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Abstract  

 

Digital dating abuse (DDA) is a relatively new and under-researched topic facing the world 

today. DDA has been defined as using technology to threaten, harass, monitor, control, 

pressure, or coerce a dating partner. The study aimed to: (1) To examine if there is a gender 

difference in experiencing and perpetrating DDA, (2) To examine if younger people, between 

18-25 years old, are more likely to be victims and perpetrators of DDA, compared to older 

age groups, (3) To examine if those who experience abuse in their intimate relationship are 

more likely to suffer from depression, anxiety and less well-being compared to those who do 

not experience DDA and (4) To examine which factor predicts being a victim/perpetrator of 

DDA. The sample consisted of 197 adults aged 18 years and older. Participants were 

recruited by a convenience sample through Facebook. The questionnaire consisted of four 

parts, demographic questions, questions on digital dating abuse, anxiety, depression, and 

finally well-being. The results showed that 34% of the participants experience at least one 

form of DDA and 37% had perpetrated at least one such behavior against their partner. An 

independent sample t-test, correlation and simple regression revealed that: (1) Victimization 

was significantly related to genders, perpetration was not, (2) Age was not significantly 

related to victimization or perpetration and finally, (3) the relationship between anxiety, 

depression and well-being differed for victimization and perpetration. These results indicate 

that gender, anxiety, depression and well-being could be related to DDA, while age is not.  

 

Keywords: digital dating abuse, mental health, gender differences, young people 

 

Útdráttur 

 

Stafrænt ofbeldi í samböndum (SOS) er tiltölulega nýlegt og vanrannsakað svið sem 

heimurinn stendur frammi fyrir í dag. SOS felst í því að nota tæki til þess að hóta, fylgjast 

með, stjórna, þrýsta á og beita maka ofbeldi. Markmið rannsóknarinnar var að (1) kanna 

hvort munur sé milli kynja á því að beita eða upplifa SOS, (2) kanna hvort að yngra fólk, 18 

til 25 ára, upplifi frekar eða beiti SOS samanborið við eldri hópa, (3) kanna hvort það að 

upplifa eða beita SOS hafi áhrif á andlega heilsu og (4) hvaða þættir spá fyrir um SOS. 

Þáttakendur voru 197 talsins, 18 ára og eldri. Þátttakendum var safnað með hentugleikaúrtaki 

gegnum Facebook. Spurningakönnunin samanstóð af fjórum hlutum, bakgrunnsupplýsingum, 

spurningum sem varða SOS, þunglyndiseinkenni, kvíðaeinkenni og vellíðan. Niðurstöður 

leiddu í ljós að 34% þátttakenda höfðu að minnsta kosti einu sinni orðið fyrir SOS og 37% 

höfðu beitt maka sinn að minnsta kosti einu sinni SOS. T-próf óháðra úrtaka, fylgnipróf og 

aðhvarfsgreining leiddu í ljós að (1) kyn var marktækt tengt við það að vera fórnarlamb SOS, 

en ekki að beita því, (2) aldur var ómarkækt tengt við SOS. (3) samband milli SOS, 

kvíðaeinkenna, þunglyndiseinkenna og vellíðan var mismunandi. 

 

Lykilorð: stafrænt ofbeldi, andleg heilsa, kynjamunur, ungt fólk 
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Digital dating abuse and young people 

Dating abuse remains one of the world’s biggest and serious public health problem 

today (Borrajo et al., 2015; Malik et al., 1997). Its definition is flexible, but in general terms 

dating abuse has been described as the actual or threatened physical, psychological, sexual, or 

emotional aggression within a dating relationship, including stalking (CDC, 2019). Dating 

abuse does not only refer to physical or sexual abuse, digital dating abuse (DDA) is a 

relatively new and under-researched topic. In recent years, technologies, predominantly 

mobile phones and the Internet, have become an essential part of people’s relationships. 

These technologies have created new tools for perpetrators to harass, control, and abuse their 

victims. DDA has no official definition yet, but Reed, Tolman, & Ward, (2017) defined it as 

using technology to threaten, harass, monitor, control, pressure or coerce a dating partner. 

DDA can take on a number of forms, such as logging into the partner´s social media account, 

obtaining information about the location of their partner, and looking through their phone 

regularly, often without the partner’s knowledge (L. A. Reed et al., 2017). DDA, like other 

forms of abuse (e.g., psychological, physical, or sexual), can have a major impact on its 

victim's mental health. The most common consequence is general distress (e.g., anxiety and 

depression) and in the most serious cases, post-traumatic stress disorder and suicidal thoughts 

(Drouin et al., 2015; Leisring & Giumetti, 2014). Furthermore, DDA can take place round-

the-clock and as a result, victims might find it difficult to separate themselves from their 

abusive perpetrators (Borrajo et al., 2015; Stonard et al., 2017). 

