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Factors Associated with the Perpetration of Interpersonal Violence and Abuse in Young 

People’s Intimate Relationships  

Barter, C., Lanau, A., Stanley, N., Aghtaie, N.  and Øverlien, C.  

Abstract  

This paper examines individual, peer and societal risk factors associated with young people’s 

instigation of physical, sexual and emotional (including through new technologies) abuse in 

their intimate relationships. The research involved a survey of 4,564 young people aged 14-

17 across five European countries. Young people's advisory groups were convened in each 

country to work alongside the research teams. Across the sample approximately 20% of 

young people, irrespective of gender, stated they engaged in some form of emotional 

violence, 10% of girls and 6% of boys reported the use of physical violence and 20% of boys 

and 4% of girls reported using sexual violence (pressure and/or force). A range of 

intersecting risk factors, including wider experiences of violence and abuse, gendered 

attitudes and consumption of online pornography, were associated with the perpetration of 

intimate violence. Prevention and intervention programmes seeking to respond to violence 

in young people’s relationships need to develop effective strategies to address the interplay 

of these risk factors across children’s lives. 

 

 

Introduction 

 

International research on the prevalence of interpersonal violence and abuse (IPVA) in 

young people’s relationships has established the significance and the impact of the problem. 

This research has informed numerous abuse prevention programmes that target 

adolescents with the aim of ending abusive experiences in both present and future 

relationships.  However, such initiatives have been described as under-theorised and as 

failing to take account of the diversity of adolescent populations (Authors et al 2015). This 

European study focuses on the complex interplay of factors found in association with 
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perpetration of IPVA in adolescence and considers how interventions can build on this 

understanding. 

 

Prevalence rates for IPVA vary considerably depending on the populations sampled, 

definitions used, forms of IPVA included and acts incorporated, making global comparisons 

difficult (Hérbert et al 2017). Stonard et al’s (2014) evidence synthesis on the prevalence of 

IPVA victimisation in adolescent relationships (under the age of 18) determined that 

between 51-59% of girls and 45-55% of boys reported emotional abuse and between 22-

29% of girls and 19-27% of boys reported physical violence. Similarly, Wincentak et al’s 

(2016) meta-analysis found higher levels of physical perpetration by female adolescents, 

aged 13 to 16, compared to males.  Meta-analysis by Park and Kim (2018) with a wider age 

range of 13 to 22, and Wincentak et al (2016) both showed that young women reported 

greater sexual violence victimisation compared to young men.  

 

However, to fully understand the issues involved we need to also address both prevalence 

and impact.  (Author’s own 2017a) found statistically significant differences in respect of 

gender and IPVA subjective impact: young women were more likely than young men to 

attribute a negative impact (feeling scared and upset) to their experiences of victimisation 

whilst young men were more likely to state an affirmative only impact (thought it was 

funny) or report no effect. Similarly, in New Zealand, Jackson et al (2000) found that girls 

reported more negative emotional responses to their experiences of IPVA than boys. 

Correspondingly, research in the US has shown similar associations between gender and 

impact, including the impact of physical injury (Hamby et al 2012, Foshee 1996; 2001; 

Molidor et al 1998). A review of the mental health impacts of IPVA (Author’s own,2016a) 

found that young women aged 18 and under generally reported greater adverse health 

outcomes, including depression and eating disorders, compared to young men.   

 

Alongside prevalence and impact, research has sought to identify risk factors associated 

with both victimisation and perpetration of IPVA in young people’s relationships. The 

evidence has consistently shown that young people with a history of familial domestic 

violence, child abuse or punitive parenting are at greater risk of IPVA victimisation and 
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perpetration in their own intimate relationships (Temple et al., 2013, Hérbert et al., 2017,  

Park and Kim 2018). Family violence represents one of the most consistently identified risk 

factors for adolescent IPVA, although most studies are based in North America (Park and 

Kim 2018).  In a systematic review of research on factors associated with digital IPVA 

Hellevik (2018) found that previous exposure to IPV was the most frequent factor in the 

reviewed studies. The review also found that the vast majority of included studies (70%) 

were conducted in the USA. 

 

Two theories have been widely drawn upon to explain this associations: Social Leaning 

Theory (SLT) and Attachment Theory. SLT argues that observation of violence in the family 

or peer groups creates attitudes, concepts and norms about how to behave within intimate 

relationships and an associated acceptability of violence within specific contexts (Corvo and 

deLara 2010). Attachment Theory asserts that family violence or punitive parenting styles 

can influence the development of negative patterns of social behaviour during childhood 

which can then be transferred to adolescent intimate relationships (Bowlby 1969). It is 

argued that an absence of close and supportive relationships in childhood may result in 

insecure attachments in later intimate relationships (Rapoza and Baker 2008), characterised 

by fearful, anxious and mistrusting behaviour (Stonard 2016). Different attachment traits 

may therefore result in a fear of intimacy or obsession and extreme jealousy and anger 

(Bowlby 1984). However, we also know that many young people who experience family 

violence do not experience violence in their own relationships, thus other moderating 

factors come into play, such as wider social beliefs and attitudes to violence (Temple et al., 

2013, Pease and Flood 2008). A recent review (Radford et al, 2019) highlights the complexity 

of the relationship between childhood exposure to domestic violence and subsequent 

victimisation or perpetration and argues for the significance of gender and socio-ecological 

factors.  

