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Abstract

This study examined Cyber-Based Dating Aggression (CBDA) using Ecological Momentary
Assessment (EMA). CBDA was defined as intentional harmful behaviour through
communication technology within a dating relationship that a romantic partner wants to avoid
(Attewell & Fritz, 2010; Corcoran, Guckin, & Prentice, 2015; Piitz & Fritz, 2009). EMA is
characterized by repeated measurements of a specific event as participants go about their daily
lives (Hektner, Schmidt, & Csikszentmihalyi, 2007). The final sample included 52 participants,
five of whom indicated they experienced CBDA over the three-week data collection period.
Three incidents of sexting, two incidents of a privacy breach, and one incident of control were
reported. Participants who experienced CBDA reported that it had little to no negative effect on
their relationship satisfaction. Written responses related to the behavioural reactions of
participants who experienced CBDA were also collected; most responses included some type of
positive communication with their partner, with other reactions including substance use or doing
nothing. As there are few studies exploring online dating aggression during adolescence, this
study contributed to a growing area of research by attempting to employ a real-time data
collection strategy (EMA) with a small sample of older adolescents. Given the small sample size,
inferential statistical analysis was not possible, and the study is largely descriptive in nature,
limiting generalizability to the larger population.

Keywords: adolescents, romantic relationships, technology, Cyber-Based Dating

Aggression, Ecological Momentary Assessment
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Chapter 1: Introduction

During adolescence, individuals are progressing through a developmental time period
that involves the search for romantic relationships in order to promote their own autonomy and
identity (Glass, Fredland, Campbell, Yonas, Sharps, & Kub, 2003). The ways in which teens
engage in or initiate romantic relationships, however, has changed in recent years. Teens are now
growing up in a new world that is connected by cell phones, apps, and the like, and thus it is not
surprising that they are using this highly accessible technology to initiate or improve their
romantic relationships (Kellerman, Margolin, Borofsky, Baucom, & Iturralde, 2013;
Subrahmanyam & Greenfield, 2008). Although youth may use this technology positively, they
can also use it to communicate with their romantic partner in negative ways. The majority of past
studies focusing on these negative interactions have concentrated on when they occur between
couples face-to-face. With the advent of different types of technology used to communicate,
however, the ways that aggression is perpetrated are vastly changing. Cyber-Based Dating
Aggression (CBDA) is a relatively recent form of aggression, defined as intentional harmful
behaviour through communication technology within a dating relationship that a romantic
partner wants to avoid (Attewell & Fritz, 2010; Corcoran, et al., 2015; Piitz & Fritz, 2009).

To date, CBDA has been primarily studied through retrospective surveys, whereby
participants are asked to summarize their past experience over a period of time (e.g., the last 12
months). This method of data collection is feasible when collecting information about historical
and distinct behavioural events (e.g., your first job, car accident, wedding day, etc.). However, it
is not recommended when studying events, such as CBDA, which are irregular (i.e., does not
occur on a regular schedule; Reed, Tolman, & Ward, 2017), vary in intensity (i.e., different types

of CBDA have been found to be rated more seriously than others; Baker & Helm, 2010), and



covary with other factors (i.e., other factors can occur around the same time as and be related to
experiencing CBDA, like the type of communication technology used or what occurs before and
after the CBDA event; Stone, Shiffman, Atienza, & Nebeling, 2007). This is because of the
biases associated with trying to recall such events (Stone et al., 2007). Past research has found
that individuals are unable to accurately provide retrospective information about their daily
behaviour or experiences (Benard, Killworth, Kronenfeld, & Sailer, 1984; Yarmey, 1979) and
this is especially true in the area of dating violence, where participants are hesitant to describe
their involvement in aggression (Connolly, Friedlander, Pepler, Craig, & Laporte, 2010).

A more appropriate way of studying CBDA is to use an Ecological Momentary
Assessment (EMA) methodology. EMA is a data collection framework, which is characterized
by repeated measurements of a specific event as participants go about their daily lives (Hektner
et al., 2007; Stone et al., 2007). This methodology is preferred because it captures an individual’s
experience in the moment, rather than individuals having to remember these experiences from
the past. A reliance on memory forces one to use estimation strategies, which leads to possible
bias in their responses. For example, participants’ memory of their average past experience is
greatly influenced by their worst experience (i.e., saliency bias; Menon & Y orkton, 2000) or
their most recent experience (i.e., recency bias; Shiffman, Hufford, & Hickox, 1997; Redelmeier
& Kahneman, 1996), leading to an inaccurate averaging of all of these events.

In light of the above argument, the purpose of this study was to explore Cyber-Based
Dating Aggression (CBDA) victimization in a sample of adolescents (age 17-19) using a novel
methodology (EMA) that asks about participant CBDA events using a structured daily survey
method to gather information on this phenomenon in real-time (i.e., within the day it occurred).

The focus of this study is only on those who have been victimized by CBDA and not on the



perpetrators of CBDA. The rationale for this was twofold: To target a more focused group given
that this is the first study to explore CBDA using EMA, and to reduce burden and cognitive load
for adolescents, as the request for daily reports of an event using EMA has been a noted barrier
to compliance (e.g., Santangelo, Ulrich, Ebner-Primer, & Trull, 2013). On the second point,
asking participants to respond solely on their victimization experiences, rather than both
victimization and perpetration experiences, may reduce the amount of information teens have to
retrieve prior to responding. Further, past research has shown that in situations of cyclical
retaliation, perpetrators and victims become intermingled, and teens themselves have a hard time
identifying roles (bully, victim, or witness) in online aggressive reports (Law et al., 2012). Thus,
by focusing on victimization in the present study, it was hoped that this would reduce both the
cognitive load and confusion for teens.

Currently, there are no studies that analyze CBDA in real-time, despite the fact that the
limitations of using retrospective reports have been discussed intermittently in the literature for
more than two decades (Fernandez-Gonzalez, O’Leary, & Munoz-Rivas, 2013). As this is one of
the first studies to employ this methodological approach (i.e., EMA) in the domain of CBDA, the
areas in need of research are vast and thus, the nature of the current study is largely exploratory.
With this in mind, the areas of research chosen in the study represent first steps in an attempt to
better understand CBDA. First, in understanding that CBDA is an irregular event (i.e., it does not
occur on a scheduled time frame; Reed, et al., 2017), this study sought to collect data on
prevalence rates in real-time, using EMA, with the premise that having teens report on CBDA
events as they happen will provide more accurate prevalence rates than if they were to report on
them retrospectively. Second, as CBDA has been found to vary in intensity depending on the

type of CBDA experienced (Baker & Helm, 2010), this study sought to understand what type of



relationship, if any, CBDA has on relationship satisfaction after the event occurs. Perhaps
different types of CBDA relate to higher, lower, or no change, in relationship satisfaction.
Finally, to better understand other factors that can occur when experiencing CBDA, this study
sought to examine what type of responses adolescents engage in after experiencing a CBDA
event (e.g., do they retaliate, communicate with their partner, tell a peer, etc.).

