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Abstract

:

Violence in adolescent intimate relationships poses a real threat to adolescent well-being and is a risk factor for recurrent violent patterns in adult marital relationships. The present study aimed to understand the relationship between different dimensions of childhood trauma and dating violence perpetration and the mediating role of temperament. The sample was composed of 3497 adolescents (n = 1549 boys, n = 1948 girls; M = 1.56, SD = 0.497) aged between 10 and 22 years (M = 15.15, SD = 1.83). Instruments used in this study included the Social Desirability Scale, the Childhood Trauma Questionnaire (CTQ), and the Early Adolescent Temperament Questionnaire (EATQ). The results show that temperament plays a mediating role in the relationship between dating violence perpetration and emotional, physical, and sexual abuse. Furthermore, the results suggest that adolescents who have been abused in childhood tend to demonstrate more temperamental problems and a greater susceptibility to the perpetration of teen dating violence, but only in the more severe dimensions of childhood trauma.
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1. Introduction


Adolescent dating violence (ADV) constitutes a significant problem in our society, and it is being considered as a strong predictor of domestic violence given that violent behaviors that start in a dating relationship could continue in future marital relationships [1]. Factors associated with ADV include interactional patterns that increase the likelihood of conflict and the perpetration of violence [2]. In this line, research suggests a strong association between experiencing child maltreatment and later perpetration of aggressive behavior [3,4,5]. More clearly, other studies indicate a relationship between experienced child abuse and later partner perpetration [6,7]. These early traumatic experiences (e.g., neglect, emotional, physical, and sexual abuse) are a broad phenomenon that includes harm or potential harm or threat of harm to the child even if is not intentional. The most common behavioral problem among emotionally abused children is the externalization of behavior, such as aggressive and destructive behavior [4], due to a familial atmosphere of hostility and rejection [5,8].



Evidence in the literature appears to support the social learning theory and the intergenerational transmission of violence [9,10]. These theories explain that in environments of chronic or cyclical violence, family dynamics and caregiving can impact children’s functioning and their role in reproducing violence throughout the various stages of their lives [11,12,13,14,15,16,17,18,19]. Therefore, family conflict, harsh parenting, physical and psychological abuse, and neglect may worsen negative effects of exposure to community violence and contribute to processes that reproduce violence [13,17,19,20,21,22]. Additionally, several studies evidence that individual initial dating relationships likely provide a bridge between the attachment patterns established in childhood between individuals and their caregivers and the attachment styles that are expressed in future adult intimate relationships [23]. This is in line with Bowlby’s theory [24] about attachment styles. Insecure attachment dimensions have been associated with dating violence perpetration [25,26]. However, dating violence perpetration might occur differently depending on attachment style. For example, individuals high on avoidant attachment may use violence to maintain their psychological distance in the relationship, whereas individuals high on anxious attachment may perpetrate violence in response to their jealousy, emotional dysregulation, or fear of abandonment [25].



There is evidence of associations related to temperament and various psychological problems, such as behavioral disorders, difficulties in social skills, prosocial behavior, and anger or aggression [27]. Temperament consists of relatively consistent basic dispositions, inherent to the person, which shape and modulate the expression of activity, reactivity, emotionality, and sociability. The main elements of temperament are present early in life and are strongly influenced by biological factors [28]. On one hand, youths with conduct problems from childhood show temperamental characteristics that contribute to their deviant behavior [29], and some studies have examined how difficult temperament can contribute to the development of conduct problems. So far, two developmental pathways have been identified: problems with emotional regulation and problems with low emotional arousal [30,31,32]. On the other hand, there have been recent calls for the importance of examining both cognitive and emotional processes early in adolescence as potential mediators of family violence and ADV [33], as is the example of temperament. That contributes to a greater understanding of the processes mediating the intergenerational transmission of partner violence that could inform family violence theory and interventions designed to interrupt this cycle [34]. For example, a study by Reyes et al. [33] revealed a direct exposure to violence led to increased acceptance of ADV and anger dysregulation, which in turn led to an increased risk for ADV perpetration. Given these characteristics, it becomes pertinent to explore the role of temperament in maltreated children and the perpetration of violence in a dating relationship to have a better understanding and perspective of the reasoning behind the behavior. Analyzing this link can provide information for implementing timely and targeted prevention interventions.