 

Evidence indicates adolescents who bully their peers may also act in similar ways with their 

intimate partners (Miller et al 2013, Park and Kim 2018).  The meta-analysis by Gracia-Leiva 

et al (2019) found an association between being physically, psychologically or cyber bullied 

by peers or bullying and an increased risk of IPVA perpetration for young people aged 12 to 
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26.  Longitudinal studies have shown that bullying behavior precedes physical intimate 

violence perpetration for both females and males (Foshee et al 2014; 2016) and therefore 

constitutes a risk factor for later IPVA. Lastly, children who bully can also be victims 

themselves (Olweus 1978), and Foshee et al (2016) found that being both a ‘bully’ and a 

‘bully-victim’ was associated with increased risks of physical IPVA perpetration. A 

conceptual overlap has been suggested to explain this association (Miller, et al 2013; Falb et 

al, 2011), based on the premise that perpetration of different forms of violence has a 

common background in the desire to exercise power and control over others (Falb, et al. 

2011) as well as the existence of inequitable attitudes and peer norms (Reyes et al 2016).  

 

 

Risks for both victimisation and perpetration include having friends who have experienced 

IPVA victimisation, perpetrated IPVA and/or associating with peers who are generally anti-

social, aggressive or violent (Arriage and Foshee 2004; Garthe 2016, Park and Kim 2018, 

Herbert 2017, Gracia-Leiva et al 2019); Conversely, having pro-social friends and peers can 

act as a protective factor (Loeb et al 2014, Garthe 2016). Several studies suggest that peer 

behavioural norms are sufficiently influential to affect individual adolescent relationship 

IPVA behaviours (Leen at al., 2013, Gracia-Leiva et al 2019). The Social Norm Approach 

(SNA) theorises that people have mistaken perceptions of the attitudes and behaviour of 

others and that the prevalence of risky behaviour is usually overestimated, while protective 

pro-social behaviours are underestimated (Berkowitz 2004). This may justify and increase 

risky behaviour as well as the likelihood of an individual remaining silent about any harm 

caused and thereby reinforcing social tolerance.  

 

Linked to the above, research has shown that negative gendered attitudes and associated 

roles are key risk factors in understanding IPVA victimisation and perpetration. Young 

people who normalise or support the use of intimate violence through the endorsement of 

negative gender attitudes, including the rape myth (women and girls are to blame for sexual 

violence due to ‘leading boys and men on’) or validate victim blaming discourses, are more 

at risk of IPVA victimisation and instigation in their intimate relationships (Reyes et al 2016, 

McCauley et al 2013, Foshee et al., 2001; Wolfe et al., 2004, Temple et al., 2013). The 

Theory of Gender and Power (TGP) originally developed by Connell (1987), hypothesises 
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that exposure to traditional beliefs around gendered cultural norms associated with scripts 

of hegemonic masculinity (active, controlling, embodied) and femininity (passive; 

vulnerable, disembodied) reinforces IPVA behaviour. Furthermore, research has shown that 

young people who hold attitudes which condone IPVA, and specifically male violence to 

women, are themselves more likely to use violence and abuse in their own relationship or 

experience IPVA themselves (author’s own). However, these attitudes are themselves 

underpinned by wider structural mechanisms which seek to support IPVA through 

institutionalised gender-based inequalities (Pease and Flood 2008, authors own 2018). 

 

In addition, recent studies have indicated that watching online pornography may reinforce 

negative attitudes towards girls and women especially in relation to supporting the 

acceptability of male sexual aggression (Jochen and Valkenberg 2016). The impact of online 

pornography consumption on young people’s IPVA behaviour has been insufficiently 

examined, and studies exploring this association have focused exclusively on sexual coercion 

(see Author’s own 2016c, Jochen and Valkenberg 2016). 

 

Overall, studies on adolescent IPVA risk factors have generally concentrated on a limited 

number of associated factors and mainly, although not exclusively, addressed physical and 

sexual forms of abuse.  Gracia-Leiva et al (2019) argues from their meta-analysis that future 

research should seek to analyse how these risk factors are interrelated and to study their 

accumulative effects. They also identify a need for studies to be conducted outside North 

America arguing that research is required to explore the association between cultural 

differences and IPVA risks, especially in Latin America and Europe. In response to this gap in 

understanding, this paper will explore a range of factors associated with young men’s and 

young women’s perpetration of physical, sexual and emotional (both online and face-to-

face) IPVA, based on a European sample, and thereby provide new insights to inform the 

development of more effective prevention and intervention strategies.  

