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Abstract

Introduction: The prevalence of violence 
in intimate relationships, suffered or perpe-
trated, was estimated among undergraduate 
students, be it physical, psychological and 
sexual, describing the overlap between them. 
This is an original study and there is scarce 
literature on this matter in Brazil. Men and 
women were investigated and some issues on 
gender violence were discussed. Methods: 
The study is part of the multicenter survey 
“International Study of Violence in Dating – 
IDVS” conducted in 2002 – 2003, using its 
standardized instrument. A total of 362 stu-
dents, from two universities in the state of São 
Paulo, one public and one private, answered 
the self-reported questionnaire, being 37% 
male and 63% female, mean age of 20 years 
old. Suffered and perpetrated intimate partner 
violence during life was examined. Results: 
Among all interviewees, 75.9% suffered and 
76.4% perpetrated some kind of violence 
throughout life. Psychological violence was 
the most prevalent type, followed by sexual 
violence, both suffered and perpetrated. 
The great superposition between suffered and 
perpetrated violence (83.9%) reflects the reci-
procity of aggression, with no observed differ-
ence between men and women. The results 
of this study are consistent with previous lit-
erature on dating violence, which shows high 
prevalence of suffered and perpetrated vio-
lence, besides reciprocity for both men and 
women. Conclusions: Intervention actions 
at this stage of intimate relationships may 
potentially impact on subsequent marital 
partnership situations. 

Keywords: Violence. Family violence. Spouse 
abuse. Interpersonal relations. Gender and 
health. Courtship.



Rev Bras Epidemiol
2013; 16(4): 801-16 802 Intimate partner violence among undergraduate students of two universities of the state of São Paulo, Brazil

Flake, T.A. et al.

Resumo

Introdução: Foram estimados entre universi-
tários a prevalência da violência em relaciona-
mentos íntimos, sofrida ou perpetrada, para 
os tipos físico, psicológico e sexual, descre-
vendo-se as sobreposições entre eles. Estudo 
original com rara produção no Brasil. Foram 
pesquisados homens e mulheres, com dis-
cussão de algumas questões da violência de 
gênero. Método: O estudo faz parte de pes-
quisa multicêntrica “Estudo Internacional de 
Violência no Namoro – IDVS”, realizada em 
2002-2003, usando seu instrumento padroni-
zado. O questionário foi autoaplicado em 362 
alunos de duas universidades, uma pública e 
outra privada, do Estado de São Paulo, sendo 
37% do sexo masculino e 63% do feminino, 
com idade mediana de 20 anos. Foram des-
critas as violências sofridas por e perpetradas 
na vida contra parceiros íntimos. Resultados e 
Discussão: Entre todos os entrevistados, 75,9% 
sofreram e 76,4% perpetraram algum tipo de 
violência na vida. O tipo de violência mais 
prevalente, tanto sofrida como perpetrada, 
foi a psicológica, seguida da sexual. A grande 
sobreposição entre violências sofridas e per-
petradas (83,9%) reflete a reciprocidade das 
agressões, sem diferença entre homens e 
mulheres. Os resultados do presente estudo 
estão em consonância com a literatura que 
analisa a violência no namoro, com alta pre-
valência de violências sofridas e perpetradas, 
além da reciprocidade tanto para homens 
como para mulheres. Conclusões: Ações de 
intervenção nesta fase dos relacionamentos 
íntimos podem potencialmente repercutir em 
situações posteriores de parceria conjugal.

Palavras-chave:  Violência. Violência 
doméstica. Maus-tratos conjugais. Relações 
interpessoais. Gênero e saúde. Corte.

Introduction

Violence between intimate partners is a 
public health issue, with negative implica-
tions for the physical and mental health of 
the men and women involved. It can be pres-
ent in the dating phase, with partners living 
together or in a constituted marriage1,2. Many 
authors indicate that this violence begins 
at the dating phase, and it can determine 
the pattern of the relationship throughout 
its vital cycle, besides being a precursor of 
more serious aggressions after the transi-
tion to living together or getting married3-5. 
Literature review shows that, firstly, studies 
have been focusing on marital violence, and 
only after the 1980s they started focusing on 
dating or courtship violence6. Some studies 
approach it in school, pointing out that 15 
to 43% of the adolescents who experienced 
some type of violence in a romantic relation-
ship refer to it in the school space, be it as a 
personal statement or in the testimonial of 
others7. Despite the already revealed high 
rates, the high risk of violence between 
intimate partners in the dating phase is not 
entirely recognized. In Brazil, studies are 
still incipient8,9.

After participating in the International 
Dating Violence Study (IDVS), which includes 
the present sample of university students 
from São Paulo, Aldrighi describes the vio-
lent events that took place in the last 12 
months, in relation to the application of 
the questionnaire, considering current or 
continuous violence. The same sample will 
be target of other analyses in this article, not 
limited to the violence that took place in the 
past 12 months.