In the light of the foregoing, this study aims to assess the association of childhood exposure to abuse and neglect with dating violence perpetration in a community sample and examine the moderating effect of temperament characteristics on the association between childhood exposure to abuse and neglect and adolescent dating violence perpetration. This is particularly important because, while recognizing the multidetermined nature of behavior problems, much research has focused on single causal factors. However, as Frick [35] indicates, a better understanding of the phenomenon involves considering the interaction of different factors for the development of behavior problems. Considering the proposed objective, the present study sought to investigate that temperament mediates the relationship between all dimensions of childhood trauma and dating violence perpetration (DVP), since it is associated with relatively consistent basic dispositions, present early in life, that can shape and modulate reactivity, emotionality, and sociability responses of the adolescent. Therefore, five hypotheses were defined, namely: (1) temperament mediates the relationship between emotional neglect; (2) temperament mediates the relationship between emotional abuse and DVP; (3) temperament mediates the relationship between physical abuse and DVP; (4) temperament mediates the relationship between physical neglect and DVP; (5) temperament mediates the relationship between sexual abuse and DVP.




2. Materials and Methods


Data were drawn from the Interpersonal Violence Prevention Program (PREVINTTM [36]). PREVINTTM is an original psychological intervention program designed to prevent the development and expression of aggression in adolescence. Previous to the intervention process, the sample integrated 3803 adolescents from 52 Portuguese public middle and high schools, in rural and urban areas, from various districts of the country, both mainland and islands. The final sample consisted of 3497 participants (n = 1549 boys, n = 1948 girls; M = 1.56, SD = 0.497), with ages between 10–22 years (M = 15.15, SD = 1.83). About 1291 adolescents self-reported no involvement in DVP (n = 571 boys, n = 720 girls), while 2206 adolescents (n = 978 boys, n = 1228 girls,) self-reported DVP.



2.1. Measures


2.1.1. Sociodemographic Questionnaire


To gather data related to the participants, a sociodemographic questionnaire was used. This instrument was composed of questions regarding sociodemographic questions, personal information (e.g., age, sex, and school grade), and family-related questions.




2.1.2. Social Desirability Scale


Social desirability scale (SDS [37]) is a self-report measure, with 20 items of dichotomous response (yes/no), validated for the age groups in this sample. Example items include “Have you ever hated someone?” and “Have you ever taken advantage of someone?”. Each item is quoted with 1 point if the answer is in the sense of social desirability and 0 points if it is in the opposite direction. Prior to data analyses, all participants were screened for social desirability, ruling out adolescents who scored over M = 14.73, which corresponds to two standard deviations above the mean, as suggested by Almiro et al. (2016), as they showed a tendency to transmit socially desirable responses rather than choosing responses that were a true reflection of their behaviors or feelings [38]. Cronbach’s alpha for the total scale was 0.68.




2.1.3. Dating Violence Perpetration


Adolescents were asked two questions regarding several violent behaviors: (a) “Have you ever been violent towards anyone?” and (b) “With whom?”. For these two questions, the adolescents answered if it was physical violence, psychological violence, sexual violence, control behavior violence, and severe pattern of behavior violence (e.g., threatening and mutilating). Answers were rated as 0 = No, 1 = Yes, and the victim (e.g., romantic relationship—girlfriend/boyfriend). Thus, DVP is a dichotomous variable that classifies participants as juveniles who have committed aggressive behavior (JAB) and juveniles who have not committed aggressive behavior (JNAB).




