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Abstract

Introduction: Dating violence is a growing problem among young people in Ecuador, manifesting in
various forms, including physical, emotional, and sexual abuse. Objective: To examine the
relationships between victimization and perpetration of dating violence among young Ecuadorians
using network analysis. Methodology: A non-experimental, descriptive, and correlational research
design was employed, utilizing network analysis. The sample consisted of 836 young Ecuadorians,
with 52% identifying as women and 48% as men, aged 14-21 years (58%) and 22-26 years (42%).
Results: The results show that violence, particularly physical and sexual, acts as a central mediator in
the network of dating violence. Variables related to victimization, such as detachment and fear, are
highly interconnected. Additionally, contextual and demographic factors significantly influence the
configuration of these networks. The dynamics vary by gender and evolve as individuals transition
from adolescence to early adulthood. Conclusion: The analysis reveals that dating violence is not just
a direct interaction between victim and aggressor, but also a phenomenon influenced by social and
family contexts. Interventions must address both direct violence and contextual factors, focusing on
family support, emotional health, and socioeconomic conditions.

Keywords: analysis networks; victimization; perpetration; dating violence

1. Introduction

Dating violence among adolescents and young adults is a growing concern in both global and
local contexts, given its severe implications for mental, physical, and social well-being (Cénat et al.,
2022; Garcia-Diaz et al., 2017; Giordano et al., 2021; Klencakova et al., 2023; Rodriguez-Diaz et al.,
2017; Tomaszewska & Schuster, 2021). Despite extensive international research, gaps remain in
understanding the cultural and contextual factors influencing dating violence, particularly in Latin
America. Most studies focus on physical and psychological abuse, but coercion, humiliation, and
detachment also play critical roles in victimization and perpetration (Aguilera-Jiménez et al., 2021;
Lopez-Barranco et al., 2022). These indicators help capture the complexity of dating violence beyond
direct aggression. In Ecuador, research on this topic remains scarce, despite increasing evidence that
intimate partner violence is a significant public health issue (Carney, 2024; Edeby & San Sebastian,
2021). Studies in Latin America suggest that gender differences influence the prevalence and forms
of dating violence, with women experiencing higher rates of victimization, particularly in emotional
and sexual abuse, while men report higher rates of physical aggression as perpetrators (Medina-
Maldonado et al., 2022). Social desirability plays a crucial role in help-seeking behaviors. Victims may
underreport their experiences due to fear of stigma or cultural norms that minimize dating violence.
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Understanding these dynamics is essential for developing effective interventions and policies
tailored to the Ecuadorian context.

Network analysis offers a powerful framework for studying dating violence by enabling
researchers to map and visualize the intricate relationships among the many factors that contribute
to the experience of violence (Gamez-Guadix et al., 2023). This approach enhances understanding of
the structural and functional roles of various variables within the network, highlighting which factors
are central, which act as bridges, and which, while less prominent, still play meaningful roles
(Borsboom et al.,, 2021; Hevey, 2018). Unlike traditional statistical methods that often examine
variables in isolation, network analysis provides a holistic view of the dynamic interplay of factors
involved in dating violence (Wong et al., 2023).

The variables included in this study cover a broad range of personal, relational, and contextual
factors that influence both the perpetration and victimization of violence (Marr et al., 2024; Michael
et al.,, 2023). Age and socioeconomic level are critical demographic variables that have been widely
discussed in the literature on dating violence, as younger individuals and those from lower
socioeconomic backgrounds often face higher risks of both experiencing and perpetrating violence
(Dardis et al., 2015; Duval et al., 2020; Costa et al., 2015). Fear and stress are emotional responses that
frequently accompany victimization and perpetration, reflecting the psychological toll of abusive
relationships (Frieze et al., 2020; Sullivan et al., 2023).

The feeling of being trapped or maltreated is commonly reported among victims of dating
violence, highlighting the psychological and emotional aspects of coercion and control within abusive
relationships (Puente-Martinez et al., 2023). These are further complemented by behaviors such as
hostility and benevolence, which represent the relational dynamics between partners (Lee et al,,
2010). Benevolent behaviors may include acts of kindness or care that could mask underlying control
or manipulation, a common feature in abusive relationships that involve cycles of violence and
reconciliation (Lachance-Grzela et al., 2021).

The family level, family functioning is a key variable that influences the likelihood of
experiencing or perpetrating dating violence (Emanuels et al., 2022; Park & Kim, 2018; Sianko et al.,
2020). Dysfunctional family environments are often linked to higher incidences of dating violence, as
they may foster maladaptive coping strategies, conflict resolution skills, and emotional regulation
(Cascardi & Jouriles, 2018; Southern & Sullivan, 2021). Social desirability is another factor that may
influence how individuals report their experiences of violence, as they may underreport violent
behaviors or exaggerate their responses to fit social norms (Freeman et al., 2015).

