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Abstract Dating aggression has been identified as a
priority public health concern. Although alcohol use is a
known robust risk factor for dating aggression involvement,
such usage is neither necessary nor sufficient for dating
aggression involvement. As such, a growing topic of
interest is a better understanding of when, and for whom,
alcohol use increases risk. A theoretical moderator model
posits that associations between alcohol use and dating
aggression involvement vary depending on both back-
ground (e.g., psychopathology) and situational (e.g., rela-
tionship characteristics) risk factors. Alcohol use is thought
to be more strongly associated with dating aggression in the
context of these other risk factors. Using an intensive
longitudinal design, we collected six waves of data span-
ning 6 months from 120 participants (60 females; M age
W1= 22.44). Alcohol use and relationship risk were both
associated with increases in dating aggression involvement.
Consistent with a moderator model, interactions emerged
between alcohol use and relationship risk for subsequent
dating aggression involvement. The findings underscore the
importance of alcohol use and relationship risk for the
development of intervention and prevention programs.
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Introduction

Dating aggression is a prevalent and costly public health
concern. Rates of physical dating aggression range from
28–50% in an individual’s lifetime, and rates of sexual
aggression range from 30–40% (Breiding et al. 2014;
Hickman et al. 2004; Murray and Kardatzke 2007; Young
and Furman 2008). Rates of psychological aggression are
even higher, with as many as 80% of young adults reporting
experiencing psychological aggression in the previous
12 months (Shorey et al. 2008). In tandem with these
alarmingly high prevalence rates, dating aggression is
associated with poorer health outcomes, physical health
risks, and psychological consequences (for a review, see
Lawrence et al. 2012). Strikingly, the annual cost of inter-
personal violence in the United States was estimated to be
as high as $67 billion (1993 dollars) (Miller et al. 1996).
Indeed, because of the high prevalence rates, the con-
sequences for individuals, and the public health costs, dat-
ing aggression has been identified as a priority public health
concern (Breiding et al. 2014).

During adolescence and young adulthood, victimization
and perpetration are highly correlated and most often co-
occur (O’Leary and Slep 2003; Whitaker et al. 2007; Wil-
liams et al. 2008). Indeed, mutual aggression is associated
with the greatest risk of injury and more severe aggression
(Temple et al. 2005). Thus, for the purposes of the current
study, we conceptualized dating aggression in terms of
involvement, which includes victimization, perpetration,
and mutual aggression (Collibee and Furman 2016; Con-
nolly et al. 2010; Williams et al. 2008). Given the high
incidence of dating aggression involvement, there has been
a significant increase in research aiming to better understand
potential risk factors for dating aggression involvement
(Vagi et al. 2013).
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Alcohol use is regarded as one such risk factor for dating
aggression (Rothman et al. 2011). Indeed, among college
students reporting incidents of physical dating aggression,
as many as 67% report they had been drinking at the time of
the physical aggression (Saewyc et al. 2009). Further, the
odds of perpetrating physical and psychological aggression
are higher on days when young adults report drinking
(Moore et al. 2011). However, this work has been limited
by its emphasis on simple main effects of alcohol use and
dating aggression (Rothman et al. 2011). Indeed, for many
individuals, drinking does not result in interpersonal
aggression (Kantor and Straus 1987; Schumacher et al.
2003). Further, aggression can occur in the absence of
alcohol consumption (Foran and O’Leary 2008a). Thus, a
moderator model of the associations between alcohol use
and aggression (which is sometimes called a multiple
threshold model) aims to account for why alcohol is more
highly associated with aggression for some individuals but
not others (Chermack and Giancola 1997; Leonard 1993;
Leonard and Senchak 1996; Rothman et al. 2011).

Specifically, a moderator model posits that the associa-
tion between alcohol use and aggression is moderated by
other individual and relationship risk factors. This model
theorizes that alcohol use will have the most pronounced
effect on individuals with higher levels of other risk factors
(e.g., individual psychopathology). In contrast, individuals
with continuously lower levels of other risk factors will
demonstrate a smaller association between alcohol use and
aggression because they do not have enough other risk
factors to exceed a threshold for aggression (Foran and
O’Leary 2008a; Leonard 1993; Rothman et al. 2011). A
moderator model theorizes that if individuals do not have
other risk factors, then they may be unlikely to have an
increased risk for dating aggression involvement as a
function of drinking (Foran and O’Leary 2008b). That is,
individuals without other risk factors may have additional
socioemotional resources to rely upon in the context of
alcohol use, and as such, they are protected against the
robust associations between alcohol use dating aggression
involvement. In contrast, as other risk factors increase, the
stronger an association between alcohol use and dating
aggression involvement becomes. Specifically, the mod-
erator model posits that other risk factors may heighten the
intensity and frequency of conflict, and then alcohol use
functions as a proximal risk factor, distorting interactions
with the partner and reducing inhibitions (Leonard and
Quigley 1999). In this way, alcohol use and these other risk
factors work in tandem contributing to escalation into
physical or psychological dating aggression involvement
(Leonard 1993; Foran and O’Leary 2008). The broad pat-
terns hypothesized by a moderator model have been found
in clinical and community samples (Collibee et al. 2017;

Foran and O’Leary 2008a; Parrott and Giancola 2004;
Reyes et al. 2012).

