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Main Question 
Does having a history of family violence, negative beliefs about gender and inter-
personal violence, and negative peer associations relate to the engagement in current 
relationship abuse? 
 
Background 
Men who, as children, witness the abuse of their mothers are three times more likely to 
abuse their partners than men who did not witness such abuse. As well, individuals who 
engage in dating aggression are more likely to engage in marital abuse later on. It is 
possible that the beliefs men hold about the acceptability of such abuse plays a role in 
whether or not they will engage in abuse themselves.  
 
Peers also may play a role in the abusive behaviours a man engages in with his partner. 
Research has demonstrated that an individual learns motivations, attitudes, and 
techniques for committing crimes through exposure to others who commit crimes. The 
same process may apply to relationship violence. Having friends who engage in 
relationship abuse may relate to higher rates of relationship abuse in one’s own intimate 
relationship.  
 
Finally, in the current study, abuse refers not only to physical acts, but also to verbal 
and emotional acts of abuse. Victims of wife assault often report that the emotional and 
psychological abuse they experience is more damaging and long lasting than the 
physical abuse they experience. These two forms of abuse rarely occur in isolation from 
each other. Therefore, it is important to examine both types of abuse.  
 
Who Was Involved 
585 men living in residence and attending a Canadian university filled out a 
questionnaire. The average age of the participants was 19.65 years and their ethnic 
identities were representative of the region. The majority of the men came from upper-
middle-class homes.  
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What We Found 
The authors used an analytic method which allows for the examination of multiple 
factors and their relationship to each other simultaneously. Findings indicated that 
violence in men’s family of origin predicted abuse in their own dating relationships and 
predicted the development of negative beliefs about gender and interpersonal violence. 
These negative beliefs in turn predicted their own use of violence or coercion in 
relationships and their association with peers who endorse violent attitudes and 
behaviour. Finally, involvement with negative peers also predicted abuse toward a 
dating partner. As we expected, negative beliefs and peer associations explained the 
relationship found between violence in the family of origin and the future development 
of relationship abuse.   
 
Implications 
Relationship abuse does not occur in a vacuum, but rather in the context of various 
important relationships. It is clear from this study, men who witness violence in their 
families of origin and associate with peers who engage in negative behaviours are more 
likely to engage in abuse in their own dating relationships. Adults and peers may be 
important catalysts of change given that their behaviours are associated with similar 
behaviours in others. A large portion (79%) of the variation observed in men’s reports of 
engagement in dating violence could be explained by examining the level of violence in 
the individual’s family of origin, the individual’s own beliefs about gender and violence, 
and their peers’ negative behaviours. Due to the method of collecting the data in this 
study, it is not possible to conclude that these three factors cause these men to engage 
in relationship abuse, but this study does raise questions about the importance of ‘being 
a model’ to children and peers.  


