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Objective: This multimethod longitudinal study examines the negotiation of autonomy and relatedness
between teens and their mothers as etiologic predictors of perpetration and victimization of dating
aggression 2 years later. Method: Observations of 87 mid-adolescents and their mothers discussing a
topic of disagreement were coded for each individual’s demonstrations of autonomy and relatedness
using a validated coding system. Adolescents self-reported on perpetration and victimization of physical
and psychological dating aggression 2 years later. We hypothesized that mothers’ and adolescents’
behaviors supporting autonomy and relatedness would longitudinally predict lower reporting of dating
aggression, and that their behaviors inhibiting autonomy and relatedness would predict higher reporting
of dating aggression. Results: Hypotheses were not supported; main findings were characterized by
interactions of sex and risk status with autonomy. Maternal behaviors supporting autonomy predicted
higher reports of perpetration and victimization of physical dating aggression for girls, but not for boys.
Adolescent behaviors supporting autonomy predicted higher reports of perpetration of physical dating
aggression for high-risk adolescents, but not for low-risk adolescents. Conclusions: Results indicate that
autonomy is a dynamic developmental process, operating differently as a function of social contexts in
predicting dating aggression. Examination of these and other developmental processes within parent–
child relationships is important in predicting dating aggression, but may depend on social context.

Keywords: adolescents, dating aggression, autonomy, relatedness, parental relationships

Supplemental materials: http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/a0036557.supp

Aggression within dating relationships is a significant problem
facing adolescents. A recent study using a U.S. nationally repre-
sentative sample found that 1 in 10 high school students reported
physical dating violence victimization in the previous 12 months
(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2011). Rates of
psychological aggression appear higher, with as many as 29% of

adolescents in a nationally representative sample reporting victim-
ization of psychological aggression in their relationships (Halpern,
Oslak, Young, Martin, & Kupper, 2001). Although a few effective
prevention programs have been developed and tested (Whitaker,
Murphy, Eckhardt, Hodges, & Cowart, 2013), more needs to be
understood about the etiological underpinnings of dating violence
in order to move the prevention field forward. This study takes a
unique approach to exploring the etiology of dating violence by
exploring a developmental aspect of teens’ relationships with their
mothers, specifically, the negotiation of autonomy and relatedness,
as a longitudinal predictor of dating violence.

Research on the etiology of dating violence is in its early stages.
Cross-sectional research has identified a wide range of potential
risk factors for dating aggression, including demographic charac-
teristics; cognitive and coping deficits; other risk behaviors, such
as substance use and risky sexual behaviors; and family-level
factors, such as witnessing violence among parents (Halpern et al.,
2001; Lewis & Fremouw, 2001; Silverman, Raj, Mucci, & Hatha-
way, 2001; Temple & Freeman, 2011). However, cross-sectional
studies cannot distinguish correlates from true precipitating risk
factors. Longitudinal research is needed to establish temporal
precedents of the onset of dating violence. A recent review by Vagi
et al. (2013) examined longitudinal risk and protective factors for
perpetrating dating violence, and identified 53 risk factors and six
protective factors from both the individual and relationship levels.
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Overall, the longitudinal risk factor categories are similar to those
discussed for correlational risk factors, and as with the cross-
sectional risk factor literature, the majority of risk and protective
factors were at the individual, rather than relationship, level of the
social ecology.

One theme that continues to emerge from both the cross-
sectional and more recent longitudinal literature is that family-
level variables play a key role in both the perpetration and vic-
timization of teen dating violence. Certainly, experiencing
violence in the family (witnessing partner violence between par-
ents and experiencing child abuse) is a well-established predictor
of subsequent dating violence perpetration (Ehrensaft et al., 2003;
Lewis & Fremouw, 2001; Vagi et al., 2013), but parental influence
on dating violence behaviors seems to extend past exposure to
violence. For instance, one study in Vagi and colleagues’ (2013)
review found that a positive relationship with one’s mother was a
protective factor for perpetration of dating violence (Cleveland,
Herrera, & Stuewig, 2003), and another study found that aversive
family communication was a longitudinal risk factor for perpetrat-
ing physical violence (Andrews, Foster, Capaldi, & Hops, 2000).
This article further examines the role of family factors in the
etiology of dating violence by examining how the negotiation of
autonomy and relatedness of young adolescents with their mothers
contributes to the prediction of teen dating violence by late ado-
lescence.

Attachment and Autonomy as a Theoretical
Framework

Attachment theory (Bowlby, 1982) asserts that the nature of
relationships with caregivers influences children’s interactions and
relationships throughout their lives, and provides theoretical sup-
port for examining adolescents’ relationships with their parents in
understanding subsequent relationships with their dating partners
(McElhaney et al., 2009). Whereas the classic research on attach-
ment in infancy focused on the child’s need for physical security,
research on attachment in adolescence reflects a shift in focus to
young people’s need for emotional or perceived security rather
than for physical protection (Allen & Land, 1999). Whereas early
operational definitions of adolescent autonomy in developmental
research appeared to capture detachment from parents (Hill &
Holmbeck, 1986), more recent work framed within attachment
theory suggests that optimal growth in autonomy occurs in the
context of a warm, emotionally supportive relationship with care-
givers, using parents as a “secure base” from which to explore the
world (Allen et al., 1997; McElhaney et al., 2009). Strivings for
autonomy that occur in the context of warm and supportive parent–
child relationships (ones high in relatedness) have been found to
buffer adolescents from susceptibility to negative peer influence
and involvement in delinquent behavior, and contribute positively
to the development of social skills (Allen, Chango, Szwedo,
Schad, & Marston, 2012; Allen et al., 2002). However, adoles-
cents’ strivings for autonomy in the absence of parental relation-
ships characterized by a high degree of relatedness may actually be
perceived as threatening the relationship, and lead to an escalation
of defensiveness, criticism, and other negative interactions within
the relationship (McElhaney et al., 2009). Failure to successfully
negotiate the task of establishing autonomy can have deleterious
intra- and interpersonal consequences for youth outside of their