Despite the growing body of work examining a mod-
erator model of alcohol use and aggression, the literature
continues to be limited in several substantive ways. First,
most of this work has examined this model among married
adults (Foran and O’Leary 2008b); only a few studies have
examined these associations among young adults (Rothman
et al. 2011). Yet, understanding the associations between
dating aggression and alcohol use is especially pertinent
during young adulthood (ages 18–25). Among young adults
in this developmental period, 67–73% report using alcohol
in the last 30 days, an increase from the 12th grade
(Johnston et al. 2003; Windle 2003). The increase in alcohol
use during this developmental period is mirrored by
increased risk for dating aggression. Specifically, physical
aggression increases between the ages of 15–25, with the
peak risk occurring around 25 years old (Feingold et al.
2015; Morse 1995; O’Leary 1999). Indeed, among men and
women who have experienced intimate partner violence,
between 39 and 47% report that the first incident occurred
between the ages of 18 and 24, higher percentages than
during any other developmental period (Breiding et al.
2014). As such, a better understanding of the links between
aggression and alcohol in young adulthood is particularly
necessary.

A second limitation in the current literature is the scope
of moderators examined. A moderator model of the asso-
ciations between alcohol use and aggression theorizes that
individual and relationship risk factors will exacerbate or
attenuate the associations between alcohol use and dating
aggression (Foran and O’Leary 2008a; Leonard and
Senchak 1993 Rothman et al. 2011). Much of the focus
regarding such moderator models has been on individual
risk factors, such as individual psychopathology (Foran and
O’Leary 2008a). However, understanding the interplay of
relationship risk with alcohol use may be especially
necessary to understand the associations between alcohol
use and aggression (Capaldi et al. 2012; Foran and O’Leary
2008a). One theoretical framework that complements a
moderator model, and incorporates both individual and
relationship risk factors for dating aggression, is Riggs and
O’Leary’s (1989) background-situational theory. Regarded
as one of the more promising theories of dating aggression
(Luthra and Gidycz 2006), the background-situational the-
ory is rooted in social learning and conflict theory and has
two components: background risk factors and situational
risk factors. Background risk factors consist of risk factors
that an individual may be bringing to a relationship, such as
psychopathology. In contrast, situational risk factors are
ones that are specific to the context of aggression, such as
romantic relationship features (Riggs and O’Leary 1989).
Thus far, research assessing a moderator model of alcohol
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use and dating aggression has examined the role of back-
ground or situational factors in isolation. That is, the lit-
erature has examined each sphere of risk independently,
such as individual psychopathology (Foran and O’Leary
2008a), relationship satisfaction (Moore et al. 2011) or only
relationship risk factors (Collibee et al. 2017). Thus, both a
theoretically driven selection of risk factors and the simul-
taneous examination of both background and situational
risk factors in a moderator model are needed.

We selected depressive symptoms, trauma symptoms,
internalizing symptoms, and externalizing symptoms as
measures of individual psychopathology because of the
strong empirical and theoretical literature linking these
forms of psychopathology to dating aggression involvement
(Capaldi et al. 2012; Riggs and O’Leary 1989). Specifically,
each of these risk factors is theorized to increase risk for
both dating violence victimization and perpetration by
exacerbating vulnerability related to entering or remaining
in aggressive relationships, an increased likelihood of
negative partner selection, or increased risk of involvement
due to their symptoms (e.g., irritability) (Brooks-Russell
et al. 2013; Halpern et al. 2009; Maas et al. 2010; Whiting
et al. 2009).

We selected negative interactions, relationship satisfac-
tion, jealousy, and relationship maintenance as measures of
relationship risk. These relationship risk factors are theo-
rized to contribute to risk by reducing potential protective
features and exacerbating hostile patterns of communication
which may then escalate into dating aggression (Riggs and
O’Leary 1989). Indeed, negative interactions, in particular,
is thought to be a proximal relationship risk factor preced-
ing dating aggression (Riggs and O’Leary 1989). In addi-
tion, these risk factors have also been empirically shown to
be associated with dating aggression involvement (Collibee
and Furman 2016; Kaura and Lohman 2007; O’Keefe 1997;
O’Leary and Slep 2003).