The literature review to follow provides an overview of adolescent romantic relationships
and technology use in order to contextualize CBDA between romantic couples and facilitate a
better understanding of the ways in which teens use technology to communicate together as a
couple. CBDA, as operationally defined in the present study, will then be discussed in the
context of how EMA may be used to more accurately study this behaviour. The brief review of
the extant literature will expose specific gaps in the research that will culminate in articulating

the research questions guiding the design and analysis of the present study.



Chapter 2: Literature Review
Adolescent Romantic Relationships

Romantic relationships in adolescence are important in establishing loving relationships
in adulthood, regardless if these relationships do not last into adulthood (Connolly et al., 2014).
They play an important part in allowing adolescents to understand and work through their
identity and individuation (Furman, Brown, & Feiring, 1999) and are believed to play a vital part
in adolescents’ mental health and adjustment (Furman & Shaffer, 2003). Adolescent romantic
relationships are quite common; Carver, Joyner, and Udry (2003) revealed that 25% of 12-year-
old, 50% of 15-year-old, and 70% of 18-year-old teens indicated they had a romantic relationship
in the past 18 months. Most often, romantic relationships in early adolescence are brief, lasting
only a few weeks. In middle adolescence, dating relationships may last for six months, and in
later adolescence, for a year or more (Carver et al., 2003; Connolly et al., 2014). On average,
teens have approximately four romantic relationships throughout adolescence (Connolly &
Mclssac, 2009).

Empirical support suggests that in late adolescence, youth may have longer lasting
relationships, but they are battling with the balance of being in a romantic relationship and also
maintaining a separate sense of self. As Tuval-Mashiach and Schulman (2006) suggest, this may
contribute to increased conflict in relationships at this age. These adolescents are balancing their
own desire to be autonomous, but also intimate; that is, dating partners desire to express their
own needs and interests, but also want to feel close enough to their partner to be able to
recognize, understand, and consider their partner’s needs and interests (Selman, 1989; Selman,

Beardslee, Schultz, Krupa, & Podorefsky, 1986). It is these competing processes that can lead to



conflict between couples, but with little competence in dealing with it (Tuval-Mashiach &
Schulman, 2006).

Research has shown that adolescents can experience considerable distress in response to
conflicts with their partner because these conflicts take away from or impact their need for social
connectedness and social status (Donnellan, Larsen-Rife, & Conger, 2005). One of the ways in
which conflicts occur between couples is through face-to-face aggression. Turmoil experienced
in this way between romantic partners has been linked with experiencing anxiety, depression, or
lower levels of life satisfaction (Callahan, Tolman, & Saunders, 2003). However, with the
development of new technology, such as computers, laptops, cellphones, and the applications
available on these devices, the ways that youth are perpetrating or experiencing conflict in their
relationships have changed. Of particular concern, is dating aggression that occurs through
communication technology. The aspects of technology create worrisome and arguably more
detrimental features of dating aggression than when it occurs face-to-face, as teens can be
contacted at any time of the day and become victims of either private (e.g., through text
message) or public (e.g., through Facebook) dating aggression within the cyber world (Lenhart,
Smith, & Anderson, 2015; Zweig, Lachman, Yahner, & Dank, 2014). In order to further
understand how teens can use technology aggressively in dating relationships, it is important to
first gather a deeper understanding of the ways in which teens use technology to communicate
together as a couple.

Adolescent Technology Use in Dating Relationships

Since social connectedness is an important factor in adolescents’ development

(Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Maslow, 1943), it is not surprising that adolescents are using highly

accessible technology to develop and progress their relationships and to feel a sense of belonging



(Allen, et al., 2014; boyd, 2014). For instance, Davis (2012) found that social media helped
youth stay in touch with their friends regardless of their physical location and allowed them to
broaden their friendship groups. With this in mind, children and youth are being described as
“digital natives” (Prensky, 2001, p. 1), because they have known nothing other than homes and
lives connected by computers, cellphones, video games, and the like. In fact, Johnston and
Puplampu (2008) have recently proposed that the “techno-subsystem” be included as a
dimension of the microsystem within Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory
(Bronfenbrenner, 1974). This new subsystem includes the interaction between the child and
living (e.g., peers, family, school) and nonliving (e.g., the Internet) ecologies in his or her
immediate environment (Johnson, 2010). For example, many children and adolescents now
initiate, develop, and sustain their relationships with peers over the Internet.

Similar to using technology within friendships, adolescents use technology to either
initiate a romantic relationship (e.g., ask one out on a date through a text), improve their
romantic relationships, or to break up the relationship (Kellerman et al., 2013; Subrahmanyam &
Greenfield, 2008). Text messaging has been found to be the most prominent means of
communicating in adolescent dating relationships (Lenhart et al., 2015), as 92% reported they
have spent time text messaging with their partner at least occasionally. Social media (e.g.,
Facebook) was reported by 70% of teens as a way of spending time together. This latter statistic
represents an increase in online dating communication, where previous studies found that six out
of 10 American teens (n=2252) reported that they used social networking websites (e.g.,

Facebook) in their current or past relationship to communicate (Madden et al., 2013).



Teens use technology and social media to communicate positively with their romantic
partner, but technology also presents a new portal for perpetrating or experiencing potentially
negative dating behaviours. For example, a teen may constantly check in (e.g., ask who they are
with or what they are doing) as a way to control their romantic partner’s whereabouts (e.g., to
make sure their partner is not with someone they do not want their partner to hang out with).!
This new way of communicating negatively in dating relationships, mixed with the high
emotions of adolescence, the importance of teens’ reputation (Chadsey & Han, 2005; Tuval-
Mashiach & Schulman, 2006; Wright, 2015), and the fact that key parts of teens’ brains
responsible for assessing and controlling behaviour is not fully developed (Gross, 2014; Patton et
al., 2009; Whelan, et al., 2011), combine to produce unpredictable and high-risk results. In
addition to these factors, adolescence is also characterized by a need for social connectedness,
social status importance, high emotions, and difficulty balancing these factors. Thus, it is not
surprising that adolescents experience considerable distress in response to conflicts with their
partner (Donnellan, Larsen-Rife, & Conger, 2005) and this has been the case when teens
experience Cyber-Based Dating Aggression (CBDA) as well (e.g., Smith et al., 2018).

The next section will discuss the lack of consistency in terms of previous definitions used
to describe CBDA. Within this discussion, a clearer operational definition, which was used in the
current study, is presented.

Definition of Cyber-Based Dating Aggression (CBDA)
CBDA represents a burgeoning area of research, but one that is still in its infancy.