relationships with parents, including low self-esteem (Allen,
Hauser, Bell, & O’Connor, 1994), substance use (McElhaney et
al., 2009), and violent behavior (Tate, 1999). Each of these out-
comes has been associated with both perpetration and victimiza-
tion of adolescent dating aggression (Foshee, Linder, MacDougall,
& Bangdiwala, 2001; Malik, Sorenson, & Aneshensel, 1997; Vagi
et al., 2013). Therefore, it stands to reason that the negotiation of
autonomy and relatedness with parents is a useful developmental
process to investigate in the etiology of dating violence.

From Autonomy Development to Dating Aggression

The current study used data from a larger study examining
attachment and autonomy and relatedness negotiation on a host of
adolescent health, mental health, and behavioral outcomes (Allen,
McElhaney, Kuperminc, & Jodl, 2004). We examined observed
interactions in which adolescents and their mothers sought to
resolve personally relevant disagreements at age 16 and their
potential associations with involvement in dating aggression 2
years later. Specifically, using an established coding system de-
veloped by the third author, observations of adolescents’ and their
mothers’ behaviors relating to the promotion and inhibition of
autonomy and relatedness exhibited during a discussion of a con-
flict in mid-adolescence were examined as predictors of adolescent
self-report of perpetration and victimization of physical and psy-
chological dating aggression in late adolescence. We examined the
following hypotheses: (a) that mothers’ demonstrations of support-
ing autonomy and supporting relatedness in their interactions with
their teens would predict lower levels of perpetration and victim-
ization of physical and psychological aggression 2 years later; (b)
that mothers’ demonstrations of inhibiting autonomy and inhibit-
ing relatedness in their interactions with their teens would predict
higher levels of teen’s perpetration and victimization of physical
and psychological aggression 2 years later; (c) that adolescents’
demonstrations of supporting autonomy and supporting related-
ness in their interactions with their mothers would predict lower
levels of perpetration and victimization of physical and psycho-
logical aggression 2 years later; and (d) that that adolescents’
demonstrations of inhibiting autonomy and inhibiting relatedness
in their interactions with their mothers would predict higher levels
of teen’s perpetration and victimization of physical and psycho-
logical aggression 2 years later. Because dating aggression has
been demonstrated in some studies to differ depending on adoles-
cent sex, race, and socioeconomic risk, we explored these variables
as potential moderators.

Method

Participants

The data were drawn from a larger longitudinal sample of
adolescents and their families (Allen et al., 2004). The original
sample was selected from the ninth and tenth grades of two public
high schools based on the presence of any of four academic risk
factors: a failing grade in a course, 10 or more absences per
grading period, a history of grade retention, or a history of sus-
pension. These criteria were used for the original study to capture
a sizable range of students who could be identified by academic
records to have the potential for future academic and social diffi-
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culties (see Allen et al., 2004, for further information about sam-
pling strategy and eligibility criteria). About half of the students
from the two schools met at least one of these criteria and were
eligible for participation in the study.

Of the original 179 families who consented to the study, 136
adolescents and their families completed the first wave of data
collection, and of these, 133 (98%) completed the second wave
approximately two years later. The three adolescents who dropped
out between Wave 1 and Wave 2 did not differ from the sample on
any demographic or study variables. The current study used data
from the subsample of these 133 adolescents who indicated at
Wave 2 that they had had at least one dating partner in the past
year (n � 91). Of these 91 adolescents, 10 were missing data on
the autonomy and relatedness variables from the mother–
adolescent videotaped interaction task. Of these 10, seven cases
were determined to be missing at random (i.e., videotape was
compromised or uncodable, rather than the task being refused by
the participants; Allison, 2002). Autonomy and relatedness data
were imputed for these seven cases using the expectation-
maximization algorithm (Allison, 2002), giving us analyzable data
for 88 participants. Because race is examined as a variable in this
study, and all except one of the participants identified either as
Caucasian or African American, the one participant who identified
as “other: multiracial” was dropped from analyses due to insuffi-
cient numbers to examine this racial identity separately from
Caucasian and African American., resulting in a final study sample
of 87.

Of the 87 adolescents in the sample, 55% identified as Cauca-
sian and 45% identified as African American. The sample was
fairly evenly split by sex (47% female). The mean family income
was just over $30,000 per year (M � $31,395, SD � $19,851). The
majority (59%) of the adolescents were in tenth grade and were
almost 16 years of age (M � 15.85, SD � .88) at Time 1 and 18
(M � 18.17, SD � 1.11) at Time 2. Fifty-eight percent indicated
that they were currently dating a partner and 10% were engaged to
their current dating partner at Time 2.

Procedure

Approximately 67% of the families of eligible adolescents
agreed to participate. As part of the first wave of data collection,
those families attended two 3-hr sessions (Visits 1 and 2) and were
paid $105 (per family) for their time. Transportation and childcare
were provided upon request. Consent from each family member
was obtained at the beginning of Visit 1, and consent and confi-
dentiality were reviewed at each subsequent visit. During each of
the two Wave 1 visits, family members completed face-to-face
interviews and a series of questionnaires with an interviewer in a
private room. Additionally, family members participated in video-
taped dyadic interactions. Referral lists containing information
about various professional and community services were provided
to participants at the end of each session.

Roughly two years later, families returned for the second wave
of data collection. Again, two 3-hr sessions were conducted (Visit
3 and Visit 4). However, parents attended only Visit 3, whereas the
adolescent returned for both visits. Procedures were identical to
those of Wave 1, except that adolescents were paid $65 and each
parent was paid $50.