A third limitation in this literature is the reliance on
cross-sectional designs. A meta-analysis examining the
associations between alcohol use and dating violence
among youth reported that 82% of studies assessing these
links are cross-sectional (Rothman et al. 2011). Addition-
ally, longitudinal studies examining these associations often
have lengthy temporal lags between assessments (e.g.,
6 months to a year) (Rothman et al. 2011), making it dif-
ficult to examine the associations between alcohol use and
aggression. In particular, longer temporal lags require
greater retrospection, thereby reducing one’s capacity to
accurately estimate behaviors. Furthermore, shorter time
periods between assessments of alcohol use have been
recommended for studies of youth, due to youth’s more
sporadic or opportunistic consumption of alcohol (Schu-
lenberg and Maggs 2002). Recently, the extant literature has
partially addressed these concerns by incorporating short

temporal lags; for example, several investigators have
conducted daily diary studies spanning a 1 month period
(Moore et al. 2011; Shorey et al. 2014). Such studies are
designed to capture small periods of time within a rela-
tionship and examine the more immediate associations
between alcohol use and dating aggression involvement.
Nonetheless, temporal delays that are short enough to
reduce retrospection and account for developmentally
expected changes in relationships and alcohol use but span
long enough to provide sufficient opportunities for dating
aggression to occur in a substantial number of relationships
are particularly needed.

Current Study

The current study tests a longitudinal moderator model by
examining how individual psychopathology, relationship
risk, and alcohol use predict increases in dating aggression
involvement as well as how they interact to predict changes.
We address these theoretically derived questions using an
intensive longitudinal design with a 1 month period
between assessments, allowing for a more accurate assess-
ment of both dating aggression and alcohol use. The study
spanned 6 months, which is a sufficient period to allow for
change (Bolger and Laurenceau 2013), and is also an
appropriate length to capture relationship development, as
the average romantic relationship for young adults ages
18–23 is 10.5 months (Giordano et al. 2009).

First, consistent with a background-situational theory of
dating aggression, we predicted that individual psycho-
pathology and relationship risk, as well as alcohol use,
would be significantly related to increases in psychological,
physical, and sexual dating aggression involvement. Sec-
ond, we hypothesized individual psychopathology and
relationship risk would moderate the longitudinal associa-
tions between alcohol use and dating aggression involve-
ment, such that the associations between alcohol use and
changes in dating aggression involvement would be stron-
ger within the context of greater risk (i.e., higher levels of
psychopathology, higher levels of relationship risk).

Methods

Participants

The participants were part of an intensive longitudinal study
investigating romantic relationship development within a
high risk sample. Participants were recruited through local
online postings in a large Western metropolitan area (e.g.,
Craigslist’s volunteer section) as well as various other
printed communications (i.e., brochures placed in local
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coffee shops, light rail, bus stops). Those interested in
participating completed an electronically administered
screening questionnaire through Qualtrics. Participants who
began the screening questionnaire were entered into a raffle
($100 Amazon Card giveaway). Eligibility for the larger
longitudinal study was based on the following criteria: (a)
being between the ages of 18 and 25; (b) reporting that they
were in a current romantic relationship for at least 1 month
but not married or engaged; (c) endorsing any perpetration
or victimization of psychological, physical, or sexual
aggression in a current or past romantic relationship. Of the
440 individuals who completed the screening questionnaire,
132 were eligible and were invited to participate in the
longitudinal study. Of the 308 individuals who were
deemed ineligible, 37% were ineligible because they did not
have a history of dating violence involvement, 62% were
deemed ineligible because of quota constraints, and 1%
were deemed ineligible because they failed to answer
enough questions to determine if they were eligible.
Regarding the quota constraints, we selected to have a
representative number of genders from different ethnic/
races. Once we met our quota for a particular category (e.g.
Hispanic females), additional individuals from that group
were deemed ineligible. Of the 132 eligible participants,
120 completed the initial longitudinal assessment.

The longitudinal sample consisted of 60 males and 60
females between the ages of 18 and 25 (M age Wave 1=
22.44, SD= 2.20). The sample included 10% African
Americans, 17.5% Hispanics, .8% Native Americans, 6.7%
Asian Americans, 1.7% biracial, and 62.5% White, non-
Hispanics. At the initial wave of data collection, 87.5% of
participants said they were heterosexual/straight, whereas
the other participants said they were bisexual, gay, or les-
bian. One participant reported being transgender and was
included in analyses as the identified gender.

The sample consisted of 10% of participants reporting
having a high school degree or less, 4.2% reporting having
obtained an associate degree or attending a trade school,
48.3% reporting currently attending undergraduate college,
17.5% reporting having obtained an undergraduate degree,
and 19.9% reporting some graduate school or more.

Procedure

The longitudinal study consisted of completing electronic
questionnaires each month for 6 months. Eligible partici-
pants were emailed a password protected link to provide
consent and complete the first wave of measurement. No
differences were found between those who participated and
those who did not on any screening questionnaire variables,
including age, ethnicity, or dating aggression involvement.

The Wave 1 assessment took approximately 1 h to
complete. Participants were then electronically contacted

each month for 5 additional 1 month follow-ups, each
taking approximately 45 min to complete. Participants were
paid $25 for the Wave 1 assessment and $15 for each
additional assessment they participated in. For the purposes
of this study, all variables were assessed at each time point.
Participant retention was as follows: (Wave 1: N= 120;
Wave 2: N= 116 Wave 3: N= 111, Wave 4: N= 110,
Wave 5: N= 104, Wave 6: N= 99). There were no dif-
ferences on the variables of interest between those who did
and did not remain in the study.