   

The Current Study  
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Methodology  

The Safeguarding Teenage Relationships (STIR) study included a school-based cross-section 

survey of 4564 adolescents and in-depth interviews with 100 young people in England, Italy, 

Norway, Bulgaria and Cyprus. The study explored young people’s online and face-to-face 

experiences of IPVA and associated risk factors.  A young people’s advisory group was 

convened in each country to comment on all aspects of the study from design of the 

research questions, instruments, analysis, outputs and dissemination including presenting 

conference papers (see (authors own) for a fuller explanation)   This paper concentrates on 

young people’s survey responses to questions concerning IPVA perpetration and associated 

risk factors and does not include young people’s experiences of IPVA victimisation which has 

been addressed in previous papers (authors own).  

 

Sample  

The five European countries were selected to provide a wide geographical spread as well as 

diversity in levels of gender equality. We used the European Institute for Gender Equality 

Index (2013) to ensure our sample contained countries with high levels (England and 

Norway) and lower levels (Bulgaria, Cyprus and Italy) of gender equality as measured by this 

European instrument. Although we aimed to achieve a representative sample in each 

country this was not always possible due to recruitment difficulties.  

 

The paper survey was administered in 45 schools across the five countries. A variety of 

recruitment strategies were employed including using the research teams current school 

contacts, snowballing and random emailing of schools across regions. A total of 4564 young 

people aged 14 to 17 completed the survey, with mean ages ranging between 14.7 years in 

England and 15.3 in Italy. Although we recognise that IPVA can be experienced at a younger 

age (Gadd et al 2015), we were unable to gain approval in some countries to include 

participants below the age of 14 and it was therefore decided to implement a higher age 

threshold to ensure consistency. In each country, approximately 1000 participants 

completed the survey except in Cyprus where, due to the smaller population size, 500 young 



7 
 

people took part. An equal number of males and females participated except in Italy where 

slightly more boys completed the survey than girls.  

Almost three-quarters of survey participants reported having had at least one relationship 

and this did not differ substantially between countries. The analyses presented in this paper 

are based on the sub-sample of 3277 young people who said they had been in a 

relationship. 

 

Ethics  

Young people gave their written and informed consent before completing the confidential 

survey. Parents received an information sheet and a consent form regarding the study.   

Care was taken to ensure that students worked on the questionnaires individually and 

without being overseen. Young people were informed they could stop at any time, without 

providing a reason. They could either leave the room, or if they preferred, remain and 

complete a quiz at the end of the survey until the session ended. After the fieldwork 

researchers stayed in the school so that young people could talk to them in private if they 

wished. All young people were given a leaflet containing contact details for relevant support 

services and school counsellors. Ethical scrutiny and approval were provided by the relevant 

University Ethics Committee.  

 

IPVA Measures  

Measures were developed in collaboration with the young people’s advisory groups. All 

measures were included in a single paper survey, translated into the required languages. 

The survey incorporated questions about experiences of both perpetration and victimization 

in relation to different forms of IPVA and their impacts. The measures used were based on 

previous studies of young people’s experiences of IPVA (Author’s own 2009; Radford et al 

2011) and a shorter version of the measure has been independently validated (Yakubovich 

et al 2019).  

Three types of IPVA were included: emotional violence (either online or offline); physical 

violence; and sexual violence. Although we asked young people about their experiences of 
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sending and/or receiving sexual images, including if they had felt pressured, unfortunately 

we did not ask about young people’s perpetration of online sexual violence in a way which 

could be included in this analysis (see Wood et al 2015).   

 

A range of questions were used to measure each form of abuse and responses were 

combined to produce an overall measure for each abuse type. For each question young 

people could respond: never; once; a few times or often. To consolidate sample size for 

analysis we used a binary category of no/yes for perpetration. We also asked young people 

why they had acted in this way however due to significant missing responses we were 

unable to analyse this data. Young people self-reported their use of violence. We 

acknowledge that the under-reporting of violence perpetration is likely to have been an 

issue due to social desirability (Sugarman and Hotaling 1997).  However, despite this, a 

relatively high proportion of young people reported using violence or abuse against a 

partner (see Table 1.)  Overall, the probability of identifying as a perpetrator increased with 

age from 33% at the age of 13 to 59% at the age of 17. Perpetration was most common in 

Italy (62%, n=525), followed by Bulgaria (51%, n=320), and Cyprus (48%, n=240) with the 

lowest perpetration rates observed in Norway (26% n=139).  

