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Abstract
Examinations of heavy drinking and dating violence have typically focused on either female
victimization or male perpetration; yet recent findings indicate that mutual aggression is the most
common pattern of dating violence. The current study investigated the relation between heavy
drinking and dating violence for both men and women. Participants (N = 2,247) completed surveys
that assessed their heavy drinking and dating violence frequency across the first three years of college.
Findings indicated that heavy drinking and dating violence were both relatively stable across time
for men and women, but the relation between heavy drinking and dating violence differed by gender.
For men, heavy drinking and dating violence were concurrently associated during their freshman
year (Year 1), whereas for women heavy drinking during sophomore year (Year 2) predicted dating
violence in their junior year (Year 3). In addition to providing educational material on healthy
relationships and conflict resolution techniques, intervention efforts should target both heavy
drinking and dating violence for men during or prior to their freshman year of college, whereas
women may primarily benefit from efforts to reduce their heavy drinking.
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1. Introduction
The prevalence of dating violence has been shown to increase dramatically from the ages of
15 to 25, reaching its peak between 20 to 25 years of age (O’Leary, 1999). As many as one in
three college couples in the United States report at least one incident of dating violence
(Jackson, 1999; Lewis & Fremouw, 2001; White & Smith, 2009), and physical aggression has
been found to occur in 9–21% of dating relationships in the year prior to the assessment (Shook,
Gerrity, Jurich, & Segrist, 2000; White & Smith, 2009). Studies examining physical dating
violence perpetration and victimization for both men and women have found that women’s
rates were either similar or higher than those of men. As many as 42% of women and 37% of
men report perpetrating dating violence and 37% of women and 45% of men report having
been a victim of dating violence (Arias, Samios, & O’Leary, 1987; Cyr, McDuff, & Wright,
2006; Luthra & Gidycz, 2006; Magdol et al., 1997; Muñoz-Rivas, Graña, O’Leary, &
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González, 2007; Riggs, O’Leary, & Breslin, 1990; White & Koss, 1991). These high rates are
problematic considering the myriad of negative consequences associated with physically
aggressive behaviors, including physical injuries (American Medical Association, 1992;
Muñoz-Rivas et al., 2007) and mental health problems such as depression and anxiety
(Cascardi, O’Leary, Lawrence, & Schlee, 1995; Wolitzky-Taylor et al., 2008). Although both
men and women experience negative consequences, women sustain more physical injuries
(Archer, 2000; Muñoz-Rivas et al., 2007), and experience more depression and anxiety
(Magdol et al., 1997; Vivian & Langhinrichsen-Rohling, 1994) as a result of aggression than
do men.

The overall occurrence of dating violence has been shown to be stable over a 3-month period
among dating couples who remained in their relationships (O’Leary & Smith Slep, 2003).
College students, however, may change dating partners frequently, especially if one or both
partners are aggressive. Thus, it is important to investigate the stability of aggressive behaviors
over time without limiting the sample to dating couples who stay together. Studies not limited
to individuals who remained in the same relationship over time provide evidence to suggest
that dating violence is stable regardless of relationship stability. For example, a meta-analytic
review of the literature suggested that individuals with a history of perpetrating physical
aggression were at greater risk of perpetrating in the future, and victims who were also
physically aggressive with their partner were at increased risk of future victimization (Stith,
Smith, Penn, Ward, & Tritt, 2004). A recent prospective study of dating violence among men
revealed that a history of perpetrating physical aggression in dating relationships was predictive
of future perpetration (Gidycz, Warkentin, & Orchowski, 2007).

1.1. Concurrent Associations between Heavy Drinking and Dating Violence Perpetration and
Victimization

Frequent heavy drinking has been related to the occurrence of partner violence more broadly
(Fals-Stewart, Golden, & Schumacher, 2003; Leonard & Quigley, 1999; Quigley & Leonard,
2000), with cross-sectional studies indicating that consuming alcohol prior to an aggressive
incident increased the likelihood of occurrence and severity of aggression (Fals-Stewart,
2003; Shook et al., 2000; Testa, Quigley, & Leonard, 2003). Although these studies have
focused on marital violence, college men characterized as being physically abusive with a
dating partner reported more alcohol problems than men who were characterized as
psychologically abusive or who were not abusive at all (Lundeberg, Stith, Penn, & Ward,
2004). One possible explanation for this concurrent association between heavy drinking and
dating violence is based on the alcohol myopia theory, whereby alcohol consumption
influences attention and other cognitive processes that typically inhibit behavioral responses
such as aggression (Curtin, Patrick, Lang, Cacioppo, & Birbaumer, 2001; Giancola, 2000;
Steele & Josephs, 1990). According to this theory, individuals under the influence of alcohol
will be more likely to attend to the most salient cues in their environment (e.g., a conflict with
a dating partner), and not on the more distal negative consequences (e.g., relationship
dissolution) associated with acting aggressively.

