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ABSTRACT

Background/Objective: Dating violence is a serious social and public health problem worldwide. The literature has 
pointed out that future research should be focused to examining differences between victimised and non-victimised in 
teen dating relationships. Thus, a field study was designed to estimate the victimization prevalence in dating relationships 
and the effects of victimization in sexist beliefs and conflict resolution strategies. Method: A sample of 467 youngsters 
(56.1% females and 43.9% males), aged between 14 and 18 years (M = 15.41, SD = 1.06) responded to measures of 
experience of victimization (objective and subjective), strategies for conflict resolution, and sexism beliefs. Results: A 
significant prevalence of victimization, 32.8%, in dating relationships was observed, meanwhile 77.1% of youngsters 
who experienced dating violence did not perceive victimization The results also exhibited significantly higher scores in 
benevolent sexism and aggressive tactics for conflict resolution in persons victimized in dating violence. Conclusions: 
The extremely high prevalence of victimization requires for a strong policy to eradicate or minimize it. The observed 
deficits of victimized youngsters in cognitive competences in conflict resolution skills and in cognitive distortions 
empathise that both should be contents of prevention and intervention programmes.

RESUMEN

Antecedentes/objetivo: La violencia en el noviazgo es un grave problema social y de salud pública en todo el mundo. 
La literatura ha señalado que la investigación futura debería centrarse en examinar las diferencias entre victimizados 
y no victimizados en las relaciones de noviazgo entre adolescentes. Así, se diseñó un estudio de campo para estimar la 
prevalencia de victimización en las relaciones de noviazgo y los efectos de la victimización en las creencias sexistas 
y las estrategias de resolución de conflictos. Método: Una muestra de 467 jóvenes (56.1% chicas y 43.9% chicos), 
con edades comprendidas entre los 14 y los 18 años (M = 15,41, DT = 1,06) respondieron a medidas de experiencia de 
victimización (objetiva y subjetiva), estrategias de resolución de conflictos y creencias sexistas. Resultados: Se observó 
una prevalencia significativa de victimización, del 32.8%, en las relaciones de noviazgo, mientras que el 77.1% de los 
jóvenes que experimentaron violencia en el noviazgo no percibieron victimización. Los resultados también mostraron 
puntuaciones significativamente más altas en sexismo benevolente y tácticas agresivas en la resolución de conflictos 
en las personas victimizadas de violencia en el noviazgo. Conclusiones: La elevada prevalencia de la victimización 
exige una sólida política que la erradique o la minimice. Los déficits observados en los jóvenes victimizados en cuanto 
a competencias cognitivas en habilidades de resolución de conflictos y en distorsiones cognitivas enfatizan que ambas 
deben ser contenidos de los programas de prevención e intervención.

Contraste de la Competencia Cognitiva de Jóvenes Víctimas en Relaciones  
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Introduction

Dating violence (DV) is a worldwide serious social and public 
health problem (Dosil et al., 2022; Soller et al., 2020; Taylor & 
Mumford, 2016), with a prevalence rate ranging from 23% to 30% 
(Viejo et al., 2016), despite of victimization rates vary depending on 
the characteristics of the samples (i.e., gender, age, race/ethnicity, 
country, measurement instruments) (Exner-Cortens et al., 2021; 
Shamu et al., 2016). In this regard, in a meta-analytic review, 
Wincentak et al. (2017) found that one in ten adolescents reported 
victimization in their dating relationship. According to international 
organisations, DV includes aggressive behaviour of a physical, 
psychological and/or sexual nature towards a partner or ex-partner 
during adolescence and/or young adulthood taking place in person or 
electronically (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 
2020; World Health Organization [WHO], 2021). DV has specific 
characteristics (López-Cepero et al., 2015; Rodríguez-Franco et al., 
2016; Marcos et al., 2022), in contrast to intimate partner violence 
(Pereira et al., 2020). Specially, the main characteristic refers to the 
role played by both members of the relationship, characterised by 
the role of victim and aggressor simultaneously (Cava et al., 2021; 
Marcos et al., 2020; Moral et al., 2017). In this line, several studies 
found that this type of victimization cause negative consequences, 
in the short and long term, on the physical, psychological and social 
well-being of the person who suffers it (Reyes et al., 2018; Théorêt 
et al., 2021) (CDC, 2020; MacGregor et al., 2019; Taquette & 
Monteiro, 2019); and mainly in those cases of victimization where 
the severity of the violence is high (Muñoz-Rivas et al., 2007; 
Wolitzky-Taylor et al., 2008).