When exploring the prevalence of DDA, the results vary, showing a rate ranging from 

25% (Wolford-Clevenger et al., 2016) to 93% (Zweig et al., 2013). Previous research has 

shown that young people are an especially important group to study, as social media use 

among them is exceptionally widespread. Reports illustrate that up to 92% of young adults 

aged 18 to 24, use the internet daily (Lenhart et al., 2015), making them most likely of any 
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age group to text messages daily. Bennett and others (Bennett et al., 2011) examined 437 

college students on digital victimization among dating partners. They found that 72% 

experienced hostility from their dating partner and 73% reported intrusiveness. Although 

prevalence rates of DDA differ, considering the variation in definition and assessment 

methods, research revealed that young females are disproportionately affected. A study by 

Reed and others (L. A. Reed et al., 2017) found, in a sample of 365 college students, that 

68% had experienced at least one DDA victimization behavior from their dating partner in 

the last 12 months. Another study of 615 participants (Korchmaros et al., 2013) concluded 

that 46% of 14-19-year-olds experienced DDA in some type of computer communication 

form. Additionally, they found that the youngsters who had experienced psychological dating 

violence were more likely to experience face-to-face psychological abuse as well.  

Research on the relationship between DDA and gender show conflicting results. As 

mentioned before, according to some studies, women experience DDA more often than men 

(Drouin et al., 2015; Felmlee & Faris, 2016; Lenhart et al., 2015), while other studies found 

just the opposite (Cutbush et al., 2018; Peskin et al., 2017). Zweig and colleagues (2013) 

examined different forms of DDA. They concluded that young females were more likely to 

be victims of sexual digital abuse, such as being pressured to send an explicit photo to their 

partner, whilst men were more likely to experience monitoring abuse, such as being tracked 

by their partner via technology. Interestingly, research on high school and college students 

found that young women experienced more distress than young men when experiencing the 

same DDA behaviors (Muscanell & Guadagno, 2012). When exploring the other side of 

DDA, by looking at preparative behavior, men were more likely to use threatening and 

pressuring DDA, often involving sex, such as asking to send a sexual photo or text (Krahé et 

al., 2005; Reed et al., 2017), girls seemed to engage more in monitoring behaviors. 

Incidentally, when studying the reporting of DDA, Reed (2017) found that college women, 
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compared to men, were less likely to report a threat of distribution of embarrassing digital 

information from their partner. There are several possible explanations for these findings. For 

instance, it has been found that the genders perceive aggression and abuse differently, where 

men often minimize the impact it has on both themselves and the victim (Borrajo et al., 2015; 

Burke et al., 2011). Additionally, studies have found that men are more likely to define 

abusive behavior if it has a negative intent from the perpetrator, but women find abusive 

behavior to occur if it has a negative impact on the victim (Lucero et al., 2014). However, 

using the labels of victim and perpetrator should be used with caution considering that studies 

have shown that in some relationships both parties use abusive behaviors towards each other 

(Langhinrichsen-Rohling et al., 2012; Renner & Whitney, 2012; Straus, 2011). For instance, 

Reed (2016) found a strong correlation between DDA victimization and perpetration 

behaviors, where they pointed out that preparative behaviors could occur as a response to 

victimization.  

According to several studies, victims of DDA often feel blamed for the abuse they endure 

(Harris & Woodlock, 2019; Millman et al., 2017; Zimmer-Gembeck, 2002). This does not 

only apply to victims of digital abuse, but also victims of physical, mental, and sexual abuse 

(Bookwala et al., 1992; Zimmer-Gembeck, 2002). A study by Harris and Woodlock (2019) 

found that 56% of victims of DDA did not seek assistance and 85% of them did not uncover 

their experiences because they felt embarrassed by it. Further highlighting the victim-

blaming, Burke, Wallen, Vail-Smith, and Knox (2011) demonstrated that many prevention 

strategies that concern abuse and technology focus on the actions of the victim, not the 

perpetrator. Victims were advised to close their online accounts, withdraw from online 

activities and to change their phone number, even though, for the majority of the victims, 

having online accounts and access was vital for them. While victims surely do need to use 

self-protecting procedures, the burden and blame that is placed on the victims is something 
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that needs to change, and to avoid the blanket advice of ‘’simply getting offline’’ is 

important. Digital abuse among partners is a hidden and secretive problem that needs to be 

brought into the light. The main aim of the present study was fourfold. 

1. To examine if there is a gender difference in experiencing and perpetrating DDA. 

2. To examine if younger people, between 18-25 years old, are more likely to be victims 

and perpetrators of DDA, compared to older age groups. 

3. To examine if those who experience abuse in their intimate relationship are more 

likely to suffer from depression, anxiety, and less well-being compared to those who 

do not experience DDA. 

4. To examine which factor predicts being a victim/perpetrator of DDA. 

Method 

Participants 

The sample consisted of 197 adults aged 18 years and older. To be eligible for the 

study, participants had to have been dating or in a relationship for the past 12 months. A total 

of 92.9% (n=197) of the participants met that criteria. The sample consisted of 148 women 

(75.1%), 47 men (23.9%) and two (1%) did not reveal their gender. 84 (42.6%) were aged 

between 18-25 years, 113 (57.4%) were 26 and older. Regarding the participant's education, 

12 (6.1%) had completed a primary education, 80 (40.6%) had completed a secondary 

education, 73 (37.1%) had a graduate degree, 23 (11.7%) had received a master’s/PhD and 

nine (4.6%) had completed other kind of education. 