If we consider that the dating phase is the 
time when intimate partnerships are built and 
when future marital relationships can be con-
solidated, knowing how this phenomenon can 
be present in this stage of human relations is 
extremely important and urgent. Dating can 
be a determining situation to prevent intimate 
partner violence also for marriage.

Besides the perspective to understand the 
constitution of an intimate relationship, 
the aspects associated with the process of 
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developing romantic relationships, the begin-
ning of sexual activities and the present gender 
issues, knowing more about the dating phe-
nomenon also expressively contributes with 
the study of violence in this stage of the vital 
cycle. This is because the dating phase, until 
the mid-20th century, practically did not exist 
and was considered as a transition period to 
marriage. Currently, besides corresponding 
to a more elastic period for the constitution 
of intimate relationships, the dating period 
is comprised of several kinds of relationship, 
from the short and not committed ones to the 
point of living together11.

Gelles and Straus have stated since the 
1980s that data on intimate partner violence 
reflected the need to search for subsidies to 
understand the gender relationship from 
the dating phase, once the occurrence of the 
phenomenon in this stage broke the concep-
tion that marriage was a license for violence3.

Based on this scenario, this article aimed 
at: (1) describing the prevalence of perpetra-
tion and victimization of different types of 
violence, specifically physical, psychological 
and sexual, throughout life; (2) describing 
the superposition of the three types of vio-
lence, be the suffered or the perpetrated 
ones; (3) examining the prevalence and the 
superposition found from the male and 
female perspectives.

Method

It is a cross-sectional epidemiological 
study, in a multicenter international research 
(IDBS) about violence during the dating 
period, which included Brazil and 32 other 
countries. Data collection was conducted in 
2002 – 2003 in the State of São Paulo4,10,12. 
The sample was calculated for compari-
son between countries with international 
cooperation and in a compatible manner 
with local studies4,10,19. It was composed of 
undergraduate students of two universities 
in the State of São Paulo — a private one, 
in the capital, and a public one, in Vale do 
Paraíba. They were chosen by the conve-
nience of the field research since the main 
researcher belongs to one of them, and the 

existence of previous collaborations with 
the other institution. Students were enrolled 
in the courses of business administration, 
international trade, physical education, jour-
nalism, medicine and psychology, in order 
to search for more balance in the presence 
of men and women in the sample. At first, 
510 students were in the classrooms, where 
they were invited to participate in the study 
by means of a self-reported questionnaire. 
There was a valid total of 456 respondents, 
by adding the two universities, with a 10% 
loss — concerning people who delivered a 
blank questionnaire.

Three hundred and sixty two college stu-
dents were eligible for the current study; they 
were currently dating or had dated for at least 
one month. Out of these, 29.8% (n = 108) did 
not answer the questions concerning suffered 
or perpetrated violence.

The questionnaire was developed, pre-
tested, revised and used in studies about 
intimate partner violence with more than 10 
thousand students in several regions of the 
worlds and consists of four parts: Social char-
acterization, conflict tactics scale 2 (CTS2), 
personality and relationship profile (PRP) 
and the section corresponding to the rel-
evant variables for each nation participating 
in the study.

The instrument was translated to 
Portuguese and back-translated by three 
Psychology professionals, who were experts 
on the subject — two Portuguese and one 
Brazilian — and back-translated to English 
by an expert who was fluent in the language. 
The comprehension and semantic content 
test was conducted by a small sample of 
university students who knew both lan-
guages, both in Portugal (n = 8) and in Brazil 
(n = 5). The first translation was conducted 
separately by the countries and, afterwards, 
it was compared to the Portuguese version. 
The main divergences and critical points of 
the adaptation between both versions were 
discussed, and the final version was a result 
of a version with semantic equivalence to 
the original one, adapted and composed of 
questions that interest the Brazilian cultural 
reality. For the adaptation of the instrument, 
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some procedures were defined by the leader 
researcher in order to guarantee conceptual 
equivalence. The terms were discussed and 
carefully reviewed by the researcher, being 
shared with the whole group of researchers, 
in order to facilitate a standardized mea-
surement in all of the locations and ensure 
the benefits to investigate cultural differ-
ences. Before beginning the adaptation of the 
instrument, each researcher was in charge 
of developing a qualitative study with the 
objective of adapting the terminology “dat-
ing” according to the language used by young 
people in each participating country. In this 
study, dating was defined as the relationship 
between pairs involving one date for social 
interaction and activities as a couple with the 
explicit and/or implicit intention to maintain 
a romantic and intimate relationship until one 
of the parts end it, or until the commitment is 
established with an engagement, marriage or 
cohabitation12. The questionnaire, by Straus, 
coauthor of the known Conflict Tactic Scales 
(CTS-1 and CTS-2)12, was very similar to 
these scales, but it was rearranged in a spe-
cific model for the dating phase, constituting 
the IDV Questionnaire.