The literature has examined how this phenomenon is related 
to gender and/or age (Cava et al., 2021; Marcos et al., 2020); as 
well as its association with cognitive variables (e.g., sexist beliefs, 
romantic love myths), psychological adjustment (e.g., anxiety, 
depression), social adjustment (e.g., conflict resolution strategies, 
social competence, coping), and family variables (e.g., parenting 
styles, parental breakdown) (Garthe et al., 2017; Hebert et al., 2019). 
Noteworthy, it was found that those who have a lower perception 
of the seriousness of violent behaviour are more likely to engage 
in victimization than those who have a higher perception of the 
severity of violent behaviour (Ameral et al., 2020). Thus, perception 
of severity is shown to be fundamental in preventing victimization 
(Ameral et al., 2020; Lelaurain et al., 2021) and, hence, essential 
for the victim to be able to detect that such victimization is being 
produced (Marcos et al., 2020). The perception of violent behaviours 
is mediated by gender schemas (cognitive constructs internalised 
in early childhood) due to the dichotomisation between feminine 
and masculine (Gender Schema Theory; Bem, 1981, 1983), with 
violence being more coherent and socially accepted for the male role 
(Marcos et al., 2020). Likewise, the feminine gender is related to 
qualities such as submissiveness and passivity, while the masculine 
is linked to aggressiveness, strength and dominance (Hyde, 2005; 
Reyes et al., 2016). Therefore, gender schemas modulates the beliefs 
of each individual and, in sum, the relationships between females 
and males (Novo et al., 2016). In this sense, the literature adds 
that sexist beliefs are a factor that influences dating relationships 
(Sánchez-Hernández et al., 2020), differentiated into hostile sexism 
and benevolent sexism (Ambivalent Sexism Theory; Glick & Fiske, 
2001, 2011). Hostile sexism refers to the attitude of prejudice or 

discriminatory behaviour based on the supposed inferiority 
or difference of women as a group; while benevolent sexism is 
conceived as a set of interrelated attitudes towards women that are 
sexist in that it views them in a stereotypical way and limited to 
certain roles. The former is characterised by a stereotypical view of 
women as ’mentally inferior’ and the latter advocates that women as 
’weak‘ beings need the protection of a man (Glick & Fiske, 2001). 
Sexist beliefs are elements that favour the appearance, continuity 
and permanence of violent behaviours in early dating relationships 
(Marcos et al., 2020; Martínez-Gómez et al., 2021).

On the other hand, research notes about the influence of conflict 
resolution strategies (Bonache et al., 2017; Courtain & Glowacz, 
2021), and the way as conflict is managed, in the acceptance and 
execution of violent behaviours within interpersonal relationships 
(Garaigordobil et al., 2016). Conflict resolution skills (classified 
empirically in collaborative, passive and aggressive strategies; 
Fariña et al., 2021) are developed during adolescence (Espelage 
et al., 2014), meaning that at this stage is hard to implement 
appropriate conflict resolution strategies (Ha et al., 2019; Mestre 
et al., 2012). Under this approach, it is evident that, in general, the 
young population employs more aggressive and passive strategies 
(Gao et al., 2017), as opposed to collaborative strategies that are 
appropriate for promoting effective communications (Bonache 
et al., 2017) and also for preventing possible violent behaviours 
in dating relationships (Courtain & Glowacz, 2021; Moral & 
González-Sáez, 2020). Conflict resolution strategies may be key 
pillars to violence prevention programmes (Wang et al., 2020).

Bearing in mind the literature, a field study with the aim of 
exploring victimization in dating relationships, as well as possible 
differences between the victimized and non-victimized populations 
in associated variables (sexist beliefs and conflict resolution 
strategies) was designed; with the ultimate aim of providing 
scientific knowledge in order to guide prevention and intervention 
programmes applied at this stage of development.

Method

Participants

A total of 467 Spanish young participated in the study, 56.1% 
females (n = 262) and 43.9% males (n = 205), aged between 14 
and 18 years old (M = 15.41, SD = 1.06). Regarding the academic 
year, 32.5% were in 3rd of Compulsory education (14-15 years) 
and 34.3% in 4th of Compulsory education (15-16 years), while 
23.1% were in 1st of Baccalaureate (16-17 years), 8.6% in 2nd of 
Baccalaureate (17-18 years) and the remaining 1.5% in Formative 
Cycles. Regarding the type of secondary school, 73.0% were to a 
public school, 21.2% in a state-subsidised school and 5.8% in 
a private school.