Procedure 

Participants were recruited by convenience sample through Facebook. A link to the 

online survey was shared to the personal Facebook page of the researcher as well as sharing it 

with a group of students at the University of Reykjavik studying psychology. Participants 

were informed that by answering the study questionnaire it equaled to informed consent. 
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Additionally, it was made clear that total anonymity was provided and participants´ responses 

could not be traced back to them. Participants were encouraged to answer all questions 

accurately, but were simultaneously informed that they could stop at any time, without any 

consequences. If participants experienced any discomfort whilst answering the questions they 

could contact a psychologist, once, free of charge. A permission by the National Bioethics 

Committee was granted to conduct the survey (VSN-20-048).  

Measures 

The survey was conducted using an online questionnaire created through the website 

Google Forms. The questionnaire consisted of four parts: demographic questions, questions 

on digital dating abuse, anxiety symptoms, depressive symptoms, and finally well-being. It 

was estimated that it would take between five to ten minutes to answer the questionnaire.  

Demographic information was assessed with questions regarding basic information 

(e.g., age, gender, and educational level). The question regarding participants age had four 

possible responses (1 = 18-25 years old, 2 = 26-35 years old, 3 = 36-40 years old and 4 = 40 

years or older). For the the data analysis 26 years and older were combined into one group. 

The question for gender had three possible responses; (1 = male, 2 = female and 3 = other). 

The question regarding education level had five possible responses: (1 = primary education, 2 

= secondary education, 3 = graduate degree, 4 = master’s degree/PhD and 5 = other). 

Additionally, participants were asked if they were or had been in a relationship or dating 

someone for the last 12 months.  

 Digital dating abuse was assessed with the Electronic behavior of adolescents in 

relationships (EBAR). EBAR is a 32-item self-report measure that assesses numerous types 

of DDA behaviors through technology across digital media such as threats, control, and 

monitoring (Johnson, 2018). EBAR consists of two parallel sub-scales: one for victimization 

and one for perpetration. Participants were asked to base their answers on how often each 
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behavior occurred in their relationship for the last 12 months, from 0 (never) to 3 (often). 

Examples of items are “your partner told you who you can and can’t be friends with or talk to 

on social media” and “your partner used technology to know where you were or if you were 

active on social media’’. For the present study, two items from each subscale describing 

healthy or positive relationship behaviors, were not included for the data analysis. The 

possible range for total score sum was zero to 96, and zero to 48 for each subscale, where a 

higher score indicated more incidents of DDA behaviors. Previous research indicated that the 

scale had excellent internal reliability, for both the subscale for perpetration and the subscale 

for victimization, with Cronbach´s alpha ranging between 0.81-0.84 (Johnson, 2018). The 

scales had decent internal reliability in the present study, with Cronbach´s α =0.76 for the 

total sum score, α =0.61 for victimization scale and α =0.58 for the perpetration scale. 

Anxiety was assessed with the General anxiety disorder scale (GAD-7) developed by 

Spitzer and others (2006). The scale consists of seven items on a four-point Likert scale that 

asks participants to rate how accurately each statement applied to them, for the past two 

weeks. Responses ranged from 0 (not at all) to 3 (almost every day). An example of an item 

is ‘’feeling nervous, anxious or on edge‘‘. Total score ranged from 0-21 where a higher score 

indicated higher levels of anxiety. Psychometric properties for the scale has been tested in 

Icelandic, and proved to have excellent internal reliability with Cronbach´s α = 0.87 

(Ingólfsdóttir, 2014). In the present study, the internal reliability also showed to be excellent 

or α = 0.87. 

Depression was assessed with the Patient Health Questionnaire (PHQ-9) (Kroenke et 

al., 2001). The scale consists of nine questions that assess how often for the past two weeks, 

the participants experienced various depressive symptoms. Subjects were asked to rate how 

well each item applied to them, on a four-point Likert scale, ranging from 0-3, where 0 (not 

applicable) and 3 (almost daily). An example of an item is ‘‘feeling down, depressed, or 
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hopeless”. The range for the total sum score was 0-27, where a score of ten or higher fits 

clinical criteria. The internal reliability for the Icelandic version of PHQ-9 in previous studies 

has been shown to be excellent or a Cronbach´s α = 0.86 (Snæbjörnsdóttir, 2018). In the 

present study the internal reliability was decent with α = 0.67. 

Well-being was assessed, with the ‘‘The Short Warwick-Edinburgh Mental Well-

Being Scale” (SWEMWBS) (Shah et al., 2018). The scale is a shortened version of the ‘‘The 

Warwick-Edinburgh Mental Well-Being Scale” (WEMWBS) (Stewart-Brown et al., 2009). 

The scale has previously been translated to Icelandic by The directorate of health in Iceland 

(Gudmundsdottir, 2009). The SWEMWBS is a seven-item scale that assesses the well-being 

of participants for the past two weeks, on a five-point Likert scale from 1 (never) to 5 

(always). An example of an item is ‘‘I‘ve been feeling useful”. The possible range sum score 

is 7 to 35, where a higher score indicates a greater feeling of well-being. The Icelandic 

translation of SWEMWBS has excellent internal reliability or α = 0.87 (Guðmundsdóttir, 

2018). The scale had decent internal reliability in the present study, or Cronbach´s α = 0.67. 

