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Abstract

This exploratory study examines the relationships between exposure to violence in the 
community, school, home and dating relationships among Iraqi American youth. As Iraqi 
American youth are traditionally not allowed to date, dating violence measures focused on 
attitudes about and perceptions of abuse occurring in the relationships of friends. The number 
of friends known who were secretly dating was the most significant predictor of acceptability 
of dating violence and perceived prevalence of abuse. Youth who experienced child abuse 
perceived higher rates of dating violence among their peers. Findings highlight the complexities 
of prevention and intervention of teen dating violence within secretive relationships.

Keywords

adolescents, dating violence, Iraqi Americans, refugee youth

Purpose
Adolescent dating violence is a significant problem. Studies suggest that between 20% and 
59% of high school students have experienced dating violence (Glass et al., 2003; 
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Silverman, Raj, & Clements, 2004) and that dating violence greatly affects youths’ physi-
cal and psychological well-being (Callahan, Tolman, & Saunders, 2003; Silverman, Raj, 
Mucci, & Hathaway, 2001). Research is beginning to suggest that dating violence among 
adolescents is related to exposure to other forms of violence (Klein, 2006; Thompson & 
Massat, 2005; Wolfe & Foshee, 2003; Youngstrom, Weist, & Albus, 2003). Glass et al. 
(2003) indicate that previous exposure to family and community violence increases the 
likelihood of teen dating violence (TDV). O’Keefe (1997a, 1997b) found that community, 
school, and family violence were significant predicators of aggressive dating behaviors for 
males and females; Klein (2006) also reported a connection between TDV and school 
violence. Perhaps it should not be surprising that various forms of violence are related, as 
exposure to violence may produce desensitization to violence, which ultimately leads to 
an increase in other forms of violent behaviors (Ng-Mak, Salzinerg, Feldman, & Stueve, 
2002).

Although many studies have examined youths’ attitudes about dating violence and 
their correlates, few studies have examined attitudes about dating violence among youth 
who are culturally forbidden to date. In this exploratory study, we examine the relation-
ship between Iraqi youths’ experiences with various forms of violence, including com-
munity, school, child abuse, and peers’ secret dating with (a) their attitudes about TDV, 
and (b) reports of TDV in peers’ secret dating relationships. No known studies directly 
link youths’ personal experiences with violence with the violence they report in their 
peers’ secret dating relationships.

Literature Review
Community Violence and Dating Violence

There is a significant amount of research that indicates that exposure to community vio-
lence is an important predictor of aggressive behavior in youth (Aisenberg & Mennen, 
2000; Farrell & Bruce, 1997; Kuther, 1999; O’Keefe, 1997a; Sams & Truscott, 2004; 
Thompson & Massat, 2005). In a study of 935 high school students, O’Keefe (1997a) 
found that the youths who were exposed to high levels of community violence showed 
increased behavioral problems. O’Keefe’s (1997a) results indicated that for males, expo-
sure to community violence was a significant contributor to adolescent behavior problems; 
however, for females, it was not. Another study conducted by Thompson and Massat 
(2005) with 110 inner-city African American sixth graders found that exposure to com-
munity violence was significantly related to an increase in a child’s behavior problems; 
gender differences were not discussed. Sams and Truscott (2004) conducted a study with 
41 adolescent high school males and found that as levels of exposure to violence in the 
community increased, so did adolescents’ violent behaviors. When looking specifically at 
dating violence, O’Keefe (1997b) did not find that community violence was a significant 
contributor for either males or females and suggested that community violence may indi-
rectly influence dating violence by reinforcing that dating violence is an acceptable and 
justifiable solution to conflict.
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Two other studies specifically examined the relationship between youth exposure to 
community violence and TDV (Kennedy, 2008; Malik, Sorenson, & Aneshensel, 1997). 
Malik et al.’s (1997) study with high school students found that community violence expo-
sure was a strong predictor of TDV involvement, both as a victim and a perpetrator. The 
results indicated that the common predictor of TDV perpetration and victimization for both 
males and females was exposure to weapons and violent injury in the community. 
Kennedy’s (2008) study similarly found in a sample of urban, African American high 
school students that TDV victimization was linked to witnessing community violence 
among female students but not male students. Kennedy suggested that for male students, 
perhaps their exposure to community violence is so commonplace that it bears little rela-
tionship to the risk of dating violence victimization.

School Violence and Dating Violence
Some research is beginning to investigate the connection between school violence and 
TDV. O’Keefe (1997a) found that exposure to school violence was a significant predictor 
of aggressive behaviors for both male and female high school students, but she did not find 
that exposure to school violence was a significant contributor to adolescent dating violence 
(O’Keefe, 1997b).

