloa, 2010), poor school
performance (Rivera-Rivera, Allen, Rodríguez-Ortega, Chávez-Ayala, & Lazcano-Ponce, 2006; Vázquez, Torres,
Otero, White, & López, 2010), substance abuse, risky sexual behaviors, unintended pregnancies and suicidal
tendencies (Silverman, Raj, Mucci, & Hathaway, 2001). Since in youth it is where the interaction patterns are
formed in the relationships (Pepler, 2012; Wekerle & Wolfe, 1999) the violence that occurs in this stage lingers in
many cases in the relationships established in adult life (Fritz, Slep, & O’Leary, 2012; González-Ortega,
Echeburúa, & Corral, 2008; Vizcarra & Póo, 2010; Tharp, 2012).
In Mexico investigations show that dating violence is a problem that affects a large group of young people. In the
state of Morelos it was found that 28% of women in the sample reported violence in their romantic relationships
(Rivera-Rivera et al., 2006). In a study conducted in Monterrey it was found that 83% of women had been
victims of psychological dating violence and 77.4% acted as the aggressor (Guzmán, Esparza, Alcántara,
Escobedo, & Henggeler, 2009). In the state of Mexico it was found that 34% of university women students
reported psychological violence accompanied by other types of violence (physical, economic and sexual), 31%
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indicated to suffer from three types of violence, 12% mentioned to have the four types, and only 2% allude to not
perceive violence in their relationship (Olvera, Arias, & Amador, 2012). Finally, it should be noted that the
National Survey of Violence in dating relationships ([ENVINOV for its anacronym in Spanish], 2007) reported
that 76% of young people between 15 and 24 years stated having been the victims of dating violence, being
physical (6.79%), emotional (39.38%) and sexual (8.16%) the most frequent types.
The dating violence is a problem that must be addressed from a multidimensional perspective because it is the
result of the interaction of variables located in the individual, couple, the family and the social and cultural
contexts in which the relationship develops (López, Moral, Díaz-Loving, & Cienfuegos, 2013). Taking this in
consideration, the present study investigates individual factors (depression, substance abuse and gender
stereotypes) and relational (support and tensions in the couple) associated with violence in dating relationships in
young university students.
Among the personal factors associated with violence in dating the presence of depression is mentioned by one or
both members of the couple (Rivera-Rivera et al., 2006), substance abuse (Guzmán, Esparza, Alcántara, Escobedo,
& Henggeler, 2012; McNaughton, Foshee, Bauer, & Ennett, 2012; Rothman, McNaughton, Johnson, & LaValley,
2012; Temple, Shorey, Fite, Stuart, & Donna, 2013) and gender stereotypes that involved beliefs about the
supremacy of man (Vázquez & Castro, 2008), defined as hostile sexism and/or the perception of women as fragile
and in need of care, called benevolent sexism (Cruz, Zempoalteclat, & Correa, 2005; Rojas-Solís & Carpenter,
2011).
Violence in dating are also related to dyadic processes occurring in the couple as tensions or conflicts, often
associated with differences in expectations of each member regarding closeness, loyalty, intimacy, control and
commitment (Draucker, Martsolf, & Stephenson, 2012). Another dyadic factor correlated with dating violence is
the perception of support in the relationship (Castro & Casique, 2010; López et al., 2013).
This study contributes to the understanding of the factors associated with violence in young Mexicans by
investigating the differences associated with personal variables (depression, substance use, gender stereotypes)
and relational (tensions in the couple’s relationship and support) in college students with low and high frequency
of dating violence. A separate analysis was performed by sex, considering that in the literature is reported that
the experience of dating violence and the factors associated with it are different in men and women (Foshee,
1996; Gover, Jennings, & Tewksbury, 2009).
2. Method
2.1 Participants
In a not probabilistically manner were selected 769 students in the first semester of degree at a public university
in southern Sonora. Of these, 244 (31.7%) belong to the Department of Social Sciences and Humanities, 133
(17.3%) of Economics and Management Sciences, 332 (43.2%) of Engineering and Technology, and 60 (7.8%)
of Natural Resources. Of the total, of 358 students (46.6%) were women and 411 (53.4%) men, ranged in age
range of 17-26 years.
The sample was divided into two groups according to the frequency of reports of dating violence. The first group
was composed of 397 (52%) students with low level of dating violence (obtaining a score < 50 on the scale of
dating violence). The second was integrated of 372 (48%) students who reported high level of violence in this
relationship (with a score ≥ 50 on the dating violence scale).
2.2 Instruments
Dating violence. We used the measument instrument designed by the Mexican Youth Institute and the National
Institute of Statistics and Geography ([INEGI, for its acronym in Spanish], 2007) that measures the presence of
physical dating violence (16 items, e.g., Hair pulling, α = .90) and psychological (13 items, e.g., threaten to hurt
himself if the relationship ends, α = .78). It was answered by a Likert-type scale with three optional responses (0
[Never], 1 [Sometimes], and 2 [Always]).
Tensions in the couple’s relationship. It was developed by INEGI (2007) to measure the presence of strains of
the pair ([14 items] e.g., Be agreed on something and not fulfill it). It was answered by a Likert-type scale with
three response options (0 [Never], 1 [Sometimes], and 2 [Always]). Its reliability measured with Cronbach’s
alpha was .65.
Partner support. This instrument developed by INEGI (2007) measured the experienced support by the couple in
courtship ([13 items] e.g., Your partner is a support for you in everything you do). It was answered with a
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Likert-type scale with three optional responses (0 [Never], 1 [Sometimes], and 2 [Always]). Its reliability
measured with Cronbach’s alpha was .73.
Sexism. This scale was developed by Recio, Square and Ramos (2007) to evaluate beliefs that are attributed to
people for being male or female by 26 items. To strengthen the metric properties of the scale an exploratory factor
analysis with maximum likelihood rotation method Oblimin was performed from which a solution of 18 items
grouped into two factors that together explained that 48.5% of the variance of the scores.
As in the original proposal two factors were identified: hostile sexism (12 items, α = .92), which measures
beliefs involving male superiority (e.g., You have to put women in their place so they do not dominate the man)
and benevolent sexism (6 items, α = .78), which are related to the fragility of women and therefore the intention
of the men take care (e.g., Affection and love are more important for women than for men). The instrument was
answered by a Likert-type scale with six optional responses (1 [Strongly disagree], 2 [Rather disagree], 3
[Somewhat disagree], 4 [Somewhat agree], 5 [Good agreement] and 6 [Totally agree]).
Depression. An adaptation of Beck’s Depression Inventory (BDI) was made to be used for Mexican population
by Jurado et al. (1998). This version consists of 21 items (e.g., I feel sad all the time) and was responded with a
Guttman scale with four response options ranging from low to high intensity (0 [I do not feel sad], 1 [I feel sad],
2 [I feel sad all the time], 3 [I’m so sad, so unhappy that I cannot stand it]). Its reliability measured with
Cronbach’s alpha was .82.
Substance use. The three items tool developed by the Ministry of Health and INEGI (2007) that measure alcohol
consumption, marijuana and cocaine were used (e.g., In the last month have you used marijuana?). The answers
were summed and then divided by the number of reagents to form the variable substance.
2.3 Procedure
Authorization from the authorities of the university was requested to conduct the study and subsequently
voluntary and informed cooperation of students, who were guaranteed confidentiality of the information, was
requested.
The administration of the scales was conducted in classrooms that meet the physical requirements needed for it
to be answered: privacy, ventilation, lighting and furniture. For data analysis-with the SPSS statistical software
(version 21), descriptive and inferential multivariate statistics were utilized; in particular, a discriminant analysis.
3. Results
3.1 Discriminant Analysis for the Group of Women
It is seen in the bivariate analysis with the Student’s t-test for independent samples showed that women with
high frequency of dating violence have major depression, substance use, hostile sexism, tensions in the couple’s
relationship and lower support experiences. The analysis of effect sizes suggests that the most important
differences are presented in relational variables (see Table 1).
Table 1. Averages, standard deviation and t Student test for subgroups of women with high and low frequency
dating violence
Women
High (n = 173)
Variables