Study design and data analysis 

The study design was a qualitative, cross-sectional design. Descriptive statistics were 

calculated to give data on participant‘s demographic information (e. age, sex, and educational 

level). The independent variables of the study were; gender, age, educational level, and 

relationship status. The dependent variables were: digital dating abuse, anxiety symptoms, 

depressive symptoms and well-being. To test the hypothesis if there was a difference between 

the genders in experiencing and perpetrating DDA, and if young people experienced DDA 

more often than older age groups, an independent sample t-test was conducted. To test the 

hypothesis if those who had experienced DDA had worse mental health than those who do 

not, a Pearson’s correlation was conducted. To determine which factor predicted DDA a 
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simple regression was conducted. The statistical program SPSS Statistics was used for 

analyzing the data. Chart designs were created by using Microsoft Word and Excel.  

Results 

Descriptives  

Participants demographic data are shown in Table 1. Of 195 participants 92.9% 

(N=183) were currently in a relationship or dating someone. Females accounted for 75.1% of 

the sample, 23.9% were male. A majority (42,6%) of participants were aged between 18-25 

years and 40.6% of the sample had received a university degree.  

Table 1. Sample chacteristics 

Demographic variables   Frequency (Percentage) 

Relationship status 
  

Partnered or 

married  
183 (92,9%) 

Single 
 

14 (7,1%) 

Gender 
  

Male 
 

47 (23,9%) 

Female 
 

148 (75,1%) 

Age group 
  

18-25 years old 
 

84 (42,6%) 

26 ≥ years old 
 

113 (57.4%) 

Education 
  

Primary 
 

12 (6,1%) 

Secondary 
 

80 (40,6%) 

Undergraduate 
 

73 (37,1%) 

Masters/PhD  23 (11,7%) 

Other   9 (4,6%) 

 

Prevalence of digital dating abuse  

Demographic characteristics were examined in relation to DDA. DDA was assessed 

with EBAR, consisting of two parallel subscales, one for victimization and one for 
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perpetration. For EBAR, the minimum value in the current study was zero and the maximum 

value was 23, the average score from all participants was 6.08 (SD = 11.40). For the 

victimization scale, male participants had an average score of 9.99 (SD = 1.70). Female 

participants had an average score of 5.26 (SD = 1.09). For the perpetration scale, the results 

showed that males had a score average of 5.78 (SD = 1.21) and the average score for the 

females was 5.82 (SD = 0.96). 18 – 25 year old’s had a score average of 7.26 (SD = 1.06) for 

the victimization scale. 26 years and older had a score average of 4.65 (SD = 0.98). For the 

perpetration scale, 18 – 25 year old’s had an average score of 7.77 (SD = 1.38) compared to 

an average score of 5.42 (SD = 1.16) for the 26 year old’s and older. 

DDA prevalence estimates were examined. For the data analysis the EBAR was split 

into the two subscales. For victimization, 34%, (n = 54) of the sample experienced at least 

one form of DDA from their partner, and 37% (n = 29) implemented at least one DDA 

behavior towards their partner. As seen in Table 2, the most frequent behavior carried out for 

the victimization scale was ‘‘called or sent you messages repeatedly (for example, blowing 

up your phone, trying to find out where you are or who you are with)?‘‘ (14.8%, n = 19) and 

‘‘pressured you to respond quickly to their calls, texts, or other messages?‘‘ (10.3%, n = 27). 

For the perpetration scale the statement ’’logged into their social media or other Internet 

account without your partner’s permission (to see who they were talking to or change their 

profile like deleting friends/followers)?‘‘ (10.9%, n = 20), along with the statement ‘‘used 

technology to know where your partner was or if you were active on social media‘‘ (10%, n = 

19), was the most frequently carried out behaviors. 

Table 2 

Victimizati

on 

Perpetrati

on 

 Prevelance of Digital dating abuse % % 

Logged into social account 4.8% 10.9% 

Posted a comment or status on social media 1.1% 0.5% 

Called or sent messages repeatedly 10.3% 9.8% 
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Descriptive analysis  

To test the hypothesis if there was a gender difference in experiencing and 

perpetrating DDA, an independent samples t-test was used. For the victimization scale, the 

results showed that there was a significant difference in the scores for the genders and 

victimization behavior, t(2.116) = 0.46, p = 0.00. These results suggest gender does have 

affect being a victim of DDA. Specifically, the results indicate that males are at a greater risk 

of being victimized by DDA. However, for the perpetration behavior, an independent 

samples t-test revealed that the gender difference was non-significant t(-0.20) = 0.036, p = 

.975. These results suggest that when it comes to preparative behavior, there is no difference 

between males and females. 

To test the hypothesis that younger people are at greater risk of experiencing and 

perpetrating DDA, an independent sample t-test was used. It revealed that for both the 

victimization and perpetration behavior the difference between age groups was non-

Pressured them/you to send sexual message, picture or video 3.8% 2.7% 

Threatened to hurt you/them in a message, phone call, or on 

social media? 
0.5% 0% 

Told them who you/they can and can’t be friends with or talk to 

social media 
4.9% 3.2% 

Used technology to know your/their locationor if they were 

active on social media 
9.8% 10.3% 

Threatened to share a personal or embarrassing photo or video of 

you/them 
0.5% 0% 

Looked through their phone to see your/their calls, texts, social 

media messages 
9.2% 2.7% 

Threatened you/them if you/they did not send a sexual picture or 

message 
1.1% 15.8% 

Sent sexual photo or video of you/them to others without 

permission 
1.1% 0.5% 

Pressured or insisted that you/they give them their passwords 1.6% 0.5% 

Sent a sexual picture, video or text when you/they didn’t want it 7.1% 6.5% 

Pressured you/them to respond quickly to their/your calls or text 14.8% 8.2% 
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significant, t(182) = 1.255. p = .211 and t(181) = 1.714, p = .088. Together this suggests that 

there is not a relationship between being a victim or perpetrator of DDA and age.  