1.2. Longitudinal Associations between Heavy Drinking and Dating Violence Perpetration
and Victimization

Heavy drinking has been shown to predict aggression perpetration among married couples over
time (e.g., Leonard & Senchak, 1996, Quigley & Leonard, 1999). This longitudinal association
may be related to an increase in relationship discord (Leonard, 2001), or a decrease in
relationship satisfaction due to heavy drinking (Heyman, O’Leary, & Jouriles, 1995; Homish
& Leonard, 2007). In addition, heavy drinking has been shown to lead to other behavioral risks
such as generalized aggression and risky sexual practices (e.g., Neal & Fromme, 2007), which
may influence subsequent dating violence (Leonard & Quigley, 1999; Leonard & Senchak,
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1993, 1996). The longitudinal relation between heavy drinking and dating violence appears to
be less consistent than among married couples as some studies have found that heavy drinking
predicts subsequent aggression among dating couples (Foshee, Linder, MacDougall, &
Bangdiwala, 2001; Magdol, Moffitt, Caspi, & Silva, 1998), whereas others have not (Gidycz,
Warkentin, & Orchowski, 2007; Martino, Collins, & Ellickson, 2005; Testa, Livingston, &
Leonard, 2003).

In addition to the effects of heavy drinking on subsequent dating violence, dating violence
perpetration or victimization may influence future heavy drinking (Keller, El-Sheikh, Keiley,
& Liao, 2009; Leonard & Senchak, 1996; Testa & Leonard, 2001; Testa, Livingston, &
Leonard, 2003). In a drinking-to-cope model, individuals may drink to reduce negative affect
or as a response to stress (Cooper, Russell, Skinner, Frone, & Mudar, 1992). Therefore, victims
or perpetrators of dating violence may subsequently engage in heavy drinking as an attempt to
cope with problems in the relationship (Testa & Leonard, 2001; Testa, Livingston, & Leonard,
2003) or because of the emotional consequences associated with dating violence perpetration
or victimization (Anderson, 2002; Kilpatrick et al., 1997).

1.3. Mutual Dating Violence in Men and Women
Martino and colleagues (2005) argued that focusing specifically on victimization may not
adequately reflect the relation between alcohol use and women’s experience of partner violence
given that the majority of females categorized as victims also tend to perpetrate aggression
against their partner (Hamberger, 1997; Vivian & Langhinrichsen-Rohling, 1994; White &
Chen, 2002). Capaldi and Owen (2001) reported that women were as likely as men to be violent,
and that relationship partners were likely to match each other on whether or not they were
violent. This is consistent with what Johnson (1995; p. 285) referred to as “common couple
violence,” in which the more prevalent form of aggression in intimate relationships involves
partners who are mutually aggressive.

The reciprocal effects of women’s heavy drinking and partner violence perpetration and
victimization were examined in women between the ages of 23 and 29 (Martino, Collins, &
Ellickson, 2005). The authors concluded that heavy drinking at age 23 did not predict partner
violence victimization or perpetration at age 29, but that victimization at age 23 increased the
risk for subsequent heavy drinking at age 29. Despite the use of a longitudinal design and the
examination of the reciprocal effects of alcohol and partner violence, there are still several
limitations of the Martino study. Most importantly, the assessment periods were six years apart,
therefore limiting findings to the long-term effects of these behaviors rather than more
immediate associations. In addition, the second assessment occurred when the women were
29 years old, which is beyond the age that partner violence typically peaks (O’Leary, 1999).
Consequently, the lack of a significant association between alcohol use and subsequent partner
violence may have been due to an overall decline in dating violent behaviors. Moreover, despite
their suggestion that men and women are both perpetrators and victims of partner violence, the
authors focused only on women. Thus, additional longitudinal studies are needed to investigate
more immediate reciprocal associations between heavy drinking and perpetration and
victimization of dating violence for both men and women.

1.4. Present Investigation
The aim of the present study was to examine the reciprocal effects of heavy drinking and
physical dating violence perpetration and victimization across the first three years of college.
We built upon the methodology used by Martino and colleagues (2005) by examining these
reciprocal effects for both men and women using multiple assessments over a three year period
allowing for a more thorough investigation of the dynamic relations between heavy drinking
and dating violence. With a shorter time frame than the Martino study, our assessments also
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therefore may reflect more immediate associations between heavy drinking and dating
violence.