Variables

Demographic variables. Demographic variables including
sex, race, and environmental risk were measured through mother
and adolescent self-report during Wave 1. Adolescents reported
their sex, race, and the high school they attended. Mothers reported
on annual household income and number of persons supported by
this income. As in another study examining this sample (McEl-
haney & Allen, 2001), a dummy variable indicating environmental
risk was computed; families were identified as living in conditions
of environmental risk if their income fell at or below the 200%
federal poverty line and their residence was classified as urban.
Research documents that poor families and children who live in
urban areas are at high risk for exposure to crime and other
negative outcomes related to criminal activity (McLoyd, 1990),
and crime rates in the recruitment area supported this assertion
(McElhaney & Allen, 2001; Virginia Department of State Police,
1995). Thus, poverty coupled with living in an urban area is likely
a better indicator of exposure to crime and environmental risk than
poverty alone.

Autonomy and relatedness. Adolescents and their mothers
participated in a revealed-differences task during Wave 1, in which
they discussed an issue about which they disagreed. Typical topics
included money (19%), grades (19%), household rules (17%),
friends (14%), and brothers and sisters (10%); other possible areas
included communication, plans for the future, alcohol and drugs,
religion, and dating. Trained graduate students used the videotapes
and transcripts to code the mother–adolescent interactions using
the Autonomy and Relatedness Coding System (Allen, Hauser,
Bell, McElhaney, & Tate, 1994). This coding system has demon-
strated construct validity and has been used in multiple studies of
adolescent functioning (Allen, Hauser, Bell, & O’Connor, 1994;
Allen et al., 2002; Allen et al., 2012; Tate, 1999). The coding
manual for this coding system is available as online supplemental
material for this article.

Concrete behavioral guidelines were used to code both mothers’
and adolescents’ individual speeches on 10 subscales. Behaviors
promoting autonomy were scored on two subscales: (a) stating
reasons clearly for one’s position, and following up these reasons
thoroughly with multiple examples or reasons (see codebook for
examples of exchanges with thoroughly followed-up points); and
(b) exhibiting confidence in stating one’s thoughts and opinions—
high scores on this subscale are given when the speaker states
positions clearly and audibly with no signs of uncertainty or
hesitation, and statements do not include tentative clauses (such as
“well, maybe this is a dumb idea, but I think that . . .”). Behaviors
inhibiting autonomy were scored on three subscales: (a) placating/
recanting one’s position, in which one pretends to agree with the
other or change their position in order to placate the other or de-
escalate the argument (e.g., “Fine, you’re right. Whatever.”); and (b)
overpersonalizing/blurring the boundary between the person and
their position (e.g., “I will fall apart if you don’t stop doing
this—it’s pushing me over the edge,” and “You’re just saying that
because you’re a kid and you don’t know anything”).

Behaviors promoting relatedness were scored on three sub-
scales: (a) making queries and statements that reflect a true interest
in understanding the other person’s position (e.g., “What do you
think we should do about this problem?” said with genuine inter-
est); (b) validating/agreeing/positively reacting to the other person,
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even if the speaker does not fully agree (e.g., That is a very interesting
argument, and I can see how it fits, but I think that . . .”); and (c)
demonstrating engagement in the interaction, which includes com-
municating points and being sensitive to what the other is com-
municating, responding to the other, giving them time to talk,
having an empathic tone, making eye contact, asking how the other
feels, and actively responding to their point of view. Finally,
behaviors inhibiting relatedness are scored on two subscales: (a)
distracting/ignoring/cutting off the other person, in which the
person demonstrates a lack of interest in what the other is saying
and an unwillingness to hear them or acknowledge their position
(e.g., “[interrupting mother] Oh gag me! I don’t want to hear that
stupid story all over again! It’s always the same. Blah blah blah
blah. Just stop!”); and (b) making hostile or devaluing statements
toward the other, either explicitly or implicitly (e.g., “You must be
really stupid if you think that!”). Detailed scoring information and
extensive descriptions and examples can be found in the coding
manual in the online supplemental materials. Scores for each
individual in the dyad were used as separate indicators of relation-
ship quality and functioning (Tate, 1999). Spearman-Brown reli-
abilities ranged from .70 to.86 for the subscales, indicating excel-
lent interrater reliability (Allen, Hauser, Bell, Boykin, & Tate,
1994). Composite measures had moderate to strong internal con-
sistency, with Cronbach’s alpha estimates for promoting autonomy
and relatedness ranging between .70 and .81, and estimates for
inhibiting autonomy and relatedness ranging between .57 and .81
(McElhaney & Allen, 2001; Tate, 1999).

Dating aggression variables. Adolescents’ self-report of per-
petration and victimization of physical and psychological aggres-
sion with any dating partner in the past year was measured using
the physical and verbal aggression subscales of the original Con-
flict Tactics Scale (Straus, 1979). Response sets were modified
from the original version of the CTS so that, instead of asking the
adolescent to report raw frequencies of behaviors, a 4-point scale
was used (0 � never, 1 � once or twice, 2 � several times, and
3 � many times). Dating aggression experiences were assessed at
Wave 2, when the adolescents were about 18 years old.