Despite this, many terms have been used in previous studies to describe CBDA. These include

! Reed, Tolman, and Ward (2017) indicate that intent to harm is an important element of “abuse,” but in some
examples, such as this one, behaviours that occur outside of one’s conscious or explicit intent to harm might also be
“abusive.”



such terms as Electronic Dating Violence (Hinduja & Patchin, 2011), Cyber Dating Abuse
(Zweig, Dank, Yahner, & Lachman, 2013), Tech Abuse in teen relationships (Picard, 2007),
Electronic Aggression (Bennet, Guran, Ramos, Margolin, 2011), Hurtful Cyber-Teasing between
romantic partners (Madlock & Westerman, 2011), Intimate Partner Cyber Harassment
(Melander, 2010), and Technology Assisted Adolescent Dating Violence and Abuse (TAADVA;
Stonard, Bowen, Lawrence, & Price, 2014). For the purpose of this paper, unless referencing
other studies, the term Cyber-Based Dating Aggression (CBDA) will be used to describe any
intentional harmful behaviour through communication technology within a dating relationship
that a romantic partner wants to avoid.

The use of the term CBDA in the present study is intentional. The terms “violence” and
“abuse” between couples are commonly used in the literature and are generally viewed as
interchangeable. However, definitions of violence and abuse, even when using the same word in
their term (e.g., cyber dating abuse and digital dating abuse), are vastly different. For example,
Zweig et al. (2014) defined cyber dating abuse as “control, harassment, stalking, and abuse of
one’s dating partner via technology and social media” (p. 1306). Reed et al. (2017), on the other
hand, define what they call digital dating abuse as behaviours that “include the use of digital
media to monitor, control, threaten, harass, pressure, or coerce a dating partner” (p. 79). With the
exception of both definitions including the words “control,” “harass,” and “dating partner,” there
are few similarities. Zweig et al. (2014) use the term stalking in their definition, whereas Reed et
al. (2017) include words like pressure and coercion and add examples like “to threaten.” The
issue of a lack of a consistent definition has been pointed out in the general literature on cyber-
bullying/aggression as well (e.g., Law, et al., 2012). In addition to differences in definitions,

some researchers have suggested that studies not use the terms “abuse” and “violence,” but



rather have suggested the use of the term “aggression.” To describe the reasoning behind this,
universal definitions of abuse and violence are offered from the Oxford Dictionary as well as an
explanation as to why these terms may not be appropriate in this context.

The Oxford Dictionary defines abuse as speaking to someone in an offensive way,
sexually assaulting someone, or treating someone regularly or repeatedly with cruelty or violence
(2015a). Corcoran et al. (2015) suggest that repetition takes on a different form in the cyber
realm; that is, one act of aggression by one partner may create a wave of repeated victimization
from bystanders (e.g., through viewing, sharing, and liking aggressive content posted online).
Thus, a single act of cyber-aggression could have detrimental effects and cause psychological
harm on the victim, eliminating the need to endure multiple episodes of victimization before the
behaviour is recognized as abuse (Corcoran et al., 2015).

The Oxford Dictionary defines violence as physical force that is intended to hurt,
damage, or kill someone or something or the unlawful exercise of using physical force or
intimidation (2015b). Physical force is not used in cyber-aggression and thus, Corcoran et al.
(2015) propose using the term “aggression” to explain the intentional harmful behaviours
perpetrated or endured online. They suggest the following definition for cyber-aggression be
used: “Any behaviour enacted through the use of information and communication technologies
that is intended to harm another person(s) that the target person(s) wants to avoid” (2015, pp.
252-253). Pyzalski (2012) indicates that examining the identity of the target person(s)
distinguishes between cyber-aggression between peers and cyber-aggression between others (i.e.,
romantic partners). Specific to the term CBDA, the identified target person is a romantic partner.
Taking the above definitions and literature into account, the current study used the following

definition of CBDA: Intentional harmful behaviour through communication technology within a
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dating relationship that a romantic partner wants to avoid (Attewell & Fritz, 2010; Corcoran, et
al., 2015; Piitz & Fritz, 2009).

Further operationalizing CBDA, the researcher examined and categorized this type of
dating aggression into five different subtypes, which were based on Zweig et al’s (2013) 16-item
survey measuring what they termed “cyber-dating abuse.” The five subtypes of CBDA are:
emotional (e.g., purposefully trying to emotionally hurt ones partner), social (e.g., purposefully
damaging a partners social status), privacy (e.g., purposefully over stepping romantic
relationship privacy boundaries), sexting (e.g., purposefully engaging in sexually aggressive
behaviours towards his or her partner through communication technology), and control (e.g.,
purposefully trying to control, intimidate, and portray power over a partner).

It is important to discuss both the perpetrator’s intent and victim’s perception of
aggression when defining CBDA. Intent and perception of aggression are equivocal areas in
CBDA research. Research completed by PREVNet (Promoting Relationships and Eliminating
Violence Network) on bullying behaviours has indicated that, in the definition of aggression,
there may be intent or no intent to harm the victim (Pepler & Craig, 2014). Similarly, Reed et al.
(2017) and Corcoran et al. (2015) discuss how intentionality may not be consciously present in
CBDA behaviour, and that unintentional harmful acts can still have detrimental effects on the
victim. As well, when experiencing CBDA by a partner, a victim may not initially perceive the
act as intentionally aggressive, but the behaviour may still have an effect at a later time. For
example, a victim may perceive his or her partner asking for nude photos as an act of intimacy or
love, but later be harmed if they are shared or used against them. The current study attempted to
operationalize a definition that made both the intent and perception of aggression evident to

participants by using the words “intentional harmful behaviour” and “that a romantic partner
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wants to avoid,” as well by using words in the survey that more clearly demonstrated aggression
(e.g., “threatened,” “pressured,” and “tried to damage”).

The identified differences in the ways in which CBDA has been operationalized in the
literature reduces one’s ability to fully understand CBDA because of, for example, the
limitations it presents in gathering different prevalence rates. In addition to issues resulting from
the lack of a consistent definition, another issue within this field of study that contributes to
limitations in fully understanding CBDA is that previous studies have almost exclusively utilized
retrospective measures, whereby participants respond about their CBDA experience by
remembering and reporting on past events (e.g., in the past month, in the past 6 months, or even
in the past 12 months). The next section begins by describing some of the limitations with using
retrospective surveys in the study of CBDA and then outlines Ecological Momentary Assessment
(EMA), a type of methodology that may lend itself to studying CBDA more accurately.
Ecological Momentary Assessment (EMA)