 

Most young people reported an opposite sex partner only.  Just over 1% of young women 

and 1% of young men had a same sex partners only (n=35 and 33 respectively), a smaller 

proportion reported both male and female partners. Unfortunately, the numbers prohibited 

separate analysis for this group.   

Insert Table 1 here  

 

Emotional abuse was the most commonly reported form of abuse used by young people.  

The measure considered both online and face-to-face (off-line) aspects of abuse.  Young 

people were asked whether they had ever engaged in a range of behaviours. Questions 

about face-to-face abuse included: Have you ever… ‘put your partners down in a nasty way; 

shouted at your partners/ screamed in their face/ called them names; said negative things 

to your partners about their appearance/body/friends/family; and, threatened to hurt any 
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of your partners physically’. The questions about online behaviour asked whether the 

participant had ever…’put your partner down in a nasty way or sent them nasty messages 

online or via mobile phones; ever posted nasty messages about your partners online that 

others could see; ever sent your partner threatening messages online or by mobile phones; 

used mobile phones or social networking sites to try and control who your partner can be 

friends with or where they can go; constantly checked up on what your partners have been 

doing / who they have been seeing; used mobile phones or social networking sites to stop 

your partner's friends liking them’. Thus, we sought to understand the ways in which young 

people attempt to restrict and control their intimate partners’ movements across both 

physical and virtual spaces.  As measures of online forms of abuse are under-developed, we 

calculated the Cronbach alpha to confirm that the items formed a reliable scale which they 

did (Cronbach alpha = 0.81). 

 

To summarise, questions about face-to-face behaviour identified acts of direct criticism and 

abuse, while those addressing online activity primarily reflect coercively controlling 

behaviours (Stark 2009) and surveillance. Overall, 45% of young women and 38% of young 

men reported perpetrating emotional abuse. 

Physical violence perpetration was measured using two questions: ‘Have you ever used 

physical force such as slapping, pushing, hitting or holding them down?’ and ‘Have you ever 

used more severe physical force such as punching, strangling, beating them up, hitting them 

with an object?’. The proportions reporting the use of physical violence were substantially 

lower compared to emotional IPVA but still substantial: 10% of girls and 6% of boys had 

used physical force against a partner.  However, a different gender picture emerges when 

we look at the use of severe physical force only where 1.2% of girls and 2.8% of boys 

reported using this level of violence.  

Finally, sexual violence perpetration was measured by four questions which addressed both 

emotional pressure and physical force (Kelly 1987). Participants were asked: ‘Have you ever 

pressured any of your partners into kissing or intimate touching’; ‘forced any of your 

partner/s into intimate touching’; ‘pressured any of your partners into having sexual 

intercourse’; and ‘forced any of your partners into having sexual intercourse’. Findings 
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showed a marked gender pattern; Young men were more likely to identify as instigators of 

sexual violence compared to young women (20% and 4% respectively). The sample size for 

young women (n=66) prohibited further analysis in respect of this group.  

Overall, and reflecting previous research, young women were slightly more likely than 

young men to report having ever used physical or emotional violence against their 

partner(s) whilst young men reported much higher levels of sexual perpetration.  However, 

we need to acknowledge that the gendered impact of IPVA remains pertinent when viewing 

prevalence rates for IPVA.  

 

Associated Risk Factors 

We examined two main sets of risk factors: The first set measured young people’s individual 

experiences of childhood violence and abuse while the second set explored young people’s 

wider experiences and attitudes. For this analysis, the second set of measures included 

gender attitudes and regular consumption of online pornography.  All of the above factors 

are often correlational rather than causal and some may be indicative of various influences.  

 

Set 1: Wider experiences of childhood violence and abuse 

To measure family violence, participants were asked whether any adults in their household 

‘regularly used physical force (punching, hitting, slapping)’ or ‘constant name 

calling/shouting’ against the respondent, other children and/or other adults in their 

household. If participants reported any physical or emotional violence against any member 

of the household, then the young person was defined as living in a violent household. 

 

To measure peer violence, respondents were asked if they had ever been bullied and if they 

have ever bullied anyone else. Due to classroom time restraints, we did not ask any wider 

questions on the form or severity of the bullying or wider experiences of peer violence. 