For perpetration of physical aggression against any partner in
the past year, adolescents were asked “How often have you done
this with one or more romantic partners in the past year?” about 11
physically aggressive behaviors, such as throwing something at
them, kicking them, hitting them with an object, choking them, and
threatening them with a knife or gun. The physical aggression
subscale was modified slightly from the original CTS in two ways:
(a) one item (“hit or tried to hit [partner] with something”) was
broken into two items (“Hit or tried to hit them with a belt,
hairbrush, paddle, stick, or similar item” and “Hit or tried to hit
them with a club, baseball bat, lamp, chair or similarly heavy
object”); and (b) one item from the CTS-2 (Straus, Hamby, Boney-
McCoy, & Sugarman, 1996) was added (“Purposely burned or
scalded them”—slightly different word order than CTS-2) For
victimization of physical aggression from any dating partner
within the past year, adolescents were asked, “How often has one
or more romantic partners done this with you in the past year?”
about the same physically aggressive behaviors. Final scores were
obtained by summing scores on the 4-point frequency scale across
behaviors. Because the physical aggression variables were posi-
tively skewed, square root transformations of the sum scores for
perpetration and victimization were used.

For perpetration of psychological aggression against any partner
in the past year, adolescents were asked “How often have you done
this with one or more romantic partners in the past year?” regard-
ing six psychologically aggressive behaviors, such as insulting or
swearing at the person, threatening to hit or throw something at
them, and destroying an object. For victimization of psychological
aggression from any dating partner, adolescents were asked, “How
often has one or more romantic partners done this with you in the
past year?” regarding the same psychologically aggressive behav-
iors. Final scores were obtained by summing scores on the 4-point
frequency scale across behaviors.

Analytic Strategy

We hypothesized that adolescents’ and their mothers’ promotion
of autonomy and relatedness in their coded interactions would
predict lower levels of self-reported perpetration and victimization
of dating aggression (physical and psychological) 2 years later, and
that their inhibition of autonomy and relatedness would predict
higher levels of perpetration and victimization of dating aggression
2 years later. Hypotheses 1 and 2 pertain to mothers’ behaviors
supporting and inhibiting (respectively) autonomy and relatedness
during an interaction at Time 1 to predicting the adolescents’
involvement in dating aggression at Time 2. Hypotheses 3 and 4
pertain to the adolescents’ behaviors supporting and inhibiting
(respectively) autonomy and relatedness during an interaction at
Time 1 to predict the adolescents’ involvement in dating aggres-
sion at Time 2. For each hypothesis, four dating aggression vari-
ables (perpetration and victimization of both physical and psycho-
logical aggression) were examined. Further, sex, race/ethnicity,
and risk status were examined as moderators for each dependent
variable within each hypothesis. The same analytic strategy em-
ploying multiple regression analyses was used to examine each
hypothesis. For each regression equation, preliminary analyses
were conducted to examine contributions of sex, race/ethnicity,
and environmental risk status to explained variance in each depen-
dent variable. These demographic variables were retained in the
final model only if preliminary analyses revealed significant main
effects or interactions involving those variables. Final regression
models included identified demographic variables, followed by
inclusion of the relevant autonomy and relatedness variables, and
then (if supported) inclusion of interaction terms. Overall regres-
sion models were interpreted only if significant. Significant inter-
actions were probed to determine whether the individual slopes of
the lines for each level of the moderator variable significantly
differed from zero, following the procedures recommended by
Aiken and West (1991).

Results

Means and standard deviations were calculated for each indepen-
dent and dependent variable for the entire sample and for each group
defined by the moderator variables examined in this study. Means,
standard deviations, and independent samples t tests are presented in
Table 1 for boys and for girls, for African American and Caucasian
participants, and for participants who were exposed to environmental
risk and those who were not. Sex, racial, and risk-level differences
were found for several independent and dependent variables. Girls
displayed significantly more behaviors both supporting and inhibiting
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autonomy in interactions with their mothers than boys did. Girls also
reported higher rates of perpetration of both physical and psycholog-
ical aggression than boys. The mothers of African American adoles-
cents exhibited fewer behaviors supporting relatedness with their
teens than the mothers of Caucasian participants. African American
adolescents demonstrated fewer behaviors both supporting and inhib-
iting autonomy and fewer behaviors supporting relatedness in their
interaction tasks than their Caucasian counterparts. Finally, compar-
ing teens exposed versus not exposed to environmental risk, the
mothers of environmentally at-risk teens used fewer behaviors sup-
porting their teens’ autonomy than the mothers of teens who were not
at risk. Additionally, at-risk teens demonstrated fewer behaviors both
supporting and inhibiting autonomy, and fewer behaviors both sup-
porting and inhibiting relatedness. There were no significant differ-
ences between African American and Caucasian, or between high-risk
and low-risk adolescents, on perpetration or victimization of physical
or psychological aggression.

Bivariate correlational analyses were also conducted between
independent and dependent study variables (see Table 2). For
ease of presentation, all correlation coefficients were multiplied
by 100, and coefficients with absolute values greater than 21
were significantly different from zero. Not surprisingly, many
of the autonomy and relatedness variables were significantly
intercorrelated, as were all of the aggression variables. Moth-
ers’ behaviors inhibiting relatedness were associated positively
with adolescents’ reports of both perpetration and victimization
of psychological aggression. Adolescents’ behaviors inhibiting
autonomy were associated positively with psychological perpe-
tration. Somewhat surprisingly, however, mothers’ behaviors
supporting autonomy were positively correlated with adoles-
cents’ reports of perpetration of psychological aggression. None
of the autonomy and relatedness variables were significantly
correlated with reports of perpetration or victimization of phys-
ical aggression.