Retrospective surveys or reports are the dominant method of data collection in the social
sciences (Hektner et al., 2007). This method of data collection is feasible when collecting
information about historical and distinct behavioural events (e.g., your first job, car accident,
wedding day, etc.). However, a large amount of research data has shown that individuals are not
able to accurately recall past experiences, especially those that are irregular, vary in intensity,
and covary with other factors (e.g., Bradburn, Rips, & Shevell, 1987; Gorin & Stone, 2011;
Hammersley, 1994; Stone et al., 2007). In fact, there is research to suggest that one’s memory is
substantially inaccurate when recalling past experiences to complete restrospective self-report
surveys (Stone et al., 2007). As a result, biases begin to form, corrupting data even when the

participant has no motive to do so (Stone et al., 2007).
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Specific to the current study, CBDA is not a variable that is best studied retrospectively.
This is because CBDA is an irregular event (i.e., does not occur on a regular schedule; Reed, et
al., 2017), it varies in intensity (i.e., different types of CBDA has been found to be rated more
seriously than others; Baker & Helm, 2010), and covaries with other factors (i.e., other factors
can occur around the same time as and be related to experiencing CBDA, like what occurs before
and after the CBDA event; Stone, et al., 2007). However, retrospective reports are still the most
prominent method used to study CBDA, despite knowing that individuals are unable to
accurately provide retrospective information about their dating aggression experiences (Connolly
et al., 2010). In fact, individual events that are similar to one another (e.g., when a romantic
partner continually sends hurtful text messages to his or her partner throughout the week) have
been found to become indistinguishable and irretrievable, making it difficult for participants to
report on them (Stone et al., 2007). Given this finding in combination with memory bias, using
retrospective reports to gather data arguably provides limited understanding of adolescents’
engagement in CBDA. Ecological Momentary Assessment (EMA) is a type of methodology that
may lend itself to studying CBDA more accurately.

EMA is characterized by repeated measurements of a specific event as participants go
about their daily lives (Hektner et al., 2007). To date, EMA has been used in the study of many
different clinical conditions including, but not limited to, stress and coping (e.g., Adam, 2005),
depression and anxiety (e.g., Rusting & Larsen, 1998), schizophrenia and other psychotic
disorders (e.g., Myin-Germeys, Nicolson, & Delespaul, 2001), eating disorders (e.g., Le Grange,
Gorin, Catley, & Stone, 2001), alcohol, tobacco, and drug use (e.g., Collins, Kashdan, &
Gollnisch, 2003), pain (e.g., Peters et al., 2000), and blood pressure (e.g., Steptoe, 2001).

However, there is limited use of real-time methododology, such as EMA, in dating aggression
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research. This is quite surprising given that the limitations of using retrospective reports have
been discussed intermittently in the literature for more than two decades (Fernandez-Gonzalez et
al., 2013). In contrast to retrospective reports, the advantage of collecting data on CBDA in real-
time using EMA is that this type of methodology allows participants to report on day-to-day
prevalence rates and experiences versus the average levels of aggression reported by studies
using retrospective data (e.g., within the past year; Stone et al., 2007). In other words, EMA
captures these CBDA moments or “snapshots” that are assessed in real-world settings, as they
occur, rather than relying on a respondent to provide full and representative data on his or her
past experience (Stone et al., 2007).

In light of the above review regarding retrospective study weaknesses, the present study
explored CBDA victimization in a sample of adolescents (age 17-19) in real-time (i.e., within the
day it occurred) using EMA. Literature in three major areas within CBDA will be briefly
reviewed below as it relates to important research gaps and how EMA may be utilized to better
close these gaps. First, in understanding that CBDA is an irregular event (i.e., it does not occur
on a scheduled time frame; Reed, et al., 2017), this study sought to collect data on prevalence
rates in real-time, using EMA, with the premise that having teens report on CBDA events as they
happen will provide more accurate prevalence rates than if they were to report on them
retrospectively. Second, as CBDA has been found to vary in intensity depending on the type of
CBDA experienced (Baker and Helm, 2010), this study sought to understand what type of
relationship, if any, CBDA has on relationship satisfaction after CBDA occurs. Perhaps different
types of CBDA relate to higher, lower, or no change in relationship satisfaction. Finally, to better

understand other factors that can occur when experiencing CBDA, this study sought to examine
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what type of responses adolescents engage in after experiencing a CBDA event (e.g., do they
retaliate, communicate with their partner, tell a peer, etc.).
Prevalence Rates of Cyber-Based Dating Aggression

As previously mentioned, just as the lack of a consistent definition makes it hard to fully
understand CBDA, especially prevalence rates, the use of retrospective surveys also contributes
to the problem. Since retrospective reports force participants to rely on estimation strategies to
arrive at a plausible frequency report, the range of CBDA prevalence rates collected
retrospectively is significantly large. For instance, Lenhart et al. (2015) have found that 11% of
teens reported that they have accessed a mobile or online account of a current or former dating
partner without the other person knowing or getting permission. This breach of privacy may be
aggressive when the intent is to search for something their partner may be hiding and confront
them later on, leading to further mistrust in the relationship. Smith et al. (2018) studied “Cyber
Dating Violence,” defined as a form of violence happening online, where the perpetrator can
disseminate harmful information about the victim in a short period of time to a very large
audience and contact the victim at any time. They found victimization rates were higher than
Lenhart et al. (2015) at 35.8%. A recent literature review by Stonard et al. (2014) examined the
adolescent prevalence rates of 13 studies and found that victimization rates of CBDA ranged
from 12% to 56%. Similarly, Reed et al. (2016) also reported a large range (from 0% to 41.9%)
of victimization rates depending on the type of digital dating abuse behaviour (Straus & Douglas
2004).

Each of above studies used retrospective reports to collect their data, whereby
participants are asked to respond about aggressive events that have occurred in the past (e.g., past

month, 6 months, a year, etc.), leading to the belief that perhaps the methods used may impact
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the prevalence rates obtained. The dating aggression literature in general includes very few
studies that have researched dating aggression in real-time (e.g., Cranford, Tennen, & Zucker,
2010; Moore, et al, 2011; Sullivan, Khondkaryan, Dos Santos & Peters, 2011; Sullivan,
McPartland, Jaquier, Armeli, & Tennen, 2012). Sullivan and colleagues (Sullivan et al., 2012)
studied intimate partner violence in 51 women (Mg = 39) over 90 days. Their data were drawn
from a larger study examining the efficacy of different types of daily reporting among women
currently experiencing intimate partner violence (Sullivan et al., 2011). An eligibility
requirement of participants was that the women had experienced physical victimization within
the last 30 days by their current partner. These authors found that psychological violence
occurred on 27% of days. A second study was conducted by Moore and colleagues (Moore et al.,
2011) who used electronic diaries to collect data on alcohol use and intimate partner violence in
184 males and females ranging from 18 to 42 years old. They found that over 15% of their
sample reported engaging in at least one act of physical aggression, and 44% engaged in
psychological aggression during a two-month data collection period. The rates of 15% (Moore et
al., 2011) and 27% (Sullivan et al., 2012) in the EMA studies above are significantly lower than
the ranges found in a review of psychological face-to-face dating aggression reported by females
(51% - 55%) and males (45% - 54%) that was reported retrospectively (Stonard et al., 2014), but
similar to the 44% of psychological aggression reported in Moore et al.’s (2011) study. The rates
of 15% and 27% are on the lower end of rates reported in studies examining CBDA using
retrospective reports (e.g., 12% to 56% in Stonard et al’s [2014] review), whereas the 44%
psychological aggression reported in Moore et al.’s (2011) study is on the higher end.

Currently, there is no extant studies using EMA to compare prevalence of CBDA.