Based on the alcohol myopia theory which suggests that individuals under the influence of
alcohol will attend to the most salient cues in their environment and not the possible negative
consequences, we hypothesized that heavy drinking would be positively and concurrently
associated with dating violence for both women and men. We also anticipated that heavy
drinking and dating violence would be longitudinally associated. Given that drinking tends to
lead to aggression more generally, and dating violence specifically, we hypothesized that heavy
drinking would predict future dating violence in the present investigation. Additionally, we
hypothesized that dating violence would predict later heavy drinking due to a desire to reduce
the negative affect associated with dating violence perpetration and victimization, or as an
attempt to cope with the stress associated with relationship discord.

2. Method
2.1. Participants and Procedures

Participants were drawn from a longitudinal study at The University of Texas at Austin, and
the university’s Institutional Review Board approved all study procedures. Incoming college
students from the 2004 entering class (N = 6,390) were invited to participate during their
freshman orientation held the summer prior to college matriculation. At the time of recruitment,
eligible participants were first time college freshmen, between the ages of 17 and 19, and
unmarried (see Corbin, Vaughan, & Fromme, 2008, for a detailed explanation of the sample
and recruitment procedures). Eligible participants were randomized to one of three study
conditions,1 with 3,046 randomized to complete semi-annual assessments. Of those, 2,247
(73.8%; 59% female) provided informed consent and completed the initial high school survey.
These participants were then invited to complete Internet-based surveys at the end of each fall
and spring semester of college about their heavy drinking and dating violence perpetration and
victimization for the previous 3-months (which maps on to the duration of the college
semester). Participants were paid $20 for completing each fall semester survey and $25 for
completing the spring semester surveys.

For the six semesters of data collection included in the current study (which corresponded to
their first three years of college), response rates were high for all assessments, but declined
over the course of the entire assessment period, ranging from 92.4% (n = 2,077) for the fall
semester of the first year of college to 73.0% (n = 1,639) for the spring semester of the third
year of college. At the time of the first college assessment, the mean age of the participants
was 18.75 (SD=0.35), and the sample was 61% women with an average family income of
approximately $58,000. The majority of the participants were White (54.2%), followed by
Asian (18.0%), Hispanic (15.6%), African American (4.1%), and multiracial or other ethnicity
(8.1%), which is similar to the ethnic distribution of the larger university community.

2.2. Measures
2.2.1. Demographics—Participants provided information on their age, sex, race and
ethnicity, family’s annual income, and current relationship status.

1Participants were randomly assigned to one of three conditions: (1) Years 1–4 (n = 2,247) in which participants were invited to complete
an initial high school survey, as well as semi-annual surveys occurring at the end of each semester, (2) Years 1 and 4 (n = 976) in which
participants were invited to complete an initial high school survey as well as a survey in their fourth year of college, and (3) Year 4 only
(n = 810) in which participants were invited to complete the survey in their fourth year of college only. In order to investigate the
longitudinal relations for the first three years of college, only participants randomized to Years 1–4 are included in the present study.
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2.2.2. Dating violence—The frequency of being a perpetrator or victim of minor and severe
physical aggression with a dating partner during the 3 months prior to the completion of each
semester survey was assessed using the Physical Assault subscale of the Revised Conflict
Tactics Scale (CTS-2; Straus, Hamby, Boney-McCoy, & Sugarman, 1996). The Physical
Assault subscale has good internal reliability (alpha = .86; Straus et al., 1996). Participants
were provided with a single question for minor and severe physical dating violence. Each
question presented the stem “During the past 3 months, how many times have you or your
boyfriend/girlfriend” and then listed the five minor aggression items from the CTS-2 Physical
Assault Subscale (i.e., threw something at each other that could hurt, twisted partner’s arm or
hair, pushed or shoved, grabbed, and slapped) and the seven severe aggression items (i.e.,
slammed partner against a wall, choked, kicked, punched or hit partner with something that
could hurt, beat up partner, burned or scalded partner on purpose, used a knife or gun against
partner). Each question was rated on a 7-point scale (0 = never, 1 = once, 2 = twice, 3 = 3–5,
4 = 6–10, 5 = 11–20, 6 = 20 or more). As suggested by Straus and colleagues (1996), the minor
and severe items were scored using the midpoint of the range provided (a 25 was recommended
for the ‘20 or more’ response option). The minor and severe physical aggression questions
were significantly correlated at each assessment (r’s ranged from .157 to .741, all p’s < .01)
and were summed for a total frequency of minor and severe physical dating violence for each
assessment.