In terms of the specific behaviors of victimization and perpetration, this study distinguishes
between several forms of violence. Coercion refers to behaviors where one partner forces the other
into certain actions or decisions, often through threats or pressure (Ferndndez-Fuertes et al., 2018;
Zavala & Kurtz, 2021). Humiliation involves behaviors that degrade or belittle the partner, attacking
their self-esteem and self-worth (Oflaz et al., 2023). Detachment reflects emotional withdrawal, where
one partner distances themselves emotionally from the other, contributing to the erosion of trust and
intimacy in the relationship (Aguilera-Jiménez et al., 2021). Sexual and physical violence are the more
overt and severe forms of abuse, involving physical force or sexual coercion, which are often the focus
of traditional studies on intimate partner violence (Munoz-Rivas et al., 2022; Piolanti & Foran, 2022).

This study seeks to integrate these variables into a network analysis to explore how they interact
and contribute to the overall dynamics of dating violence among Ecuadorian youth. By employing
this approach, we aim to identify the factors that are most central to the experience of violence and
those that may serve as key points for intervention in preventing or reducing dating violence within
this population.
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2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Research Design

A non-experimental, descriptive, and correlational design was employed. Network analysis was
used to identify and examine the connections between variables associated (Christensen & Kenett,
2023) with victimization and perpetration of dating violence. This approach analyzed both direct and
indirect relationships between the variables, using centrality metrics such as closeness, betweenness,
strength, and expected influence (Hevey, 2018; Rocco et al., 2024).

2.2. Participants

The sample comprised 836 young Ecuadorians aged 15 to 26 years (M = 20.78, SD = 2.648),
selected through convenience sampling from high schools and universities, ensuring gender and
socio-economic diversity. The gender distribution was nearly equal, with 52% women (n = 432) and
48% men (n = 404). Participants were predominantly younger adults, with 58% aged 14-21 and 42%
aged 22-26.

Most identified as Mestiza (90%), followed by Indigenous (6.5%), with smaller groups
identifying as Afro-Ecuadorian, White, Montubio, or Other. Regarding socio-economic status, 67%
reported middle-level, 17% lower-middle, 12% upper-middle, and smaller percentages indicated low
(1.8%) or high (1.6%) status. Geographically, participants were primarily from Quito (40%) and
Tulcan (21%), with notable representation from Esmeraldas (17%), Azogues (11%), and Loja (8.6%).
Other cities, including Machachi and Riobamba, each accounted for less than 1% of the sample. The
educational institutions were from the cities geographically mentioned above.

2.3. Instruments

Ad-Hoc Sociodemographic: A custom form was administered to collect sociodemographic data
such as age (from 14 to 26 years old), gender (man and woman), and socioeconomic level (low,
medium, medium-high and high).

Dating Violence Questionnaire for Victimization and Perpetration (DVQ-VP): Rodriguez Franco et al.
(2022), serves as a dual-function assessment instrument with two subscales. One subscale measures
violence experienced by individuals, while the other evaluates violence committed within romantic
relationships. Both subscales are organized around five identical dimensions that explore different
aspects of dating violence. Beyond its use in detecting and assessing violence, the DVQ-VP offers
valuable insights into the reciprocal nature of victimization and perpetration. The details of each
subscale are outlined below:

Dating Violence Questionnaire for Victimization (DVQ-R): Was utilized to assess experiences of
dating violence victimization by the current partner. It consists of 20 items that evaluate five types of
victimization: physical (e.g., "Has your partner ever hit you?"), sexual (e.g., "Does your partner persist
in touching you in ways or places you don’t like or want?"), humiliation (e.g., "Does your partner
criticize, belittle, or undermine your self-esteem?"), detachment (e.g., "Does your partner refuse to
take responsibility in the relationship?"), and coercion (e.g., "Has your partner ever physically
restrained you?"). Each type of victimization is measured using four items on a five-point Likert scale
ranging from 0 (never) to 4 (all the time) (o = .83, w = .87, CFI=.995, TLI=.993, RMSEA = 0.02).

Dating Violence Questionnaire for Perpetration (DVQ-RP): Is a modified version of the DVQ-R,
adapted to assess aggression directed towards the partner. It includes 20 items that evaluate five
types of dating violence perpetration: physical (e.g., "Have you ever hit your partner?"), sexual (e.g.,
"Do you persist in touching your partner in ways or places they don’t want or like?"), humiliation
(e.g., "Do you criticize, belittle, or undermine your partner’s self-esteem?"), detachment (e.g., "Do you
fail to acknowledge any responsibility in the relationship?"), and coercion (e.g., "Have you ever
physically restrained your partner?") (a = .85, w = .87, CFI=.992, TLI = .991, RMSEA = .02).
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Gender Attitudes: The Ambivalent Sexism Inventory, developed by Glick and Fiske in 1996, was
used. This scale consisted of 22 items with a Likert-type response scale ranging from 0 to 5, where
higher scores indicated higher levels of sexism. The reliability for Hostile Sexism (HS) was a = .82,
while for the Benevolent Sexism (BS) subscale it was o = .77. The Spanish-adapted version used in
Spanish-speaking countries (Exposito et al., 1998) was employed in this study.