Further, the studies examining EMA and dating aggression noted above do not include
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adolescent samples, revealing major gaps in the literature. CBDA examined retrospectively has
found a wide range of prevalence rates across studies (e.g., 12% - 56%; Stonard et al., 2014). An
improvement to this method of data collection, and thus an improvement towards studying more
accurate prevalence rates, is to ask about these CBDA experiences in the moment, rather than
participants relying on memory to report on online dating aggression experiences that have
occurred in the past. Improving the accuracy of prevalence rates, not only as a whole, but by
subtype of CBDA, is important in order to see how much of an issue CBDA is in the lives of
adolescents and whether one subtype occurs more than the other, given that different subtypes
could have different effects on teens. As well, such research may provide prevention and
intervention programs with valuable information on target areas of remediation within CBDA.
Cyber-Based Dating Aggression and Satisfaction in the Relationship

In addition to understanding accurate prevalence rates of those who experience CBDA,
understanding the “in-the-moment” effects that CBDA has on teens is also important, as CBDA
has been found to vary in intensity depending on the type of CBDA experienced (Baker and
Helm, 2010). Thus, this study sought to understand the consequence, if any, CBDA has on
relationship satisfaction after a CBDA event has occurred. The relationship between CBDA and
relationship satisfaction may be more accurately captured when teens report on it within the day
it was experienced, rather than months later.

The extant literature appears to include an extremely limited number of studies exploring
whether adolescent CBDA has an effect on relationship satisfaction, furthering the importance of
researching this connection. In one unpublished study, however, Attewell and Schwartz (2013)
studied whether relationship satisfaction predicted the perpetration of CBDA in adolescents who

were: 1) currently in a relationship; 2) not in a current relationship and reporting on a past
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relationship; or 3) had never been in a relationship before, and reporting on a potential future
relationship. Results revealed that when participants were reporting on potential future romantic
relationships, they noted that they would be more likely to engage in CBDA in the form of
monitoring (e.g., checking up on their partner multiple times through text messaging when he or
she did not want them to) as reports of relationship satisfaction increased. In light of these
findings, it is important to understand that adolescents often positively predict their future
(Chapin, Alas, & Coleman, 2005; Halfond, Corona, & Moon, 2012; Klaw, 2008; Weinstein,
1980), and may do so about their future relationship satisfaction. As well, it may be that these
teens did not perceive monitoring as a negative or aggressive behaviour in dating relationships.

Similarly, Zweig et al. (2013) found that relationship quality was rated significantly
higher by those who were victims of cyber dating abuse than those who were not. It may be that
participants in this study were inflating their relationship quality scores and overcompensating
because they were experiencing cyber dating abuse in their relationships. However, it may also
be that a change in relationship satisfaction depends on what type of CBDA is experienced. For
example, Connolly and Josephson (2007) found that monitoring the whereabouts of a partner
might be misinterpreted as an act of love, whereas threatening a partner through technology may
be interpreted more seriously.

Contrary to the studies above, Lucero and colleagues (Lucero, Weisz, Smith-Darden, &
Lucero, 2014) studied the consequences of teens engaging in (i.e., perpetrating) “socially
interactive technology abuse” (i.e., to threaten, stalk, demean, or control one’s dating partner
through social interaction technology) and found that this type of behaviour led to relationship
damage. This consequence was most likely to be indicated when teens were trying to constantly

monitor their partners behaviours (e.g., monitoring their partners pictures, emails, or inboxes to
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see if they were talking to individuals of the opposite sex; Lucero et al., 2014). It seems
reasonable to assume that “damage” to the relationship included decreased relationship
satisfaction and perhaps this would be the case when experiencing CBDA as well.

Similar to the CBDA literature on relationship satisfaction, conclusions also appear to be
mixed in the literature on relationship satisfaction and face-to-face aggression, where
comparably more research has been conducted. Research has found that young university
students who were not satisfied with their relationship were more likely to experience negative
conflict in their relationships (e.g., difference of opinions, acting resentful or handling arguments
in a negative way; Cramer, 2003). However, other studies suggest that when adolescents
experience violence in their romantic relationships, levels of satisfaction do not change and these
couples remain satisfied with their relationship (Capaldi & Crosby, 1997; Gray & Foshee, 1977).

In summary, CBDA research examining the effect that relationship satisfaction has on
romantic relationships is quite mixed. The way that relationship satisfaction is studied (i.e.,
retrospectively) may have an effect on how adolescents respond. Past research has shown that
individuals are unable to accurately provide retrospective information about their daily behaviour
or experiences (e.g., Schwarz, 2007; Yarmey, 1979) and that this is especially true in the area of
dating violence (Connolly, et al., 2010). It is possible that youth who respond about their CBDA
experiences looking back over the past 12 months may have had a large amount of time between
when the event occurred and responding about the event. It may be that an act of CBDA has an
immediate effect on teen dating relationship satisfaction in the moment it was experienced, but
these feelings and emotions are not “caught” when teens are reflecting and responding on these
experiences in the past. This underlines the importance of studying CBDA in real-time, or at

least within the same day it occurs, so that teens are responding as close to the context in which
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the behaviour occurred.
Adolescent Responses of Cyber-Based Dating Aggression

Just as understanding the relationship CBDA has on relationship satisfaction after a
CBDA event occurs in real-time is important, it is also important to understand other factors that
occur in the after-moments of experiencing CBDA, such as teen responses. Asking about how
teens respond to CBDA after months of experiencing the event exposes these reports to memory
bias and inaccuracy. Thus, this study sought to examine what type of responses adolescents
indicate they engage in at least within the day of experiencing a CBDA event (e.g., do they
retaliate, communicate with their partner, tell a peer, etc.).

There are very few studies that document how teens respond to being victims of CBDA
(e.g., with retaliation, thinking of the consequences before responding, telling their parents, etc.).
Reed et al.’s (2017) study is the most recent that examines the adolescent responses of what they
call Digital Dating Abuse. Responses included being dismissive (e.g., ignored it), responding
with distress (e.g., crying, angry, upset), engagement (e.g., yelled at their partner, tried to talk to
them, or threatened to break up with them), and blocking access (e.g., blocking their partner on a
social networking website, avoided them in person, deleted or blocked their number). Kellerman
et al. (2013) found that retaliation was often a response to experiencing electronic aggression
from friends or dating partners. Thus, if the aggression experienced by adolescents “struck a
nerve,” a negative response such as retaliation may occur. Along the same lines, it may be that
responses to experiencing CBDA depend on the initial emotions felt by the victim. For instance,
Hudson et al. (2015) found that when experiencing feelings of jealousy, females exhibit more of

an emotional reaction and males generally exhibit a more violent or aggressive behavioural
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response. Lucero et al. (2014) indicated that when a partner feels jealously, excessive power and
control behaviours that are similar to stalking might occur.