Results of a meta-analysis of 13 U.S. school shootings that took place between 1996 
and 2002, led Klein (2006) to argue that perpetrators of dating violence, sexual harassment, 
and school shootings share a similar profile: they tend to be boys who feel pressured to be 
hypermasculine, powerful, dominating, and violent so as to “prove” their manhood. Klein 
(2006) posits that the aggression manifested in dating violence and sexual harassment, and 
ultimately, school shootings have two common elements. First, they are all the result of 
social pressures on boys to prove their masculinity to girls. Second, public reactions to all 
three social problems (TDV, sexual harassment, and school shootings) fail to identify gen-
der as an explanatory factor; therefore, little has been done to mitigate the problems.

Recently, research has also found that boys and girls who bully others are more likely 
to perpetrate TDV (Williams, Conolly, Pepler, Craig, & Laporte, 2008). Fredland (2008) 
posited that bullies, whose interactions are characterized by aggressive and dominant 
behaviors in peer relationships, are likely to bring the same type of interactions to romantic 
relationships, creating undesirable conditions for healthy dating relationships. In a study by 
Espelage and Holt (2007), it was the bully-victim group, those who bullied others and were 
victimized themselves that reported more physical dating violence and sexual harassment 
than any other group in a sample of middle and high school students. In this study, victims 
of bullying also reported more sexual harassment and dating violence victimization than 
those who were not involved in bullying.

In a school environment, peer support and acceptance of violence can be central orga-
nizing features for dating violence (Klein, 2006). Arriaga and Foshee (2004) found that 
having friends who were perpetrators or victims of TDV was associated with an adoles-
cent’s own experiences as both a perpetrator and a victim of TDV. Similarly, Brendgen, 
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Vitaro, Tremblay, and Wanner (2002) found that affiliation with aggressive friends was 
related to a more positive attitude toward violence and, subsequently, to more frequent use 
of violent behavior in dating-related contexts. Vezina and Hebert (2007) found that having 
friends who experience violent relationships is even more of a risk factor for TDV than 
exposure to interparental violence.

Child Abuse and Dating Violence
Studies have found that exposure to abuse as a child is a significant predictor of future 
perpetration or victimization of TDV (Brendgen et al., 2002; Goussinsky & Yassour-
Borochowitz, 2007; Gover, Kaukinen, & Fox, 2008; Wolf & Foshee, 2003). Gover et al. 
(2008) found that among college students, males and females who experienced abuse dur-
ing childhood were significantly more likely to perpetrate physical dating violence. 
Childhood abuse was also associated with the likelihood of dating violence victimization 
among females but not males (Gover et al., 2008). In a study examining the relationship 
between dating violence and childhood experiences of aggression among 465 Israeli 
undergraduate students, Goussinsky and Yassour-Borochowitz (2007) found that experi-
encing violence in the family of origin strongly related to committing severe partner 
assault in the future. Similarly, Brendgen et al. (2002) found that parents’ aggression 
toward the child, not to each other, predicted later perpetration of violence in dating-
related contexts. Wolf and Foshee (2003) found that experiencing family violence was 
weakly associated with TDV perpetration for females and strongly associated for males.

Arab Youth
While there are cultural differences among youth from different Arab countries, there are 
also many aspects in common across different Arab cultures. Literature that focuses only 
on Iraqi immigrants is virtually nonexistent, and thus we draw on literature on Arab cul-
ture. Arab culture has maintained a traditional and conservative society with a well-
defined and distinct system of values and customs (Haj-Yahia, 2000). Premarital dating is 
still prohibited in traditional Muslim communities (Hetsroni, 2002). Even in modern 
times, courtship habits of Arabs remain largely unchanged from the traditional norms 
prohibiting dating relationships. In most cases, Arab American youth will adhere to early, 
arranged marriage, sanctification of family honor, and censoring of premarital sex 
(Hetsroni, 2002). A study examining the date selection criteria and attitudes toward sexual 
relations of Arab-Muslim students attending college, reported that more than half of Arab 
students said that premarital sex was out of the question (Hetsroni, 2002). Dating in Arab 
society is a growing but still a restricted phenomenon (Sherer, 2009).

The literature indicates that more traditional gender role attitudes, expected in a more 
traditional society, significantly predicts male infliction of violence against women in inti-
mate relationships (Geiger, Fischer, & Eshet, 2004; Sugarman & Hotaling, 1991). 
Individual, aggregate, and cross-cultural data reveal that the greater the degree of inequal-
ity between men and women in a relationship, community, or society, the higher the rates 
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of violence toward women (Klein, 2006). Haj-Yahia (1997) stated that Arab males view 
violence as a legitimate way of solving problems and that wife abuse is justified by both 
males and females when wives fail to live up to traditional role expectations. Sherer (2009) 
conducted a study with 1,357 students, with the objective of addressing the prevalence and 
severity of TDV among Jewish and Arab youths. Sherer found higher rates of TDV among 
Arab youth and higher rates of TDV among youth in more religious and traditional ethnic 
groups for both Jews and Arabs.