Motivations for Perpetrating Violence in Adolescent and University Student Romantic
Relationships: This instrument consisted of 13 items. Participants were presented with a list of
reasons that might have caused conflicts with their partners. These reasons were grouped into
emotional expression/dysregulation (a = .89), control (a = .80), and self-defense (a = .83), with
additional reasons categorized subsequently (Kelley et al., 2015).

Stress: A brief 4-item version of the Perceived Stress Scale (Herrero & Meneses, 2006) was used.
This scale demonstrated adequate psychometric properties, with an o = .83.

Family Assessment Scale (APGAR): The APGAR family scale (Smilkstein, 1978, Campo-Arias y
Caballero-Dominguez, 2021) assessed basic functions such as adaptation, participation, resource
gradient, affection, and problem-solving ability, which are present in all families regardless of their
structure, development, integration, or demographics. Each question was scored on a scale from 0 to
2, resulting in a final index ranging from 0 to 10. Three outcome categories were considered: normal
functionality (7-10 points), moderate dysfunction (4-6 points), and severe dysfunction (0-3 points) («
=.82, w =.82, CFI=.998, TLI = .996, RMSEA = .024).

Social Desirability: The abbreviated Spanish version of the Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability
Scale was used, which showed adequate internal consistency with o = .71 (Gutiérrez et al., 2016).

2.4. Procedure

We reached out to educational institutions to invite student participation in the study. The study
objectives were thoroughly explained to the institutions, and informed consent was obtained from
all participants. The questionnaires were administered anonymously through paper surveys, based
on each institution's preference. To ensure confidentiality, the data were securely stored, and
measures were implemented to protect participants' privacy. The results of the questionnaires were
coded prior to analysis to safeguard participant identities and maintain the integrity of the data.

2.5. Statistical Analysis

Statistical analyses were conducted using JASP version 0.18.3.0 and Jamovi version 2.3.28. A
network analysis was performed to identify relationships between victimization and perpetration
variables. This involved using centrality metrics such as strength, closeness, betweenness, and
expected influence to determine the most significant nodes within the network (Jones et al., 2021).
Centrality Plots focus on identifying the most central or influential nodes within the network.
Centrality measures quantify the importance of a node based on its position and connections.
Common metrics include degree centrality (the number of direct connections a node has),
betweenness centrality (how frequently a node acts as a bridge along the shortest path between two
other nodes), and closeness centrality (how close a node is to all other nodes). Centrality plots visually
represent these metrics, highlighting the nodes that play critical roles in the network’s connectivity
and flow (Saxena & lyengar, 2020). Network Diagrams visually represent the connections between
different variables or entities (Mantzaris et al., 2019). They illustrate how each component is linked
to others, enabling an understanding of the overall network structure. In these diagrams, nodes
represent variables or entities, while edges (lines connecting the nodes) depict the relationships or
interactions between them (Robinaugh et al., 2016). This visualization aids in identifying patterns and
relationships that may not be immediately obvious from raw data alone. Clustering Plots are used to
identify and visualize groups or clusters of nodes that are more closely related to each other than to
other nodes in the network (Dalmaijer et al., 2022). These plots help detect community structures
within the network, showing how nodes are grouped based on their similarities and interactions.
Various clustering algorithms, such as k-means or hierarchical clustering, can be employed to
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categorize nodes into distinct clusters. The resulting clustering plot visually distinguishes these
groups, providing insights into the network’s modularity and the underlying structure of the data.

3. Results

Table 1 summarizes the demographic and psychological characteristics of 836 participants,
primarily young adults with an average age of 20.78 years (SD = 2.648) and a socioeconomic level
centered around level 3 (M = 2.95, SD = 0.652), reflecting a middle-class background. Most
participants reported relatively uniform experiences of fear (M = 1.801, SD = 0.399), feeling trapped
M =1.79, SD = 0.407), and mistreatment (M = 1.882, SD = 0.323), with scores concentrated at level 2.
Hostility (M =20.01, SD =13.647) and benevolence (M =18.97, SD = 12.388) showed greater variability,
indicating diverse experiences. Stress levels were moderately variable (M = 8.623, SD = 2.523), while
family functioning scores (M = 13.01, SD = 5.204) reflected mixed perceptions of family dynamics.
Social desirability (M =17.48, SD = 4.916) exhibited moderate variability in responses.

Victimization and perpetration behaviors, including coercion, humiliation, detachment, and
physical and sexual violence, showed low means and standard deviations, suggesting these
behaviors are infrequently reported or experienced among participants. Overall, the data points to
limited prevalence of victimization and perpetration within this group.