The study was approved by the local Institutional
Review Board.

Measures

Dating aggression

Physical, sexual, and psychological violence in participants’
current dating relationships were assessed with the Revised
Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS2; Straus et al. 1996). This
measure was adapted to account for the 30-day assessment
window of the present design. Participants rated the fre-
quency with which they or their partner engaged in each
example of aggression during the past month (psychological
aggression involvement M α= .93; physical aggression
involvement M α= .97; sexual aggression involvement M
α= .95). Based on an involvement model of dating
aggression (Connolly et al. 2010; Williams et al. 2008), we
combined ratings of victimization and perpetration. Con-
sistent with this conceptualization, 84% of psychological
aggression, 75% of physical aggression, and 61% of sexual
aggression was mutual.

Alcohol use

Daily drinking questionnaire The Daily Drinking Ques-
tionnaire (DDQ; Collins et al. 1985) was used as a diary
measure to assess alcohol use during the previous 30 days.
Participants reported both the number of drinks and the
number of hours spent drinking for each day of a “typical”
week, as well as each day of their heaviest drinking week in
the last month (M α= .85 and M α= .83, respectively).

NIAAA task force on recommended sets of alcohol
consumption questions

Binge drinking was assessed using the NIAAA Task Force
on Recommended Sets of Alcohol Consumption Questions,
using their National Advisory Council 2004 definition of a
binge. A 30 day time window was used per their recom-
mendation for use with youth and to be consistent with our
broader study design. Participants responded to six items,
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such as “During the last month, how often did you have 5 or
more (males) or 4 or more (females) drinks containing any
kind of alcohol in within a two-hour period?” (M α= .90).

Relationship risk factors

Negative interactions Participants completed the Network
of Relationships Inventory: Behavioral Systems Version
(NRI; Furman and Buhrmester 2009) to assess negative
interactions in their romantic relationship in the last month.
The short version of the NRI includes six items regarding
negative interactions. Participants used a 5 point scale to
rate how much each description was characteristic of their
romantic relationship, and negative interaction scores were
derived by averaging the relevant items (M α= .96).

Romantic relationship satisfaction Relationship satisfac-
tion was assessed through a version of Norton’s (1983)
Quality of Marriage Inventory, which was adapted to assess
relationship satisfaction among young adults (Baxter and
Bullis 1986). An example of a question is “My relationship
with my romantic partner makes me happy” which the
participant then responds to on a 7 point Likert scale (1
= “strongly disagree/not at all true” to 7= “strongly agree/
very true”; M α= .93).

Jealousy Jealousy was measured using Pfeiffer and
Wong’s (1989) Multidimensional Jealousy Scale (MJS).
The measure was adapted to include additional questions
reflecting modern practices (e.g., “I look through my
romantic partner’s cell phone”) and to include questions
regarding their partners’ experiences of jealousy as well. In
total, participants were asked to complete 52 questions
assessing cognitive, emotional, and behavioral jealousy.
Participants rated their responses on a five-point Likert scale
(1= never to 5= all the time). An example of an original
item is: “I question my romantic partner about his or her
whereabouts.” The 26 participant items were averaged to
derive a participant jealousy score, and the 26 partner items
were averaged to derive a partner jealousy score (M α= .95
and M α= .95, respectively).

Relationship maintenance The Relationship Maintenance
Behavior Measure (Stafford 2011) was used to assess
relationship maintenance. The 28 item relationship main-
tenance instrument assessed seven maintenance factors
including positivity, assurances, tasks, networks, under-
standing, relationship talk, and self-disclosure. Participants
responded on a seven-point Likert scale to questions such as
the extent to which his/her romantic partner “has talks about
the relationship.” Items were averaged to derive a total
relationship maintenance score (M α= .96).

Individual psychopathology risk factors

Depressive symptoms Participants completed the Beck
Depression Inventory-II to assess depressive symptoms
over the past 2 weeks (BDI-II; Beck et al. 1996)
(M α= .96). The M score at Wave 1= 11. 29 (SD= 10.14),
a mean of 9.14 (SD= 8.45) is found among a normative
sample of college students (Whisman and Richardson
2015). On the BDI-II, scores of 0–13 are considered in the
minimal range and 14–19 are considered in the moderate
range (Beck et al. 1996).

Trauma symptoms The Trauma Symptom Checklist
(TSC-40; Elliott and Briere 1992) is a self-report assess-
ment that measures a broad range of trauma-related symp-
toms. Participants respond to 40 items indicating how often
they experienced each symptom within the last month on a
4-point scale that ranges from 0 (never) to 3 (very often)
(M α= .97). The M score at Wave 1 was 24.66
(SD= 20.30), a mean of 22.3 (SD= 11.6) on the TSC is
found in a normative sample (Elliott and Briere 1992).

Internalizing and externalizing symptoms Participants
completed Achenbach’s (2005) Adult Self-Report, which
assessed internalizing and externalizing symptoms in the
last 30 day (M T score range= 58–60) (M α= .95 and .95,
respectively).