As well, it may be that the response to CBDA depends on the type of CBDA experienced
(Hudson et al., 2015). Baker and Helm (2010) found that youth believed that physical and sexual
aggression was undoubtedly serious, but that some forms of emotional abuse and cyber control
within romantic partners were deemed more irritating than serious. The differences in these
perceptions of dating aggression seriousness leads to the belief that individuals may react
differently to different types of relationship conflicts and perhaps different types of CBDA. This
highlights the importance of examining how adolescents respond not only to CBDA in general,
but how they respond to different subtypes.

In summary, analyzing teen responses to CBDA retrospectively is likely not as valid as
when participants are able to describe its occurrence and how they responded as it happened, due
to decreased memory bias when responding about their reactions in the moment. Accurately
understanding how teens respond to CBDA is a starting point for interventionists in gathering
more information on where education should be targeted in relation to healthy romantic
relationship communication and appropriate reactions to CBDA. One of the most widely used
methods of examining data in real-time is to analyze the data qualitatively, which allows
researchers to illustrate a particular pattern in the individual’s experience as it occurred through
the use of detailed descriptions of single cases (Hektner, Schmidt, & Csikszentmihalyi 2007). In
line with Hektner et al.’s (2007) comments on the richness of examining individual experiences
as they occur, this study used EMA to qualitatively analyze how adolescents responded to

CBDA events.
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Summary and Research Questions

Due to the increased use of technology and social media in adolescence, the methods and
manner by which teens communicate has become much more complex. Not surprisingly, the
ways in which adolescents initiate and develop romantic relationships has also changed.
Although communication technology can be used by youth in positive ways with his or her
partner, it can also be used repeatedly and relentlessly in negative, aggressive ways. From the
literature reviewed above, it is apparent that CBDA occurs in adolescent dating relationships, but
the prevalence rates vary from study to study and this may be a reflection of how data is
collected (i.e., retrospectively versus in real-time using EMA). As well, how CBDA impacts
relationship satisfaction is worthy of investigation, as it may be that relationship satisfaction is
affected in the moments after CBDA occurs; a result best studied using EMA (Stone &
Shiffman, 1994). Lastly, very little is known about how teens react to experiencing CBDA (e.g.,
do they tell a peer, do they retaliate, or do they ignore the behaviour?). Understanding their
reactions as they happen may help to better understand how teens are dealing with CBDA in
their romantic relationships.

The overall objective of the proposed study was to better understand CBDA victimization
in an adolescent population by examining this behaviour as close as possible to the context in
which it occurs using an EMA methodology. This study addressed the following research
questions:

1) How prevalent is the victimization of Cyber-Based Dating Aggression (CBDA) as

reported by a sample of adolescents within a 3-week Ecological Momentary
Assessment (EMA) data collection period? Specifically, how many CBDA events —

both total and by subtype — will be reported by participants within the 21-day data
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collection period?

2) How is CBDA related to adolescent romantic relationship satisfaction when studied
in real-time? Specifically, does relationship satisfaction differ based on the type of
CBDA experienced and do those who experience CBDA have lower relationship
satisfaction than those who do not experience CBDA?

3) How do adolescents respond to being a victim of a CBDA event (e.g., with retaliation,

do they tell a peer or parent, etc.)?

Answering these research questions will contribute to the literature by increasing the
awareness and understanding of this emerging type of cyber-aggression in adolescent romantic
relationships, specifically the individual teen experiences of CBDA. Findings will also contribute
to future research on education and prevention programs, particularly as technology continues to
increase in case and sophistication of use. Finally, as there are no extant studies exploring this
type of aggression during adolescence using real-time data, this study is a contributor to a

growing area of research.
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Chapter 3: Methodology

Research Design

Ecological momentary assessment (EMA). EMA is characterized by repeated
measurements of a specific event as participants go about their daily lives. Shiffman, Stone, and
Hufford (2008) define EMA as: “methods using repeated collection of real-time data on subjects’
behavior and experience in their natural environments” (p. 3). The approach is “ecological” as it
allows participants to respond in their natural environments compared with the more artificial
setting of a laboratory or clinic (Fisher & To, 2012). In the current study, data was collected
using structured daily surveys to gather self-reports on CBDA using the Ecological Momentary
Assessment (EMA) methodology.

Strengths and weaknesses of ecological momentary assessment. The strengths and
weaknesses of this methodology need to be considered in order to develop a deeper
understanding of EMA in general and understand how EMA can facilitate in providing a more in
depth understanding of CBDA. The benefit of using EMA to study behaviour is that this type of
methodology asks participants to report about their experiences and circumstances as they
happen or at least within the same day (Schwarz, 2007). The benefits of collecting data in this
way are that it offers the ability to gather daily responses and analyze this data for three
important purposes that relate to the current study.

First, these data allow for researchers to examine individual differences (e.g., pain before
and after treatment; Shiffman et al., 2008). Similarly, in the current study, EMA was used to
examine individual differences in how teens responded after experiencing Cyber-Based Dating
Aggression (CBDA) and how CBDA affected their relationship satisfaction. Second, EMA data
can be analyzed for contextual associations, such as the association between emotions and

stressful events (Myin-Germeys, van Os, Schwartz, Stone, & Delespaul, 2001). In the current
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study, EMA was used to better understand the association between teen responses and CBDA
events and type of CBDA and relationship satisfaction. Lastly, EMA data may be used to
examine temporal sequences in order to determine antecedents (e.g., triggers) and consequences
of CBDA (Santangelo, et al., 2013; Shiffman et al., 2008). For instance, Whelan et al. (2011)
used electronic diaries to gather information on contextual triggers that elicited behaviours from
children with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder. Within the context of the current study,
EMA was used to examine elicited behaviours after experiencing CBDA (e.g., responses to
CBDA).

Other advantages include the different types of sampling strategies used to assess the
participant’s experience and the multiple ways in which researchers can analyze EMA data
(Hektner et al., 2007). Researchers can choose to perform event-based, time-based, or a
combination of both sampling techniques. In event-based sampling, the construct under study
occurs in discrete episodes (e.g., headaches, eating meals, asthma attacks, smoking a cigarette,
etc.). Event-based recording on behalf of the participant is straightforward: they make a
recording every time the predefined event occurs. Often, participants are also asked further
details about the event, such as what happened before or after (Hektner et al., 2007). Time-based
sampling is different from event-based sampling, as time determines when the participant
records data rather than an event. Time-based sampling is well suited for studying continuous,
but varying constructs, such as pain, mood, fatigue, motivation, etc. (Hektner et al., 2007). A
combination of both event-based and time-based sampling may be used when, for example, a
researcher is trying to establish whether there is an association between depression (studied using

time-based sampling) and drinking (studied using event-based sampling; Hektner et al., 2007).
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Researchers can also choose to perform complex multilevel analyses to produce a rich
picture of the results, or perform simple analyses (e.g., t-tests or comparative analysis through
qualitative means), which Hektner et al. (2007) suggest can be just as powerful as complex
statistical analyses, especially when examining data qualitatively, given the richness of
individual data collected. Of course, the type of analysis used depends on one’s research
questions, and researchers must first determine whether their questions are specific to people or
to situations (Larson & Delespaul, 1992). For example, a research question about persons would
involve collapsing all individual participants’ daily data into one mean score and comparing data
across individuals (Larson & Richards, 1989). A research question about situations would
involve comparing, for example, multiple psychological states collected throughout the data
collection period, regardless of whether they came from the same participant or not (Larson,
1983).