Although no studies examine the relationship between Arab youths’ experiences with 
violence and attitudes about TDV, some studies have explored the relationship between 
violence exposure and violent behaviors. For example, Marie-Alsana and Haj-Yahia (2006) 
conducted a study of 388 Arab and Jewish elementary children living in Israel and found a 
positive correlation between witnessing violence, being a victim of it, and perpetrating it. 
Research conducted in the United States suggests that school and community background 
factors, such as the physical and structural characteristics of schools and low socioeco-
nomic status of the families of the children in school, may be related to school violence 
(Cooley-Quille, Turner, & Beidel, 1995).

Sherer and Karnieli-Miller (2004) compared attitudes and behaviors reflecting aggres-
sion and violence among 865 Israeli Jewish and Arab youth in relation to their experiences 
of aggression and violence in their families, neighborhoods, and schools. The researchers 
reported that Arab and Jewish children in Israel are exposed to high levels of violence in 
most areas of their lives (Sherer & Karnieli-Miller, 2004). Sherer and Karneili-Miller 
(2004) found that Arab parents showed more aggression through cursing and hitting than 
Jewish parents, and Arab teachers hit students more as compared to Jewish teachers. 
However, peers in the Arab sector were found to have lower levels of aggression and vio-
lence when compared to peers in the Jewish sector.

Studies of Arabs and domestic violence have primarily been conducted outside the 
United States. However, a growing body of research has begun to examine domestic vio-
lence among Arabs living in the United States. We know immigration can pose some 
unique barriers to both the individual and institutional responses to domestic violence 
(Kulwicki, Aswald, Carmona, & Ballout, 2010). Language barriers and lack of knowledge 
of criminal and immigration laws and available services pose significant challenges for 
those seeking help with domestic violence. Victims seeking help for domestic violence 
may also be faced with racism and services that are not culturally appropriate or responsive 
(Kulwicki et al., 2010; Kulwicki & Miller, 1999). In addition, victims may have insuffi-
cient access to financial and social supports (Abu-Ras, 2007).

Conclusion
In summary, although the literature is not completely consistent, TDV has been found to 
relate to the exposure to community violence, school violence, and family violence for 
both females and males (Klein, 2006; Thompson & Massat, 2005; Wolfe & Foshee, 2003; 
Youngstrom et al., 2003). The literature indicates that more traditional gender role atti-
tudes, expected in the more traditional Arab society, are significantly associated with TDV 
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(Geiger et al., 2004; Haj-Yahia 1997; Klein, 2006; Sherer, 2009; Sugarman & Hotaling, 
1991). Although no studies examine the relationship between Arab youths’ experiences 
with violence and their attitudes about TDV or reports of TDV in peers’ secret dating 
relationships, some studies find a positive relationship between exposure to violence 
and the perpetration and victimization of violent behaviors in general (Marie-Alsana & 
Haj-Yahia, 2006; Sherer & Karnieli-Miller, 2004). Several studies also find that peer 
acceptance and experiences with TDV are associated with an adolescent’s own experi-
ences with TDV, both as a perpetrator and a victim (Arriaga & Foshee, 2004; Brendgen et 
al., 2002; Klein, 2006; Vezina & Hebert, 2007).

Method
Data for this study are part of a large pilot study examining the differential effects of 
cumulative violence and trauma exposure among African American and Iraqi refugee 
youth. Findings from the Iraqi refugee youth are included here. Recruitment of Iraqi ado-
lescents was conducted through community health centers and religious networks in 
Dearborn, Michigan, a community with a large concentration of Arab American refugees. 
We held extensive meetings with parents and community leaders to gain an understanding 
of the kinds of questions that were acceptable to ask youth. Additionally, to facilitate our 
recruitment of Iraqi youth and sensitivity to Iraqi culture, we hired an Iraqi community 
liaison. We were asked to refrain from directly asking about a youth’s dating behaviors 
since dating is strictly prohibited in Iraqi families. Families who were recruited were asked 
to recruit close friends, so that the families recruited appeared to be part of an Iraqi refu-
gee, Arab-speaking community with similar values.

Approval from the university’s Human Investigative Committee (HIC) was obtained 
prior to recruitment. Parents signed consents, and adolescents signed assents before we 
included them in the study. Each participant took part in a daylong “retreat” at the univer-
sity in which 5 hours of data collection were interspersed with entertaining or educational 
activities (e.g., magic show, art projects, and videos). In addition to enjoyable activities, 
prizes, and lunch, the adolescents received snacks throughout the day to maintain interest 
and reduce participant burden. All participants received a T-shirt and a US $30 gift card at 
the end of the day. Two weekend retreat days were held within a 2-month period in 2004 at 
a large urban university located in the Midwestern part of the United States. Data collection 
stations (described below) were set up throughout various buildings on campus and each 
small group was assigned a “group guide” (i.e., a graduate or undergraduate student) who 
moved teens from one station to another.