Unlike Aldrighi10, in this study the consid-
ered violence was the one that took place dur-
ing the investigated situation of intimate part-
nership or dating beyond the last 12 months. 
Each type of violence was approached by 
separate questions and with items that listed 
concrete acts that were suffered or perpe-
trated (Table 3). Physical violence was ana-
lyzed according to the severity of the caused 
damage, with the possibilities of “moderate” 
and “severe”.

In the statistical analysis, the software 
STATA 10.0 was used. The variables were 
described by frequencies and proportions. 
Suffered and perpetrated violence were 
presented in five different ways, with the 
objective of giving detailed description of 
the violent events. At first, the prevalence of 
each type of violence was presented regard-
less of the response given to the other types, 
therefore, regardless of possible overlapping. 
Afterwards, the exclusive and combined forms 
of violence were presented in categories: 

“none”, “exclusively psychological”, “combined 
psychological”, “physical and/or sexual” 
and “all of them simultaneously”. Then, the 
proportions of superposition of any type of 
violence, suffered or perpetrated, were ana-
lyzed in the categories: “only suffered”, “only 
perpetrated” and “suffered and perpetrated”. 
All kinds of suffered and perpetrated violence 
were described with the questions used for 
each type. At last, the proportions of the 
superposition between the psychological, 
physical and sexual types were analyzed, 
with relation to suffered and perpetrated 
violence. All of the analyses were followed 
by the χ2 and Pearson’s tests to compare 
between genders. For some variables with 
order, the tendency test was used. A 5% sig-
nificance level was adopted.

In the loss corrections of violence ques-
tions, the method of multiple data imputation 
was used. The variables selected for proba-
bilistic imputation were: “sexual relationship 
with partner”, associated with violence, and 
“sex”, since literature points out it is associ-
ated with suffered and perpetrated violence 
in marital relationships13. The research was 
approved by the Research Ethics Committee of 
the institution that based it. Among the ethical 
care, there are some items: the signature of the 
post-informed consent form, anonymity and 
confidentiality of responses, and information 
given to the participants, printed out as the 
cover of the questionnaire. With respect to 
privacy and the voluntary nature of participa-
tion, instructions emphasized that respondents 
were free to participate and could omit any 
question they did not wish to answer. Also, 
services addressed to psychological and/or 
specialized care to treat people experiencing 
violent situations were publicized, as well as 
the e-mail and the telephone number of the 
research coordinator. 

Results

Out of the final sample of 362 partici-
pants, 132 (37%) were male and 228 (63%) 
were female. Most of them studied in the 
private university and attended the two fist 
years of the respective course, corresponding 
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to 70% of the sample. Women were mostly 
present in the first two years of graduation 
((p

tend
 < 0.001) (Table 1). The age of the par-

ticipants ranged from 18 to 39 years old, with 
mean age of 20 years old and 69.4% between 
18 and 21 years old. The female gender cor-
responded to the youngest population when 
compared to the male gender, with p

tend 
< 

0.001 (Table 1). With regard to family income, 
62% of the families were in the three first 
income rates, with no difference between 
the genders of the respondents (Table 1). 
Still, in Table 1, concerning the intimate 
relationship, it was observed that more than 
half of the sample referred the current rela-
tionship lasting for more than one month 
(61.0%), being 55.2% for men and 64.5% for 
women, while 39.0% referred to have had 
a previous relationship that lasted at least 
one month. Most of them (91.0%) reported 
not living with a partner and being homos-
sexuals; 71.2% reported that sexual life was 
part of the relationship. Considering that 9% 
of the sample lived with a partner and that 
the study was designed to discuss violence 
during dating, it was tested if this category 
could lead to differences in the results as to 
magnitude and types of violence. Since there 
was no difference for men or for women, 
the sample was considered as a whole in 
the dialogue with literature about violence 
in dating. Finally, in relation to the charac-
teristics of the parents, it was observed that 
the most frequent schooling was the higher 
education, and mostly for the paternal situa-
tion (55.3%), but nor for the mothers (44.4%). 
Concerning marital status, most (71.5%) was 
married (Table 1).

In Table 2, high prevalence (76%) of 
suffered and/or perpetrated violence was 
observed, especially psychological violence, 
followed by sexual violence, regardless of any 
superposition or combination. However, after 
the stratification of the types of suffered and 
perpetrated violence and considering exclu-
sive and combined types, the most prevalent 
one among the suffered types of violence 
was not the psychological one, but its com-
bined forms (41.5% – 150 cases), as well as 
in perpetrated violence (40.1% - 145 cases). 

There were no statistically significant dif-
ferences as to the types of violence between 
men and women (Table 2). After analyzing 
any type of suffered and perpetrated violence 
according to the duration of the relationship, 
an increasing tendency of the episodes of 
violence (both suffered and perpetrated) 
was observed with the longer duration of 
relationships, in both genders (p

tend 
< 0.001). 