Low (n = 165)

M

DS

M

DS

t

Cohen’s d

Hostile sexism

1.88

.91

1.69

.84

3.96*

.22

Benevolent sexism

3.52

1.14

3.30

1.21

2.92

.19

Substance use

.79

.71

.64

.68

3.81*

.16

Depression

.43

.32

.34

.29

6.50**

.29

Tensions in the couple’s relationship

.97

.40

.73

.37

33.16***

.62

Support experiences

2.57

.31

2.72

.23

-23.12***

.55

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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The discriminant function significantly differentiated groups of women with high and low dating violence (X2 =
42.28, p < .000; Wilks’Λ = .88; canonical coefficient = .34). The integrated function by relational variables
shows that tensions in the couple correlate positively with the discriminant function and support experiences do
negatively (see Table 2).
Table 2. Correlation of the predictor variables with discriminant function
Predictor variables

Correlation with Discriminant
Function

Discriminant function’s
standardized Coefficients

Tensions in the couple’s relationship

.86

.72

Support experiences

-.72

-.53

The variables included in the discriminant function properly classified 67.2% of young people in the groups of
low and high level of violence in dating. These variables predict slightly better group membership with a low
level of violence (see Table 3).
Table 3. Case classification based on the level of dating violence
Predicted group they belong to
High
Current group they belong to

Low

n

n

%

n

%

High

173

110

63.6

63

36.6

Low

165

48

29.1

117

70.9

Note. The total percentage of cases correctly classified = 67.2%.
3.2 Discriminant Analysis for the Group of Men
The bivariate analysis performed, using Student’s t test for independent samples, shows that the group of men
with high levels of dating violence reported greater gender stereotypes and substance use with respect to
presenting low level of violence. From a relational point of view, the group of men with high violence reported
higher stress and lower support experiences in their relationships. The most important differences were presented
in substance use and tensions in the couple’s relationship (see Table 4).
Table 4. Averages, standard deviation and t student for subgroups of men with high and low frequency dating
violence
Men
High (n = 210)