Design and Procedure

An ex post facto study was designed in order to analyse 
victimization in adolescent dating relationships, as well as possible 
differences between victimised and non-victimised populations 
on associated variables (sexist beliefs and conflict resolution 
strategies). To obtain the sample, authorization with the secondary 
school, the permission of the parents and the consent of the 
participants (informed consent) were processed. Participation was 
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voluntary. The instruments were managed by staff trained and in 
a single session, and all participants completed the instruments, 
responding individually and anonymously. Data were processed 
and stored according with the Spanish Data Protection Law (Ley 
Orgánica 3/2018, de 5 de diciembre del 2018, de Protección de 
Datos Personales y Garantía de los Derechos Digitales).

Measure Instruments

An ad hoc questionnaire for the collection of socio-demographic 
information (i.e., gender, age, academic year and type of the school) 
was designed.

The Dating Violence Questionnaire-R (DVQ-R; Rodríguez-Díaz 
et al., 2017) was used to evaluate the experience of victimization 
in young people within a couple’s relationship. The DVQ-R is 
composed of 20 items measuring five different forms of dating 
violence victimization (e.g., “ Has beaten you”, “ Has treated you 
as a sexual object”, “ Ridicules or insults you for the ideas you 
uphold”): Physical (i.e., has beaten you), Sexual (e.g., insists on 
touching you in ways and places that you do not like and do not 
want), Humiliation (e.g-, criticizes you, underestimates the way 
you are, or humiliates your self-esteem), Detachment (e.g., does not 
recognize any responsibility regarding both of you), and Coercion 
(i.e., has physically kept you); on a 5-point Likert-type scale, 
ranging from 0 (Never) to 4 (All the time). In the present research, 
the questionnaire and the subscales showed adequate reliability 
(internal consistency) (α = .88 on the total scale).

The Escala de Medios de Resolución de Conflictos 
Interpersonales (MERCI) [Interpersonal Conflict Resolution Scale] 
(Fariña et al., 2021) was applied to measure the conflict resolution 
strategies employed by individuals in interpersonal conflicts. 
It involves of 22 items (e.g., “I try to have a clear dialogue”, “I 
give in to avoid conflict”, “I insult the other person”) divided into 
three factors: Collaborative, Passive and Aggressive strategies, on 
a 5-point Likert-type scale, ranging from 0 (It never happens to 
me or I never do it) to 4 (It happens to me or I do it very often). 
The scale showed sufficient reliability (internal consistency) in this 
study (Nunnally, 1978): α of .87 for Collaborative Strategies, α of 
.70 for Passive Strategies and α of .74 for Aggressive Strategies.

To measure sexism, the Spanish adaptation for adolescents of the 
Ambivalent Sexism Inventory (ASI; Lemus et al., 2008) was used. 
This instrument is composed of 20 items (e.g., “ In the evenings, 
men must accompany women home for nothing bad happens to 
them”, “Women must be loved and protected by men”, “Men should 
take care of women”), grouped into two subscales (Hostile Sexism 
and Benevolent Sexism), on a 6-point Likert-type scale ranging 
from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 6 (Strongly Agree). For this study, 
adequate internal consistency indices for the research were obtained 
(> .80; Nunnally, 1978): α = .89 for Hostile Sexism and α = .82 for 
Benevolent Sexism.

Data Analysis

Rates of victimization and perceived severity of victimization 
were calculated by recoding the variables on these scales into absence 
of victimization (non-victimization), when the participant reported 
not having been the target of any dating violence behaviour(s) and 
presence of victimization (victimization). Likewise, the variable 