Table 1
Means and Standard Deviations of Independent and Dependent Variables, With t Tests of Differences Based on Moderator Variables

Variable
Sample

(N � 87)

Sex Race Risk status

Girls
(n � 41)

Boys
(n � 46) t

African
American
(n � 39)

Caucasian
(n � 48) t

At risk
(n � 29)

Not at risk
(n � 58) t

Mothers’ behaviors
Supporting autonomy 2.67 (0.66) 2.60 (0.58) 2.74 (0.72) 1.00 2.59 (0.65) 2.74 (0.66) 1.04 2.45 (0.74) 2.79 (0.58) 2.28�

Inhibiting autonomy 0.90 (0.45) 0.86 (0.48) 0.94 (0.41) 0.90 0.93 (0.45) 0.88 (0.45) �0.55 0.89 (0.42) 0.91 (0.46) 0.16
Supporting relatedness 2.04 (0.69) 2.17 (0.66) 1.91 (0.70) �1.77 1.76 (0.56) 2.26 (0.71) 3.52� 1.92 (0.63) 2.10 (0.72) 1.15
Inhibiting relatedness 0.91 (0.64) 0.89 (0.65) 0.93 (0.63) 0.24 0.91 (0.72) 0.92 (0.58) 0.18 0.77 (0.59) 0.98 (0.66) 1.47

Adolescents’ behaviors
Supporting autonomy 1.90 (0.89) 2.18 (0.75) 1.65 (0.93) �2.95� 1.47 (0.77) 2.25 (0.83) 4.49� 1.38 (0.83) 2.16 (0.80) 4.27�

Inhibiting autonomy 0.84 (0.56) 0.99 (0.60) 0.70 (0.48) �2.58� 0.70 (0.42) 0.95 (0.63) 2.08� 0.61 (0.45) 0.95 (0.57) 2.81�

Supporting relatedness 1.37 (0.62) 1.45 (0.52) 1.30 (0.71) �1.10 1.17 (0.58) 1.54 (0.61) 2.84� 1.09 (0.63) 1.51 (0.58) 3.12�

Inhibiting relatedness 1.12 (0.68) 1.19 (0.74) 1.05 (0.63) �0.99 0.97 (0.53) 1.23 (0.77) 1.79 0.94 (0.55) 1.20 (0.73) 1.73
Physical aggression

Perpetration 1.16 (3.67) 2.20 (5.14) 0.24 (0.64) �2.56� 1.82 (4.81) 0.63 (2.29) �1.52 2.07 (5.50) 0.71 (2.20) �1.65
Victimization 1.63 (2.93) 1.81 (3.61) 1.48 (2.19) �0.52 2.11 (3.81) 1.25 (1.92) �1.36 2.14 (3.58) 1.38 (2.55) �1.15

Psychological aggression
Perpetration 3.65 (4.55) 5.12 (4.99) 2.33 (2.93) �3.22� 3.86 (4.95) 3.48 (3.63) �0.41 3.01 (3.96) 3.97 (4.38) 0.99
Victimization 4.26 (3.90) 4.81 (4.20) 3.78 (3.58) �1.24 4.10 (4.41) 4.40 (3.47) 0.35 3.96 (4.00) 4.42 (3.87) 0.52

� p � .05.

Table 2
Bivariate Correlations Between Study Variables

Variable name 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

1. Mothers’ supporting autonomy —
2. Mothers’ supporting relatedness 27 —
3. Mothers’ inhibiting autonomy �07 �39 —
4. Mothers’ inhibiting relatedness �07 �44 48 —
5. Adolescents’ supporting autonomy 34 43 00 09 —
6. Adolescents’ supporting relatedness 26 55 �16 �12 43 —
7. Adolescents’ inhibiting autonomy 06 �12 19 33 37 07 —
8. Adolescents’ inhibiting relatedness �23 �37 31 46 �03 �33 59 —
9. Psychological perpetration 21 03 15 23 21 07 25 15 —

10. Psychological victimization �01 �04 07 25 04 �05 09 19 74 —
11. Physical perpetration (transformed) 18 00 12 05 09 07 01 �06 68 53 —
12. Physical victimization (transformed) 05 �09 13 15 �10 �10 �06 02 57 69 58 —

Note. All values multiplied by 100. Transformed correlation coefficients �|21| are significant at p � .05.
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Regression Models

Girls were more likely than boys to report perpetration of both physical
and psychological aggression across the models examined. Additionally,
African American youth were more likely than Caucasian youth to report
perpetration of physical aggression in models examining inhibition of
autonomy and relatedness but not in models examining support of au-
tonomy and relatedness (approaching significance in one model). Sex and
race accounted for between 11 and 19% of the variance in dating violence
variables.

Hypothesis 1: Mothers’ behaviors supporting autonomy and
relatedness as predictors of dating aggression.

The hypothesis that mothers’ behaviors supporting of autonomy
and relatedness would negatively predict involvement in dating ag-
gression was not supported (see Table 3, Model 1). Three of the four
regression models examining maternal behaviors supporting auton-
omy and relatedness were significant, accounting for 14% to 27% of
the variance. A significant interaction of sex with mothers’ behaviors
supporting autonomy reached significance in two of those equations.
In the models predicting perpetration of physical aggression, F(4,
82) � 7.46, p � .05, and physical victimization, F(4, 82) � 3.25, p �
.05, the interaction terms uniquely accounted for 10% and 12% of the
variance, respectively, and indicated that maternal support for auton-
omy was associated with higher levels of physical dating violence for
girls but not for boys (see Figures 1 and 2). The slopes of the lines for
girls were significantly different from zero in the interactions predict-
ing physical perpetration (� � .65; p � .05) and physical victimiza-
tion (� � .50; p � .05), but the slopes of the lines for boys were not
(� � �.03 and �.24, respectively; n.s.). Finally, in the equation for
perpetration of psychological aggression, F(3, 83) � 6.15, p � .05,
the significant main effect for maternal support for autonomy was
contrary to the hypothesized direction, such that higher levels of
maternal autonomy support predicted higher levels of psychological
perpetration. The overall model of psychological victimization was
not significant.

Hypothesis 2: Mothers’ behaviors inhibiting autonomy and
relatedness as predictors of dating aggression.