2.2.3. Heavy Drinking—Participants were asked about the number of episodes of binge
drinking and frequency of drunkenness in the past three months. Binge drinking was assessed
by asking participants to provide the number of episodes they had 5 or more drinks (for men)
or 4 or more drinks (for women) per occasion (Wechsler & Isaac, 1992). Participants were then
asked to provide the number of times they got drunk (not just a little high) on alcohol (Jackson,
Sher, Gotham, & Wood, 2001). The responses for number of binge drinking episodes and
frequency of drunkenness could range from 0–99 for each 3-month period. A combination of
both objective and subjective measures of alcohol consumption has been suggested as a means
to improve reliability over other assessments that rely on single-items (Sher & Rutledge,
2007). Therefore, a heavy drinking composite score similar to that used in previous research
assessing the relation between heavy drinking and partner violence (Testa, Livingston, &
Leonard, 2003) was created for each semester by adding the number of binge episodes (i.e.,
objective index) with the number of episodes of drunkenness (i.e., subjective index).

2.3. Analytic Strategy
We conducted chi-square analyses to evaluate gender and racial/ethnic differences from an
initial Contact Form for those individuals who completed the initial survey and were therefore
contacted to participate in the remainder of the surveys and those who agreed to be randomized
to a study condition but failed to complete the initial survey. Next, missing data was examined
in two ways, including an evaluation of individuals who had any missing data versus those
who did not have any missing data, and individuals who dropped out of the study (and never
re-entered) versus those who remained in the study. Specifically, chi-square analyses were
conducted to examine differences on gender and race/ethnicity, and separate ANOVAs were
run to determine differences on heavy drinking and dating violence from the initial college
assessment.

The frequency of dating violence was examined and 5–7% of participants reported perpetration
or victimization in the 3-months prior to each assessment. Because of relatively low base rates
of occurrence, most studies assess intimate partner violence over a 12-month period (e.g.,
Martino et al., 2005; O’Farrell, Murphy, Stephan, Fals-Stewart, & Murphy, 2004; Schumacher,
Homish, Leonard, Quigley, & Kearns-Bodkin, 2008; Testa, Livingston, & Leonard, 2003).
The present study, however, used a 3-month time frame to map onto each college semester and
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to be consistent with the assessment of heavy drinking. Composite variables were therefore
calculated for heavy drinking and dating violence by summing the fall and spring semesters
for each year of data collection and used in all subsequent analyses.

Multi-group path analyses (Kline, 2005) for men and women were conducted with MPlus 5
(Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2007) to test the possible reciprocal relations between heavy
drinking and dating violence frequency across the first three years of college. Among the
advantages of MPlus is the use of maximum likelihood estimation procedures, which can
effectively handle the non-systematic missing data in the current dataset (Kline, 2005). Multi-
group path analyses allow for a model to be simultaneously fit to two separate groups; in the
case of the current investigation, the same model was fit to men and women. First, the model
was run constraining all direct paths to be equal for men and women, which assessed trends in
the sample as a whole. Next, in order to compare the differences in the associations between
heavy drinking and dating violence between men and women, a model was run in which the
constraints were released and paths were allowed to vary freely for men and women. The
relative fit of the model with unconstrained paths was compared to the fully constrained model
using a Chi-square difference test. This comparison provided an examination of whether or
not the associations between heavy drinking and dating violence were better understood by
examining the total sample or by examining men and women separately.

Overall model fit was assessed by examining the Model Chi Square statistic. This index,
however, may be erroneously significant when sample sizes are large, and other fit indices may
provide more appropriate evidence of model fit (Kline, 2005). Therefore, we examined the
root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), which indicates reasonable fit with values
between .05 and .08, and poor fit with values above .10 (Browne & Cudeck, 1993), the
Comparative Fit Index (CFI) and Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI), which indicate reasonably good
fit with values greater than .90 (Hu & Bentler, 1999), and the standardized root mean square
residual (SRMR) which indicates adequate fit with values less than .10 (Kline, 2005).
Additionally, Hu and Bentler (1999) recommend a stringent joint criterion to retain a model,
with CFI ≥ .96 and SRMR ≤ .10, to minimize the risk of a Type I or Type II error.

3. Results
3.1. Missing Data and Attrition Analyses

Overall, response rates were high with 95.7% of the total sample responding to at least one
semester survey for Year 1, 88.3% for Year 2, and 80.3% for Year 3. Chi-square analyses
between those who completed the contact form and agreed to be randomized to a study
condition but did not complete the initial survey and those who completed the initial survey
yielded a significant chi-square for gender, χ2(1, N = 3,022) = 46.77, p < .001, with a higher
percentage of men (32.5%) who failed to complete the survey than women (21.5%). The
analysis for race/ethnicity was not significant, χ2(7, N = 3,019) = 11.17, p = .13, indicating that
race/ethnicity did not differ between those who completed the initial survey versus those who
did not.