It was also observed that 84% of the college 
students reported suffering and perpetrating 
violence against his or her partners, regard-
less of gender (Table 2).

Table 3 describes in detail each type of 
suffered and perpetrated violence. Similar 
patterns were found for both types of vio-
lence, regardless of gender. Among them, the 
most prevalent was the psychological one, 
followed by sexual and physical moderate 
violence; severe physical violence was the 
least prevalent one. 

Out of the total number of suffered vio-
lence (Figure 1), it was observed that among 
the exclusive forms, proportions were: 33.6%, 
psychological; 8.4%, sexual; and 1.5%, physi-
cal. Considering the superposition of types 
of violence, the greatest magnitude corre-
sponds to the combination of psychological 
and sexual violence, followed by three simul-
taneous types. No statistically significant 
differences were observed between men 
and women.

In relation to the types of perpetrated 
violence, proportions presented similar 
distribution to the suffered violence: in 
exclusive types, 39.1%, psychological; 4.7%, 
sexual; and 2.9%, physical. In the superposi-
tion of these occurrences, the same pattern 
was verified. There were no statistically 
significant differences between men and 
women (Figure 2).

Discussion

In literature, there is great diversity of 
studies with different conceptions of vio-
lence reflected on the used instruments and 
also with different definitions of the sample 
and methodological analysis strategies. In 
the comparison with international studies 
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Table 1 - Total and stratified frequencies and proportions by sex and sociodemographic characteristics 
in the relationship. São Paulo. 2002.
Tabela 1 - Frequências e proporções total e estratificada por sexo das características sociodemográficas e 
relativas ao relacionamento. São Paulo. 2002.

Variable Total
Gender

Men Women
n % n % n %

College (n = 362)
Private university 197 54.4 68 50.8 129 56.6
Public university 165 45.6 66 49.2 99 44.4
p-value 0.282

Years in university (n = 359) 
Freshman 210 58.5 56 42.1 154 68.1
2nd years 70 19.5 30 22.6 40 17.7
3rd year 76 21.2 45 33.8 31 13.7
4th year 3 0.8 2 1.5 1 0.5
p-value < 0.001

Age (n = 360)
18 68 18.9 12 9.1 56 24.6
19 70 19.4 15 11.4 55 24.1
20 68 18.9 28 21.2 40 17.5
21 44 12.2 19 14.4 25 11.0
22 – 24 57 15.8 25 18.9 32 14.0
25 – 29 32 8.9 22 16.7 10 4.4
30 – 39 21 5.9 11 8.3 10 4.4
p-value < 0.001

Family income (n = 350)
Less than R$ 10,000 89 25.4 24 18.2 65 29.8
R$10,000 to 19,999 86 24.6 30 22.7 56 25.7
R$20,000 to 29.999 42 12.0 15 11.4 27 12.4
R$30,000 to 39,999 37 10.6 17 12.9 20 9.2
R$40,000 to 49,999 24 6.9 11 8.3 13 6.0
R$50,000 to 59,999 14 4.0 6 4.5 8 3.7
R$60,000 to 69,999 13 3.7 6 4.5 7 3.2
More than R$70,000 45 12.8 23 17.5 22 10.0
p-value 0.148

Dating situation (n = 362)
One month or more 221 61.0 74 55.2 147 64.5
Previous 141 39.0 60 44.8 81 35.5
p-value 0.081

Type of relationship/cohabitation (n = 356)
Boyfriend-girlfriend/living with partner 2 0.6 1 0.8 1 0.4
Boyfriend-girlfriend/not living with 
partner

58 16.3 26 19.7 32 14.3

Engaged/ living with partner 13 3.6 9 6.8 4 1.8
Engaged/ not living with partner 266 74.7 92 69.7 174 77.7
Married/ living with partner 15 4.2 4 3.0 11 4.9
Married / not living with partner 2 0.6 0 0 2 0.9
p-value

Continue...
Continua...



Rev Bras Epidemiol
2013; 16(4): 801-16807Intimate partner violence among undergraduate students of two universities of the state of São Paulo, Brazil

Flake, T.A. et al.

Variable Total
Gender

Men Women
n % n % n %

End of relationship (n = 355)
Did not end 217 61.2 72 55.0 145 64.7
< 1 month 21 5.9 6 4.6 15 6.7
1 month 13 3.7 6 4.6 7 3.2
2 months ago 14 3.9 8 6.1 6 2.7
3 to 5 months 25 7.0 14 10.7 11 4.9
6 to 11 months 14 3.9 5 3.8 9 4.0
1 year 15 4.2 4 3.0 11 4.9
> 1 year 36 10.2 16 12.2 20 8.9
p-value 0.172

Partner’s gender (n = 361)
Homossexual relationship 9 2.5 5 3.8 4 1.8
Heterossexual relationship 352 97.5 128 96.2 224 98.2
p-value 0.299