Derivation of composites

The various measures utilized to create composites of
relationship risk, individual risk, and alcohol use had dif-
ferent numbers of points on their scales. Such differences
among measures present problems in deriving composite
measures, as the scores from the different measures in the
composite are not comparable. Thus, we derived these
composites through several steps. First, we standardized
scores on each measure across all waves to render the scales
comparable with one another. In other words, all the data
across the six waves were compiled for each measure, and
one set of standardized scores for all waves of each indi-
vidual measure was derived. For example, we formed a data
set that consisted of all six waves of data on the Beck
Depression Inventory, determined the overall mean and
standard deviation for that data set, and then used this mean
and standard deviation to calculate a standardized score for
each participant’s Beck Depression score at each of the six
waves. This procedure of standardizing variables across
waves is recommended as it retains differences in means
and variance across the six waves, and neither changes the
shape of the distribution, nor changes the patterns of asso-
ciations among the variables (Little 2013).
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After each measure was standardized across waves we
generated several composites. These composites were
developed using a background-situational theoretical fra-
mework. Accordingly, BDI scores, Achenbach internaliz-
ing symptoms, Achenbach externalizing symptoms, and
TSC scores were combined to derive a composite index of
individual psychopathology. The mean correlation of the
individual psychopathology variables at Wave 1 supported
our use of a composite (M r= .78, range= .72–.80)
Relationship satisfaction and relationship maintenance
behaviors were reverse scored and then combined with
relationship jealousy, negative interactions scores to derive
a composite index of relationship risk. The mean correla-
tion of the relationship variables at Wave 1 was also con-
sistent with a composite (M r= .63, range r= .50–.74).
Confirmatory factor analyses revealed that a two factor
solution of psychopathology risk factors and relationship
risk factors was a significant improvement over a one factor
model and provided a satisfactory fit to the data (ΔX2=
9.24, p < .01; X2= 16.84; CFI= .99; RMSEA= .07). Each
variable significantly loaded onto its corresponding factor.
Finally, we averaged the participants’ reports of binge
drinking and frequency of drinking as reported on the DDQ
and NIAAA Questions to derive a composite index of
alcohol use.

Analytic Strategy

Our hypotheses regarding a moderator model were assessed
through a series of multilevel models (MLMs) using the
statistical program MPlus v.6.11 (Muthén and Muthén
1998–2011). Multiple imputation (MI) procedures were
used to estimate missing data (Schafer and Graham 2002).
Relevant auxiliary variables were included in our multiple
imputations to maximize the likelihood of meeting the
assumption that the data were missing at random (Collins
et al. 2001). Multiple imputation provides a powerful
alternative to listwise deletion and protects against bias in
analyses (Graham et al. 2007; Little et al. 2014). One
hundred multiple imputation datasets were generated using
the software program Amelia II (Honaker et al. 2011), and
the results of the analyses of the 100 datasets were averaged
using MPlus. When participants did not have a romantic
relationship at a certain wave due to a breakup, relationship
risk factors (e.g., jealousy) were entered as missing. How-
ever, those participants who did not have a romantic rela-
tionship in a certain wave provided information on other
variables of interest, including individual psychopathology
and alcohol use. Thus, existing data from all waves from all
participants were used.

To test our hypotheses examining changes in dating
aggression involvement and a moderator model, the

following model was used.

Level 1 : Yi ¼ β0 þ β1 Age T1ð Þ

þ β2 Relationship Length T1ð Þ þ β3 Alcohol Use T1ð Þ

þ β4 Psychopathology Risk T1ð Þþ β5 Relationship Risk T1ð Þ

þ β6 Corresponding Risk T1ð Þ

þ β7 Alcohol Use T1X Psychopathology Risk T1ð Þ

þ β8 Alcohol Use T1X Relationship Risk T1ð Þ þ ri

Level 2 : β0 ¼ γ00 þ γ01 genderð Þ þ u0

β1 ¼ γ10

β2 ¼ γ20

β3 ¼ γ30

β4 ¼ γ40

β5 ¼ γ50

β6 ¼ γ50

β7 ¼ γ70

β8 ¼ γ80

We used a two-step model to examine these associations,
with age, relationship length, alcohol use, psychopathology
risk, and relationship risk grand mean centered. First, we
conducted a model with gender, age, relationship length,
psychopathology risk, and relationship risk. Next, we
examined the interaction effects after the main effects to
avoid concerns of conditionality (Little 2013).

Results

Outliers were Winsorized to fall 1.5 times the interquartile
range below the 25th percentile or above the 75th percen-
tile. All variables had acceptable levels of skew and kurtosis
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(Behrens 1997). Descriptive statistics can be found in Table
1 and correlations among the study variables can be found
in Table 2. Regarding stability of the relationships, 21
participants reported at least 1 breakup over the course of
the study. Of those, 12 did not enter into any new rela-
tionships whereas 9 reported on multiple partners. At Wave
1, 78% of participants reported some dating aggression (i.e.,
psychological, physical, or sexual) in their current rela-
tionship whereas 22% reported only dating aggression
involvement in a prior relationship. During the 6 month
study period, 90% of participants reported at least one
incident of psychological aggression involvement, 52%
reported at least one incident of physical aggression invol-
vement, and 49% reported at least one incident of sexual
aggression involvement. These rates are consistent with
prior work that found between 52–61% of participants in a
high risk sample reported physical dating aggression
involvement within the previous 6 months (Rothman et al.
2012).