perception of severity was dichotomised into absence of severity 
(non-severe) and presence of severity (severe). Contingency 
prevalence was analysed by contrasting (Z) the observed probability 
with a constant: .05 for a trivial effect; .5 for a common effect and .95 
for a normal effect (Fandiño et al., 2021), and the effect in Cohen’s 
h. The association between variables was tested with chi-squared, 
obtaining the effect size in odds ratio (φ if a cell case was 0 because 
OR cannot be computed) which are of a small magnitude if OR > 
1.47 or φ > . 14 (an effect size larger than 55.6%), moderate if OR 
> 2.47 or φ > .33 (an effect size larger than 63.7%), large if OR > 
4.25 or φ > .50 (an effect size larger than 71.6%) and more than large 
if OR > 8.82 or φ > .67 (an effect size larger than 80.2%) (Arce et 
al., 2015). Mean comparison analyses for independent samples were 
executed, two-sample t-test, and with one test value, on-sample t-test. 
Effect size was measured with Cohen’s d (Cohen’s formula for the 
comparison with a test value and unbiased Hedges’s formula as N1 ≠ 
N2 ), interpreting the effect as small if d = 0. 20, medium if d = 0.50, 
and large if d = 0.80 (Cohen, 1988), quantifying the magnitude of the 
effect in terms of the increase (+) or decrease (-) with an adaptation 
of the BESD (Rosenthal & Rubin, 1982), r (Gancedo et al., 2021). 
In addition, the reliability (internal consistency) of the measurement 
instruments in the sample of the present study using Cronbach’s α 
coefficient was calculated.

Results

The results showed that 32.8% of the sample reported having 
experienced victimization in their dating relationship during the 
last year, a prevalence that was significant (> .05), Z = 27.56, p < 
.001, h = 1.57, 95% CI[1.53, 1.61]. Likewise, the results exhibited 
a significant association, χ²(1, N = 467) = 6.25, p = .012, between 
victimization and continuation of the relationship, such that 
35.7% of youngsters who did not perceive victimization continue 
the relationship, while 24.2% of females who had perceived 
victimization continue the relationship, i.e., those who did not 
perceive victimization were 1.74, OR = 1.74, 95% CI [1.12, 2.69], 
more likely to continue the relationship.

Furthermore, the results revealed a significant association 
between having been exposed to victimizing behaviour(s) in the 
dating relationship (objective measure of victimization) and feeling 
victimised (subjective measure of victimization), χ²(1, N = 466) = 
77.42, p < .001, so that 77.1% of young people who experienced 
dating violence did not perceive victimization, while all (100%) 
of those who did not experience victimization did not perceive 
themselves to be victims of dating violence, an association between 
variables with a moderate effect size, φ =. 377. In addition, the 
mismatch between perception of subjective victimization and 
objective victimization was highlighted, which is only limited to 
28.9%, a contingency that is far away, with a moderate effect size, h 
= -0.61, 95% CI[-0.65, -0.57], of being common (< .50), Z = -9.12, 
p < .001, when it is expected to be normal (= .95).

On the perceived severity of dating violence behaviours, 
61.7% (N = 288) rated the severity of dating violence behaviours 
experienced as serious, a more than common contingency (> .50), 
Z = 5.06, p < .001, with a small to moderate effect, h = 0.33, 95% 
CI[0.30, 0.36].

The results of the comparison of means on sexist beliefs for the 
victimization factor (Yes vs. No) showed (see Table 1) that young 
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victims of dating violence share significantly more benevolent 
sexism beliefs than non-victims. Specifically, young victims had, 
on average, 11.9% (r = .119) more benevolent sexism bias than 
non-victims.

With regard to interpersonal conflict resolution strategies, 
the population reported significantly more use (95% Confidence 
Intervals do not overlap with a higher mean score in collaborative 
conflict resolution strategies than in passive and aggressive conflict 
resolution strategies) of collaborative (M = 21.42, 95% CI[20.84, 
22.00]) than passive strategies (M = 14.35, 95% CI[13.84, 14.86]) 
or aggressive strategies (M = 6.73, 95% CI[6.27, 7.19]); and passive 
(95% Confidence Intervals do not overlap with a higher mean score 
in passive than in aggressive conflict resolution strategies) rather 
than aggressive strategies. In turn, in line with the norms of the 
scale, young people reported a moderately high (≥ 16 AND < 
24) likelihood of using collaborative strategies (M = 21.42, 95% 
CI[20.84, 22.00]) in coping with conflict; a probability of using 
between probable (≥ 7 AND < 14) and a moderately high (≥ 14 
AND < 21) likelihood of using passive strategies (M = 14.35, 95% 
CI[13.84, 14.86]) in conflict coping, and a likelihood of employment 
of aggressive strategies (M = 6.73, 95% CI[6.27, 7.19]) in conflict 
coping between unprobable (≥ 0 AND < 7) and probable (≥ 7 AND 
< 14).