The analysis revealed significant correlations between variables related to dating violence.
Higher socioeconomic status was associated with lower stress, fewer reasons for staying, and reduced
victimization. Emotional factors like fear, feeling trapped, and feeling mistreated were strongly
interconnected. Victimization and perpetration showed significant interrelations, indicating shared
patterns in violent dynamics. Family functionality positively influenced social desirability, while
stress increased vulnerability to victimization. Overall, the findings highlight the complex interplay
of emotional, social, and familial factors, suggesting a need for integrated prevention and
intervention strategies (Supplementary Table 1).

Table 1. Descriptive analysis of the study variables (n = 836).

Abbrev Variable Mean  SD w Min Max Q1 Q2 Q3
C1 Age 20.78 2.648 0975 * 14 26 19 21 23
C2 Socioeconomic level 295 0652 0777 * 1 5 3 3 3
C3 Fear 1.801 0.399 0488 * 1 2 2 2 2
C4 Trapped 1.79 0407 05 * 1 2 2 2 2
C5 Maltreated 1.882 0.323 0376 * 1 2 2 2 2
Cé6 Hostile 20.01 13.647 0964 * O 55 8§ 19 30
c7 Benevolent 18.97 12.388 0965 * 0 54 9 18 27
C8 Reasons 5828 5496 0849 * 0 38 2 4 8
9 Stress 8.623 2523 0935 * 0 16 8 9 10
C10 Family Functioning 13.01 5.204 0947 * O 20 10 13 18

C11 Social Desirability 1748 4916 0994 * 3 32 14 17 21
C12 Coercion (Victimization) 1449 1834 0743 * 0 16 0 1 2
C13 Humiliation (Victimization)  0.751 1247 0.608 * 0 16 0 0 1
Cl4 Detachment (Victimization) 1.888 1954 0.839 * 0 16 0 1 3
C15 Sexual (Victimization) 0343 1.043 0363 * O 16 0 0 0
C16 Physical (Victimization) 038 1.119 0369 * 0 16 0 0 0
Cc17 Coercidn (Perpetration) 0592 1413 0476 * O 16 0 0 1
C18 Humiliation (Perpetration) 0766 1201 0.651 * O 13 0 0 1
C19 Detachment (Perpetration) 1432 1969 0723 * 0 16 0 1 2
C20 Sexual (Perpetration) 0762 1493 0555 * O 16 0 0 1
C21 Physical (Perpetration) 1476 1822 0772 * 0 16 0 1 2

Note: Abbrev= Abbreviation, SD = Standard deviation, W = Shapiro-Wilk, * = p-value of Shapiro-Wilk <.001, Min
= Minimum, Max = Maximum, Q1 = 25th percentile, Q2 = 50th percentile, Q3 = 75th percentile.
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The network you present shows the relationships between various variables associated with
victimization and perpetration of dating violence among Ecuadorian youth (Figure 1). Each node
(C1-C21) represents a specific variable, and the lines between them indicate the relationship between
these variables, using the thickness and color of the lines to differentiate the magnitude and type of
correlation. First, demographic variables such as C1 (Age) and C2 (Socioeconomic Level) are
observed. These relate to other emotional and perception factors, such as C3 (Fear), C4 (Feeling
Trapped), and C5 (Feeling Mistreated). These emotions reflect the psychological state of young
people experiencing dating violence and are key factors in how they navigate these relationships.

Additionally, the connections between hostile and benevolent partner behavior, represented by
C6 (Hostile) and C7 (Benevolent), are highlighted. For instance, C6 (Hostile) is strongly related to C2
(Socioeconomic Level) and C11 (Social Desirability). This suggests that young people from lower
socioeconomic levels or those who seek to be perceived positively by others may be more likely to
exhibit or experience hostile behaviors in their relationships. C11 (Social Desirability) is highly
interconnected with various forms of victimization and perpetration, suggesting that the desire to be
socially accepted may influence how young people report or perceive their involvement in dating
violence. The categories of victimization (C12-C16), which include coercion, humiliation, detachment,
sexual and physical violence, are also closely related to the categories of perpetration (C17-C21),
indicating a possible reciprocity or cycle of violence in these relationships. In other words, those who
are victims of one type of violence may also be perpetrators at another time or under different
circumstances.

The diagram highlights the interconnectedness of victim and aggressor roles in dating violence,
emphasizing the complex interactions between personal, social, and emotional factors. It suggests
that victimization and perpetration are often intertwined and influenced by social and family
dynamics. The centrality graph further explores the importance of different variables in dating
violence through four metrics betweenness, closeness, strength, and expected influence offering
unique insights into how these variables act as bridges, direct influencers, or have broader impacts
on the dynamics of violence.