Data Collection Stations
Teens were randomly assigned to 1 of 5 stations labeled A to E with each station occurring 
1st in one of the five orders. Station A included questionnaires about trauma, violence, and 
social support; Station B included TDV and school safety surveys; Station C was for  
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cognitive testing assessment (WISC-IV); Station D included a detailed interview by 
trained mental health clinicians that included additional trauma questions, a mental health 
assessment, and a demographic interview; finally, Station E included growth and puberty 
surveys, alcohol and drug screen, and physical measurement of height, weight, heart rate, 
and blood pressure obtained by health professionals and students. The groups rotated 
through each station at 75-min intervals.

To insure that all teens had participated in all stations a 3 × 5 index card “passport” with 
the five stations identified by squares was given to each participant and stamped after 
completion of that station’s data collection. When participants completed the self-report 
surveys, they placed them in opaque envelopes that were sealed to maintain their 
confidentiality.

Sample
One hundred and ninety-six Iraqi youth (106 males and 90 females) participated in the 
study; the mean age of participants was 13.8 (SD = 1.6) years. Table 1 reports characteristics 
of the sample. Almost half (46%) of the youth were in 5th, 6th, and 7th grades; 48.2% were 
in 8th, 9th, and 10th grades; and 5.8% were in 11th and 12th grades. Youth in the study had 
experienced challenges in school as indicated by their reports of several difficulties. More 
than 20% of the youth had failed a subject in school, 24.3% had repeated at least one grade, 
and 37% had also been suspended or expelled from school. A large majority (83.6%) of the 
participants reported that their parents received state support and that they or their siblings 

Table 1. Sample Characteristics.

Iraqi
(N = 196)

Variable M or % SD

Gender (% male) 54.1 —
Age 13.8 1.55
Grade 7.9 1.6
Free lunch (% yes) 94.7 —
Food stamps (% yes) 86.4 —
State support (% yes) 83.6 —
% Change in caretaker 5.2 —
% Protective service involvement 2.3 —
% Arabic spoken at home 84.6 —
% Repeated a grade 24.3 —
% Always lived in the United States 5.8 —
% Lived in a refugee camp 55.8 —
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received free or reduced-cost school lunches (94.7%). Only 5.8% of the youth in the study 
were born in the United States; 9.9% had lived in the United States 4 years or less; 51.9% 
had lived in the United States for 5 to 10 years, and 32.6% had lived in the United States 
for more than 10 years but not their whole lives. A large majority of the youth (84.6%) 
identified Arabic as the primary language spoken in the home (see Table 1).

Instruments
Community violence. We measured community violence using the Survey of Exposure 
to Community Violence (SECV) and the Children’s Report of Exposure to Violence (CREV). 
The SECV measures whether the child has been a victim of, or witness to, any of 20 
violence-related events (Ricthers & Saltzman, 1990). Assessment includes the frequency 
of exposure (9-point scale) and whether exposure included direct victimization, witness-
ing, or hearing about the violence, with separate scales computed for each. For each posi-
tive response, the SECV includes context questions about the setting in which the violence 
took place (at school, in the general community, or at home). The SECV has been widely 
used in studies of community violence exposure (Berman, Kurtines, Silverman, & Serafini, 
1996; Fitzpatrick & Boldizar, 1993; Kliewer, Lepore, Oskin, & Johnson, 1998; Richters & 
Martinez, 1993). Test-retest reliability for the full scale has been reported as .81 after 1 
week (Richters & Martinez, 1993).

The CREV assesses exposure to violence through four modes: media, reports of others, 
witnessed, and victim. Twenty-nine items are rated for frequency of lifetime exposure on a 
5-point Likert-type scale. In addition, for the situations where the child is not herself or 
himself the victim, the child is asked to identify how she or he knew the victim. Initial use 
of the CREV has demonstrated stable factor structure, internal consistency estimates rang-
ing from .75 to .93, and test-retest reliability of .78 (Cooley, Turner, & Beidel, 1995; 
Cooley-Quille, Boyd, Frantz, & Walsh, 2001). As many items on the CREV overlap sig-
nificantly with the SECV, only the CREV victim assessment (report of violence to self) 
was included in this study as it was not covered on the SECV.

