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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to test the hypothesis that, among females, popularity with male peers, physical attractiveness, mature appearance, parental involvement, and initiation of dating early in high school would be associated with cumulative experiences of verbal and physical aggression throughout high school.  It was also expected that the females who initiated romantic relationships earlier while also experiencing little parental involvement would have experienced the most dating aggression during high school.

Participants were 102 white females between the ages of 17 and 19 who had recently graduated from high school.  Participants were interviewed about their dating histories and completed self-report questionnaires.  On average, females experienced about 12 acts of verbal aggression by the end of high school.  About 41% of participants reported a history of physical aggression by romantic partners. 

Females who were more attractive and appeared older than their peers in grade 9 were also more popular with males in grade 9.  This popularity with males was associated with spending more time with romantic partners early in high school.  In turn, those who spent more time with romantic partners and less time with family members early in high school had more experiences with dating aggression by the end of high school.  It appeared that some of the experiences that were highly sought after by many young females (popularity, attractiveness and dating) might also have put them at risk of experiencing dating aggression especially if this was accompanied by spending little time with family members. 

These results are consistent with past research that has demonstrated that low parental involvement and more involvement with peers and a peer orientation (especially deviant peers) are associated with risk behaviors such as alcohol and drug use, antisocial behaviors (stealing, damaging property), and early and risky sexual behavior.

Hypotheses

Hypothesis 1)  Among females, early individual factors and characteristics of social relationships will be associated with cumulative experiences of verbal and physical aggression throughout high school.


Early individual factors and characteristics of social relationships include:

· Popularity with male peers in grade 9.

· Physical attractiveness compared to same-sex peers in grade 9.

· Mature appearance compared to same-sex peers in grade 9.

· More involvement with romantic partners in grade 9.

· Less involvement with parents in grade 9.

Hypothesis 2)  Females who initiated romantic relationships earlier while also having little parental involvement would have the most experience with aggression by romantic partners during high school. 
Why These Hypotheses???

Why Would Early Involvement with Romantic Partners be Associated with Experiences of Dating Aggression?
There is an exposure-risk relationship for dating aggression. The number of previous dating partners has been associated with females’ experiences of aggression in dating relationships during high school (Bergman, 1992; Reuterman & Burcky,1989) and college (Neufeld, McNamara, & Ertl, 1999). Among high school students, females who experienced aggression had dated a larger number of individuals when compared to adolescents who had not experienced aggression (Reuterman & Burcky, 1989). 
Why Would Parent Involvement be Associated with

Experiences of Dating Aggression?
Parenting practices such conflict, discipline and monitoring have been associated with increased involvement with deviant peers and greater problem behaviors (Ary, Duncan, Duncan, & Hops, 1999; Dishion, Patterson, Stoolmiller, & Skinner, 1991; Magdol, Moffitt, Caspi, & Silva, 1998; Patterson & Bank, 1989).  Problems behaviors during middle adolescence have been associated with experiences of partner abuse in late adolescence (Magdol, et al., 1998).

Why Would Popularity, Physical Attractiveness & Mature Appearance

be Associated with Experiences of Dating 
Female adolescents who date earlier are also more popular, have more male friends, and mature earlier (Aro & Tiapale, 1987; Connolly, Furman, & Konarski, 1995; Connolly & Johnson, 1997; Franzoi, Davis & Vasquez-Suson, 1994; Phinney, et al., 1990).

Speed and Gangestad (1997), as well as others (e.g., see Buss, 1994; Feingold, 1990), reported that physical attractiveness is strongly correlated with romantic popularity or attraction, but was most strongly associated among females (accounting for 50% of the variance in romantic popularity).

Participants and Procedures
Participants were 102 white females between the ages of 17 and 19 who had recently graduated from high school (M age = 18; SD = 0.7).  Recruited from two sites in the Northwestern United States including a large urban high school and a large urban 

university.  Six participants were excluded from analyses because they reported they had never had a steady romantic partner (of the opposite- or same-sex) and 2 participants did not provide complete data on interpersonal aggression in dating relationships. 
Measures

Data were collected with structured interviews and self-report questionnaires.  The structured interview collected history of  involvement and interaction with romantic partners and family members during high school.  The self-report questionnaire collected data on individual characteristics,  popularity with peers, and physical and verbal aggression in past and current romantic relationships.

Time Spent with Romantic Partners and Family Members in Grade 9
Participants reported the amount of “free” time they spent with romantic partners and their families in the Fall and Spring of grade 9.  It was assumed that these measures of time spent represented amount of involvement with regards to romantic partners, and involvement and monitoring with regards to family members.  In grade 9, Mean Time Spent with Romantic Partner = 18.5
(SD=24).  Forty-five percent spent no (0%) time with a romantic partner.  Seventeen percent spent 50% or more of their time with a romantic partner.  In grade 9, Mean Time Spent with Family = 30.6 (SD=22.4). Forty-four percent spent 20% or less of their time with family.  Sixteen percent spent 50% or more of their time with family.

Popularity
Participants rated their self-perceived popularity with males in grade 9.  Possible responses ranged from 1 (much less popular with boys than other girls in the ninth grade) to 5 (much more popular with boys than other girls in the ninth grade ).  Mean = 2.7 (SD=1.3)

Attractiveness
A single question measured self-perceived physical attractiveness in comparison to other females in grade 9.  Response options ranged from 1 (much less attractive than other girls in ninth grade) to 5 (much more attractive than other girls in ninth grade). Mean = 2.7 (SD=0.9)

Mature Appearance
Participants rated how mature they looked in ninth grade compared to other females who were the same age.  Response options ranged from 1 (much younger than other girls in the ninth  grade) to 5 (much older than other girls in the ninth grade).  Mean = 3.1 (SD=1.1).  Mature appearance was significantly negatively correlated with age of onset 

of menstruation (r = -.30, p < .01). 