Table 3 reports the results of the primary analyses.
Though all the effects are presented together, the regression
coefficients and standard errors are the values at the step in
which these terms were first entered in the model. First we
examined the main effects of age, relationship length, and
risk factors for dating aggression (alcohol use, psycho-
pathology, and relationship risk) for each type of dating

aggression involvement. Alcohol use and relationship risk
factors were positively associated with all forms of dating
aggression involvement. Psychopathology risk was not
associated with changes in dating aggression involvement.

Next, we examined the hypotheses related to a moderator
model. We hypothesized that a significant interaction would
emerge between alcohol use and individual psychopathol-
ogy in association with dating aggression involvement.
Contrary to hypotheses, no significant interactions between
psychopathology risk and alcohol use emerged for any form
of dating aggression involvement. We also hypothesized
that there would be a significant interaction between alcohol
use and relationship risk in association with dating
aggression involvement. Indeed, consistent with a mod-
erator model, significant interactions did emerge between
relationship risk factors and alcohol use with physical and
sexual dating aggression involvement.

To further interpret these interactions, we used Preacher
et al.’s (2006) computational tools to plot the estimated
effects of alcohol use on physical dating aggression invol-
vement for three values of relationship risk: 1 SD below the
mean, the mean level, and 1 SD above the mean. As seen in
Fig. 1, alcohol use was most strongly associated with
increases in physical aggression involvement for those at
high levels of relationship risk (B= .16, t(600)= 2.92,
p= .004) but was still significant at the mean levels of

Table 1 Mean risk factors and dating aggression involvement (with standard deviations in parentheses)

Wave 1 Wave 2 Wave 3 Wave 4 Wave 5 Wave 6

Alcohol use 0.09 (0.93) 0.05 (.83) 0.04 (1.05) 0.02 (.97) −0.08 (.88) −0.32 (0.79)

Psychopathology risk 0.10 (0.77) 0.03 (0.84) 0.07 (0.87) 0.06 (1.00) 0.01 (0.99) −0.05 (0.84)

Relationship risk −0.02 (0.81) −0.03 (0.75) −0.00 (0.70) −0.02 (0.72) −0.00 (0.78) 0.02 (0.80)

Psychological aggression 0.86 (1.16) 0.84 (1.14) 0.79 (1.12) 0.73 (1.10) 0.67 (1.04) 0.75 (1.01)

Physical aggression 0.31 (0.75) 0.39 (1.02) 0.43 (0.99) 0.42 (0.99) 0.42 (0.93) 0.44 (0.96)

Sexual aggression 0.43 (0.98) 0.43 (1.07) 0.40 (0.99) 0.45 (0.97) 0.42 (0.95) 0.41 (0.91)

Table 2 Correlations among the study variables at wave 1

Age Relationship
length

Alcohol
use

Psychopathology
risk

Relationship
risk

Psychological
aggression

Physical
aggression

Age

Relationship length .36*

Alcohol use .11 .21*

Psychopathology risk .03 .24* .47*

Relationship risk −.04 .23* .39* .44*

Psychological
aggression

.03 .31* .49* .61* .59*

Physical aggression .07 .32* .51* .56* .38* .85*

Sexual aggression .06 .33* .57* .59* .38* .80* .84*

*p< .05
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relationship risk (B= .08, t(600)= 2.14, p= .03). There
was no significant association between alcohol use and
physical dating aggression involvement at the low level of
relationship risk. Similarly, as seen in Fig. 2, alcohol use
was associated with greater sexual dating aggression
involvement for those at high levels of relationship risk (B
= .14, t(600)= 3.00, p= .002) as well as those at mean
levels of relationship risk (B= .06, t(600)= 2.00, p= .04).
There was no significant association between alcohol use
and sexual dating aggression involvement in the context of

low levels of relationship risk. No gender differences
emerged for any form of dating aggression involvement.

A series of sensitivity analyses were also conducted.
First, we examined interactions between alcohol use and
each of the specific psychopathology and relationship risk
variables independently. The broad patterns of results
remained the same as those obtained when the psycho-
pathology and relationship composites had been used. We
also examined these patterns with a composite of dating
aggression involvement. The general pattern of results was

Table 3 Multilevel models
testing the moderator model

Psychological aggression Physical aggression Sexual aggression

Intercept (β0) 0.83 (.09) 0.39 (.08) 0.29 (.08)

Gender (γ01) −0.07 (.05) −0.04 (.05) 0.02 (.05)

Age (β1) −0.03 (.01) [−.07] −0.02 (.01) [−.05] −0.01 (.01) [−.01]

Relationship length (β2) 0.00 (.00) [.00] 0.00 (.00) [.01] 0.00 (.00) [−.01]