Following the bullying literature (Olweus 1978), young people were classified into four sub-

groups: not a bully or a victim; bully only; victim only; and bully and victim.  Lastly, in this 

section we asked participants if their friends used aggression or intimidation against other 

young people. Young people could respond: yes; no; or don’t know.  
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Set 2: Attitudes and Wider Experiences  

To measure gender attitudes, participants were asked to what extent they agreed with the 

following statements: “For the most important jobs it is better to choose a man than a 

woman; Women lead men on sexually and then complain about the attention they get; and 

It is sometimes acceptable for a man to hit a woman if she has been unfaithful”. The 

responses were collected using a five-points Likert scale from “agree a lot” to “disagree a 

lot”. A summative index of gendered attitudes was created by accumulating the answers to 

three questions. Respondents were classified into three groups according to whether they 

displayed mainly positive (egalitarian), neutral or negative gender attitudes. The aim was to 

create groups large enough to enable statistical analysis while providing a good 

representation of the data. The groupings also reflect the fact that the summative index was 

positively skewed: around 35% of the respondents disagreed or strongly disagreed with all 

three sentences (creating a summative value of below 6), although the results did differ 

across countries with England and Norway reporting less agreement with the statements, 

perhaps reflecting the high gender-equality levels of these countries.  Young people scoring 

6 or below were categorised as having positive/egalitarian gender attitudes. In contrast, 

values above 10 reflect agreement with at least one statement and were categorised as 

indicating negative gender attitudes.  

 

Using different index thresholds did not significantly alter the results. Descriptive analysis 

showed that, across countries, higher values in the index were associated with an increased 

probability of IPVA instigation, for both girls and boys. The index has already been shown to 

be a useful predictor of sexual IPVA (author’s own 2016c). It is also recognised that these 

norms and beliefs are further mediated by wider inequalities based on race, ethnicity, 

culture, religion, socio-economic background and disability (authors own 2015). However, 

due to our small sample size, we were not able to include these variables in this analysis.   

 

Lastly, we asked participants about their consumption of online pornography. As many 

young people may inadvertently or occasionally view online pornography, participants were 

asked ‘if they regularly watched online pornography’. Boys (45%) were much more likely to 

be regular pornography viewers than girls (5%).  
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Analysis  

Logistic regression was used to explore the risk factors associated with perpetrating violence 

and abuse in teenage intimate relationships. Logistic regression allows for the exploration of 

predictors of violence while controlling for the impact of other known predictors. This is 

important given that the predictors of violence often overlap. For example, there is a 

positive association between violence in the household and negative gender attitudes. In 

addition to the variables listed above, age and country of residence are used as control 

variables
1
.  

The regressions are based on pooled data for the five countries included in the study. The 

decision to pool the data in a single regression was undertaken to maximise the sample size. 

This was justifiable as the predictors of IPVA were largely consistent across countries
2

.  

 

Limitations  

The cross-sectional survey design means we can only demonstrate associations and not 

causation as we cannot ascertain the direction of the relationship identified; we do not 

know if the factors included in our analysis predicted or followed IPVA perpetration. 

Longitudinal data would allow the testing of these effects; in the absence of such data, the 

interpretation offered relies on existing theory in the field. Nevertheless, we can say if 

factors are associated with increased levels of IPVA perpetration. We were also unable to 

gain a representative sample across all countries and we cannot therefore assume that our 

sample breakdowns match adolescent populations in each country.   

 

Findings  

 
1

This allows accounting by the fact that the probability of having been a perpetrator tends to increase with age, partially reflecting the fact 

that older teenagers will have, on average, experienced more and probably longer relationships compared to their younger peers. Country 

dummies allow controlling by the fact that incidence rates vary across countries. 

2
These can be provided on request  
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This section presents the results from the multivariate analyses. Unless otherwise stated, 

'significance' means statistical significance. Table 2 shows the results of a set of logistic 

regressions that assess the probability of being a perpetrator of physical and emotional 

violence for boys and girls, as well as sexual violence for boys. The table shows odds ratios, 

which compare the conditional probability3
 of being a perpetrator against the probability of 

not being a perpetrator. An odds ratio above one indicates that a factor is associated with 

increased probability of being a perpetrator, while values below one indicates a reduced 

risk. 

 

Insert Table 2 here  

 

Young people’s wider experiences of violence 

 The results from the logistic regression support the association between IPVA and violence 

in other spheres of young people’s lives. Being exposed to violence in the household 

showed a positive significant association with perpetration of IPVA across all IPVA types for 

both genders (OR between 2.2 and 2.79). Additional tests (not shown) indicated that the 

effect persisted regardless of whether the young person was a victim of violent behaviour 

(child abuse) or if violence was directed towards other members of the household (domestic 

violence). Thus, both direct victimisation and exposure to family violence were associated 

with all forms of IPVA perpetration in young people’s relationships.   

  

 Violence against peers was captured through two variables, bullying and aggressive 

friendship groups. While there was some correlation between these variables, including 

both allowed for a more nuanced examination of peer effects. Being a bully or a bully-victim 

was associated with increased probability of being a perpetrator with some differences by 

gender. For male respondents being a bully or a bully-victim was associated with increased 

probability of emotional (OR=1.62 bully, 2.48 bully-victim), physical (OR 2.15, 1.97 

respectively) and sexual violence (OR 1.6, 1.79 respectively) perpetration. For young 

 
3

Conditional on the other variables included in the model 
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women, being a bully was associated with increased probability of perpetration of physical 

(OR 1.98) and emotional (OR 2.63) violence, but no association was found for bully-victims. 