The hypothesis that mothers’ behaviors inhibiting autonomy and
relatedness would positively predict involvement in dating aggression
was not supported by the data (see Table 3, Model 2). The overall
model predicting psychological perpetration was significant, but the
regression weight for mothers’ behaviors inhibiting relatedness only
approached statistical significance.

Hypothesis 3: Adolescents’ behaviors supporting autonomy
and relatedness as predictors of dating aggression.

The hypothesis that adolescents’ behaviors supporting autonomy
and relatedness would negatively predict involvement in dating ag-
gression was not supported (see Table 4, Model 1). The model
predicting perpetration of physical aggression reached significance
and was predominantly characterized by the interaction of environ-
mental risk with adolescents’ behaviors supporting autonomy. The
overall model accounted for 25% of the variance in physical perpe-
tration; the interaction term uniquely accounted for 4% of the variance
in the model and indicated that at-risk adolescents demonstrating
higher levels of support for autonomy reported higher levels of
perpetration of physical aggression, whereas for low-risk participants,
adolescent autonomy promotion did not affect reports of physical
perpetration (see Figure 3). The slope of the line for at-risk partici-
pants was significantly different from zero (� � .52, p � .05), but the
slope for low-risk participants was not significant (� � �.03, n.s.).

Table 3
Final Models Multiple Regressions of Physical and Psychological Perpetration and Victimization With Mothers’ Behaviors
Supporting and Inhibiting Autonomy and Relatedness

Physical Psychological

Perpetration
�

Victimization
�

Perpetration
�

Victimization
�

Model 1
Sex .37�� .00 .38�� .14
Mothers’ behaviors supporting autonomy �.03 �.23 .28�� �.20
Mothers’ behaviors supporting relatedness �.03 .01 �.11 .02
Mothers’ Behaviors Supporting Autonomy � Sex .41�� .47�� — .33��

R2 for overall model .27�� .14�� .18�� .08
Model 2

Sex .36�� — .34�� —
Race .25�� — — —
Mothers’ behaviors inhibiting autonomy .15 .08 .09 �.06
Mothers’ behaviors inhibiting relatedness �.01 .11 .19� .28��

R2 for overall model .20�� .03 .17� .07�

Note. Sex is coded 0 � male and 1 � female; race is coded as 0 � Caucasian and 1 � African American.
� p � .10. �� p � .05.
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Figure 1. Interaction between sex and standardized scores of mothers’
behaviors supporting of autonomy in predicting physical perpetration.

T
hi

s
do

cu
m

en
t

is
co

py
ri

gh
te

d
by

th
e

A
m

er
ic

an
Ps

yc
ho

lo
gi

ca
l

A
ss

oc
ia

tio
n

or
on

e
of

its
al

lie
d

pu
bl

is
he

rs
.

T
hi

s
ar

tic
le

is
in

te
nd

ed
so

le
ly

fo
r

th
e

pe
rs

on
al

us
e

of
th

e
in

di
vi

du
al

us
er

an
d

is
no

t
to

be
di

ss
em

in
at

ed
br

oa
dl

y.

138 NIOLON, KUPERMINC, AND ALLEN



Hypothesis 4: Adolescents’ behaviors inhibiting autonomy
and relatedness as predictors of dating aggression.

The hypothesis that adolescents’ behaviors inhibiting autonomy
and relatedness would positively predict involvement in dating
aggression was not supported (see Table 4, Model 2). Adolescents’
behaviors inhibiting autonomy and relatedness were not significant
predictors in any of the models.

Discussion

The current study was one of the first empirical attempts to
prospectively predict dating aggression in late adolescence from
observations of interactions with mothers 2 years earlier. The study
employed a multimethod longitudinal design to examine hypoth-
eses predicting main and interactive effects of autonomy and
relatedness demonstrated in mother–adolescent interactions on
later adolescent involvement in dating aggression. Whereas little

evidence of main effects emerged, the primary findings indicate
that the effects of autonomy promotion differ depending on the
adolescent’s sex and level of risk. This finding is consistent with
recent debates in the literature that we

need to move beyond simple “one size fits all” main effects explana-
tions of optimal autonomy processes. Although for the large majority
of adolescents, autonomy development within the family appears to be
a positive factor, this does not appear to be universally true. (Allen et
al., 2002, p. 64)

Unexpectedly, measures of relatedness had little or no prospec-
tive association with dating aggression. Moderation effects of sex
and risk also indicate that adolescents’ negotiation of autonomy
with parents and negotiation of dating relationships are dynamic
processes that may operate differently for different adolescents.
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Figure 2. Interaction between sex and standardized scores of mothers’
behaviors supporting of autonomy in predicting physical victimization.

Table 4
Final Multiple Regression Models of Physical and Psychological Perpetration and Victimization With Adolescents’ Behaviors
Supporting and Inhibiting Autonomy and Relatedness

Physical Psychological

Perpetration
�

Victimization
�

Perpetration
�

Victimization
�

Model 1
Sex .24�� — .26�� —
Race .24� — .16 —
Risk status .21 — — —
Adolescents’ behaviors supporting autonomy .01 .07 .02 .06
Adolescents’ behaviors supporting relatedness .03 �.07 �.05 �.08
Adolescents’ Behaviors Supporting Autonomy � Race — — .29� —
Adolescents’ Behaviors Supporting Autonomy � Risk

Status .31�� — — —
R2 for overall model .25�� .01 .18�� .01

Model 2
Sex .35�� �.01 .29�� —
Race .25�� — — —
Risk status — — — —
Adolescents’ behaviors inhibiting autonomy .01 �.09 .16 �.03
Adolescents’ behaviors inhibiting relatedness �.06 .34� .03 .20
Adolescents’ Behaviors Inhibiting Relatedness � Sex — �.36�� — —
R2 for overall model .18�� .07 .14�� .04

