
 
 

 
 
 

THE CONNECTION BETWEEN DATING VIOLENCE AND 
UNHEALTHY BEHAVIORS 
 

Young people age 12 to 19 experience the highest rates of rape and sexual assault,1 and people age 18 
and 19 experience the highest rates of stalking.2  15.5 million U.S. children live in families in which partner 
violence occurred at least once in the past year.3

Teen dating violence is a huge problem in this country.  The ressearch below indicates a strong 
connection between dating violence and unhealthy behaviors.   

   There are a large number of young people in this 
country whose lives are affected – sometimes shaped – by violence.   

Dating Violence and Unhealthy Behaviors 
• Teen victims of physical dating violence are more likely than their non-abused peers to smoke, use 

drugs, engage in unhealthy diet behaviors (taking diet pills or laxatives and vomiting to lose weight), 
engage in risky sexual behaviors, and attempt or consider suicide.4

• The one in five female public high school students in a Massachusetts study who reported ever 
experiencing physical or sexual violence from a dating partner were four to six times more likely than 
their non-abused peers to have been pregnant, and eight to nine times more likely to have attempted 
suicide in the past year.

  

5

• Compared with nonabused girls, those who experienced both physical and sexual dating violence are 
three times more likely to have been tested for sexually transmitted diseases (STDs) and HIV, and 
more than twice as likely to report an STD diagnosis.
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• A cross-sectional survey  of students in 7th, 9th and 11th and 12th grade in a high risk community found 
that preteen alcohol use before students were 13-years-old was significantly associated with both 
being a victim of physical dating violence and perpetrating violence in the past year.
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• A cross-sectional survey using data from the national 2005 Youth Risk Behavior Survey of U.S. high 
school students found that girls who considered suicide were one and a half times more likely to 
report being victims of physical dating violence.  Girls who were dating violence victims were also 
more likely to have sad/hopeless feelings and consider suicide.
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• According to analyses of data from the Youth Risk Behavioral Survey for San Francisco and Los 
Angeles, high school girls who were victims of physical dating violence in the past 12 months were 
more than twice as likely not to attend school due to feeling unsafe at school – or on the way to or 
from school – on one or more occasions in the past 30 days compared to nonabused girls (20 percent  
versus 8 percent).
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The Risks Associated with Witnessing Violence 
  

• Data from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health found that teens and young adults in 
7th to 12th grade who were exposed to violent crime (seeing someone shot or stabbed) were 32 
percent more likely to be victims of physical dating abuse.10

• A survey of boys and girls in the 6th, 9th and 12th grades who reported childhood exposure to violence 
(i.e. physical abuse by a household adult, sexual abuse by family member, sex abuse by non-family 
member, and witnessing physical abuse by a family member on another family member) found that 
this violence was associated with an increased risk of perpetrating dating violence like threats of 
harm, physically or sexually hurting someone they are going out with.
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• Early involvement (at ages 10 to 15) with antisocial peers was linked to dating violence perpetration 
for Hispanic and African American males and females.  Antisocial peers were defined as friends who 
had taken part in delinquent activities like stealing, doing drugs, drinking alcohol, and carrying a 
weapon. 
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What Works to Mitigate the Harmful Impacts of Witnessing Violence? 
• Teen dating violence is a significant public health problem that should be addressed through early 

detection, prevention, and intervention.13

• The middle school years offer key moments to educate young people and their parents about healthy 
relationships and teen dating violence prevention.  Programs need to meet youth where they spend 
time, such as in schools, and engage a range of community partners.  Effective violence prevention 
programs also engage youth as advocates and peer leaders.  These programs can have lasting 
benefits. 

 

• Researchers recommend integrating information on healthy relationships in health and sex education 
programs.14
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