Sexual life (n = 361)
No 104 28.8 36 27.1 68 29.8
Yes 257 71.2 97 72.9 160 70.2
p-value 0.577

Schooling of the father (n = 360)
Elementary School 67 18.6 29 21.8 38 16.7
Incomplete high school 36 10.0 14 10.5 22 9.7
Complete high school 58 16.1 19 14.3 39 17.2
Incomplete graduation 50 13.9 16 12.0 34 15.0
Complete graduation 113 31.4 40 30.1 73 32.2
Postgraduation 36 10.0 15 11.3 21 9.2
p-value 0.757

Schooling of the mother (n = 362)
Elementary School 67 18.5 25 18.7 42 18.4
Incomplete high school 42 11.6 15 11.2 27 11.8
Complete high school 96 26.5 38 28.4 58 25.4
Incomplete graduation 31 8.6 12 8.9 19 8.3
Complete graduation 105 29.0 36 26.9 69 30.3
Postgraduation 21 5.8 8 5.9 13 5.8
p-value 0.983

Marital status of parents (n = 358)
Married 256 71.5 85 64.4 171 75.7
Separated 26 7.3 11 8.3 15 6.6
Divorced 38 10.6 20 15.2 18 8.0
Not married, not together 7 2.0 4 3.0 3 1.3
Not married, together 4 1.1 2 1.5 2 0.9
Dead 27 7.5 10 7.6 17 7.5
p-value 0.163

Tabela 1 - Continuação.
Table 1 - Continuation.
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Table 2 - Prevalence of experienced and perpetrated violence and frequencies and proportions of 
the overlap of two events (experienced and perpetrated). São Paulo. 2002. 
Tabela 2 - Prevalência de violência sofrida e perpetrada e frequências e proporções da sobreposição 
das duas ocorrências (sofrida e perpetrada). São Paulo. 2002.

Variables
Total (n = 361) Men (n = 133) Women (n = 228)

n % 95%CI n % 95%CI n % 95%CI
Experienced violence regardless of overlapping

Psychological
No 119 33.0 28.1 – 37.8 48 36.1 27.9 – 44.3 71 31.1 25.1 – 37.2
Yes 242 67.0 62.2 – 71.9 85 63.9 55.7 – 72.1 157 68.9 62.8 – 74.9
p-value 0.335

Physical
No 269 74.5 69.9 – 79.0 96 72.2 64.5 – 79.8 173 75.9 70.3 – 81.5
Yes 92 25.5 21.0 – 30.0 37 27.8 20.1 – 35.5 55 24.1 18.5 – 29.7
p-value 0.437

Sexual
No 220 60.9 55.9 – 65.9 84 63.2 54.9 – 71.4 136 59.6 53.2 – 66.0
Yes 141 39.1 34.0 – 44.0 49 36.8 28.6 – 45.1 92 40.4 33.9 – 46.7
p-value 0.510

Physical and/or sexual and/or psychological
No 87 24.1 19.7 – 28.5 33 24.8 17.4 – 32.2 54 23.7 18.1 – 29.2
Yes 274 75.9 71.5 – 80.3 100 75.2 67.8 – 82.6 174 76.3 70.8 – 81.9
p-value 0.809

Combined experienced violence
None 87 24.1 19.7 – 28.5 33 24.8 17.4 – 32.3 54 23.7 18.1 – 29.2
Only psychological 92 25.5 20.9 – 30.0 36 27.1 19.4 – 34.7 56 24.6 18.9 – 30.2
Psychological 
combined

104 28.8 24.1 – 33.5 29 21.8 14.7 – 28.9 75 32.9 26.7 – 39.0

Physical and/or sexual 32 8.9 5.9 – 11.8 15 11.3 5.8 – 16.7 17 7.5 4.0 – 10.9
All simultaneously 46 12.7 9.3 – 16.2 20 15.0 8.9 – 21.2 26 11.3 7.2 – 15.6
p-value 0.192

Perpetrated violence regardless of overlapping
Psychological

No 108 29.9 25.2 – 34.7 41 30.8 22.9 – 38.7 67 29.4 23.4 – 35.3
Yes 253 70.1 65.3 – 74.8 92 69.2 61.3 – 77.1 161 70.6 64.7 – 76.6
p-value 0.7773

Physical
No 273 75.6 71.2 – 80.1 101 75.9 68.6 – 83.2 172 75.4 69.8 – 81.0
Yes 88 24.4 19.9 – 28.8 32 24.1 16.7 – 31.3 56 24.6 18.9 – 30.2
p-value 0.915

Sexual
No 237 65.6 60.7 – 70.6 81 60.9 52.5 – 69.2 156 68.4 30.7 – 47.4
Yes 124 34.4 29.4 – 39.3 52 39.1 62.3 – 74.5 72 31.6 25.5 – 37.6
p-value 0.147