Low (n = 187)

M

DS

M

DS

t

Cohen’s d

Hostile sexism

2.53

1.07

2.18

.98

11.01***

.34

Benevolent sexism

3.41

1.04

3.15

1.08

6.29*

.24

Substance use

1.21

.85

.85

.81

18.18***

.43

Depression

.31

.27

.28

.28

.96

.11

Tensions in the couple’s relationship

1.01

.41

.77

.43

30.84***

.57

Support experiences

2.48

.31

2.57

.29

-13.83***

.30

Variables

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
The discriminant function significantly differentiated groups of men with high and low dating violence (X2 =
53.87, p < .000; Wilks’ Λ = .87; canonical coefficient = .36. The function is composed of four variables, two of a
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personal nature (drug’s use and hostile sexism) and two of a relational nature (tensions in the couple’s
relationship and experiences of support in the couple). Both personal variables relate positively with the
discriminant function while in the case of relational variables, tensions in the couple’s relationship did positively
and support experiences negatively (see Table 5).
Table 5. Correlation of the predictor variables with discriminant function
Predictor variables

Correlation with
Discriminant Function

Discriminant function’s
standardized Coefficients

Substance use

.56

.38

Hostile sexism

.44

.31

Tensions in the couple’s relationship

.73

.63

Support experiences

-.49

-.40

Integrated variables in the discriminant function properly classify 64% of cases and are more affective to identify
men with high levels of violence in the couple since in this case classified adequately to 68.1% of them (see
Table 6).
Table 6. Case classification based on the level of dating violence
Predicted group they belong to
High
Current group they belong to

Low

n

n

%

n

%

High

210

143

68.1

67

31.9

Low

187

76

40.6

111

59.4

Note. The total percentage of cases correctly classified = 64%.
4. Discussion
From the results it can be inferred that relational variables, for both women and men, differentiate young people
with low and high level of violence in their dating relationships. This finding is contrary to the results of studies
conducted in Mexico, mostly with adolescent population where it is reported that aspects of the relationship are
not associated with the presence of violence (King-Anacona, 2015). It is likely that these conflicting results are
explained in part by the different stages of life where participants are located, it is expected in dating
relationships in young people that generally are more stable, with more emotional involvement and intimacy
than with adolescents (Morales & Díaz, 2013), which are exposed to greater emotional demands and
opportunities of tension or conflict (Rubio-Garay, Carrasco, Love, & López-González, 2015).
Another interesting finding is that the experience of support, which is also a dyadic variable, acts as a protective
factor for intimate partner violence (Castro & Casique, 2010). Although there is little evidence of this in the
literature there is evidence of empathy, a variable related to social support, it relates to minor dating violence
(McCloskey & Lichter, 2003; Rubio-Garay et al., 2015; Vagi, Rothman, Latzman, Teten, Hall, & Breiding,
2013). This result suggests that affective ties play an important role in meeting couples (Acevedo, Restrepo,
Giraldo, & Tovar, 2007; Morales & Díaz, 2013).
In the case of men it was found that in addition to the relational aspects are personal elements associated with
dating violence. Young people with high violence reported greater substance use, which is consistent with other
studies which show that there is a relationship between this variable and intimate partner violence (Guzmán et al.,
2009; McNaughton et al., 2012; Rothman et al., 2012), which is explained by the fact that substance use is
associated with a lower impulse control and less productive conflict management (Temple, Shorey, Fite, Stuart,
& Le, 2013).
We also found that in the case of men’s beliefs involving a hostile sexism (Cruz et al., 2005) there is an
association with violence in their dating relationships. It seems that there are cultural gender stereotypes that
90
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hinder the relationships in these young people, perhaps because of the changes that exist in the attitudes and
values of women to gender (Casique-Rodríguez, 2014; McCauley et al., 2013). This finding is relevant to the
intervention programs regarding gender violence that contrary to what one would expect, involves more often
women than men (Fernández de Juan, 2014).
We conclude that dating violence is a multifactorial problem to which are associated the personal aspects of life
history and appropriation of culture by individuals as those relating to the interactions occurring in the couple
(López et al., 2013). Significantly, the study shows the need to address the problem from a gender perspective as
there are differences in the variables associated in dating violence in men and women.
It is suggested that future studies work on the robustness of the instruments in their psychometric properties. It is
also necessary to conceptually refine the variable support experience, exploring the development of expressions
of support, affection and commitment to young couples. It is also needed to inquire about dating violence
regarding the type of relationship and expectations of each member regarding closeness, loyalty, intimacy,
control and commitment as these differences can create tensions and conflicts in couples (Draucker et al., 2012).
As for the intervention it intends to implement actions aimed at preventing substance use and modify gender
stereotypes, in particular those relating to the supremacy of man; also the development of actions to teach young
people to manage tensions in their couple’s relationship, and to develop the necessary empathy toward their
couple to provide effective support (Méndez & García, 2015; Rubio-Garay et al., 2015).
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