Variables associated with the perpetration of physical and sexual violence, such as C21 (Physical
Violence - Perpetration) and C20 (Sexual Violence - Perpetration), demonstrate high betweenness
centrality, underscoring their role as key mediators within the network of dating violence. These
variables connect emotional, social, and family factors, shaping the overall network dynamics.
Closeness centrality highlights the influence of victimization variables like C14 (Detachment -
Victimization) and C16 (Physical Violence - Victimization), which exhibit strong interconnections,
indicating the centrality of victimization experiences in the structure of relationships. Strength
centrality identifies variables such as C2 (Socioeconomic Level) and C11 (Social Desirability) as
particularly impactful, revealing that social factors significantly shape both victimization and
perpetration. Moreover, expected influence metrics emphasize the profound impact of perpetration
variables like C21 and C18 (Humiliation - Perpetration) on the network, suggesting their critical role
in perpetuating dating violence dynamics.

Clustering algorithms provide further insights into the relationships among variables in the
network. The Barrat algorithm emphasizes strong connections between perpetration variables,
highlighting their centrality and tendency to cluster with victimization or emotional factors,
reflecting reciprocity in dating violence dynamics. The Onnela algorithm reveals a more balanced
relationship between victimization and perpetration, with physical violence acting as a central link
across clusters. Meanwhile, the WS algorithm integrates broader social and family contexts, such as
C10 (Family Functioning) and C2 (Socioeconomic Level), alongside perpetration variables, offering a
comprehensive perspective.

These findings underscore the pivotal roles of violence, both as victimization and perpetration,
as well as socioeconomic and social factors, in shaping the dynamics and clustering patterns of dating
violence. Each clustering method provides a distinct lens through which to understand the interplay
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of variables within dating violence networks, ranging from focusing on the strength of connections
to incorporating broader social and family influences.
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Figure 1. Networks, Centrality Plot, and Clustering Plot of the General Model (n = 836). Note: C1 = Age, C2 =
Socioeconomic level, C3 = Fear, C4 = Trapped, C5 = Maltreated, C6 = Hostile, C7 = Benevolent, C8 = Reasons, C9
= Stress, C10 = Family Functioning, C11 = Social Desirability, C12 = Coercion (Victimization), C13 = Humiliation
(Victimization), C14 = Detachment (Victimization), C15 = Sexual (Victimization), C16 = Physical (Victimization),
C17 = Coercion (Perpetration), C18 = Humiliation (Perpetration), C19 = Detachment (Perpetration), C20 = Sexual
(Perpetration), C21 = Physical (Perpetration).

Finally, the Zhang algorithm places significant emphasis on demographic variables, such as C1
(Age) and C2 (Socioeconomic Level). Under this approach, age and socioeconomic level are
positioned as key variables in determining groups within the network. Additionally, victimization
and perpetration variables follow a more predictable pattern in this approach, suggesting that Zhang
prioritizes demographic factors to understand how individuals cluster within the violence network
(Figure 1).

Figure 2 provides a detailed comparative analysis of the network structure, centrality measures,
and clustering patterns of numerous factors as a function of gender, with separate analyses for men
(n =404) and women (n = 436). The upper part of the figure depicts the networks for people, where
each circle represents a variable (C1 to C21), and the lines between them indicate the strength and
direction of the relationships. Thicker lines represent stronger connections. Notable variables like C2
(Socioeconomic level), C11 (Social Desirability), and C12 (Coercion, Victimization) show significant
connectivity, suggesting their significant role in the network across both genders, albeit with some
differences in the strength and direction of these relationships. The centrality plots in the lower
section of the figure display different centrality measures—Betweenness, Closeness, Strength, and
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Expected Influence —for each variable, which helps in understanding the prominence and influence
of each variable within the network for men and women. For instance, variables like C11 and C2
appear to have high centrality across multiple measures, indicating their critical role in the network.
The expected influence measure shows how much impact a variable can have on the rest of the
network, which is crucial for understanding underlying dynamics in conflict resolution styles or

victimization experiences.

Man (n =404) Woman (n = 436)

e Ty @
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Figure 2. Networks, Centrality Plot, and Clustering of the model as a function of gender. Note: C1 = Age, C2 =
Socioeconomic level, C3 = Fear, C4 = Trapped, C5 = Maltreated, C6 = Hostile, C7 = Benevolent, C8 = Reasons, C9
= Stress, C10 = Family Functioning, C11 = Social Desirability, C12 = Coercion (Victimization), C13 = Humiliation
(Victimization), C14 = Detachment (Victimization), C15 = Sexual (Victimization), C16 = Physical (Victimization),
C17 = Coercion (Perpetration), C18 = Humiliation (Perpetration), C19 = Detachment (Perpetration), C20 = Sexual
(Perpetration), C21 = Physical (Perpetration).