Experiences of Verbal and Physical Aggression by Romantic Partners

The Conflicts Tactics Scale (CTS; Straus, 1979) was used to measure physical and verbal aggression by romantic partners. Six items asked about experiences with verbal aggression by romantic partners (e.g., insult or swore). Nine items asked about physically aggressive behaviors including throwing something at the other; pushing, grabbing or shoving; and slapping, kicking, biting, or hitting; hitting or trying to hit with something; beating up; choking; threatening with a knife or gun; and using a knife or gun. There were seven response options for each item including none, once, twice, 3 to 5 times, 6 to 10 times, 11 to 20 times, or more than 20 times. 

The distributions of verbal and physical aggression scores were skewed. Square root transformations of scores resulted in verbal aggression scores that more closely approximated a normal distribution.  Verbal aggression, Mean = 3.3 (about 12 events, SD=1.7).  Verbal aggression, Median = 3.5

The distribution of physical aggression scores remained nonnormal, so three groups of females were formed and this indicator of physical aggression was used in further analyses. 

Group 1) 55 females who reported experiencing no physical aggression by romantic partners throughout high school. 

Group 2) 17 females who experienced 1 or 2 acts of aggression (those in the 3rd quartile of the distribution). 

Group 3) 22 females who experienced 3 or more acts of aggression by romantic partners.    Forth one percent had a history of experiencing physical aggression.  Forty-four percent experienced 4 or more acts.

Results:  Tests of Hypotheses
Verbal Aggression

Multiple linear regression was to determine whether popularity with males, amount of time spent with romantic partners, amount of time spent with family members, and the interaction between time with partners and time with family in grade 9 were significantly associated with cumulative experiences of verbal aggression during high school (Table 2).   Attractiveness and physical maturity were not included as they were not significantly correlated with verbal aggression.

Participants who spent more time with romantic partners in grade 9 and who were more popular with males in grade 9 experienced more verbal aggression throughout high school.  There was no main effect of time spent with family on experiences of verbal aggression.

The interaction between time with partners and time with family members was negatively associated with verbal aggression (Figure 1).   The group of females who spent little time with family (< 25% of their time) and more time with romantic partners (more then 5% of their time) in grade 9 had the highest average cumulative verbal aggression scores. 

Physical Aggression

Analysis of variance was used to determine if females who had experienced no, some, or a higher amount of physical aggression during high school had different mean levels of popularity with males, time with romantic partners, and time with family early in high school.   Attractiveness and physical maturity were not tested as they were not significantly correlated with physical aggression.

Females who had experienced 3 or more acts of physical aggression by romantic partners during high school were more popular with males in grade 9 (M = 3.2, SE = .27) than females who experienced 1 or 2 acts of aggression (M = 2.9, SE = .30) and females who had never experienced aggression (M = 2.5, SE = .17). 

Females who had experienced 3 or more acts of physical aggression by romantic partners during high school had spent more time with romantic partners in grade 9 (M = 27.1, SE = 5.0) than females who experienced.  1 or 2 acts of aggression (M = 22.0, SE = 5.7) or females who had never experienced aggression (M = 14.0, SE = 3.2). 

There was no main effect of time spent with family members in grade 9 on experiences of physical aggression romantic partners.

Females who spent a low amount of time with family and a high amount of time with romantic partners in grade 9 were the most likely to experience physical aggression by partners during high school, especially 3 or more acts of aggression, while females in the other 3 groups were about equally at risk ( = 13.2, p <. 05; Figure 2). 

Discussion and Conclusion
Females who are more attractive and more mature in appearance compared to their other females in grade 9 are also more popular with males in grade 9. This popularity with males is associated with spending more time with romantic partners early in high school. In addition, those who spend more time with romantic partners and less time with family members early in high school are more likely to experience acts of verbal and physical aggression by romantic partners during high school. 

Why would more involvement in romantic relationships early in

high school be a risk for dating aggression?  

Three possible explanations.

1)  Intimate relationships earlier in the life course may be more likely to include dating aggression. Many young people may not yet have the cognitive ability, the emotional maturity or the experience to handle difficult situations and conflicts through negotiation, communication, and problem-solving (Keating, 1990). 

2)  Problem Behavior Theory (Donovan & Jessor) and the theory of development of antisocial behavior of Patterson and colleagues (Ary, Duncan, Duncan, & Hops, 1999; Dishion, et al., 1991; Patterson & Bank) may provide explanations. Females who are involved in more intense romantic relationships earlier in the life course may be the same females who are more likely to be involved with deviant peers and deviant peers may use aggression with dating partners.

3)  The risk of dating aggression could simply be due to having a greater variety of partners and choices in partners because of popularity with males (i.e., greater exposure). These opportunities may increase the risk of coming in contact with a partner who is verbally or physically aggressive.

Why would less involvement with family early in high school

be a risk for dating aggression?  

The specific mechanisms of the effect of involvement with family on experiences of dating aggression need further exploration. 

1)  Less involvement with family members may reflect reduced parental monitoring of adolescents’ time.  Less monitoring by parents could result in adolescents’ increased involvement in problem behaviors and interactions with peers engaged in similar activities. 

2)  Alternatively, when parents and adolescents spend more time together this may be a reflection of more positive relationships marked by less conflict. Conflict in the family of origin may be a more proximal link to experiences of dating aggression. 