Chi-square and ANOVA analyses were conducted to examine differences between those
individuals with missing data for at least one assessment (n = 887; 39.5%) and those with no
missing data. The chi-square analyses were significant for gender, χ2(1, N = 2,247) = 45.89,
p < .001, and race/ethnicity, χ2(7, N = 2,247) = 21.93, p < .01. Men (48.0%) were more likely
to have missing data than were women (33.8%), and Hispanic (46.2%) and African American
(45.2%) individuals were more likely to have missing data than were Caucasian (40.3%), Asian
(31.0%), and Multi-ethnic or other (37.4%) individuals. Results of the ANOVA analyses
revealed a significant main effect of heavy drinking, F(1, 2073) = 9.33, p < .01. Those with
missing data were more likely to be heavier drinkers (M = 6.63, SD = 12.94) than those without
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missing data (M = 4.97, SD = 11.02). There were no significant group differences for dating
violence, F(1, 2054) = 1.79, p = .18. A similar pattern of results was found for individuals who
dropped out of the study (n = 386; 17.2%) versus those who remained in the study. Gender,
χ2(1, N = 2,247) = 21.94, p < .001, and race/ethnicity, χ2(7, N = 2,247) = 16.32, p < .05, were
significantly different between those who dropped out of the study versus those who remained
in the study. Specifically, men (21.7%), Hispanics (20.2%), African Americans (19.4%) and
Caucasians (18.2%) were more likely to drop out than women (14.1%) and Asians (11.1%).
Additionally, the ANOVA for heavy drinking produced a significant main effect of group, F
(1, 2073) = 7.95, p < .01; those who dropped out of the study were more likely to be heavier
drinkers (M = 7.34, SD = 15.34) than those who remained in the study (M = 5.25, SD = 11.02).
Again, there were no significant group differences for dating violence, F(1, 2054) = 0.3, p = .
58.

3.2. Primary Analyses
Nineteen percent of the participants (n = 426; 73% female) experienced physical dating
violence at some point during the three-year assessment period, with 10% in Year 1, 11% in
Year 2, and 8.5% in Year 3. The prevalence of dating violence occurring in each of these
assessment periods is lower than that reported in other studies (Testa, Livingston, & Leonard,
2003; Martino et al., 2005) and may be due to the fact that we did not assess these behaviors
continuously for the entire 12-month period. Additionally, we included individuals who
reported being single (i.e., did not endorse dating) in these analyses. Including individuals who
endorsed being single is important in a college sample, as individuals may deny dating in the
more traditional sense, but may engage in the current romantic relationship trends of “hooking
up” or “seeing” other people (Bogle, 2007).

The means and standard deviations for men’s and women’s heavy drinking and dating violence
frequency for the three years are presented in Table 1. Men and women differed significantly
in their heavy drinking at Year 2 as well as their frequency of experiencing dating violence at
Year 2, with men reporting heavier drinking than women, and women reporting a greater
frequency of dating violence experiences than men. There were no differences, however,
between heavy drinking and dating violence frequency for men and women at Years 1 or 3.

The bivariate correlations between heavy drinking and dating violence variables for men and
women (Table 2) revealed significant associations among heavy drinking and among dating
violence for both men and women across all three years. In addition, heavy drinking by men
at Years 1 and 3 was significantly associated with dating violence at Year 1, whereas heavy
drinking by women at Year 2 was significantly associated with dating violence at Year 3.

3.2.1. Path Analyses—The concurrent and reciprocal associations between heavy drinking
and dating violence were first examined for the sample as a whole by constraining all direct
effects to be equal for men and women. Overall, the fully constrained model fit the data well,
χ2 = 130.81, df = 16, p < .001; CFI = .97; TLI = .95; RMSEA = .08 (90% CI: .068-.093); SRMR
= .04. Paths from earlier heavy drinking to later heavy drinking, and earlier dating violence to
later dating violence, were significant indicating stability of heavy drinking and dating violence
over time. The concurrent and longitudinal relations between heavy drinking and dating
violence, however, were not significant.