Due to overlap between the two measures, we only obtained victimization items from 
the CREV. Based on an analysis performed by Ratner et al. (2006), two scales were con-
structed: (a) victimization and witnessing major violence; and (b) witnessing minor vio-
lence. These scales were theoretically constructed prior to an examination of the relation 
between violence exposure and TDV. Witnessing minor scale items include “I have seen 
someone beaten-up,” whereas, victimization/witnessing major violence scale items include 
both items that directly reflected victimizing a child (e.g., “Someone threatened to shoot 
me” and “Someone threatened to stab me”) and items that reflected indirect victimization. 
Indirect victimization items did not involve acts of violence perpetrated directly on the 
teen; however, they described actions that would be considered personally threatening. 
Adequate internal consistency reliability was obtained for both scales in this cohort (wit-
ness/minor α = .85; witness/major α = .79).
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School violence. To assess violence in the schools, we used the Safe and Responsive 
Schools Survey (SSRS) and the Bullying Questionnaire. The SRSS includes 45 items that 
assess students’ perceptions of school climate and safety. Excellent internal consistency 
estimates (α = .83 to .95) have been reported (Skiba & Peterson, 2002). The scale is a set 
of attitude statements based on a 5-point Likert-type response scale, where 1 represents 
strongly disagree and 5 indicates strongly agree. In the analyses reported below, the Major 
Unsafe Subscale was used as an indicator of school violence. A total numerical value can 
be calculated from all the responses; higher values indicate more “unsafe” or less safe 
responding. Adequate internal consistency reliability was obtained for the Major Unsafe 
Subscale (α = .65).

The Bullying Questionnaire is a self-report scale (Vernberg, Jacobs, & Hershberger, 
1999) that assesses participants’ victimization experiences. Although the 18-item scale 
measures both bullies’ (9 items) and victims’ (9 items) experiences of three types of bully-
ing, only the 9-item victim scale was used in this research. The victimization scales 
included were verbal (e.g., “Has a peer scared you into giving up money or other things?”), 
physical (e.g., “Has a peer hit, kicked, or pushed you in a mean way?”), and indirect (e.g., 
“Has a peer spread rumors or put-downs about you?”). The participants rated the 9 state-
ments on a 5-point scale (1 = never to 5 = several times a week). A total score of peer vic-
timization was computed by summing the ratings of the 9 victim items. Adequate reliability 
was obtained on the victimization bullying subscale (α = .74).
Family abuse. We used the Parent–Child Conflict Tactics Scale (PCCT) to assess paren-
tal aggression in the family. The PCCT measures child treatment/maltreatment, and 
includes scales for nonviolent discipline, psychological aggression, physical assault, disci-
pline counts, neglect, and sexual abuse (Straus, Hamby, Finkelhor, Moore, & Runyan, 
1998). Among the available scales, we examined overall abuse (regular and severe), 
neglect, sexual abuse, and overall violence. Derived from the Conflict Tactics Scale, the 
PCCT is a widely used and validated measure.
Dating violence (TDV). Because dating is not acceptable among Iraqi youth, we were 
unable to ask youth if they had or ever had a dating partner. Thus, instead of asking about 
their own experiences, we asked participants about their knowledge of TDV among other 
Iraqi youth. Studies suggest that youth often see each others’ dating violence (Black, 
Tolman, Callahan, Saunders & Weisz, 2008), and it is friends with whom youth talk about 
dating violence in their relationships. Youth disclose TDV to each other rather than to 
adults (Ashley & Foshee, 2005; Molidor & Tolman, 1998). Studies further suggest that 
friends’ dating violence behaviors are an important influence on an adolescent’s dating 
violence behaviors so that there is some consistency in levels of TDV within groups of 
friends (Arriaga & Foshee, 2004; Brendgen et al., 2002; Vezina & Hebert, 2007). Asking 
about the respondents’ friends’ behaviors were the closest questions we were permitted to 
ask to approximate the respondents’ own behaviors. Although 53% of youth failed to 
respond to the question about knowing someone who secretly dated, 60% of youth who did 
respond to the question reported that they knew nobody who secretly dated.
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Aggressive behaviors were assessed using a 26-item scale, developed using the items 
contained in the Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS; Neidig, 1986; Straus, 1979). This scale 
includes 13 aggressive or violent behaviors. Respondents were asked to report on a 4-point 
scale the number of times they were aware this had happened in the relationships of others 
who were secretly dating. For each of the 13 behaviors, they were asked to respond how 
often this was perpetrated by boys and girls. While this scale was not designed to report 
friends’ behavior, we used it because it is widely used in partner violence research, and 
there are no established scales for reporting friends’ TDV experiences. Constructed scales 
from this measure were male-perpetrated TDV, female-perpetrated TDV, and total TDV. 
All scales had high reliability (male-perpetrated TDV, α = .91; female-perpetrated TDV, 
α = .92, total TDV, α = .96).