Alcohol use (β3) 0.10* (.04) [.09] 0.10* (.04) [.11] 0.07* (.03) [.07]

Psychopathology risk (β4) 0.07 (.05) [.06] 0.04 (.08) [.04] −0.02 (.07) [−.03]

Relationship risk (β5) 0.10* (.05) [.07] 0.11* (.05) [.10] 0.07* (.04) [.06]

Corresponding aggression time 1 0.69*** (.05) [.75] 0.67*** (.14) [.69] 0.73*** (.07) [.81]

Psychopathology× alcohol use (β6) 0.04 (.03) [.05] 0.02 (.03) [.03] −0.01 (.03) [−.01]

Relationship risk× alcohol use (β7) −0.00 (.05) [−.00] 0.11* (.06) [.10] 0.10* (.05) [.09]

Notes: The first numbers in the table are the unstandardized coefficients for the fixed effects

Standard errors are in parentheses.

The standardized coefficients are in brackets.
†p< .10; *p< .05; **p< .01; ***p< .001

Fig. 1 Interaction between alcohol use and relationship risk factors on
physical dating aggression. The three lines depict the association
between alcohol use and physical dating aggression at one SD below
the mean of relationship risk, the mean of relationship risk, and one SD
above the mean of relationship risk

Fig. 2 Interaction between alcohol use and relationship risk factors on
sexual dating aggression involvement. The three lines depict the
association between alcohol use and sexual dating aggression at one
SD below the mean of relationship risk, the mean of relationship risk,
and one SD above the mean of relationship risk
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the same as when we examined each of the three types of
dating aggression separately. We also tested if differences
would emerge if we examined our theoretical predictions
using only the relationships that existed at the onset of the
study. To do this, relationship variables for new relation-
ships were treated as missing. No differences in findings
emerged. Finally, given a dearth of main effects for indi-
vidual psychopathology, we tested it independently from
relationship risk to determine if effects would emerge;
however, no main effects of individual psychopathology
emerged with dating aggression involvement. All supple-
mental results are available from corresponding author upon
request.

Discussion

Despite the recent increase in research examining dating
aggression involvement, little is understood about how
dating aggression develops and escalates. The current
findings help elucidate these processes by examining a
longitudinal moderator model and testing how individual
psychopathology, relationship risk, and alcohol use interact
to predict changes in dating aggression involvement. Using
an intensive longitudinal design spanning 6 months, main
effects of alcohol use and relationship risk predicting
increases in dating aggression involvement emerged, which
were consistent with prior cross-sectional studies (Rothman
et al. 2011; Collibee and Furman 2016). Daily diary studies
have previously evidenced proximal associations between
alcohol use and dating aggression involvement, including
greater odds of involvement on days when alcohol is used
(Moore et al. 2011; Shorey et al. 2014). However, these
findings are concurrent, making the directionality of asso-
ciations unclear. The current study expands upon this work,
providing evidence that alcohol use is associated with
increases in psychological, physical, and sexual aggression
involvement 6 month later. Further, findings supported a
theoretical moderator model of alcohol use and relationship
risk and dating aggression involvement. That is, in some
cases the effects of relationship risk and alcohol use were
qualified by their interaction.

As hypothesized, the association between alcohol use
and physical dating aggression involvement varied
depending on the degree of relationship risk. Similarly, the
association between alcohol use and sexual dating
aggression involvement also varied depending on the level
of relationship risk. Specifically, the association between
alcohol use and dating aggression involvement was stron-
gest for those at high levels of relationship risk, followed
by a smaller association at mean levels of relationship risk.
In contrast, alcohol use was not associated with increases in
physical or sexual dating aggression involvement for those

with low levels of romantic relationship risk (i.e., positive
relationship qualities). Thus, although alcohol use is a
robust risk factor, it is not a uniform risk factor. Notably,
the protective function of higher relationship qualities was
found even though the current sample was a higher risk
sample. That is, participants needed prior involvement in
dating aggression to qualify, and approximately 50% of
participants were involved in physical or sexual dating
aggression during the duration of the study. In that way,
many participants may already be above a threshold for
dating aggression involvement in their current relationship,
making significant associations at all levels of risk more
likely. However, the interaction patterns suggest that even
in this higher risk sample, low relationship quality con-
tinues to exacerbate risk and higher relationship quality
continues to weaken associations between alcohol use and
dating aggression involvement. As odds of revictimization
are strikingly high, such variation in these patterns is
noteworthy (Exner-Cortens et al. 2013; Young and Furman
2008). The longitudinal findings are also consistent with
the idea that these moderation patterns are not only
immediate or temporary; rather, because the current find-
ings are longitudinal, they indicate that these moderation
patterns are also lasting. That is, alcohol use within
the context of increased relationship risk may also con-
tribute to an increased frequency and severity of conflict,
ultimately resulting in subsequent dating aggression
involvement.