The clustering plots further dissect how these variables group together within the network for
each gender. These clusters indicate the presence of subgroups of variables that are more closely
related to each other, revealing patterns that may differ significantly between men and women. For
example, victimization-related variables (e.g., C12, C13, C14, C15, C16) might cluster differently
between the two genders, suggesting that the experience or perception of victimization may be
gender-specific.

Overall, Figure 2 highlights the complex interplay of socioeconomic factors, emotional states,
victimization experiences, and social perceptions, with clear gender-specific patterns. These
differences in network structure, centrality, and clustering could have important implications for
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targeted interventions or policies aimed at addressing issues like victimization, socioeconomic
disparities, or social desirability biases in different gender groups. The analysis underscores the
importance of considering gender when studying these variables, as the relationships and influence
of each factor can vary significantly between men and women.

Figure 3 illustrates the comparison of network structures, centrality measures, and clustering
patterns of numerous factors based on two different age groups: 14-21 years (n = 489) and 22-26 years
(n = 347). The networks at the top show how variables (C1 to C21) are interconnected, with the
thickness of the lines indicating the strength of these connections. Key variables like C2
(Socioeconomic level), C11 (Social Desirability), and C12 (Coercion, Victimization) display strong
connections across both age groups, although the patterns and intensities differ.

The centrality plots in Figure 3 provide critical insights into the prominence of variables within
the network across different age groups, using measures like Betweenness, Closeness, Strength, and
Expected Influence. These metrics reveal age-related differences in variable influence, with factors
such as C11 and C12 displaying varying centrality levels between younger (14-21 years) and older
(22-26 years) groups. Such differences suggest that the interactions between socioeconomic factors,
emotional states, and experiences of victimization evolve with age, shaping the network dynamics
distinctively for each group.

The clustering plots further illustrate how variables group differently between age groups.
Victimization-related variables (e.g., C12, C13, C14, C15, C16) cluster distinctly in younger versus
older groups, indicating potential age-related variations in how victimization is perceived or
experienced. These patterns underscore the complexity of relationships among socioeconomic
factors, emotional states, and social perceptions, highlighting clear differences in network structure
between age groups. This age-specific variability in centrality and clustering suggests the need for
tailored interventions and support strategies that address the unique dynamics of these factors in
different age demographics.

14-21 years (n =489) 22-26 years (n =347)

© 2025 by the author(s). Distributed under a Creative Commons CC BY license.


https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202506.1705.v1
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Preprints.org (www.preprints.org) | NOT PEER-REVIEWED | Posted: 20 June 2025 d0i:10.20944/preprints202506.1705.v1

10 of 18
Betweenness Closeness Strength ‘ Expected Influence para e S ZIEG

c21 1 G214
c20 5 G204
c19 C19+
c18 C18+4
c17 c17
c16 C16
C15 C15
C14 c14
i | oro Age group
c1 | C114 14-21 years
c10 G10 —8— 22-26 years
ca c9
cs c8
c7 [ c7
e c6
Cc5 G5
c4 c
o cs
c1 - e ez

T T T c1
A BHET 2015 5481 4513

Figure 3. Networks, Centrality Plot, and Clustering of the model as a function of age group. Note: C1 = Age, C2 =
Socioeconomic level, C3 = Fear, C4 = Trapped, C5 = Maltreated, C6 = Hostile, C7 = Benevolent, C8 = Reasons, C9
= Stress, C10 = Family Functioning, C11 = Social Desirability, C12 = Coercion (Victimization), C13 = Humiliation
(Victimization), C14 = Detachment (Victimization), C15 = Sexual (Victimization), C16 = Physical (Victimization),
C17 = Coercion (Perpetration), C18 = Humiliation (Perpetration), C19 = Detachment (Perpetration), C20 = Sexual
(Perpetration), C21 = Physical (Perpetration).

4. Discussion

The analysis of victimization and perpetration networks in dating violence among Ecuadorian
youth, based on centrality and clustering graphs, provides a comprehensive view of how different
variables relate to this complex issue. From a centrality perspective, the results indicate that variables
related to the perpetration of physical and sexual violence play a crucial mediating role in the
network, suggesting that these forms of violence are key nodes in the interactions between socio-
emotional and familial factors. Victimization variables, such as detachment and physical violence,
also show a high level of connection, highlighting their central role in the network, both in terms of
being influenced by and influencing other variables. These findings align with previous research in
Latin America, which emphasizes the cyclical nature of dating violence and the role of contextual
factors in its perpetuation (Dardis et al., 2015; Park et al., 2018; Sanchez-Zafra et al., 2024). They
contribute to a deeper understanding of dating violence in Ecuador by illustrating how different
forms of aggression interact within a broader social and emotional framework (Machado et al., 2024;
Valdivia-Salas et al., 2024). Additionally, stigma and social desirability significantly impact the
reporting of dating violence. Victims may underreport their experiences due to fear of judgment,
cultural norms that normalize certain forms of abuse, or concerns about social repercussions. This
reluctance to disclose violence affects the accuracy of prevalence estimates and limits access to
support services (Dardis et al., 2015; Valdivia-Salas et al., 2024). Addressing these barriers is crucial
for developing effective prevention and intervention strategies tailored to the Ecuadorian context.