Attitudes about TDV were assessed using eight items out of the 12-item AADS (Slep, 
Cascardi, Avery-Leaf, & O’Leary, 2001). This modified version includes brief vignettes and 
asks respondents to report on a scale of 1 to 5 whether they strongly agree, somewhat agree, 
don’t agree or disagree, somewhat disagree, or strongly disagree with a behavior that might 
be considered perpetration of TDV by some. For example, respondents assess the accept-
ability of Celina’s behavior in the vignette “David blocks the doorway so Celina can’t leave 
the room. Celina shoves him out of her way.” Higher score values represent more accep-
tance of TDV. According to Slep et al. (2001), the AADS has “generally acceptable psycho-
metric properties across a variety of indices [e.g., test-retest, factor analysis]” (p. 315). 
Acceptable internal consistency for this modified version has been obtained (α = .70).

Secret dating. Because we could not ask youth about their own dating experiences, we 
asked them about the secret dating of their friends. They reported the number of friends 
they knew who secretly dated despite their parents’ disapproval.
Demographic Data. During an interview testing session, we collected data on the teens’ 
age and gender as well as their families’ receipt of state financial support, including if they 
received a free school lunch at school or if their families received food stamps.

Data Analyses
Checks were performed for missing and out-of-range data, and for deviations from normal-
ity. To examine the impact of community, school, and family violence on TDV, a series of 
multiple regression analyses were performed, controlling for confounding demographic 
variables listed above. For each of the TDV measures, a regression analysis was performed. 
In each regression analysis, community violence experience, school violence, an overall 
child abuse measure, potential confounders (age, gender, and assessment of state support), 
and the reported number of secret dates among their friends were included. Three sets of 
regressions examined the above measures on attitudes about TDV (female-perpetrated 
TDV, male-perpetrated TDV, and total perpetrated TDV), while an additional set of regres-
sions examined the impact of the above measures on TDV experiences in the peer group (as 
witnessed through friend report; TDV male-perpetrated, TDV female-perpetrated score, 
and TDV total perpetrated score). The relation of community, school, and family violence 
as well as control variables and the number of secret dates with TDV measures is shown as 
the “β” statistic, the standardized regression coefficient.
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Results
Descriptive Analysis
Community violence. High numbers of the Iraqi youth experienced (31.3%), witnessed 
(74.5%), and heard about (80.5%) acts of community violence. A significantly higher per-
centage of males (42.9%) than females (17.8%) experienced community violence, χ²(1, N = 
195) = 14.18, p < .001, witnessed major acts of community violence (male = 52.4%; female 
= 23.3%; χ² = 17.18, p < .001), witnessed minor acts of community violence (male = 
87.6%; female = 60.0%; χ² = 19.65, p < .001), and were told more about community vio-
lence (male = 91.4%; female = 67.8; χ² = 17.28, p < .001).
School violence. School violence was examined using the Safe and Responsive Schools 
Survey (SRSS) and the Bullying Questionnaire. Males reported more violence exposure 
than females on both measures. The SRSS identified higher levels of school violence 
among the males. Males perceived their school as more unsafe than females did (male 
mean = 2.34, SD = 1.0; female mean = 1.98, SD = 1.0; t = 2.87, p = .005). School violence 
based on the Bullying Questionnaire found no significant gender difference on the total 
reported bullying victimization scores (male mean = 1.59, SD = 3.1; female mean = 1.20; 
F = 0.81, p = .370).
Family abuse. Almost 18% (17.9%; n = 35) of the Iraqi youth reported they had experi-
enced severe child abuse. No gender differences were found. The mean number of overall 
abusive acts reported was 1.37 (SD = 2.1; acts of severe abuse = 0.40, SD = 1.0). No gender 
differences were found in reported acts of regular or severe child abuse. Nine (4.7%) of the 
youth reported being a victim of sexual abuse and 26% report being the victim of acts of 
neglect.
Dating violence attitudes. The total mean score on the AADS for both males and 
females was 3.05 (SD = 1.3). The mean score on AADS for female perpetration was 2.65 
(SD = 1.1) and 2.79 (SD = 1.1) for male perpetration. Youth were more accepting of vio-
lence perpetrated by males than violence perpetrated by females (t = 5.31, p < .001). No 
gender differences were found.
TDV. For males, the total mean score on secretly dating friends’ total perpetration of TDV 
was 19.34 (SD = 24.7). Scores reported by females were significantly lower (10.86; SD = 
16.4; t = 2.64, p = .009). Similar results were found for both the male and female TDV 
perpetration measures (Male Perpetration: male mean report = 9.50, SD = 12.7; female 
mean report = 5.84, SD = 8.8; t = 2.26, = .025) (Female Perpetration: male mean report = 
9.84, SD = 13.5; female mean report = 5.02, SD = 8.0; t = 2.90, p = .004). Thus male teens 
reported much higher levels of both male and female TDV perpetration among their friends 
who were secretly dating than did female teens.