No significant effects were found for victims of bullying. 

 Having aggressive friendship groups was associated with an increased probability of 

perpetrating IPVA4
. Boys whose friends were aggressive towards others or who ‘don’t know’ 

were significantly more likely to perpetrate emotional violence (OR 1.78 and 1.42 

respectively). The effect was also significant for girls; having aggressive friends was 

associated with increased probability of emotional IPVA perpetration (OR 1.67). Although, 

for boys, a positive association was also identified for physical and sexual IPVA, this was not 

at a statistically significant level.  

 

Young people’s general experiences and attitudes 

Young people, irrespective of gender, who reported negative gender attitudes were more 

likely to have been involved in IPVA perpetration.  Significant effects were observed for 

male respondents who expressed the most negative gender attitudes (i.e. agreeing with at 

least one negative statemen); OR physical 3.16, sexual 2.87, emotional 1.73. Young men 

exhibiting neutral gender attitudes were generally not at higher risk of perpetration than 

those with egalitarian attitudes: although a positive association was found for sexual 

violence perpetration and neutral attitudes this was not statistically significant. Young 

women exhibiting neutral gender attitudes (i.e. who did not fully disagree with the 

statements) were more likely to report perpetration of emotional violence (OR 1.66). The 

limited number of girls who reported negative gender attitudes meant that the association, 

while positive, was not statistically significant.   

Amongst boys, regularly watching pornography was associated with increased probability of 

perpetrating emotional (OR 1.41) and notably sexual (OR 2.46) IPVA. The coefficient for 

physical violence was positive but not significant. Given the low levels of pornography 

consumption reported by young women, it was to be expected that no significant 

association was found.    

 
4 There is some collinearity between bullying and having aggressive friends. When bullying is not included in the 

regression the association between having aggressive friends and IPVA perpetration is significant for all forms of violence. 
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Discussion  

Our findings add to the evidence base on risk factors and IPVA perpetration in young 

people’s relationships. However, we need to reiterate here that our cross-sectional design 

can only demonstrate associations and not causation. Nevertheless, a key strength of the 

study was the inclusion of a wide range of IPVA behaviours, including emotional and online 

forms of abuse.  Although, the intersection of risk factors differed by gender it remains clear 

that no single factor is allied with IPVA perpetration. It is evident that young people’s 

perpetration of IPVA is a complex and multifaceted issue and young people require 

differential levels of support depending on the risks they encounter.  

Consistent with other studies, family violence and abuse were central factors associated 

with perpetration of IPVA (authors own., 2009, Temple et al., 2013, Hérbert et al., 2017, 

Garthe 2016, Park and Kim 2018). However, our research has provided new insights through 

measuring the association with three discrete forms of IPVA as well as exploring 

perpetration by both males and females. Family violence was significantly associated with 

all forms of IPVA perpetration irrespective of gender; representing one of only two risk 

factors associated with girls’ use of physical violence. Our findings resonate with social 

learning theory which argues that violence within the family home may contribute to 

children and young people learning that violence and abuse are acceptable or normalised 

aspect of intimate relationships and may seek to replicate these behaviours in their own 

intimate interactions (Heilman and Barker 2018). However, this is one factor among others 

and not every child who experiences family violence will also go on to initiate violence in 

their own relationships.  

Amongst male respondents, being a bully or a bully-victim was associated with increased 

probability of being a perpetrator of all forms of IPVA. In contrast, for female respondents 

the only significant association was in respect to being a bully and emotional IPVA. 

Numerous studies have identified differences between bullies and bully-victims with most 

finding that, for bully-victims, victimisation predates their use of bullying behaviors (Olweus 

1978). Bully-victims compared to bullies generally display deficits in emotional control, 

adjustment problems and self-regulation (Shetgiri 2013) and heightened levels of hostility 
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(Olweus 1993). In contrast, Wolke et al (2000) refer to bullies as ‘cool manipulators’ as their 

actions are intentional and instrumental in achieving their goals, constituting an efficacious 

social strategy (Perry et al 1992).   