2.1.4. Childhood Trauma Questionnaire


To assess childhood trauma, the Childhood Trauma Questionnaire (CTQ; Bernstein et al. [39], Portuguese version by Dias et al. [40]), was used. CTQ is a 28-item questionnaire aimed to quantify self-reported childhood trauma history in adolescent and adult populations (from 12 years old). Responses were measured on a 5-point Likert scale from 1 (“Never true”) to 5 (“Very often true”). Childhood trauma was measured using five subscales: Emotional abuse (e.g., “I thought that my parents wished I had never been born”; α = 0.83), Emotional neglect (e.g., “I felt loved”; α = 0.84), Sexual abuse (e.g., “I believe that I was sexually abused”; α = 0.91), Physical abuse (e.g., “I believe that I was physically abused”; α = 0.87), and Physical neglect (e.g., “I don’t have enough to eat”; α = 0.65). Each subscale contains five items, and an additional three items are intended to measure any tendency to minimize or deny the abuse.




2.1.5. Early Adolescent Temperament Questionnaire


The Early Adolescent Temperament Questionnaire (EATQ [28], Portuguese version by Carvalho [41]), contained 168 items assessing 14 scales, and the number of items assessing each scale ranged from 10 to 13. Items were designed to be concrete and relevant to the experience of middle schoolers without being too narrow in applicability or gender-specific [28]. The questionnaire used a 5-point Likert-type scale from 1 (“Very False”) to 5 (“Very True”). In the present study, the Portuguese version of the EATQ was used, consisting of 65 items, each answered on a 5-point graded scale, from “almost never applies to you” to “almost always applies to you”. The instrument is composed of two dimensions and five respective categories: temperament (i.e., self-regulation, reactivity, and emotionally), and behavior (i.e., aggression and depressive mood). In this study, the EATQ revealed a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.82 in temperament subscale.






3. Procedure


The participants were students from Portuguese schools. In addition to the institutional authorization from the Portuguese Ministry of Education, all participants were informed of the goals of the study, and the confidentiality and anonymity of their responses were guaranteed. The research protocol was approved by a university ethics committee. Written consent was collected from participants’ parents/legal guardians. Data collection took place through computer-based questionnaires that participants would complete, in quiet classrooms, using an Internet-based survey hosted on a secure institutional server. Participation was voluntary and did not involve any monetary payment or delivery of material goods.




4. Analytic Plan


The present study has a methodological aspect to be quantitative and cross-sectional, which was realized at the time of data collection. Data was analyzed by using SPSS Statistics for Windows, Version 26.0 (IBM SPSS Statistics for Windows, Version 26.0. Armonk, NY: IBM Corp). First, instruments were categorized, and dimensions were constructed in each. Missing values were identified and removed to not bias the effects of the statistical analysis. To be able to compare perpetrators from nonperpetrators, from the 3803 participants, there were 2206 selected adolescents who self-reported engagement in DVP, and 1291 adolescents self-reported no engagement in such behaviors.



After checking and ensuring the assumptions of normality and homogeneity, the statistical analysis was carried out. The Pearson and Spearman Correlation Coefficient (r) was used to determine the degree of association between the variables. The hypothesis was tested using Model 4 of the PROCESS macro, testing the mediating effect of temperament on the relationship between childhood trauma and DVP. The PROCESS macro uses the product of coefficients approach to test indirect effects and Monte Carlo confidence intervals to determine the significance of the indirect effects. The bootstrap confidence intervals determine if the effects on Model 4 are significant, which is the case if they do not include zero [42]. The bootstrap method does not require a normal distribution assumption and provides a more powerful test than other traditional methods based on formulas with a normality assumption [42].