Correlation analysis 

A Pearson’s correlation was conducted. DDA was split into the two subscales, 

victimization and perpetration. Scores in the present study ranged from 0-23 for each 

subscale. A correlation analysis was computed to assess the relationship between the 

victimization scale and the perpetration scale. It revealed a positive moderate significant 

relationship (r = .55, p < 0.001). These results indicate that the two subscales do in fact 

measure two related factors. 

A correlation analysis was used to test the hypothesis that being exposed to DDA has 

a negative effect on mental health. Table 3 provides information on the correlations between 

the DDA subscales and factors measuring mental health. 

Table 3 

 

 

A correlation analysis was computed to assess the relationship between DDA and 

anxiety. Participants’ scores ranged from 0-21 (M = 8.70). As seen in Table 3 above, 

victimization and perpetration were non-significantly, positively but very weakly, correlated 

with anxiety symptoms. This suggests that anxiety is not related to DDA. Scores for 

depressive symptoms in the present study ranged from 0-23 (M = 3.78). It showed to have a 

weak but significant correlation for both the victimization and perpetration scales. Indication 

Means, standard deviation, and correlations for the factors    

 Measure M SD 1 2 3 .4 5 

1. Victimization 6.41 1.26    
  

2. Perpetration 5.75 1.02 .55**   
  

3. Anxiety 8.70 6.03 .12 .11  
  

4. Depression 3.78 7.04 .23**  .09* .65**   

5. Well-being 5.34 4.46 -.14 .17* -.59** -.62**  

*Note *p<.01, ** p<.001       
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that feeling of depression is related to being both victim and perpetrator of DDA. For well-

being, scores ranged from 7-35 (M = 5.34:). There was a weak, significant association, 

between well-being and the perpetration scale, indicating that being a perpetrator of DDA is 

related to reduced feelings of well-being. However, for the victimization scale there was a 

non-significant negative correlation, indicating that victimization does not affect well-being. 

Regression analysis  

To test the hypothesis that gender, age, anxiety, depression, or well-being predicts 

being a victim or perpetrator of DDA, a simple regression was conducted. The results are 

shown in Table 4. 

Table 4    
Linear regression for DDA and 

mental health   

Victimization B Std. Error β 

Gender 0.802 0.035 -0.156* 

Age 0.605 0.041 0.093 

Anxiety 0.043 0.016 0.118 

Depression 0.300 0.051 0.227* 

Well-being 0.161 0.014 -0.141* 

Perpetration B Std. Error β 

Gender 0.768 0.036 0.020 

Age 0.614 0.042 -0.126 

Anxiety 0.042 0.013 -0.107 

Depression -0.036 0.012 0.175* 

Well-being 0.107 0.041 -0.090* 

*Note *p<.0.05, ** p<0.01   
 

For the victimization scale, the results proved that depression had the biggest impact 

on victimization. It had a positive, significant effect, increased depression by one unit was 

followed by an increase in victimization by 2.27 units (b = .227), giving evidence that 

depression predicts being victimized by DDA. Gender proved to have a negative significant 

effect on victimization. Increased gender by one unit was followed by a decrease in 

victimization by 1.56 units (b = -.156). This gives evidence that males are more likely to be 
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victimized by DDA. Well-being showed to be a negative, significant predictor for 

victimization, decreased well-being by one unit was followed by an increase in victimization 

by 0.14 units (b = -.141). Giving evidence that less well-being predicts being victimized by 

DDA.  For perpetration behavior, depression also showed to be a significant predictor. 

Increased depression by one unit was followed by an increase in perpetration by 0.17 unit (b 

= .175). Well-being showed to be a negative, significant predictor of perpetration. Increased 

well-being by one unit was followed by a decrease in perpetration by -0.90 unit (b = -.090). 

Together this suggests that depression and decreased well-being predicts preparative 

behaviors of DDA. 

Discussion 

The current study aimed to examine the level of DDA amongst people, gender 

differences and how DDA affects people’s mental health, The results showed that 34% of the 

participants did experience at least one kind of DDA and 37% had perpetrated at least one 

DDA behavior against their partner. The results also indicated that significantly, males had a 

higher risk of being a victim of DDA (M = 9.99, SD = 1.70) when compared to females (M = 

5.26, SD = 1.09).  

When examining the age groups, the results indicated that younger people, aged 18 to 

25 years (M = 7.77, SD = 1.38), scored higher on average on the victimization scale, 

compared to people aged 26 years and older (M = 5.42, SD = 1.16). These results were 

similar for the perpetration scale, 18-25 year old’s reported perpetual behavior more often (M 

= 7.26, SD = 1.06) compared to 26 years and older (M = 4.65, SD = 0.98). However, there 

was not a significant relationship between age groups and the two subscales.  