The clustering analysis complements this understanding, showing that different algorithms
highlight various aspects of the network. The Barrat algorithm emphasizes the connection between
forms of violence perpetration and their relationship with key variables, suggesting that perpetrated
violence tends to cluster around shared experiences or common emotional factors. Onnela, in turn,
shows greater integration between victimization and perpetration, reinforcing the notion of
reciprocity in intimate partner violence. The WS method provides a more contextual perspective,
indicating that factors such as socioeconomic level and family functioning also significantly influence
the dynamics of violence, while Zhang highlights the importance of demographic variables like age
and socioeconomic level in the network structure.

These findings are consistent with the literature on dating violence, which suggests that
experiences of violence are influenced by a combination of individual, relational, and contextual
factors. The presence of variables such as fear, stress, and social desirability in the networks suggests
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that emotional and social responses play a crucial role in how youth experience and perpetuate
violence in their relationships. Additionally, the prominence of family functioning as a key factor
underscores the importance of supportive contexts and family dynamics in the perpetuation or
prevention of violence (Paat & Markham, 2019).

The comparative analysis of network structures, centrality measures, and clustering patterns
across gender provides significant insights into the differential dynamics of conflict resolution styles,
victimization experiences, and social factors among men and women. These differences are crucial
for understanding how gender shapes the way individuals navigate social and personal conflicts and
how they are influenced by various psychological and social variables (Michael et al., 2023).

The network structures for men and women reveal shared central variables, such as
socioeconomic level (C2) and social desirability (C11), but distinct gender-specific patterns in variable
interconnections. For men, stronger connections emerge between social desirability (C11),
victimization, and perpetration variables (e.g., C12, C21), suggesting the influence of social
perception and external validation on aggression and victimization. In contrast, women's networks
emphasize emotional and psychological states, such as fear (C3) and benevolence (C7), highlighting
the importance of internal emotional experiences and interpersonal relationships (Théorét et al.,
2021).

Centrality plots show that for men, social desirability (C11) exhibits high centrality across
measures like betweenness and expected influence, underscoring the role of societal expectations and
social standing in shaping male behaviors, particularly in conflict and aggression. For women, family
functioning (C10) and benevolence (C7) are more central, indicating the influence of family dynamics
and prosocial behaviors on their conflict experiences (Portugal et al., 2023; Terrazas-Carrillo et al.,
2024).

Clustering analysis highlights gender-specific groupings of variables. For men, victimization
and perpetration variables (e.g., C12, C17, C18) cluster closely, suggesting a potential cycle of
aggression and victimization tied to societal expectations of masculinity. For women, clusters center
around emotional and relational variables, such as benevolence (C7) and family functioning (C10),
reflecting societal norms emphasizing relational harmony and nurturing. These differences
underscore distinct gendered ways of experiencing and processing conflict and victimization (Minto
et al., 2022).

Gender-specific patterns in network structure, centrality, and clustering provide crucial insights
for targeted interventions. For men, the strong influence of social desirability and the
interconnectedness of victimization and perpetration behaviors suggest the need for programs that
challenge harmful social norms and promote healthier models of masculinity, focusing on reshaping
perceptions and fostering constructive conflict resolution strategies. For women, the centrality of
family dynamics highlights the importance of family-based interventions aimed at improving
communication and addressing emotional and relational conflicts. These programs should
emphasize fostering healthy family functioning and equipping families with conflict resolution skills
to effectively mitigate the impacts of dating violence.

The analysis of network structures, centrality measures, and clustering patterns across age
groups further reveals how factors like socioeconomic status, emotional states, victimization, and
social perceptions interact as individuals transition from late adolescence to early adulthood. This
nuanced understanding of age and gender differences in the dynamics of dating violence is crucial
for developing interventions tailored to the specific needs of different demographic groups, ensuring
greater efficacy in addressing these complex issues. In terms of network structure, while the
fundamental relationships between variables remain consistent across the 14-21 years and 22-26 years
age groups, the strength and nature of these relationships evolve with age. In both groups, variables
such as socioeconomic level (C2) and social desirability (C11) emerge as central nodes, indicating
their continuous relevance. However, these connections are more robust in the older age group,
suggesting that socioeconomic status and social desirability become more intricately linked with
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other aspects of life as individuals age, possibly due to increased social expectations and pressures
(Young et al., 2021).