Despite the benefits of utilizing this type of data collection approach to study behaviour,
there are also disadvantages to this methodology, such as selection bias and compliance, and
these are discussed in the limitations section in chapter 5. Nonetheless, EMA has been referenced
in the literature as a type of methodology that can be utilized to avoid retrospective biases due to
the assessment of real-time occurrences (e.g., Ben-zeev, McHugo, Xie, Dobbins, & Young,
2012; Santangelo, et al, 2013; Stone & Shiffman, 1994). In a recent study, Kellerman et al.
(2013) suggested that EMA may be particularly useful in measuring electronic communication,
as this means of interacting tends to occur in “rapid bursts throughout the day” (p. 302). Given
the strengths reported above, it appears that utilizing this type of data collection approach when

studying dating aggression through technology is warranted.

26



Type of EMA sampling. Sampling strategies in the current study were event-based, as
occurrences of CBDA were conceptualized as occurring in discrete episodes (Shiffman, 2007),
and adolescents offered additional quantitative and qualitative descriptions (i.e., type into text
boxes) each time a CBDA event occurred. Thus, adolescents could respond immediately when a
CBDA event occurred, and each participant could fill out more than one survey a day (e.g., if
another CBDA event occurred since their last response within 24 hours).

Participants

Three hundred and ten youth who were provided passive consent were given the
SimpleSurvey link to provide data on demographics and cyber-based dating aggression (CBDA)
behaviour. Sixty-three (20%) gave assent or consent to participate. One youth who consented to
participate and completed a daily survey indicating that CBDA occurred did not complete the
demographics questionnaire. This participant’s data was deemed invalid and subsequently
deleted. Ten additional participants were omitted from the analysis, as they either only
completed the demographics questionnaire and not a daily survey or they did not complete the
demographics questionnaire and only completed one daily survey. Only participants who
completed both the demographics questionnaire and at least one daily survey regarding CBDA
were analyzed in the study. The final sample included 52 participants who collectively provided
252 responses over the three-week data collection period, resulting in a 17% response rate.
Twenty-two participants of the final sample completed the daily survey only once. Ten
participants completed the daily survey twice. Twenty participants completed the survey three or
more times. Three participants completed the daily survey every day over the three-week data

collection period.
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Participants were recruited from seven high schools in a rural school board and from 14
introductory courses for the Spring and Summer session at the University of Calgary. The
Research Participation System with the Department of Psychology at the University of Calgary
was used to recruit participants as well, although no individuals employed this system to sign up
for the study. Ethical approval was received from both the Conjoint Faculties Research Ethics
Board (CFREB) and the research ethics committee of the local school board.

In the school board, principals were contacted to ask if they were interested in having
data collected in their school. Details were shared regarding the nature of the study, time
commitments, and what would be needed on their behalf. Once approved at the principal level,
passive parent consent forms were provided. Those students whose parents declined participation
by written communication were not included in the study. The reasons for using passive consent
in the high school setting were because this procedure has been known to create a more
representative sample relative to the larger population (Higgerson et al., 2014). As well, the
intent was to decrease barriers in allowing teens to participate, as parents only had to respond if
they did not want their child to participate. This consent procedure benefited participants as well,
as their privacy was respected (e.g., if they had not yet disclosed their romantic relationship to
their parents) and allowed them to give assent to participate in the study without raising
questions about their romantic life with their parents. To ensure ample opportunity for parents to
read the consent form, it was sent out via email, published on the high school’s website, and
distributed to the students age 17-19 to bring home to their parents (see Appendix A). Students
permitted to participate were provided an explanation of the nature of the study, what they would
be asked to do (i.e., 3-week-long daily participation), and inclusionary criteria to participate (i.e.,

individuals who are in a current romantic relationship, who own a computer or mobile phone,
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and who have access to Wi-Fi at least once daily; see Appendix B). A dating relationship was
defined as having “a boyfriend or girlfriend, someone who you like or love and spend time with,
or a relationship that might involve sex” (Zweig et al., 2014, p. 3). A three-week participation
period was chosen, as any time period longer than this would have likely put more burden on
participants, and many of researchers utilizing EMA (e.g., Hektner et al., 2007; Hufford and
Shiffman, 2003; Santangelo et al., 2013; Stone et al., 2007) suggest lessening the burden and
cognitive-load in real-time data collection methods as much as possible.

When recruiting participants through Spring and Summer introductory courses at the
University of Calgary, passive consent was not gathered from parents, as the ethics board
indicated those age 17 in University are able to consent themselves (see Appendix C). Professors
were contacted for permission to take 10-15 minutes of their class time to present the study and
have the participants complete the demographics and at least one daily survey if participants
wanted to.

Both high school and university participants were given access to a SimpleSurvey link
for the study, which included participant assent (for high school participants) or consent (for
university participants) and screening questions (i.e., are you between the ages of 17-19, are you
currently in a romantic relationship, and do you have access to a cellphone or computer daily
with access to WiFi at least once a day). If participants passed the screening questions, they were
then asked to complete both the demographics and a daily survey at that time. Participants were
asked not to complete surveys within school hours. They were told that if a CBDA event occurs
during these times, to fill out the survey in reference to that event at a later time, but still within
that same day. Appropriate security measures were put into place to protect the confidentiality of

raw data, including the use of an individual Personal Identification Number (PIN) to link
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demographics data to the daily survey data. Participants were provided with incentives to
participate in the way of one electronic email ballot for every day that they participated.

Participants were asked to take a picture of the survey link or to write it down. It was also
suggested to participants that they set reminders in their phone to remember to participate. E-
mail addresses were gathered for the sole purpose of contacting the winners of each weekly
compensation draw and reminding participants of the survey. For instance, incentive was
provided in the way of one (1) email ballot earned for every day they submitted a survey,
whether CBDA occurred or not. These ballots were then put into a weekly draw for a chance to
win a $20 gift card to Starbucks or Tim Hortons. There were separate files for data responses and
for electronic ballots. Also, using the email addresses participants gave for ballots, the primary
researcher sent weekly blind copy emails to participants to remind them about the survey and
provide the link again. Data were collected over three weeks (21 days) for each “wave” of
participants. “Waves” were defined as a set of participants that started on the same date (e.g., an
entire high school or a spring introductory course at University of Calgary). Thus, for each
participant, the total expected time of participation was 21 days, however, not all participants
were submitting data over the same 21 days.