A Pearson‘s correlation was conducted to examine if a higher score on the two 

subscales predicted a higher score on the scales measuring anxiety, depression, and well-

being. When the relationship between the two subscales and anxiety was examined, it showed 
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a non-significant relationship. However, the relationship between the two subscales and 

depressive symptoms was significant. Additionally, well-being was negatively correlated to 

the perpetration scale, not the victimization scale, meaning that well-being decrease when 

scoring higher on the perpetration scale. Although it must be kept in mind that the correlation 

was quite weak for all scales. A simple regression showed that depression and well-being was 

a significant predictor for DDA. Additionally, gender was a predictor for victimization, 

indicating that males are more likely to be victims of DDA. Additionally, depressive 

symptoms showed to be the biggest predictor for victimization. 

The prevalence rate mentioned above is in line with previous studies, as they indicate 

the range of DDA to range between 25-93% (Wolford-Clevenger et al., 2016; Zweig et al., 

2013). Although it should be kept in mind that, for the present study, the sample size was 

quite small and the DDA questionnaire, EBAR, has yet to be tested for its psychometric 

properties in its translated version. 

When considering the results that men are, on average, victimized more often 

compared to women, the findings are consistent with previous studies (Cutbush et al., 2018; 

Peskin et al., 2017), although other studies found contradictive results (Drouin et al., 2015; 

Felmlee & Faris, 2016; Lenhart et al., 2015). Despite these conflicting results, they are quite 

interesting given the fact that when examining gender difference for other forms of abuse 

(e.g., physical, psychological and sexual), women are more likely to be subjected to it 

(Marganski & Melander, 2018; Walby & Allen, 2004), compared to men. Therefore, results 

supported hypothesis one, that there was a gender difference in victimization and perpetration 

of DDA. 

As mentioned above, there was not a significant relationship or predictors for the age 

groups and DDA. Despite these findings, previous research has found that younger people are 

at greater risk of being both victims and perpetrators of DDA (Bennett et al., 2011; 
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Korchmaros et al., 2013; L. A. Reed et al., 2017). The reason for non-significant results in the 

present study could be, as mentioned above, due to the small sample size. Therefore, results 

did no support hypothesis two, that younger people are more likely to be victims and 

perpetrators of DDA. It is worth mentioning that there is a possibility that young people 

might not perceive DDA as actual abuse but as normalized behavior and define relationship 

interaction differently than older people (Lenhart et al., 2011). This is an aspect worth 

considering when looking at the results. 

As previous studies have reported, DDA can have a negative effect on mental health, 

especially on its victims (Bennett et al., 2011; Drouin et al., 2015; Leisring & Giumetti, 2014; 

Stonard et al., 2017). The findings in the present study are in line with previous research, 

which supports the notion that DDA affects mental health negatively, often resulting in a 

serious decline in well-being, such as anxiety, depression, post-traumatic disorder, and even 

suicidal thoughts (Bennett et al., 2011). Additionally the results indicated depression to be a 

predictor for both victimization and perpetration of DDA. Therefore, hypothesis three and 

four were partly confirmed. 

Interestingly, the results also indicated that there seemed to be a relationship between 

being a victim of DDA and perpetrating such behavior. Studies have proven this before, 

indicating that abuse in relationships can be bidirectional (Langhinrichsen-Rohling et al., 

2012; L. Reed, 2016; Renner & Whitney, 2012). It should be mentioned that more data is 

needed to explore this potential interaction and its dynamics. 

Overall, the findings in the present study indicate that the most vulnerable groups to 

be subjected to DDA are men. Although it must be kept in mind that anyone, regardless of 

gender or age, are at risk of becoming a victim of DDA. In addition, it seems to affect 

people‘s mental health negatively, with depression and anxiety being both potential 

consequences and predictors of DDA. 
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The present study did not come without limitations. First, the sample was relatively 

small or 187 participants. Additionally, the gender ratio was uneven as 75% of participants 

were females. Since the main aim of the study was to examine gender differences concerning 

DDA, it is an important factor to take into account. Although the DDA scale used has been 

proven to be a reliable measure of DDA, the Icelandic version used in this study has not been 

tested for its psychometric properties. Furthermore, the scale is a relatively newly developed 

instrument, that has yet to be used in further studies. It should also be mentioned, that at the 

time the present study was conducted, the Covid-19 situation was at its peak, which 

presumably had a great effect on the publics life, it should be considered that it might have 

influenced the results of the present study.  

Despite these limitations, there were many advantages to this study. For instance, all 

instruments used in the current study are known to have great psychometric properties in 

previous studies. Furthermore, there are no published studies on DDA among young people 

in Iceland, previous studies have focused on physical, sexual, and psychological abuse 

without emphasis on technology. Hence, this study improves our knowledge on the 

prevalence rates, groups at risk, and effects DDA has on individuals.  

In conclusion, it is important to identify those affected by DDA and offer some form 

of intervention aiming to prevent further distress. Further research is needed in the near future 

with larger sample sizes, testing, and developing an Icelandic version of an DDA scale, as 

well as developing intervention programs and treatments. Hopefully the present study and its 

results will encourage practitioners, researchers and school workers to further examine the 

extend, predictors, and preventive factors of DDA. It is crucial that future researchers further 

examine the relationship between DDA, gender, and age to able them to generate a grounded 

intervention and therapeutic methods for DDA victims and, equally important, for 

perpetrators as well. 