Physical and/or sexual and/or psychological
No 85 23.6 19.1 – 27.9 28 21.0 14.1 – 28.0 57 25.0 71.9 – 85.9
Yes 276 76.4 72.0 – 80.8 105 79.0 19.3 – 30.6 171 75.0 69.3 – 80.6
p-value 0.394

Continue...
Continua...
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that show similar sample characteristics and 
data analysis with the same case definition 
used in this study, it is possible to observe 
that the rate found here (75.9%) for the 
experience of some type of violence in life 
is very close to the highest limit (82.0%) of 
variation of rates shown in literature14,15, 
including reciprocity of aggressions16,17. 
International studies participating in the 
same multicenter study, IDVS, in which 
we are located, only published the analysis 
for the prevalence of current violence4,5,18. 
The results of this study indicating that the 
psychological and the sexual violence are, 
in this order, the two highest rates, both 
in the “suffered” and in the “perpetrated” 
modalities, are similar to those presented 
by international studies19-21.

One of the aspects considered by some 
authors in the analysis of violence caused by 
an intimate partner is the fact that this event 
tends to appear from younger ages, when those 
involved are still in high school22,23. When the 
prevalence between the group of high school 
teenagers and college students is compared, 
the variation in the rates for physical violence 
among high school teenagers is from 15 to 
20%, while for college students it is from 20 
to 30%24. In the case of psychological violence, 

values were between 82 and 87% for the group 
of college students and 95% for the ones in 
high school25.

A recent study of the Brazilian popula-
tion with this younger segment, aged from 
15 to 19 years old, in the region of Manaus9, 
points out that 88.7 and 89.2% of the sample 
referred to have suffered and perpetrated, 
respectively, some type of violence. It is 
important to emphasize that there is no 
explicit reference to whether the consid-
ered violence had took place in the past 
12 months or not. However, despite using 
different methodologies, the value found for 
suffered (75.9%) and perpetrated violence 
(76.9%) in this study confirms the finding 
that magnitudes between perpetrated and 
suffered violence are close.

While most studies about violence during 
dating focus more on the factors associated 
with physical violence and victimization, 
little emphasis is given to psychological 
violence or its combination with physical 
violence. In adolescents, the concomitance 
between these two types of violence is expres-
sive. International studies on the subject, 
such as the review by Mahoney, Williams 
and West state that approximately 28% of 
the teenagers, at some point during romantic 

Table 2 - Continuation.
Tabela 2 - Continuação.

Variables
Total (n = 361) Men (n = 133) Women (n = 228)

n % 95%CI n % 95%CI n % 95%CI
Combined perpetrated violence

None 85 23.6 19.1 – 27.9 28 21.0 14.0 – 28.1 57 25.0 19.3 –  30.7
Only psychological 108 29.9 25.2 – 34.7 38 28.6 20.8 – 36.3 70 30.7 24.7 –  36.7
Psychological 
combined

103 28.5 23.8 – 33.2 39 29.3 21.4 – 37.2 64 28.1 22.2 –  33.9

Physical and/or sexual 23 6.4 3.8 – 8.9 13 9.8 4.7 – 14.9 10 4.4 1.7 –  7.1
All simultaneously 42 11.6 8.3 – 14.9 15 11.3 5.8 – 16.7 27 11.8 7.6 –  16.1
p-value 0.333

Perpetrated and experienced overlapping
Only experienced 23 7.7 19.1 – 27.9 6 5.4 14.0 – 28.1 17 9.0 19.3 –  30.7
Only perpetrated 25 8.4 25.2 – 34.7 11 9.9 20.8 – 36.3 14 7.4 24.7 –  36.7
Experienced and 
perpetrated

251 83.9 8.8 – 15.6 94 84.7 5.8 – 16.7 157 83.6 8.4 –  17.1

p-value 0.424

Total da amostra 361, porque tem um missing na vida sexual (variável utilizada para imputação de dados).
Total sample of 361 because there is one missing in sexual life (variable used for data imputation).
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Table 3 - Total and stratified frequencies and proportions by sex of questions about the suffered 
and perpetrated violence. Sao Paulo. 2002.
Tabela 3 - Frequências e proporções totais e estratificadas por sexo das perguntas referentes às 
violências sofridas e perpetradas. São Paulo. 2002.