Indeed, evidence of a moderator model with relationship
risk factors and alcohol use also has important implications
for the development of intervention and prevention pro-
grams. Although empirical research examining dating
aggression development has increased recently, dating
violence prevention programs have only minimal success at
reducing aggression itself (Shorey et al. 2012). Current
dating violence prevention programs may place less
emphasis on alcohol use and relationship skills (Shorey
et al. 2011, 2012); yet, the current findings suggest both
alcohol use and relationship skills may be promising and
malleable targets of program development. Indeed, moti-
vational interviewing to reduce alcohol use has been suc-
cessful in reducing aggression among college students
(Woodin and O’Leary 2010). Further, among married
adults, intervention programs targeting improvements in
couple functioning demonstrate declines in interpersonal
violence and alcohol use (McCollum and Stith 2008;
Murphy and Ting 2010; O’Farrell et al. 2003). Thus, the
current findings suggest that interventions for married adult
couples that target multiple spheres of risk may be adapted
for young adults. Although dating relationships differ in
important ways from marriage, it is clear that romantic
relationship skill training may be a beneficial intervention
during this developmental period.
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Contrary to hypotheses, there were no main effect of
individual psychopathology on dating aggression involve-
ment and evidence of a moderator model of alcohol use and
dating aggression was not found for individual psycho-
pathology. The lack of effects for psychopathology may be
because psychopathology is more stable, and thus less
likely to predict more immediate changes. Indeed, other
longitudinal work examining the effects of individual psy-
chopathology and dating aggression involvement have
longer temporal delays, allowing for change to occur
(Capaldi et al. 2012). The lack of moderation effects are
also a departure from prior work that has found the hypo-
thesized interaction patterns between alcohol use and indi-
vidual psychopathology within the marital literature (for
review, Foran and O’Leary 2008b). To our knowledge no
other study has examined the moderator model of alcohol
use and individual psychopathology within dating rela-
tionships. Thus, it is possible that distal risk factors, like
individual psychopathology, intersect more with alcohol use
within marital relationships. Indeed, prior work has found
developmental differences such that broader moderation
patterns for dating aggression involvement emerge more
frequently as adolescents and young adults get older (Col-
libee et al. 2017; Reyes et al. 2012). Thus, although a
moderator model is theorized to apply to both individual
and relationship risk factors, the current findings indicate
that alcohol use and relationship characteristics may inter-
sect in such a way that a moderator model may be especially
pertinent to relationship risk factors in young adulthood.
Future work should aim to replicate these patterns.

The present study addressed several important limitations
within the existing literature by examining a moderator
model of alcohol use and dating aggression using an
intensive longitudinal design. Although a needed contribu-
tion to the literature, there are several noteworthy limita-
tions as well. First, although the current study provides
some evidence for temporal relationships between risk
factors and dating aggression involvement, the study is still
not an experimental one and firm causal inferences cannot
be made.

Though the current study assessed both aggression per-
petration and victimization, reports were made only by one
member of the dyad. That is, relationship risk was based on
only one member of the dyad’s reports. Single reporter
perceptions of both dating aggression involvement and the
relationship may not provide a full picture; thus, dyadic
reports would be an important future contribution. It would
be especially interesting to better understand how different
members of a dyad may report on both risk and dating
aggression involvement differently, as well as what impact
those differences may have. Only by doing so can inter-
vention and prevention efforts be informed regarding the
consequences of targeting only one member of a dyad,

which is the common approach during this developmental
period (Weisz and Black 2009).

Additionally, the current study found that the majority of
dating aggression involvement was mutual. The presence of
predominately bidirectional aggression is itself notable as
studies rarely examine whether mutuality exists within
shorter temporal delays, instead assessing these patterns
across relationships and longer time periods (Bowen and
Walker 2015). However, the predominance of bidirectional
aggression in the current study did not allow for analyses
examining unidirectional perpetration and victimization.
Future work should aim to replicate these patterns within
the context of unidirectional perpetration and victimization
as well.

Finally, the current study is limited by its reliance on
self-report assessments of both relationship risk factors and
dating aggression. Act based self-report assessments are
constrained by a lack of context as well as potential desir-
ability biases. Future research should strive to examine
relationship risk factors and dating aggression with multiple
methods, including a greater incorporation of observations
of dyads as well as interviews, to further understand these
processes.

Conclusion

A theoretical moderator model posits that associations
between alcohol use and dating aggression involvement will
be greatest in the context of background (e.g., psycho-
pathology) and situational (e.g., relationship characteristics)
risk factors. The current study extends prior work on a
moderator model and explicitly tests the idea that alcohol
use, individual psychopathology, and relationship interact
and predict increases in dating aggression involvement. It
addresses notable limitations in the current literature by
testing this theoretical model among young adults, selecting
theoretically driven moderators, and using an intensive
longitudinal design. The results indicate that relationship
risk and alcohol use are especially pertinent targets for
intervention and prevention programming, as they are
related to changes in future involvement, particularly when
both relationship risk and alcohol use are present. Taken
together, the findings move beyond identifying what factors
are associated with increased risk concurrently, and instead
illustrate how more immediate changes in dating aggression
involvement occur.
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