DIGITAL DATING ABUSE 

 

 

20 

References 

Bennett, D. C., Guran, E. L., Ramos, M. C., & Margolin, G. (2011). College students’ 

electronic victimization in friendships and dating relationships: Anticipated distress 

and associations with risky behaviors. Violence and Victims, 26(4), 410–429. 

https://doi.org/10.1891/0886-6708.26.4.410 

Bookwala, J., Frieze, I. H., Smith, C. M., & Ryan, K. (1992). Predictors of dating violence: A 

multivariate analysis. Violence and Victims, 7(4), 297–311. 

https://doi.org/10.1891/0886-6708.7.4.297 

Borrajo, E., Gámez-Guadix, M., & Calvete, E. (2015). Cyber Dating Abuse: Prevalence, 

context, and relationship with offline dating aggression. Psychological Reports, 

116(2), 565–585. https://doi.org/10.2466/21.16.PR0.116k22w4 

Burke, S. C., Wallen, M., Vail-Smith, K., & Knox, D. (2011). Using technology to control 

intimate partners: An exploratory study of college undergraduates. Computers in 

Human Behavior, 27(3), 1162–1167. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2010.12.010 

Cutbush, S., Williams, J., Miller, S., Gibbs, D., & Clinton-Sherrod, M. (2018). Longitudinal 

patterns of electronic teen dating violence among middle school students. Journal of 

Interpersonal Violence, 0886260518758326. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0886260518758326 

Drouin, M., Ross, J., & Tobin, E. (2015a). Sexting: A new, digital vehicle for intimate 

partner aggression?. Computers in Human Behavior, 50, 197–204. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2015.04.001 

Felmlee, D., & Faris, R. (2016). Toxic ties: Networks of friendship, dating, and cyber 

victimization. Social Psychology Quarterly, 79(3), 243–262. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0190272516656585 

Guðmundsdóttir, D. (2015). Epidemiology of mental  wellbeing: A reliable measurement for  



DIGITAL DATING ABUSE 

 

 

21 

measuring mental wellbeing in Iceland. Læknablaðið, 101(82), 13-14. 

Harris, B. A., & Woodlock, D. (2019). Digital coercive control: Insights from two landmark 

domestic violence studies. British Journal of Criminology, 59(3), 530–550. 

Ingólfsdóttir, R. (2014). Psychometric properties of the Icelandic version of the Generalized  

anxiety disorder-7 (Bsc thesis). Retrieved from: 

https://skemman.is/handle/1946/31243?locale=en 

Intimate Partner Violence |Violence Prevention|Injury Center|CDC. (2019, December 17). 

https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/intimatepartnerviolence/index.html 

Johnson. (2018). Teen digital dating abuse: Development and validation of a self-report 

measure. Northern university. https://doi.org/10.17760/D20292264 

Korchmaros, J. D., Ybarra, M. L., Langhinrichsen-Rohling, J., boyd, danah, & Lenhart, A. 

(2013). Perpetration of teen dating violence in a networked society. Cyberpsychology, 

Behavior and Social Networking, 16(8), 561–567. 

https://doi.org/10.1089/cyber.2012.0627 

Krahé, B., Bieneck, S., & Möller, I. (2005). Understanding gender and intimate partner 

violence from an international perspective. Sex Roles, 52(11), 807–827. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11199-005-4201-0 

Kroenke, K., Spitzer, R. L., & Williams, J. B. W. (2001). The PHQ-9. Journal of General 

Internal Medicine, 16(9), 606–613. https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1525-

1497.2001.016009606.x 

Langhinrichsen-Rohling, J., Misra, T. A., Selwyn, C., & Rohling, M. L. (2012). Rates of 

bidirectional versus unidirectional intimate partner violence across samples, sexual 

orientations, and race/ethnicities: A comprehensive review. Partner abuse, 3(2), 199–

230. https://doi.org/10.1891/1946-6560.3.2.199 



DIGITAL DATING ABUSE 

 

 

22 

Leisring, P. A., & Giumetti, G. W. (2014). Sticks and stones may break my bones, but 

abusive text messages also hurt. Partner abuse, 5(3), 323–341. 

https://doi.org/10.1891/1946-6560.5.3.323 

Lenhart, A., Madden, M., Smith, A., Purcell, K., Zickuhr, K., & Rainie, L. (2011). Teens, 

kindness and cruelty on social network sites: How american teens navigate the new 

world of ‘digital citizenship’. Pew internet & american life project. 

https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED537516 

Lenhart, A., Smith, A., & Anderson, M. (2015). Teens, technology and romantic 

relationships. https://apo.org.au/node/58859 

Lucero, J. L., Weisz, A. N., Smith-Darden, J., & Lucero, S. M. (2014). Exploring gender 

differences: Socially interactive technology use/abuse among dating teens. Affilia, 