Centrality measures reveal age-related shifts in the importance of specific variables within the
network. For younger individuals (14-21 years), variables associated with immediate emotional
responses, such as fear (C3) and feeling trapped (C4), exhibit higher centrality, particularly in terms
of closeness and expected influence. This may reflect heightened emotional sensitivity and social
anxiety commonly experienced during adolescence, where feelings of fear and entrapment
significantly impact other aspects of life. In contrast, for the older group (22-26 years), variables
related to victimization, such as coercion (C12) and physical victimization (C16), show increased
centrality, especially in terms of betweenness. This suggests that experiences of victimization become
more central in social and psychological networks as individuals move into early adulthood, likely
due to increased exposure to complex social environments (Claussen et al., 2022).

Clustering patterns highlight age-specific differences in dating violence dynamics. Among
younger individuals, clusters focus on emotional and psychological variables like fear, stress, and
feelings of entrapment, emphasizing the need for interventions targeting emotional regulation and
coping strategies. In contrast, older individuals show clusters involving both victimization and
perpetration variables (e.g., C12, C17, C18, C19), reflecting a complex interplay of these roles. This
suggests that interventions for this group should address both victim and perpetrator perspectives,
incorporating conflict resolution, empathy, and accountability strategies (Malhi et al., 2020; Murta et
al., 2020; Puffer et al., 2020). These findings underscore the importance of tailoring interventions to
the developmental and relational needs of each age group.

5. Conclusions

In conclusion, the results of this analysis highlight that dating violence among Ecuadorian youth
is a complex network influenced by a combination of personal, emotional, familial, and contextual
factors. Perpetrated forms of violence, particularly physical and sexual violence, play a central role
as mediators within this network, connecting various experiences and factors. At the same time,
victimization-related variables, such as detachment and fear, demonstrate a high level of
interconnection, emphasizing their significance in the experience of violence.

The clustering analysis confirms that contextual and demographic factors, such as
socioeconomic status and age, significantly influence the configuration of violence networks. This
suggests that violence is not merely a direct interaction between victim and perpetrator but also
involves crucial social and familial contexts. This holistic understanding of dating violence
underscores the need for interventions that not only address violence directly but also include
strategies to improve family functioning, reduce stress and fear, and foster a more supportive
socioeconomic and emotional environment for youth.

To effectively address dating violence, multidimensional approaches must consider individual
and contextual factors, with an emphasis on family support, emotional health, and socioeconomic
conditions. Public policies and intervention programs should prioritize early prevention and the
development of robust support networks, especially within the Ecuadorian context, where these
dynamics are intricately intertwined. Gender-specific analyses of networks, centrality, and clustering
highlight the need to address distinct dynamics in conflict resolution styles, victimization, and
societal expectations. Tailoring interventions to these patterns can enhance their effectiveness,
fostering more nuanced outcomes in conflict prevention and resolution. Furthermore, age-based
analyses reveal developmental shifts from emotional and psychological concerns in adolescence to
complex social and relational dynamics in early adulthood, particularly regarding victimization and
perpetration. Recognizing these transitions is key to designing effective, age-appropriate
interventions that cater to the evolving challenges at each developmental stage.

This study has several limitations, including its cross-sectional design, which prevents
establishing causal relationships and understanding how dating violence dynamics evolve over time.
The sample was limited to Ecuadorian youth, which may restrict the generalizability of the findings,
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and self-reports may have introduced biases. Additionally, important factors like substance use,
family violence history, and external influences such as fear and stress were not considered,
potentially affecting the comprehensiveness of the analysis.

Despite its limitations, this study provides a critical foundation for understanding the networks
of victimization and perpetration in dating violence and underscores the need for further research.
Longitudinal studies are recommended to examine the evolution of violence dynamics, identify
causal relationships, and detect patterns that predict escalation or reduction (Brem et al.,, 2021).
Expanding research to include diverse sociocultural contexts could uncover contextual factors
influencing dating violence and improve the generalizability of findings (Padilla-Medina et al., 2022).
From a methodological perspective, incorporating objective measures such as interviews or
observations and including additional variables, such as social media use, substance use, and family
background, could provide a more comprehensive understanding (Taylor & Sullivan, 2021). Finally,
designing and evaluating preventive interventions aimed at reducing violence, enhancing family
functioning, managing stress, Conflict Resolution, and improving youth mental health is vital for
developing effective strategies (Ramirez et al., 2024; Wong et al., 2023; McNaughton Reyes et al., 2021;
Sanchez-Jiménez et al., 2018).

For future research, it is recommended to further explore the interaction between the
independent variables gender and age group and the dependent variables related to the victimization
and perpetration of dating violence, considering the impact of Ecuadorian sociocultural context. It
would be valuable to examine how factors such as socioeconomic status, family functioning, and
social desirability influence these dynamics, as well as to investigate potential mediators or
moderators in these relationships. Additionally, future studies could employ longitudinal
methodologies to understand the evolution of dating violence over time and assess the effectiveness
of preventive interventions tailored to the cultural and developmental characteristics of Ecuadorian
youth.
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