The fully unconstrained model, in which the paths are assessed separately for women and men,
was run next and fit the data well, χ2 = 87.38, df = 8, p < .001; CFI = .98; TLI = .94; RMSEA
= .09 (90% CI: .077-.112); SRMR = .03. Figure 1 and Figure 2 present the unstandardized path
coefficients (and standardized coefficients in parentheses) of the fully unconstrained model for
women and men, respectively. The associations across all time points for heavy drinking and
dating violence were significant for both men and women suggesting that both heavy drinking
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and dating violence were stable across the three years. In addition, Year 2 heavy drinking was
significantly positively associated with dating violence at Year 3 for women. For men, there
was a significant concurrent association between heavy drinking and dating violence at Year
1. This fully unconstrained model fit the data better than the fully constrained model as indexed
by a significant decrease in the chi-square goodness-of-fit indices, Δ χ2 = 43.43, Δ df = 8, p < .
001. This suggests that the model in which paths are allowed to differ for men and women
better characterizes the data than the model examining the total sample in which paths were
constrained to be equal.

4. Discussion
The current study investigated the concurrent and reciprocal relations between heavy drinking
and dating violence for men and women across the first three years of college. The frequency
of heavy drinking and dating violence was found to be relatively stable across time for both
genders. With the use of multi-group path analyses, we determined that the better fitting model
was one that allowed the paths in the model to vary by gender, suggesting that the relation
between alcohol use and dating violence over time differed for men and women.

Based on the alcohol myopia model, we hypothesized that alcohol would be positively
associated with concurrent dating violence. This, however, was only supported for men and
only during their freshman year of college. This finding may be due to the fact that aggressive
behavior of heavy drinking individuals is disinhibited by their alcohol use (Curtin et al.,
2001; Giancola, 2000; Steele & Josephs, 1990), or it may be that these men spent more time
in situations where alcohol and aggression often co-occur (e.g., bars, large parties) during their
freshman year. Consistent with a coping model, we also expected that dating violence would
predict future heavy drinking in order to cope with negative feelings such as guilt over the
aggression. Lastly, based on the idea that drinking leads to aggressive behaviors, we
hypothesized that heavy drinking would predict future dating violence. These latter two
hypotheses were not supported as instead heavy drinking during sophomore year predicted
dating violence for women in their junior year, but no significant longitudinal associations
were found for men.

It is somewhat surprising that heavy drinking did not predict subsequent dating violence for
men; however, research in this area has not been consistent. At least one other study of heavy
drinking and dating violence by men likewise failed to find an association over time even
though they were related cross-sectionally (Foshee et al., 2001). Dating violence for men may
be influenced more by the situational effects of heavy drinking, which would be consistent
with a concurrent rather than a longitudinal association. Additionally, individuals in romantic
relationships during college may not be as committed to their partners as married couples.
Because heavy drinking has been associated with relationship discord or dissatisfaction (Testa,
Livingston, & Leonard, 2003), these relationships may end before a pattern of dating violence
develops.

The results of the current study also did not support earlier work which concluded that dating
violence victimization and perpetration predicted future heavy drinking for women. These
previous findings, however, represented either indirect effects through other relationship
factors, or associations over a six-year period which represent more long-term effects than
were investigated in the current study (Martino et al., 2005, Testa, Livingston, & Leonard,
2003). Substance use may be a way to cope with the negative consequences of dating violence
(e.g., depression, PTSD); however, these effects may not be immediate, but rather develop
over time, or may be related to the occurrence of other factors such as relationship
dissatisfaction (Anderson, 2002; Kilpatrick et al., 1997).
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It is important to note that heavy drinking was predictive of subsequent dating violence for
women, with heavy drinking in sophomore year predicting dating violence during their junior
year. This longitudinal relation may be explained by a tendency for heavy drinking women to
associate with other heavy drinking individuals (for a review see Borsari & Carey, 2001). They
may be more likely to form unhealthy relationships based on mutual abuse of alcohol (Leonard
& Das Eiden, 1999; Leonard & Mudar, 2003) thereby increasing the likelihood of aggression
occurring in the context of their dating relationships. Additionally, women who are drinking
heavily may experience discord or dissatisfaction in their dating relationships. For those
individuals who do not know healthy techniques to resolve conflicts in interpersonal
relationships, a pattern of aggression consistent with common couple violence may begin
(Johnson, 1995). Specifically, these dating partners may engage in verbal aggression as a result
of relationship conflict that over time may lead to physical aggression (Schumacher & Leonard,
2005).