29(4), 478–491. https://doi.org/10.1177/0886109914522627 

Malik, S., Sorenson, S. B., & Aneshensel, C. S. (1997). Community and dating violence 

among adolescents: Perpetration and victimization. Journal of Adolescent Health, 

21(5), 291–302. https://doi.org/10.1016/S1054-139X(97)00143-2 

Marganski, A., & Melander, L. (2018). Intimate partner violence victimization in the cyber 

and real world: Examining the extent of cyber aggression experiences and its 

association with in-person dating violence. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 33(7), 

1071–1095. https://doi.org/10.1177/0886260515614283 

Millman, C., Winder, B., & Griffiths, M. (2017). UK-based police officers’ perceptions of, 

and role in investigating, cyber-harassment as a crime. International Journal of 

Technoethics, 8, 87–102. https://doi.org/10.4018/IJT.2017010107 

Muscanell, N. L., & Guadagno, R. E. (2012). Make new friends or keep the old: Gender and 

personality differences in social networking use. Computers in Human Behavior, 

28(1), 107–112. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2011.08.016 



DIGITAL DATING ABUSE 

 

 

23 

Peskin, M. F., Markham, C. M., Shegog, R., Temple, J. R., Baumler, E. R., Addy, R. C., 

Hernandez, B., Cuccaro, P., Gabay, E. K., Thiel, M., & Emery, S. T. (2017). 

Prevalence and correlates of the perpetration of cyber dating abuse among early 

adolescents. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 46(2), 358–375. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-016-0568-1 

Reed, L. (2016). Snooping and sexting: Digital media as a context for dating aggression and 

abuse among college students. Violence Against Women, 22, 1–21. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1077801216630143 

Reed, L. A., Tolman, R. M., & Ward, L. M. (2017a). Gender matters: Experiences and 

consequences of digital dating abuse victimization in adolescent dating relationships. 

Journal of Adolescence, 59, 79–89. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2017.05.015 

Renner, L. M., & Whitney, S. D. (2012). Risk factors for unidirectional and bidirectional 

intimate partner violence among young adults. Child Abuse & Neglect, 36(1), 40–52. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2011.07.007 

Shah, N., Cader, M., Andrews, W. P., Wijesekera, D., & Stewart-Brown, S. L. (2018). 

Responsiveness of the short warwick edinburgh mental well-being scale 

(SWEMWBS): Evaluation a clinical sample. Health and Quality of Life Outcomes, 

16. https://doi.org/10.1186/s12955-018-1060-2 

Snæbjörnsdóttir, (2018). Psychometric Properties of the Icelandic versions of Generalized 

Anxiety Disorder -7 (GAD-7) and Patient Health Questionnaire – 9 (PHQ-9): Sample 

of 18-25 years old students (Bsc thesis). Retrieved from: 

https://skemman.is/handle/1946/31243 

Spitzer, R. L., Kroenke, K., Williams, J. B. W., & Löwe, B. (2006). A brief measure for 

assessing generalized anxiety disorder: The GAD-7. Archives of Internal Medicine, 

166(10), 1092–1097. https://doi.org/10.1001/archinte.166.10.1092 



DIGITAL DATING ABUSE 

 

 

24 

Stewart-Brown, S., Tennant, A., Tennant, R., Platt, S., Parkinson, J., & Weich, S. (2009). 

Internal construct validity of the Warwick-Edinburgh Mental Well-being Scale 

(WEMWBS): A Rasch analysis using data from the Scottish health education 

population survey. Health and Quality of Life Outcomes, 7(1), 15. 

https://doi.org/10.1186/1477-7525-7-15 

Stonard, K. E., Bowen, E., Walker, K., & Price, S. A. (2017). ‘They’ll always find a way to 

get to you’: Technology use in adolescent romantic relationships and its role in dating 

violence and abuse. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 32(14), 2083–2117. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0886260515590787 

Straus, M. A. (2011). Gender symmetry and mutuality in perpetration of clinical-level partner 

violence: Empirical evidence and implications for prevention and treatment. 

Aggression and Violent Behavior, 16(4), 279–288. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.avb.2011.04.010 

Walby, S., & Allen, J. (2004). Domestic violence, sexual assault and stalking: Findings from 

the British Crime Survey. Home Office. https://openaccess.city.ac.uk/id/eprint/21697/ 

Wolford-Clevenger, C., Zapor, H., Brasfield, H., Febres, J., Elmquist, J., Brem, M., Shorey, 

R. C., & Stuart, G. L. (2016). An examination of the partner cyber abuse 

questionnaire in a college student sample. Psychology of Violence, 6(1), 156–162. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/a0039442 

Zimmer-Gembeck, M. J. (2002). The development of romantic relationships and adaptations 

in the system of peer relationships. Journal of Adolescent Health, 31(6, Supplement), 

216–225. https://doi.org/10.1016/S1054-139X(02)00504-9 

Zweig, J. M., Dank, M., Lachman, P., & Yahner, J. (2016). Technology, Teen Dating 

Violence and Abuse, and Bullying. 198. 



DIGITAL DATING ABUSE 

 

 

25 

Zweig, J. M., Dank, M., Yahner, J., & Lachman, P. (2013). The rate of cyber dating abuse 

among teens and how it relates to other forms of teen dating violence. Journal of 

Youth and Adolescence, 42(7), 1063–1077. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-013-9922-

8. 

 


	BSc in Psychology