5. Results


5.1. Preliminary Analyses


Means and SDs for the study variables are reported in Table 1. The total score for the CTQ showed that there were significant differences (t (3401.118) = −14.561, p = 0.000, and d = 0.49) in the scores between juveniles who have committed aggressive behavior (JAB) (M = 50.42, SD = 13.15) and juveniles who have not committed aggressive behavior (JNAB) (M = 44.93, SD = 9.09) in a relationship. For each subscale, namely, emotional abuse, emotional neglect, sexual abuse, and physical abuse, it was possible to find that JAB in a relationship had higher scores than JNAB. Regarding the EATQ total score, significant differences were found (t (2694.798) = −4.168, p = 0.000, and d = 0.15) between the group of JAB in a relationship (M = 196.78, SD = 29.91) having a higher score than JNAB (M = 192.40, SD = 29.99). For each subscale, it was found that when it comes to the subscale belonging/affiliation, fear, and self-regulation, there were no significant differences between JAB and JNAB in a relationship. Regarding aggression, depressive mood, frustration, perceptive sensitivity, and behavior subscales, the results show significant differences where JAB presented a high score in comparison to JNAB in a relationship. However, for the subscales of pleasurable sensitivity (t (3495) = 3.004, p = 0.003, and d = 0.11) and temperament (t (2531.345) = 3.162, p = 0.002, and d = 0.01), JAB presented lower scores than JNAB (see Table 1).




5.2. Correlation Analyses


A series of correlation analyses were used to test the association between DVP (i.e., dichotomic variable composed of JAB and JNAB groups), childhood trauma, and temperament (see Table 2). The results show that temperament was negatively correlated with every dimension of childhood trauma, except emotional abuse. In addition, DVP was positively correlated with every dimension of childhood trauma and negatively correlated with temperament.




5.3. Mediation Analyses


Childhood trauma was selected as the independent variable; DVP was defined as the dependent variable, and temperament was considered the mediator. Mediation effects were measured using Model 4 of the PROCESS macro (Hayes, [42]; see Figure 1).



According to the obtained results, it was found that emotional neglect (β = −1.33, SE = 0.06, and p < 0.000) had a negative and significant relationship with temperament. The relationship between emotional neglect and DVP was positive and significant (β = 0.06, SE = 0.01, and p < 0.000), but the relationship between temperament and DVP was found to be negative and not significant (β = −0.00, SE = 0.00, and p = 0.90). The indirect effect between emotional neglect and DVP was not mediated by temperament (Indirect Effect = 0.00, SE = 0.00, 95% CI = [−0.01, 0.01]). Therefore, hypothesis 1, regarding the dimension of emotional neglect, was not supported, indicating that temperament was not a mediator on the relationship between emotional neglect and DVP.



It was found that emotional abuse (β = 0.18, SE = 0.06, and p < 0.013) had a positive and significant relationship with temperament. The relationship between emotional abuse and DVP was positive and significant (β = 0.15, SE = 0.01, and p < 0.000), and the relationship between temperament and DVP was negative and significant (β = −0.01, SE = 0.00, and p < 0.000). The indirect effect between emotional abuse and DVP was found to be mediated by temperament (Indirect Effect = −0.00, SE = 0.00, 95% CI = [−0.00, −0.000]). Therefore, temperament partially mediated the relationship between emotional abuse and DVP, supporting the presented hypothesis 2.



It was found that physical abuse had a negative and significant relationship with temperament (β = −0.40, SE = 0.06, p < 0.000). The relationship between physical abuse and DVP was positive and significant (β = 0.17, SE = 0.02, and p < 0.000), and the relationship between temperament and DVP was negative and significant (β = −0.00, SE = 0.00, and p = 0.022). The indirect effect between physical abuse and DVP was mediated by temperament (Indirect Effect = 0.00, SE = 0.00, 95% CI = [0.00, 0.00]). Therefore, hypothesis 3 was supported, indicating that temperament partially mediated the relationship between physical abuse and DVP.



In addition, it was found that physical neglect had a negative and significant relationship with temperament (β = −1.90, SE = 0.10, and p < 0.000). The relationship between physical neglect and DVP was positive and significant (β = 0.09, SE = 0.01, and p < 0.000), and the relationship between temperament and DVP was negative and significant (β = −0.00, SE = 0.00, and p = 0.394). The indirect effect between physical neglect and DVP was not mediated by temperament (Indirect Effect = 0.00, SE = 0.00, 95% CI = [−0.00, 0.01]). Therefore, hypothesis 4 was not supported, indicating that temperament was not a mediator on the relationship between physical neglect and DVP.