The current study improved upon the methodology from previous research by investigating
the concurrent and reciprocal longitudinal associations between heavy drinking and dating
violence across a three year period. Several limitations of the current study, however, should
be noted. Heavier drinking individuals were more likely to fail to complete surveys or drop
out of the study than individuals who were not heavy drinkers. This pattern, however, was not
observed with respect to dating violence. Individuals who reported a greater frequency of dating
violence were no more likely to have missing data or drop out of the study compared to those
who did not report dating violence. Because heavy drinkers are more likely to engage in other
aggressive behaviors including dating violence (e.g., Murray et al., 2008), missing data from
these individuals may have resulted in lower estimates of dating violence. Relationship status
was assessed at each semester survey, but it was not known whether aggression occurred with
the same or different dating partners within and across assessment periods. Relationships
during college, especially those that involve aggression, may be relatively brief, and could
therefore influence any longitudinal relations between alcohol and aggression. If an aggressive
relationship ended and participants were not in another romantic relationship during subsequent
assessment periods, they had no opportunity for dating violence. Moreover, because the nature
of relationships may change throughout the assessment period, the relation between alcohol
and aggression may also change due to partner characteristics or how the couple handles
conflict under the influence of alcohol. Additionally, these data were retrospective for the past
3-months, which may have influenced accurate reporting of heavy drinking and dating
violence. Studies of both heavy drinking and intimate partner violence have demonstrated
accurate recall for similar reference periods (Fals-Stewart, Birchler, & Kelley, 2003; Searles,
Helzer, Walter, 2000). Future studies on heavy drinking and dating violence might include
assessments that allow participants to report on behaviors for the previous day using daily
monitoring procedures (e.g., Neal & Fromme, 2007) or interactive voice response (e.g., Parks,
Hsich, Bradizza, & Romosz, 2008).

Another limitation of the current investigation is that we did not collect separate assessments
of dating violence victimization and perpetration. Thus we cannot determine the frequency
with which participants were the victim or the perpetrator of their dating violence experiences.
Nevertheless, most aggressive dating relationships involve mutual aggression in which
individuals are both perpetrators and victims (Capaldi & Owen, 2001; Johnson, 1995; Vivian
& Langhinrichsen-Rohling, 1994; White & Chen, 2002). Thus, the failure to distinguish these
roles may be less important than identifying their mutual occurrence with heavy drinking.
Additionally, a history of dating violence has been linked to current dating violence and
drinking behaviors, but we did not assess dating violence prior to college. A more detailed
history of dating violence would have facilitated our interpretation of the relations we observed,
especially during the freshman year. It should also be noted that the findings presented in this
investigation are specific to college samples and are not generalizable to young men and women

Stappenbeck and Fromme Page 9

Addict Behav. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2011 May 1.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



more broadly. In addition, other forms of interpersonal aggression such as verbal aggression
or sexual assault were not included in the current analyses; therefore, these results are only
specific to the relation between heavy drinking and physical dating violence.

Limitations notwithstanding, the current study addressed a much-needed area for intimate
partner violence by examining the longitudinal relation between heavy drinking and physical
dating violence for both men and women. Although not found at every assessment period,
dating violence and heavy alcohol consumption were concurrently associated for men, and
heavy drinking predicted subsequent dating violence for women. Future studies should
examine the contextual and relationship factors that may relate to the occurrence of dating
violence. As Johnson (1995) suggested, there may be a pattern for partner violence that begins
with a verbal argument and escalates by one or both partners to mild physical aggression. Event-
level analyses would allow for an examination of these potential patterns as well as partner
characteristics and relationship factors, such as satisfaction and commitment, which may
influence the occurrence of dating violence.

Results of the current investigation provide important implications for interventions that target
dating violence and heavy drinking. Efforts should be made to identify men and women who
are drinking heavily and address their high level of alcohol consumption in order to prevent
dating violence from occurring. Given the concurrent association between heavy drinking and
dating violence for freshman men, education and intervention programs should target both of
these harmful behaviors preferably prior to college matriculation. Specifically, programs
should instruct men of the possibility that heavy drinking and dating violence can be associated
and teach strategies to reduce the likelihood that either behavior will occur. Heavy drinking
should be identified among women and targeted prior to or during their sophomore year of
college to reduce the negative effects associated with heavy drinking, including the possibility
of subsequent dating violence. Men and women should also be provided with information about
how to establish and maintain healthy relationships, including effective ways to address
conflict in dating relationships, and skills and support for ending unhealthy relationships.
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Figure 1.
Fully unconstrained path analysis model for women with unstandardized path coefficients (and
standardized coefficients in parentheses).
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Figure 2.
Fully unconstrained path analysis model for men with unstandardized path coefficients (and
standardized coefficients in parentheses).

Stappenbeck and Fromme Page 15

Addict Behav. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2011 May 1.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

Stappenbeck and Fromme Page 16

Ta
bl

e 
1

M
ea

ns
 (a

nd
 S

ta
nd

ar
d 

D
ev

ia
tio

ns
) o

f h
ea

vy
 d

rin
ki

ng
 a

nd
 d

at
in

g 
vi

ol
en

ce
 fr

eq
ue

nc
y.