Note. Sex is coded 0 � male and 1 � female; race is coded as 0 � Caucasian and 1 � African-American; risk status is coded as 0 � not at risk and
1 � at risk.
� p � .10. �� p � .05.
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Figure 3. Interaction between risk status and standardized scores of
adolescents’ behaviors supporting of autonomy in predicting physical
perpetration.
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Main Effects of Autonomy and Relatedness

Only one significant main effect of autonomy and relatedness
emerged in models predicting a significant portion of the variance
in dating violence, but it was contrary to hypotheses. Maternal
promotion of autonomy was positively related to adolescent reports
of perpetration of psychological aggression. This finding seems
inconsistent with previous literature, which has found that moth-
er’s support of autonomy is related to positive adolescent out-
comes (Allen et al., 1997), such as decreases in negative affect
(Allen, Hauser, Eickholt, Bell, & O’Connor, 1994) and parent–
child conflict (Allen & Hauser, 1996), and increases in overall
social functioning (McElhaney & Allen, 2001). More recent re-
search, however, suggests that high levels of support for autonomy
may not always predict positive outcomes for all adolescents
(Allen et al., 2002; McElhaney & Allen, 2001), and the present
finding may represent one of those instances. Further, it is possible
that when adolescents report perpetration of psychological aggres-
sion, those behaviors may represent their attempts to exert their
autonomy within dating relationships, albeit in potentially mal-
adaptive ways. Adolescents’ dating relationships may be charac-
terized by uncertainty about individual roles (Feiring, 1999), and
therefore may be a context in which adolescent dating partners are
attempting to establish their own autonomy and independence with
each other. An interesting direction for future research into this
possibility would be to observe the promotion of autonomy and
relatedness in interaction tasks between dating partners and assess
whether autonomy struggles characterize the relational context of
adolescents dating relationships in which psychological aggression
is present. Qualitative methodologies could be used to assess the
meaning adolescents attach to these behaviors and their reasons for
perpetrating psychological aggression, and to investigate whether
they are linked to attempts to establish independence within the
relationship. If so, prevention efforts could build skills around
more productive ways to establish a sense of autonomy in the
context of dating relationships.

Moderation Effects of Sex and Risk

The significant interactions of sex and risk status with behaviors
supporting autonomy explained substantial amounts of variance in
physical dating aggression. Although it was hypothesized that
mothers’ behaviors supporting autonomy would negatively predict
adolescent involvement in physical dating aggression, for girls, the
effect was in the opposite direction. It is possible that girls may
interpret the meaning of the physically aggressive behaviors dif-
ferently than boys, or that they are more likely than boys to report
behaviors that happened in the context of playfighting or defend-
ing themselves. If this is the case, it is possible that girls may be
reporting perpetration and victimization of these physical behav-
iors in contexts in which they may not be truly aggressive, or that
may be relatively appropriate within the context of the situation
(playfighting, or “slapping” a boyfriend’s shoulder to be flirta-
tious). If so, this could affect the impact of maternal support for
autonomy on their reports of physical violence. It is also possible
that these results may be explained, at least in part, by considering
social norms regarding gender roles in intimate relationships.
Gilligan (1982) suggests that boys tend to respond to images of
relationships first in terms of their independence and autonomy,
whereas girls think of relationships first in terms of their connect-

edness to others, and that society may reinforce these different
ways of approaching relationships through social norms. Other
researchers have noted that adolescence is a time of intensified
adherence to gender norms and stereotypes (Hill & Lynch, 1983),
and this process may be particularly salient when adolescents are
forming new relationships (Feiring, 1999). Therefore, girls whose
mothers have demonstrated and supported autonomy in their in-
teractions with their daughters may find themselves in dating
relationships in which their autonomy is not supported by their
dating partner or may even be discouraged because of gender role
expectations. If this is the case, then increased levels of perpetra-
tion and victimization of physical aggression may be based on
conflict arising from girls’ attempts to establish autonomy in
relationships in which their dating partners have conflicting ex-
pectations. It is important to note that sex did not moderate the
relation between adolescents’ support for autonomy and physical
perpetration or victimization. For girls, there appears to be some-
thing specific about the maternal encouragement of autonomy,
rather than the girls’ own behaviors pertaining to autonomy, that
predict increases in physical perpetration and victimization. Inves-
tigation of this interesting pattern is an important goal for future
research in this area.

Also contrary to hypotheses, at-risk participants who demon-
strated high levels of autonomy promotion with their mothers
reported higher levels of perpetration of physical aggression
against their dating partners 2 years later, whereas adolescent
autonomy support did not affect reports of perpetration for low-
risk participants. Again, it is possible that the meaning of these
physically violent behaviors may be different for at-risk partici-
pants than their less risky counterparts, and that they are reporting
differently as a result, and this could affect the impact of autonomy
strivings on physical violence. Perhaps at-risk adolescents who
demonstrate promotion of their autonomy through being confident
in their positions and stating reasons for their points are also more
likely to attempt to exert autonomy in more physical ways with
their dating partners, but it is possible that these physical behaviors
are not actually violent or aggressive within the context in which
they are demonstrated. Another possible explanation is that the
effects of the task of autonomy negotiation vary according to the
ecological and social context in which the parent–adolescent rela-
tionship exists. Research suggests that economically at-risk parents
have different parenting styles than parents who live in more
low-risk environments; these different styles may be necessary or
at least reasonable adaptations to economic hardship, neighbor-
hood danger, and other life stressors (Barrera et al., 2002;
McLoyd, 1990). Parents in environmentally at-risk families are
more likely to employ an authoritarian parenting style in raising
their children, which is characterized by high levels of parental
control, high demand for obedience, little allowance for child
autonomy, and low parental warmth (Baumrind, 1972; Steinberg et
al., 1991). Although much research suggests that the authoritative
parenting style (characterized by encouragement for the child’s
autonomy and parental warmth within the context of firm rules) is
more advantageous than the authoritarian parenting style common
in these at-risk families, these effects are strongest for middle-class
White families; the effect of the authoritarian style on negative
child and adolescent outcomes has been found to be either weak or
nonexistent within high-risk families (Baumrind, 1972; Steinberg
et al., 1991). Many suggest that the demand for obedience and
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lower promotion of autonomy in the authoritarian parenting style
is actually an adaptive response to the more dangerous contexts in
which some at-risk families live (Darling & Steinberg, 1993;
Howard, Kaljee, Rachuba, & Cross, 2003). This explanation is
empirically supported by the findings of McElhaney and Allen
(2001) in a study with the same sample; they found that, for
high-risk adolescents, maternal inhibiting of autonomy was related
to positive mother–child relationship quality, whereas adolescent
promotion of autonomy was related to higher delinquent behavior
and lower mother–child relationship quality. These findings sug-
gest that autonomy promotion may put adolescents at greater risk
when they live in more risky environments, and that inhibition of
autonomy may represent conscious, strategic, and adaptive deci-
sions to reduce levels of risk.