Foshee et al (2016) in their study of IPVA risk factors also identified similar associations 

across bullying categories although only in relation to physical IPVA. They also argue that 

bullies and bully-victims have greater risk of IPVA instigation than young people who are not 

involved in bullying although for different reasons: bully- victims because of their emotional 

stress and lack of self-control and bullies due to their ability to exert control and gain social 

status over peers and partners which serves to reinforce their wider social standing (Wolfe 

et al 2004). Our findings support this contention, although only in respect to boys as female 

bully-victims were not at a higher risk of IPVA perpetration. Female bully-victims may 

therefore restrict their negative behaviors to peers as, unlike boys, either they do not feel 

the need to replicate these behaviors with intimate partners or they are less able to do so, 

perhaps due to gendered scripts around hegemonic femininity and masculinity, 

continuously reinforced through institutionalised heteronormality (Renold and Ringrose 

2008, Tolman et al 2016, authors own 2018). However, recent literature has identified a 

growing problem with adolescent female aggression and such work argues that, due to the 

historical focus on boys’ negative behaviours, we know less about risk factors for girls 

(Cotter and Smokowski 2017).  

Our research also identified that having aggressive peer groups was significantly associated 

with perpetration of emotional violence for both genders; although a positive association 

was found for physical and sexual violence, this was not statistically significant. A possible 

explanation may be that young people who perpetrate IPVA seek out peers who provide a 

conducive environment in which aggression and coercion are viewed as an acceptable 

mechanism to achieve social status. Alternatively, young people whose peer groups act 

aggressively may seek to align themselves with these behavioral and attitudinal norms, 

including in their intimate relationships. Irrespective of the direction of the association, 

group norms which position harmful behavior as both acceptable and widespread require 

attention.  It follows that effective interventions, especially for severe forms of IPVA 

perpetration, need to target young people’s wider peer norms alongside delivering 

individual interventions that address past experiences of violence and harm (Firmin 2017).  
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However, we also know that attitudes and beliefs play an important, although contested, 

role in mediating these risk factors (Pease and Flood 2008). Our results, reflecting earlier 

studies (Foshee et al., 2001; Wolfe et al., 2004), showed an association between gendered 

attitudes and IPVA; where those with less egalitarian attitudes, regardless of gender, were 

more likely to report IPVA perpetration (girls only for emotional violence). This supports 

theoretical accounts of the ways in which beliefs which support gender inequality, 

hegemonic masculinity and perpetration of intimate violence intersect (Heilman and Barker 

2018, Authors’ own, 2018) As noted earlier our analysis showed that countries with lower 

levels of gender equality (Bulgaria, Cyprus and Italy) reported higher levels of IPVA 

Perpetration. This calls for wider structural determinates of IPVA, in this instance gender 

inequality, to be acknowledged and challenged in both policy and practice aimed at 

combating IPVA.     

 

Lastly, our findings also showed how wider influences, in this instance regular consumption 

of online pornography, were significantly associated with emotional and sexual IPVA 

perpetration by boys. As we have previously argued in relation to sexual IPVA instigation 

(author’s own 2016c), pornography’s misogynistic and violent depictions of sexual 

interactions, which often position women as passive sexualised subjects (Brunskell-Evans 

2017), may be influencing boys’ sexual expectations, norms and beliefs. We found in a 

separate analysis that boys who reported the most negative gendered beliefs were more 

likely to consume pornography than boys who held more egalitarian attitudes towards 

women (authors own 2016).  This study has shown that this association was also significant 

for emotional IPVA perpetration (and nearly significant for physical instigation), indicating 

that beliefs around the acceptability of derogatory language and controlling behaviour may 

be reinforced through viewing online pornography.  However, we need to be tentative as 

we cannot determine from our design if regular consumption of pornography contributes to 

the use of intimate violence or if young people who already use violence then consume 

pornography as this serves to normalise their abusive behaviour. 

 

Conclusion  



18 
 

The interplay of factors associated with childhood experience of violence alongside beliefs 

and attitudes which normalise or support IPVA has been identified in our analysis.  This 

intersection of factors indicates that a single theoretical framework will be insufficient to 

understand the complexity of this issue. Instead, multiple theoretical perspectives need to 

be knitted together (Kalmer and Sternberg 2008) as seen for example in relation to the 

integration of sociology of childhood and theories of gender and power (Author’s own), to 

enable the complexity of these factors to be understood across young people’s lives and to 

inform an socio-ecological model of support for IPVA prevention and intervention 

IPVA prevention and, to a lesser extent, intervention programmes for young people have 

increased over the past two decades. However, we need to ensure that the complexity of 

risks situated across young people’s lives are recognised and addressed in these 

programmes. Given the strong association found between different forms of violence and 

abuse, programme developers need to recognise that cross-cutting approaches which seek 

to prevent a range of negative behaviours, for example bullying, peer community violence 

and IPVA, maybe more effective than isolated prevention strategies (DeGue et al. 2013; Flay 

et al. 2004). This underpins the need to also recognise how wider structural gender 

inequalities intersect with IPVA perpetrating, necessitating the need for population-based 

prevention programmes.   