Finally, regarding sexual abuse, it was possible to find a negative and significant relationship with temperament (β = −0.57, SE = 0.06, and p < 0.000). The relationship between sexual abuse and DVP was positive and significant (β = 0.14, SE = 0.02, and p < 0.000), and the relationship between temperament and DVP was negative and significant (β = −0.00, SE = 0.00, and p = 0.022). The indirect effect between sexual abuse and DVP was mediated by temperament (Indirect Effect = 0.00, SE = 0.00, 95% CI = [0.00, 0.01]). Therefore, hypothesis 5 was supported, revealing that temperament partially mediated the relationship between sexual abuse and DVP.





6. Discussion


Dating violence reveals itself to be a problem of great importance in society, tending to manifest in the marital context. The main objective of this study was to understand the rationale behind dating violence perpetration (DVP), since its prevalence has been predominant amongst adolescents and, due to the lack of research that may explain it, through the analysis of the mediating role of temperament in the relationship between childhood trauma and DVP.



The present study found that the dimensions of childhood trauma, such as emotional neglect, emotional abuse, physical abuse, and sexual abuse, had a positive and significant relationship with DVP. Research suggests that childhood trauma can cause psychological harm to the child [4], creating distance between its caregiver and causing the development of an insecure attachment that later can make the child more susceptible to low self-esteem, known as a risk factor for DVP [43]. Previous research highlights that DVP is a common problem in adolescents as a form of externalization of aggressive behavior due to experiences related to childhood trauma [4,5,44]. In addition, one of the main reasons for the perpetration of these behaviors can be associated with children tending to imitate their parents or caregivers’ antisocial characteristics and internalize aggressive behavior as a normative response [5]. According to Sansone et al. [44], children who witness violence during their childhood can become violent or aggressive individuals later in life.



Regarding temperament, it was found that it has a major role as a mediator in the relationship between all dimensions of childhood trauma and DVP, having a positive and significant impact on it. These findings meet previous research on the subject where difficult temperament can contribute to the development of aggressive behavior [1,27,29]. Therefore, it is possible to identify two developmental pathways: (a) problems with emotional regulation and (b) problems with low emotional arousal [30,31]. Sometimes, partners in a relationship go through periods of anger, jealousy, and confusion [5], having difficulty controlling their negative emotions. It is possible that perpetrators have problems with excessive emotional reactivity, having difficulty responding in adaptative, flexible, and age-appropriate ways to stressors that can lead to aggressive behaviors. The excessive emotional reactivity can interfere with their social problem-solving skills, making them react impulsively in decision-making situations, adopting aggressive actions to resolve their problems in the relationship. In fact, refraining from engaging in aggressive behaviors in a relationship may require greater self-regulation skills [45]. Another explanation can be related to low levels of emotional arousal [31]. Having a reduction in autonomic activity, perpetrators may show a tendency to engage in high-risk behaviors to experience the same feelings as typical adolescents, which may interfere with the development of conscience and the capacity of moral reasoning [46], since they do not seem to experience typical fear and guilt regarding their violent behavior. In this sense, DVP can use aggression and manipulation to solve problems due to their lack of guilt and lack of moral reasoning.



Although temperament plays a mediating role in the relationship between emotional abuse and DVP, the results are contrary to the literature. According to the obtained results, the relationship between temperament and DVP was negative and significant. These results indicate that experiencing emotional abuse during childhood enhances the probability of developing temperament, and, in turn, temperament decreases DVP. According to Lang et al. [47], maternal emotional abuse was associated with low levels of frustration and fast recovery from distress in infants, which may explain the relationship between emotional abuse and temperament.