O
bs

er
ve

d
R

an
ge

s
W

om
en

M
en

t
T

ot
al

 S
am

pl
e

Y
ea

r 1
 h

ea
vy

 d
rin

ki
ng

0 
– 

23
5

10
.6

5 
(2

0.
85

)
12

.1
2 

(2
2.

72
)

−1
.3

8
11

.5
4 

(2
1.

44
)

Y
ea

r 2
 h

ea
vy

 d
rin

ki
ng

0 
– 

18
0

11
.9

2 
(2

1.
23

)
14

.4
0 

(2
3.

85
)

−2
.5

3*
*

12
.6

0 
(2

1.
85

)

Y
ea

r 3
 h

ea
vy

 d
rin

ki
ng

0 
– 

23
0

12
.8

6 
(2

2.
02

)
15

.2
9 

(2
5.

33
)

−1
.8

9
13

.6
8 

(2
3.

29
)

Y
ea

r 1
 d

at
in

g 
vi

ol
en

ce
0 

– 
50

0.
49

 (2
.8

1)
0.

34
 (2

.0
6)

1.
39

0.
47

 (2
.7

1)

Y
ea

r 2
 d

at
in

g 
vi

ol
en

ce
0 

– 
40

0.
57

 (2
.8

5)
0.

26
 (1

.3
5)

3.
19

**
0.

47
 (2

.4
2)

Y
ea

r 3
 d

at
in

g 
vi

ol
en

ce
0 

– 
50

0.
37

 (2
.2

4)
0.

28
 (1

.7
3)

1.
06

3
0.

33
 (2

.0
3)

N
ot

e.
 A

ll 
va

ria
bl

es
 re

pr
es

en
t a

 c
om

po
si

te
 o

f t
he

 fa
ll 

an
d 

sp
rin

g 
se

m
es

te
r s

ur
ve

ys
 in

 w
hi

ch
 p

ar
tic

ip
an

ts
 re

po
rte

d 
on

 th
e 

pa
st

 3
-m

on
th

s. 
H

ea
vy

 d
rin

ki
ng

 re
pr

es
en

ts
 th

e 
nu

m
be

r o
f b

in
ge

 e
pi

so
de

s a
nd

 th
e 

nu
m

be
r

of
 e

pi
so

de
s o

f d
ru

nk
en

ne
ss

. D
at

in
g 

vi
ol

en
ce

 fr
eq

ue
nc

y 
w

as
 ra

te
d 

on
 7

-p
oi

nt
 sc

al
es

 (0
 =

 n
ev

er
, 1

 =
 o

nc
e,

 2
 =

 tw
ic

e,
 3

 =
 3

–5
, 4

 =
 6

–1
0,

 5
 =

 1
1–

20
, 6

 =
 2

0 
or

 m
or

e)
 a

nd
 w

er
e 

sc
or

ed
 u

si
ng

 th
e 

m
id

po
in

t o
f t

he
in

di
ca

te
d 

ra
ng

e.

**
p 

< 
.0

1.

Addict Behav. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2011 May 1.



N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

Stappenbeck and Fromme Page 17

Ta
bl

e 
2

B
iv

ar
ia

te
 c

or
re

la
tio

n 
m

at
rix

 w
ith

 w
om

en
 o

n 
th

e 
up

pe
r d

ia
go

na
l a

nd
 m

en
 o

n 
th

e 
lo

w
er

 d
ia

go
na

l.

1.
2.

3.
4.

5.
6.

1.
 Y

ea
r 1

 H
ea

vy
 D

rin
ki

ng
–

.7
68

**
.6

59
**

.0
17

.0
16

.0
51

2.
 Y

ea
r 2

 H
ea

vy
 D

rin
ki

ng
.7

30
**

–
.7

73
**

.0
26

.0
24

.0
65

*

3.
 Y

ea
r 3

 H
ea

vy
 D

rin
ki

ng
.6

44
**

.8
19

**
–

.0
12

.0
07

.0
33

4.
 Y

ea
r 1

 D
at

in
g 

V
io

le
nc

e
Fr

eq
ue

nc
y

.1
06

*
.0

68
.1

60
**

–
.1

83
**

.0
59

*

5.
 Y

ea
r 2

 D
at

in
g 

V
io

le
nc

e
Fr

eq
ue

nc
y

−.
01

1
−.

01
0

.0
00

.0
97

**
–

.0
90

**

6.
 Y

ea
r 3

 D
at

in
g 

V
io

le
nc

e
Fr

eq
ue

nc
y

.0
11

.0
14

.0
44

.1
28

**
.2

13
**

–

* N
ot

e.
 p

 <
 .0

5;

**
p 

< 
.0

1.

Addict Behav. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2011 May 1.