Multivariate Analyses
Attitudes about dating violence. Results from the regression analyses are reported in 
Table 2. Regressions evaluating the relationship between community violence, school vio-
lence, child abuse, and TDV identified a relationship between TDV attitudes and the 
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number of friends secretly dating. Community violence, school violence, overall physical 
violence (child abuse), and state support did not significantly predict TDV attitudes toward 
either male or female perpetration. The sole predictor of TDV attitudes was the number of 
friends youth reported that they knew who had secretively dated. More friends participat-
ing in secret dating experiences related to attitudes of increased acceptance of female per-
petration of TDV and of total perpetration of TDV.
Dating violence perpetration. Community violence, school violence, and state support 
did not significantly predict youths’ friends’ experiences with TDV. However, similar to 
analyses evaluating TDV attitudes, regressions evaluating community violence, school 
violence, child abuse, and TDV identified a relationship between TDV and the number of 
friends secretly dating (Table 2). The number of friends secretively dating accounted for 

Table 2. Regressions Evaluating Predictors of Dating Violence Perpetration Among Peers and 
TDV Attitudes.

Female perpetrated 
violence

Male perpetrated 
violence

Total perpetrated 
violence

r β
R2 

Change r β
R2 

Change r β
R2 

Change

Dating Violence 
Perpetration

 

Model 1 .18 .13 .16
  Number of friends’ 

secret dates
.42*** .42*** .36*** .36*** .40*** .40***  

Model 2 .02 .04 .03
  Number of friends’ 

secret dates
.42*** .41*** .36*** .34*** .40*** .39***  

  Physical Child Abuse .19** .16* .23** .21** .21** .18**  
Variables not in the model  
  Age of teen .15* .01 .19** .07 .17*  
  Gender of teen –.18** –.13 –.13 –.08 –.16*  
  Community violence .11 .08 .12 .05 .11  
  School violence .16* .12 .17* .08 .17*  
Dating Violence 

Attitudes
 

Model 1 .06 .05
  Number of friends’ 

secret dates
.25*** .25** .15* —a .22** .22**  

Variables not in the model  
  Physical Child Abuse .05 .03 .09 — .07 .06  
  Age of teen .02 –.06 –.08 — –.03 –.11  
  Gender of teen –.07 –.04 –.16* — –.12 –.10  
  Community violence .11 .09 .15* — .14* .13  
  School violence .04 .01 .06 — .05 .03  

aNo variables entered into the model, thus beta values were not computed.
*p < .05. **p < .01. *p < .001.
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18% of the variance in female TDV perpetration, 13% in male TDV perpetration, and 14% 
of the total TDV perpetration. Importantly, in these regressions, overall physical child 
abuse also significantly predicted TDV experiences among friends who were secretly dat-
ing. Overall, physical child abuse experience contributed to an additional 5% of the 
explained variance in total TDV experienced by friends (2% of the explained variance in 
female-perpetrated TDV and 4% of the total male-perpetrated TDV).

Discussion
Findings from the study suggest that the Iraqi refugee youth in this sample experienced high 
levels of violence in their communities and families. This was especially true for males, who 
are traditionally less protected than females in Arab culture (Dwairy, Achoui, Abouserie, & 
Farah, 2006). Many youth viewed their schools as unsafe. The adolescents were also rela-
tively accepting of TDV, especially when perpetrated by males. Youths’ experiences with 
violence in the community, school, and home did nothing to predict their attitudes about 
TDV or little to predict their knowledge of TDV perpetration among their friends.

Much of the literature (Klein, 2006; Thompson & Massat, 2005; Wolf & Foshee, 2003; 
Youngstrom et al., 2003) discusses the relationship between exposure to various forms of 
violence and the acceptance of violence in dating relationships. However, findings from 
these studies have been conducted primarily with European American and African 
American youth who are actually in dating relationships. Youth who do not date or do not 
date openly because of their culture have had different influences in the development of 
their attitudes about the acceptability of TDV. Parents and other adults would be unlikely 
to caution them against dating violence since they are not supposed to be dating at all. 
Therefore, there might be no difference in messages about dating violence depending on 
the family’s level of exposure to community violence. Additionally, youths’ experiences 
with some forms of violence may not influence their awareness of the violence that friends 
are perpetrating in secret dating relationships. However, when youth experienced physical 
child abuse they were more likely to be aware of friends who perpetrated TDV, suggesting 
possible bonding between youth who were more at risk for violent behaviors (Capaldi, 
Dishion, Stoolmiller, & Yoerger, 2001).