Variables
Total

Sex
Men Women

n % n % n %
Experienced violence

Moderate physical
Partner threw something at me that might have hurt 
Partner twisted my arm or pulled my hair 
Partner pushed or shook me
Partner grabbed me against my will
Partner hit me 

Never 280 77.6 104 78.2 176 77.2
At least once 81 22.4 29 21.8 52 22.8
p-value 0.826

Severe physical
Partner used a knife or weapon against me 
Partner punched me
Tried to strangle me
Threw me against the wall
Beat me
Burned me

Never 330 91.4 118 88.7 212 93.0
At least once 31 8.6 15 11.3 16 7.0
p-value 0.176

Psychological
My partner insulted me and called me names 
Screamed or yelled at me
Left the room abruptly (or the house or the garden) during an argument
Did something to irritate me
Called me fat and horrible
Destroyed something of mine
Accused me of being a bad lover
Threatened to hit or throw something

Never 119 33.0 48 36.1 71 31.1
At least once 242 67.0 85 63.9 157 68.9
p-value 0.335

Sexual 
Made me have unprotected sex (n = 167)
Insisted to have sex when I did not want to (n = 167)
Insisted to have oral or anal sex (n = 167)
Used force to have oral or anal sex (n = 169)
Used force to have sex (n = 168)
Threatened me to have oral or anal sex (n = 168)
Threatened me to have sex (n = 167)

Never 220 60.9 84 63.2 136 59.6
At least once 141 39.1 49 36.8 92 40.4
p-value 0.510

Continue...
Continua...
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Table 3 - Continuation.
Tabela 3 - Continuação.

Variables
Total

Sex
Men Women

n % n % n %
Perpetrated violence

Moderate physical
Threw something that might have hurt
Twisted his/her arm and puller his/her hair 
Pushed or shook him/her
Grabbed my partner against his/her will
Hit my partner

Never 276 76.4 103 77.4 173 75.9
At least once 85 23.6 30 22.6 55 24.1
p-value 0.735

Severe physical
Used a knife or weapon against him/her
Punched him/her
Tried to strangle him/her
Threw him/her against the wall
Beat him/her
Burned him/her

Never 340 94.2 125 94.0 215 94.3
At least once 21 5.8 8 6.0 13 5.7
p-value 1.000

Psychological
Insulted and called him/her names
Screamed or yelled at him/her
I left the room, or the house or the garden abruptly during an argument 
Did something to irritate him/her
Called him/her fat and horrible
Destroyed something of his/hers
Accused him/her of being a bad lover
Threatened to hit or throw something

Never 108 29,9 41 30,8 67 29.4
At least once 253 70.1 92 69.2 161 70.6
p-value 0.812

Sexual
Forced him/her to have unprotected sex
Insisted to have sex when he/she did not want to
Insisted to have oral or anal sex
Used force to have oral or anal sex
Used force to have sex
Threatened to have oral or anal sex
Threatened to have sex

Never 237 65.6 81 60.9 156 68.4
At least once 124 34.4 52 39.1 72 31.6
p-value 0.147
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Figure 1 - Superposition of suff ered violence – Overlapping types of suff ered violence – 2002.
Figura 1 - Sobreposição das violências sofridas – Sobreposição dos tipos de violência sofrida – 2002.
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Figura 2 - Sobreposição dos tipos de violência perpetrada.
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relationships, superposed types of violence 
have been present26. Even considering that 
this study treated the violence occurred 
during life, the combination of physical 
and psychological violence was also found 
here, even if at lower rates in comparison 
to the superposition of psychological and 
sexual violence. After emphasizing the 
importance of psychological violence, this 
study is in accordance with others that point 
it out as the precursor of physical violence 
in the intimate relationship during the dat-
ing phase27-30.

Concerning sexual violence, the results 
found in this study present the same ten-
dency as the ones in international stud-
ies. These show magnitudes of perpetrated 
sexual violence that range from 3.0 to 37.0% 
for man and from 2.0 to 24.0% for women. 
In case of suffered violence, magnitudes 
range from 14.0 to 43.0% for women and 0.3 
to 36.0% for men22,31. Literature comments 
on the higher occurrence of sexual violence 
affecting women in relation to men, which 
only is confirmed in this data base when 
the occurrence is examined in the past 12 
months10. The reviews by Hickmanl22 and 
Munõz-Rivas31 point out to a reduced num-
ber of studies about sexual violence among 
teenagers and young adults, almost always 
related to the North-American reality. The 
authors alert to premature conclusions and 
the need to amplify the comprehension of this 
type of violence, and yet, to the superposition 
with the psychological type.

Another matter concerns the behavior 
of men and women. In this study, behaviors 
show no statistical difference, in accordance 
with others, be the ones that analyzed vio-
lence in the past 12 months, in which most 
refers that mutuality of aggressions ranges 
from 47 to 94.6%4,32, be the ones considering 
the occurrence of violence in life16. Some 
authors indicate that both in the dating phase 
and in marital life there would be reciproc-
ity of aggressions that took place in the past 
12 months33. However, others point out the 
methodological matters to be discussed and 
differences as to the type and severity of vio-
lence when men and women are compared; 

therefore, there is no longer symmetry in 
sexual violence nor in more severe cases of 
physical violence23,34,35. It is worth to notice 
that the more common perpetration of men 
than women in sexual violence is an immu-
table result for studies that consider the past 
12 months in relation to those that observed 
the occurrence of violence in life.