The study of the use of conflict resolution strategies (see Table 2) 
disclosed that victims of dating violence used significantly less 
collaborative conflict resolution strategies than non-victims, with 
up to 15.8% (r = .158) less use of this strategy. By contrast, victims 
of dating violence were significantly more likely to use aggressive 
conflict resolution strategies, with a 22.9% (r = .229) increase 
compared to non-victims (see Table 2).

Discussion

Before discussing the results, it must take into account the 
limitations of the present research. First, the size and homogeneity 
of the sample must be borne in mind, since this issue makes it 
difficult to generalise the results. Second, the sampling procedure 

employed limits its representativeness. Third, the measurement 
instruments used, as they are self-report measures; consequently, the 
potential bias in responding mediated by under- (social desirability) 
and over-reporting; thus, this variance is attributable to the measure 
method, not the measured construct (Fariña et al., 2017). Fourth, 
the influence of other types of variables not measured in this study 
(e.g., individual, contextual). With these limitations in mind, the 
following conclusions may be extended.

First, the results revealed the existence of victimization in 
adolescent dating relationships (32.8% of the sample), in line 
with previous studies that have examined the prevalence of 
this phenomenon (Viejo et al., 2016; Marcos et al., 2022). This 
finding is consistent with the need to emphasize that this type of 
victimization is a serious social and public health problem (Dosil 
et al., 2022; Soller et al., 2020); which should be addressed in the 
educational, social and health fields among the younger population, 
to: a) minimise the mismatch between the perception of objective 
victimization and subjective victimization; b) reduce violent 
behaviours in dating relationships; c) raise awareness of the severity 
of violent behaviours that occur in interpersonal relationships.

Second, the results revealed the existence of benevolent sexism 
beliefs to a greater extent in the victimised group than in the non-
victimised group, in line with previous research (Rey-Anacona et 
al., 2017; Fernández-Fuertes et al., 2018). Hence, sexist beliefs may 
be an anchorage that favours the appearance and permanence of 
violent behaviours in early dating relationships (Marcos et al., 2020; 
Martínez-Gómez et al., 2021), and, therefore, contents on this issue 
should be included in prevention and intervention programmes on 
violence in adolescence.

Thirdly, the victims of dating violence were more likely to use 
aggressive and passive strategies than the non-victimised group, 
which manage to cope with conflict preferably collaborative 
strategies. This means that the victimised population uses more 
conflict resolution strategies (aggressive and passive) that promote 
inappropriate and disruptive social interactions (Bonache et al., 
2017; Courtain & Glowacz, 2021; Moral & González-Sáez, 2020). 

Table 1
Differences According to the Existence of Victimization in Sexist Beliefs

Variable Victimizatin N t(df) p M(SD) Mdiff[]95% CI d

Hostile sexism No
Yes

305
148 -1.61(260) .110 20.85(9.45)

22.50(10.74) -1.66 [-3.70, 0.38] 0.17

Benevolent sexism No
Yes

294
149 -2.37(441) .018 24.60(9.46)

26.89(9.97) -2.29 [-4.20, -0.39] 0.24

Table 2
Differences According to the Existence of Victimization in Conflict Resolution Strategies

Variable Victimization N t(df) p M(SD) Mdiff95% CI d

Collaborative strategies Absence
Presence

299
149 3.23(446) < .001 22.10(6.36)

20.07(5.98) 2.02[0.79, 3.25] -0.32

Passive strategies Absence
Presence

303
140 -1.64(441) .102 14.07(5.42)

14.98(5.53) -0.91[-2.01, 0.18] 0.17

Aggressive strategies Absence
Presence

297
143 -4.81(438) < .001 5.96(4.09)

8.33(6.09) -2.37[-3.33, -1.40] 0.49
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adolescence is a time of numerous physical and psycho-emotional 
changes (Özdemir et al., 2016; Mills & Tamnes, 2014), with effects in 
the skills to establish relationships with others (Bonache et al., 2017) 
and, consequently, the conceptualisation of romantic relationships. 
Thus, violence that occurs in early dating relationships is identified 
as a unique phenomenon, with particular characteristics (Rodríguez-
Franco et al., 2016; Marcos et al., 2020) and factors associated 
with this stage of development (Garthe et al., 2017; Hebert et al., 
2019; Marcos et al., 2022). Therefore, these issues should be kept 
in mind when designing, developing and implementing prevention 
programmes addressing adolescent violence in general (López-
Cepero et al., 2015; Marcos et al., 2020), and intimate partner 
violence in particular (Novo et al., 2019; Wincentak et al., 2017).
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