In sum, the moderation effects in this study suggest the need to
examine the social, ecological, and contextual factors influencing
the lives of adolescents in developmental research on adolescent
dating aggression. Biological sex and environmental risk are
merely markers of “social address” (Bronfenbrenner, 1988) that
have limited value in and of themselves, but serve to alert us to
underlying social, environmental, and contextual factors that exist
in the macrosystems in which adolescents live. The moderation
findings could indicate both meaningful differences in autonomy
processes for different groups and/or meaningful differences in the
use and nature of aggression across groups.

Strengths and Limitations

This study contributes to the literatures on the development of
autonomy and relatedness, and on adolescent dating aggression.
This is one of the first studies to examine the parent–adolescent
relationship as a predictor of dating aggression. Furthermore, its
longitudinal design adds to the primarily cross-sectional literature
examining correlates of adolescent dating aggression, and its mul-
timethod approach contributes to a literature on adolescent dating
aggression that is primarily characterized by self-report surveys.
Longitudinal and multimethod designs are time intensive and
difficult to execute, but they provide very rich data with which to
examine complex phenomena such as dating aggression.

An additional strength of the study is the examination of demo-
graphic moderators of the pathways to aggression, which sheds
further light on potential differences in the meaning of and path-
ways to aggressive behavior within different groups of adoles-
cents. Further investigation is needed into potential differences in
the meaning of aggression and the reasons for use of aggression
among different groups of adolescents. For instance, if girls and
boys are reporting similar amounts of aggression, but have differ-
ent interpretations of the behaviors or are perpetrating aggression
for different reasons (self-defense, to establish independence), then
a different intervention strategy may be needed for girls than for
boys. Future research should employ qualitative and quantitative
methods to explore adolescents’ reasons for perpetrating aggres-
sion and the implications and consequences of aggression for
different groups of adolescents.

An important limitation is the study’s small sample size, which
limits both generalizability and statistical power, allowing for the
detection of only large effect sizes (Cohen, 1992). Additionally,
the current sample was purposefully recruited to be at risk for
academic failure, further limiting generalizability. Due to limited

statistical power, other potentially relevant variables could not be
included in analyses, such as the influence of peers and relation-
ships with peers on the development of romantic relationships
(Connolly & Goldberg, 1999) and dating aggression. Further, this
study did not assess sexual dating violence, which is an important
aspect of teen dating violence. Finally, this study was able to
examine autonomy and relatedness only in mother–adolescent
interactions, due to limited availability of data from father–
adolescent dyads. Future studies with larger and more representa-
tive samples could examine the various contributions of these and
other potentially important variables (e.g., violence exposure, sub-
stance use) in pathways to adolescent dating aggression. Finally,
although the longitudinal design allowed us to examine preexisting
factors that may have led to involvement in dating aggression, the
lack of experimental design precludes causal inference.

Research Implications

Further research is needed to fully understand the developmen-
tal, interpersonal, and psychosocial precursors of adolescents’ in-
volvement in dating aggression, both as perpetrators and as vic-
tims. Such precursors may operate differently for different subsets
of adolescents whose sex and environmental risk create different
contexts from which they approach relationships. Similarly, re-
search on autonomy and relatedness is shifting away from a
universal hypothesis about the predictive power of these develop-
mental constructs, and is beginning to investigate the ways in
which they operate differently for adolescents in various contexts.
Considerations for future prevention research include examination
of (a) parent- and peer-related developmental processes as precur-
sors to adolescent dating aggression, and (b) demographic and
contextual moderators in examinations of the meaning and predic-
tors of dating aggression.

Prevention and Policy Implications

Understanding the relevance of developmental constructs in
adolescent involvement in dating aggression and potential ecolog-
ical variations in these constructs is critical to the development and
implementation of prevention efforts. By understanding potential
variations in processes that lead to dating aggression, there is a
greater likelihood that prevention approaches can be effectively
tailored for diverse groups of adolescents. As states increasingly
pass legislation directing schools to implement dating violence
prevention programs, it is critical that (a) we continue to develop
interventions that are sensitive to variations in the etiology of
dating aggression, and (b) policymakers and school administrators
are aware that the pathways to dating aggression may differ across
adolescents, and that prevention strategies may not be equally
effective for all.

The effective prevention of dating aggression across a diversity
of adolescent populations is critical to the prevention of intimate
partner violence across the life span. Etiological research and the
development of prevention strategies must recognize the different
contexts in which adolescents live and how these contexts influ-
ence can differentially influence development of dating aggres-
sion.
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