Attitudes about and experiences with TDV among Iraqi youth may be more related to 
cultural norms and values than actual experiences with various forms of violence (Black 
et al., 2009). Research on Arab Americans’ attitudes toward domestic violence is scarce. 
However, Kulwicki and Miller (1999) reported high levels of approval of violence between 
spouses. In their study of Muslim adults living in the same region as the sample from our 
own study, about 35% of women and 33% of men reported approving of a man slapping his 
wife if she insulted him when they were home alone. In addition, Kulwicki et al. (2010) 
identified that cultural norms about family support the maintenance of the family despite 
abuse and pose a significant barrier to help seeking. Therefore, the Iraqi American youth in 
our study may have been exposed to many male and female adults in their community who 
had accepting attitudes toward domestic violence, and these attitudes might have influ-
enced them to accept TDV.
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Males in this study experienced more community and school violence than females. 
Males witnessed more major and minor acts of violence than females. More males viewed 
their schools as more unsafe. Yet males did not view TDV as more acceptable than their 
female counterparts did. Males reported more knowledge about male and female TDV 
perpetration, but this was unrelated to their own experiences with violence. Perhaps in a 
culture where dating is forbidden, young men are more willing to talk about dating and 
TDV. The taboo against dating may be much greater for women than men (Sherer, 2009).

Some relationship exists between youths’ attitudes about TDV and number of friends 
they know who have secretively dated. Youth who had more friends secretively dating had 
more accepting attitudes about TDV. This finding is consistent with the literature that 
emphasizes the influence of having friends involved in TDV on one’s own experiences of 
TDV (Arriaga & Foshee, 2004; Brendgen et al., 2002; Capaldi et al., 2001; Vezina & 
Hebert, 2007). Perhaps youth who are aware of others who break with cultural norms and 
engage in taboo behaviors are also those youth who are more accepting of other taboo 
behaviors, including the use of violence against others since TDV often co-occurs with 
other risky or delinquent behaviors (Rothman, Johnson, Azrael, Hall, & Weinberg, 2010).

The finding that child abuse contributes to youths’ knowledge of the perpetration of 
violence in their friends’ relationships might have several explanations. First, when youth 
report that they know people who are secretly dating, they might be including themselves, 
and research has connected experiencing child abuse to perpetration of TDV (Brendgen 
et al., 2002). It is also possible that youth who experienced violence as children shared that 
information with friends and, in turn, had friends who were more willing to share about 
violence in their dating relationships. Perhaps youth who have experience hiding the signs 
of violence in their homes or on themselves can more easily identify the signs of violence 
in their friends’ relationships.

Youth may not have the opportunity to discuss with other youth the issues surround-
ing TDV since they are not supposed to date in the first place. However, since having 
friends who secretly dated was significantly related to acceptance of TDV, there does 
appear to be a peer group influence that runs counter to ideal adolescent behaviors in the 
Iraqi culture. As is common among immigrant youth, who often have more contact than 
their parents with the majority culture because of school attendance (Greder & Allen, 
2007), the youth in our sample told us of their strong interest in U.S. culture, especially 
music, video games, and shopping. On the other hand, there is a high rate of acceptance 
of domestic violence in the Arab American community (Kulwicki & Miller, 1999), which 
suggests that teens who had friends who secretly dated were not very different from 
many of their parents.

As cited previously, the literature consistently finds that adolescents’ friends’ dating 
violence influences one’s own acceptance of dating violence (Arriaga & Foshee, 2004; 
Brendgen et al., 2002; Vezina & Hebert, 2007). The significant relationship between 
friends’ secret dating and teen dating violence suggests that peers’ dating experiences are 
of similar primary importance among adolescents whether or not dating is culturally 
prohibited.
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Findings from the study also have implications for prevention and intervention with 
immigrant youth. As mentioned previously, youth who are expected not to date are not 
likely to be provided with information on healthy dating relationships and safety. In addi-
tion, abusive behaviors are likely far more difficult to detect by teachers, parents, and other 
helpful adults when the relationship is kept secret. Therefore, the opportunity to intervene 
in a dangerous relationship is severely minimized. Lastly, youth who may fear conse-
quences for dating may be unlikely to seek help for abuse in the relationship due to fear of 
repercussions for dating behaviors.

This study has several limitations. First, we were not allowed to ask youth about their 
own experiences with TDV. We do not know how accurate their reporting about their 
friends’ behaviors actually was. In addition, the instruments used were not developed for 
Arab American youth. This may have been a particular problem in the realm of TDV since 
dating customs for adolescents are virtually nonexistent in the Iraqi American culture. In 
addition, we did not have the sample size sufficient to analyze how length of time living in 
the United States influences youths’ responses.

With the large influx of immigrants into the United States, Canada, Europe, and 
Australia, it is important for researchers and youth workers to understand how cultural 
norms and values permeate the lives of adolescents from immigrant communities. While 
teens may wish to date because of eagerness to assimilate and to adapt behaviors that are 
similar to those of other adolescents in their new countries, they are also strongly influ-
enced by the values of their parents and their countries of origin (Delgado, Jones, & Rohani, 
2005). Therefore, prevention programs and those who work with teens who have experi-
enced TDV must explore the impact of dating in secrecy as well as immigrant teens’ under-
standings of the meaning of dating and the various types of violence they have experienced 
in a manner that is sensitive to the norms and values of the families as well as the accultura-
tion of the youth.
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