According to the meta-analysis by Archer, 
the mutuality for physical violence seems to 
be important both for the dating phase and for 
cohabitation, diverging as to the magnitudes 
of the rates found, which are higher in the dat-
ing situation33. In the same tendency, the 
study by Straus points out to the difference of 
prevalence in dating, when compared to that 
of married partners living together: while the 
former have violence rate of 68%, the latter 
presents a 50% rate4.

The study by Stets and Straus refers that 
physical violence and other types of violence 
decrease fast with age. Results also show 
that reported values for women in physical 
violence are higher than for men, especially 
when they are younger36. These observations 
lead to the assumption that for women the 
rates of physical violence seem to decrease 
when changing from dating situations to 
cohabitation or marriage. In fact, if we con-
trast the rates found for female college stu-
dents in São Paulo with women from São 
Paulo who are married, as in the study by 
Schraiber37, the magnitudes of the violence 
suffered by women who are married, even 
if high, are lower than the ones found in the 
dating situation. In these mentioned studies, 
mutuality was not found, and men were the 
main aggressors of the women in physical 
and sexual violence.

The same finding of the non-mutuality 
of violence is pointed out by O’Leary30 in the 
article in response to the meta-analysis by 
Archer33. He discusses about the limitation of 
generalizing the mutuality for distinct samples. 
In this same direction there are the studies 
by Laner and Thompson16, Billingham24 and 
Chan5, who consider the time of relation-
ship, as well as the type of romantic involve-
ment — dating or marriage — as factors that 
strongly influence the observed profile of 
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violence. These studies point to “youth”, in 
the sense of younger age groups as a factor 
associated to higher violence rates, as well as 
“time of relationship” measured by the “level 
of romantic involvement”, as crucial factors 
to trigger violence during dating.

Even if violence during dating can be 
considered as a precursor of marital violence, 
reality is there are few studies that discuss the 
similarities and differences between the vio-
lence that takes place in a dating situation in 
contrast with the one occurring in marriage.

Final Considerations

The presented results enabled to know 
early information about the prevalence of 
two types of violence among college students 
in the dating relationship of a part of the 
Brazilian population. However, we cannot 
forget to recognize the missing information, 
limitations of a self-reported questionnaire, 
and the presence of incomplete question-
naires, which was corrected by data imputa-
tion. Another limiting aspect is the fact that it 
was answered only by one of the partners in 
the relationship, which can lead to informa-
tion bias. We also remember that our data 
refer to two universities of São Paulo, even 
though the sample profile by gender and 
social stratification is the same found by the 
Higher Education Census produced by the 
Ministry of Education and Culture. First of 
all, it is worth to mention the importance of 
experiencing this type of violence at such 
early stages of human development and the 
expressive values of violence, especially the 
psychological and sexual types. It is urgent 
to analyze the process of changes verified in 
violence at the early dating phase until the 
marital relationship, in which determina-
tions that consolidate violence caused by an 
intimate partner can be established. 

This study is in accordance with the chal-
lenges presented in the study by Sears23, by 
pointing out the need of analyses studying that 
violence in dating increases the prevalence 
of violence in other forms that are not just 
physical, as well as the co-occurrence between 
the three types of violence, considered both 

from the perspective of the one who suffers 
and the one who perpetrates it. Besides, these 
authors show the lack of studies assessing 
the differences between men and women in 
the use of several forms of violence during 
dating or in specific combinations.

On the other hand, it is interesting to notice 
that this study included university students in 
their schools in their schools, by the convenience 
of the research viability, such as in many of the 
studies about violence during dating. Besides, 
it is in the context of schools that violent acts 
occur, according to the studied teenagers. This 
indicates that even when it comes to intimate 
partner violence, it commonly occurs in public 
and non-private or domestic environments, like 
between older married adults. As pointed out 
by Theriott7, those who experience some type of 
violence in the romantic relationship reported 
the occurrence of the fact in school spaces, in a 
proportion of 15 to 43%, so the aggression can 
have been witnessed by a colleague or group 
of friends. 

This aspect of violence between younger 
individuals, who bring the conflicts of inti-
macy to the school context and share them 
with colleagues and friends, on one hand 
reveals another specificity of this violence 
during dating, in contrast with the marital and 
cohabitation relationship, when the action is 
confined in the intimacy space. On the other 
hand, it clarifies the great opportunity that this 
characteristic allows to prevention programs.

Nonetheless, even by facilitating the exis-
tence of prevention programs, it is important to 
remember that high school or college students 
may not look for help for such matters, since 
literature shows that most of the time they do 
not recognize the acts as being violent. A set of 
actions that provide them with conditions to 
develop a posture of non-legitimation of vio-
lence in the romantic relationship, in the search 
of autonomy, still needs to be accomplished. 

The findings in this study bring the confir-
mation of the need for actions and public poli-
cies in this direction, by producing important 
knowledge for prevention programs addressed 
to teenagers who are in the dating stage, in 
order to minimize the chances of aggressions 
during marriage. 
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