Several limitations were found throughout this study. First, considering that the present study investigated a largely functional sample with a cross-sectional approach, it is recommended that future studies consider these findings to establish a clearer way through the approach of longitudinal studies to understand possible variations over time. It is also important to investigate the relationship between emotional abuse and temperament since the results did not support the existing literature. Second, the data collection was performed using self-report instruments, incurring the risk of its content being perceived in a participatory manner and the risk of omission by the participants.




7. Conclusions


From a clinical point of view, future research should take into consideration investigations of longitudinal nature to better understand the problem. In addition, the present findings can help refine cognitive and emotional strategies to end and prevent the cycle of violence perpetration in dating and possibly marital contexts. In this sense, instead of focusing on identifying warning signs that may constitute abuse, interventions can focus on how reactions can be attenuated in the moment to prevent aggressive behaviors. Adolescence is a period of growth in social and affective processing that may increase vulnerability to engaging impulsively in disruptive behaviors, and these interventions could include cognitive behavioral therapy and de-escalation tools (e.g., mindfulness strategies) or even the development of biosensor technologies providing immediate feedback following the detection of heightened emotions [48].
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Figure 1. Statistical mediation effects. 
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Table 1. Group Differences for Childhood Trauma and Temperament in Dating Violence.
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Variables

	
Dating Violence

	
T

	
Cohen’s d




	
NO

(n = 1291)

M ± SD

	
YES

(n = 2206)

M ± SD






	
CTQ

	




	
Total

	
44.93 ± 9.09

	
50.42 ± 13.15

	
−14.561

	
0.49




	
Emotional Abuse

	
7.17 ± 3.16

	
9.19 ± 4.36

	
−15.77

	
0.53




	
Emotional Neglect

	
9.09 ± 4.53

	
10.57 ± 5.11

	
−8.90

	
0.31




	
Sexual Abuse

	
5.48 ± 1.91

	
6.31 ± 3.23

	
−9.55

	
0.31




	
Physical Abuse

	
5.68 ± 1.95

	
6.80 ± 3.43

	
−12.36

	
0.40




	
EATQ

	

	

	

	




	
Total

	
192.40 ± 29.99

	
196.78 ± 29.91

	
−4.168

	
0.15




	
Belonging/Affiliation

	
18.05 ± 5.01

	
17.99 ± 4.99

	
0.357

	
0.01




	
Aggression

	
11.17 ± 4.05

	
14.48 ± 5.01

	
−21.35

	
0.73




	
Depressive Mood

	
15.54 ± 5.09

	
17.26 ± 5.22

	
−9.53

	
0.33




	
Fear

	
18.19 ± 5.24

	
18.30 ± 5.08

	
−0.59

	
0.02




	
Frustration

	
20.09 ± 6.20

	
21.63 ± 6.19

	
−7.11

	
0.25




	
Pleasurable Sensitivity

	
15.22 ± 5.29

	
14.67 ± 5.16

	
3.00

	
0.11




	
Perceptive Sensitivity

	
12.61 ± 4.10

	
12.94 ± 4.02

	
−2.32

	
0.08




	
Self-Regulation

	
63.00 ± 15.41

	
62.21 ± 14.79

	
1.50

	
0.05




	
Temperament

	
118.56 ± 18.61

	
116.55 ± 17.20

	
3.16

	
0.01




	
Behavior

	
26.70 ± 7.66

	
31.74 ± 8.38

	
18.13

	
0.63
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Table 2. Correlations (r) among Variables of Interest.
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	Variables
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7





	Childhood Trauma
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	1. Emotional Neglect
	-
	
	
	
	
	
	



	2. Emotional Abuse
	
	-
	
	
	
	
	



	3. Physical Abuse
	
	
	-
	
	
	
	



	4. Sexual Abuse
	
	
	
	-
	
	
	



	5. Physical Neglect
	
	
	
	
	-
	
	



	EATQ
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	6. Temperament
	−0.372
	0.042
	−0.069
	−0.091
	−0.319
	-
	-



	7. Dating Violence Perpetration
	0.144
	0.239
	0.180
	0.141
	0.127
	−0.055
	-
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