However, what is also evident is that some young people who experience multiple and 

overlapping risk factors will require more intensive support and these are unlikely to be 

effectively addressed through general prevention programmes which commonly 

concentrate on knowledge attribution and attitudinal change (Author’s own 2009, Gadd et 

al 2015, Authors et al 2015).  We also need to remember that the impact of IPVA differs by 

gender; girls experience more severe forms of violence with greater negative outcomes 

compared to boys. This difference, alongside the interconnection of gendered risks, needs 

to be acknowledged and explored in programmes if young people are to perceive them as 

authentic and appropriate.   
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Tables:  Factors Associated with the Perpetration of Interpersonal Violence and Abuse in Young 

People’s Relationships: A European perspective  

 

Table 1: Young People’s Self-Reports of Perpetrating Interpersonal Violence and 

Abuse   

  
No Yes 

  
% N= % N= 

Emotional violence Male 62% 1044 38% 645 

Female  55% 846 45% 684 

Physical violence Male 94% 1600 6% 107 
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Female 90% 1382 10% 158 

Sexual violence Male  80% 1347 20% 330 

Female 96% 1449 4% 66 

     

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 Table 2 Logistic Regressions. Instigation of violence in intimate relationships, by gender (odds ratio)  

  Male  Female  

  Physical Emotional Sexual  Physical Emotional 

Age(ref:14)       

 15 0.99 1.48* 1.2  1.45 1.67** 

  [0.54,1.83] [1.09,2.02] [0.81,1.76]  [0.85,2.49] [1.22,2.28] 

        

 16 1.24 1.84*** 1.11  1.65 2.20*** 

  [0.66,2.33] [1.34,2.53] [0.74,1.65]  [0.96,2.85] [1.59,3.06] 

        

 17 2.29* 3.44*** 1.24  2.00* 2.04*** 

  [1.07,4.90] [2.21,5.35] [0.72,2.13]  [1.05,3.78] [1.36,3.07] 

        

Gender attitudes (ref: egalitarian attitudes)      

 Neutral 1.03 1.03 1.39  0.96 1.66*** 

  [0.47,2.26] [0.75,1.42] [0.91,2.13]  [0.66,1.41] [1.31,2.10] 

        

 Negative 3.16** 1.73** 2.87***  1.1 1.47 

  [1.47,6.83] [1.21,2.47] [1.81,4.56]  [0.56,2.17] [0.90,2.39] 

Violence in the household       

  2.79*** 2.20*** 2.39***  2.61*** 2.61*** 

  [1.77,4.42] [1.64,2.94] [1.71,3.33]  [1.77,3.84] [1.98,3.42] 

Viewing Pornography       

  1.28 1.41** 2.46***  1.03 1.03 
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  [0.78,2.09] [1.11,1.79] [1.80,3.34]  [0.54,1.99] [0.63,1.66] 

Bullying (ref: no bullying)       

 Bully and victim 1.97* 2.48*** 1.76*  1.78 1.39 

  [1.04,3.74] [1.71,3.59] [1.12,2.76]  [0.98,3.24] [0.89,2.15] 

        

 Only victim 1.48 1.28 1.22  1.42 1.14 

  [0.73,3.01] [0.91,1.81] [0.78,1.91]  [0.92,2.20] [0.87,1.50] 

        

 Only bully 2.15* 1.62** 1.60*  1.98* 2.63*** 

  [1.19,3.88] [1.16,2.27] [1.07,2.38]  [1.02,3.86] [1.56,4.45] 

Aggressive friends (ref:No)       

 Yes 1.67 1.78*** 1.49  1.26 1.67** 

  [0.95,2.94] [1.29,2.46] [1.00,2.23]  [0.75,2.14] [1.16,2.39] 

        

 Do not know 0.68 1.42* 1.05  0.8 1.24 

  [0.36,1.32] [1.06,1.90] [0.73,1.52]  [0.48,1.34] [0.93,1.67] 
 
Country (ref: Bulgaria)       

 Cyprus 0.88 1.11 0.97  0.94 1.42 

  [0.40,1.93] [0.72,1.69] [0.56,1.68]  [0.51,1.73] [0.93,2.17] 

        

 England 0.91 0.69 0.48*  0.62 0.95 

  [0.40,2.07] [0.45,1.07] [0.26,0.89]  [0.32,1.18] [0.62,1.46] 

        

        

 Italy 1.68 2.60*** 5.62***  0.59 2.18*** 

  [0.90,3.13] [1.81,3.73] [3.58,8.82]  [0.30,1.15] [1.42,3.34] 

        

 Norway 1 0.45*** 0.36**  0.43* 0.61* 

    [0.43,2.33] [0.28,0.72] [0.18,0.74]   [0.22,0.88] [0.39,0.95] 

        
Sample size 1599 1585 1581  1458 1448 

Mc Fadden R2 0.16 0.15 0.22   0.08 0.10 
 

Note: Odds ratio; 95% confidence intervals in brackets. Significance: * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 

 

 

 