Participants were able to fill out a survey any time that CBDA occurred, so long as it did
not interfere with the outlined situations mentioned above (e.g., during school hours). Upon
entering the survey, participants were asked whether or not they were still in the same
relationship as the day before. If participants were still in the same relationship, the survey
continued to ask CBDA questions using “current” partner language (e.g., “in the past 24 hours,
has your current partner...”). If the participants were not in the same relationship, they were

asked to continue to respond to daily questions for the data collection period based on their ex-
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partner (i.e., the partner they were in a romantic relationship with at the start of data collection)
even if they started a relationship with a new partner. The rationale for this was to be able to
study patterns of CBDA in the same relationship, should participants break up. Further, past
research on traditional face-to-face dating aggression suggests that aggressive behaviour tends to
increase when couples break up (e.g., Hannawa, Spitzberg, Wiering, & Teranishi, 2006), which
may also be the case in CBDA. Participants were asked questions pertaining to their CBDA
victimization experiences within the last 24 hours.

Upon conclusion of their participation, participants were thanked for their time and
provided with a resource page at the end of each daily survey (see Appendix D). This page
included a list of resources that participants could call immediately if any distress were to arise
during and/or after completion of the online survey. Participants were told that the researcher
was not a trained professional to treat any distress. As well, researcher contact information was
provided in the event that participants had questions about the research, or if they needed more
guidance and direction towards appropriate youth resources.

Measures

Demographics questionnaire. All participants were asked to complete a demographics
questionnaire (see Appendix E). A series of questions were constructed in order to gather
information about the participant, including school grade level, race/ethnicity, religious
preference, parents’ marital status, family structure, and sexual orientation. In addition to
demographic information, participants were asked specific questions about dating relationships
(e.g., age they were first in a romantic relationship) and communication technology use (e.g.,

type of social networking sites used the most with their romantic partner).
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Cyber-based dating aggression. For each daily survey, participants were asked
questions pertaining to their Cyber Based Dating Aggression (CBDA) victimization experiences
within the last 24 hours (see Appendix E). The current study used an adapted measure of CBDA
based on Zweig et al’s (2013) 16-item survey measuring what they termed “cyber-dating abuse.”
These 16 items were examined and categorized by the researcher into five different types of
CBDA: emotional (e.g., purposefully trying to emotionally hurt ones partner), social (e.g.,
purposefully damaging a partners social status), privacy (e.g., purposefully over stepping
romantic relationship privacy boundaries), sexting (e.g., purposefully engaging in sexually
aggressive behaviours towards his or her partner through communication technology), and
control (e.g., purposefully trying to control, intimidate, and portray power over a partner). Each
action was deemed to be aggressive because the intent behind engaging in them was seemingly
harmful to his or her partner in some way (e.g., their partner pressuring them to engage in sexting
or sending nude pictures or sending threatening text messages to them). Participants were asked
to choose which type of aggression occurred. For instance, within the social type of CBDA,
participants were asked whether their partner tried to purposefully damage their social status
through communication technology (e.g., by posting embarrassing photos or other images of
them online; spreading rumors about them using a cell phone, e-mail, Facebook messenger, or by
posting on a social networking website, such as Facebook, Twitter, or Instagram). The rationale
for using descriptive question options (i.e., non-Likert scale) was so that adolescents could
respond about any CBDA behaviour they felt was best represented by the specific subtype,
yielding the opportunity to understand what adolescents viewed as an act of CBDA. Examples in
each category were given to help guide adolescents’ responses according to the correct CBDA

subtype. Each of the five subtypes were presented in a “select your choice” format. For instance,
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participants were asked “which type of cyber-aggression occurred?”” whereby they then chose the
category the incident fell under. If participants indicated any type of CBDA occurred, the survey
then asked them a series of quantitative and qualitative questions pertaining to the CBDA event.
Once completed, the participants were asked if any other type of cyber-aggression occurred. If it
did not, the daily survey ended by asking about their overall relationship satisfaction. If the
participant indicated that CBDA did not occur, they were still asked about their overall
relationship satisfaction in order to be able to analyze whether relationship satisfaction differed
between those who did and did not experience CBDA.

Quantitative questions.

Overall relationship satisfaction. All participants were asked to rate their overall
relationship satisfaction once daily through the use of a 5-item Relationship Satisfaction Scale
(RSS; Levesque, 1993; see Appendix E), regardless of whether CBDA had occurred on that day.
These data were collected so that a comparison of participants’ relationship satisfaction could be
made between those who experienced CBDA versus those that did not experience CBDA. The
RSS was different from the CBDA event-specific relationship satisfaction question (described in
the next section below), as this latter single question was specific to the CBDA event
experienced and was only asked if CBDA occurred (i.e., “please rate the overall effect you
perceived this incident to have on your satisfaction in your romantic relationship,” where 1 = not
satisfied with relationship and 10 = extremely satisfied with relationship). Without the use of the
RSS, if participants indicated CBDA did not occur, there would have been no data collected on
relationship satisfaction to examine the difference between those who experienced and did not

experience CBDA.
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The RSS scale asked participants to report whether they agreed or disagreed with five
different relationship satisfaction statements such as, “In general, I am satisfied with our
relationship” and “Our relationship has met my best expectations,” using a 5-point Likert scale
(1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree). Participant scores on the five questions were summed
and averaged; a score of 5 would equal high satisfaction and a score of 1 would equal low
satisfaction. Internal reliability of the RSS is good to excellent in past studies ranging from .76
(Li, Chan, & Law, 2012) to .88 (Levesque, 1993).

CBDA-specific quantitative questions.: Negative effect and relationship satisfaction.
When participants indicated that a CBDA event occurred, they were asked to further respond to
two additional quantitative questions specific to the CBDA event: the overall negative effect they
perceived this event to have and how this specific event may have affected satisfaction in their
romantic relationship.

Using a subtype-specific question to measure negative effect of the CBDA event (called
the “subtype-specific negative effect” question for this study), participants were asked to rate on
a sliding scale from 1 to 10 how negative the experience was for them (i.e., 1 = no negative
effect; 10 = extreme negative effect; see Appendix E). Participants were also asked to rate their
level of satisfaction in the relationship on a sliding scale from 1 to 10 following each CBDA
event they experienced (i.e., 1 = not satisfied with relationship; 10 = extremely satisfied with
relationship; see Appendix E). As previously noted, this sliding scale of relationship satisfaction
is different from the once daily 5-point Likert scale of relationship satisfaction mentioned above
(i.e., the RSS), as it was asked for every CBDA event and provided the measurement of whether

relationship satisfaction changed based on each specific CBDA subtype. This latter sliding scale
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on relationship satisfaction will be called “subtype-specific relationship satisfaction” to help
distinguish the two measures.

Qualitative questions. If participants indicated that they experienced some type of
CBDA within the past 24 hours, they were also asked qualitative questions about that specific
CBDA event (see Appendix E). One question asked participants to “describe in a few sentences
what the situation was (i.e., describe details of what occurred)” and the second asked, “how did
you respond to the situation (e.g., told a friend, did something to get your mind off it, retaliated,
or tried to get even, told a parent, ignored it)?” These qualitative questions were responded to by
typing in text boxes and helped answer the proposed research question (e.g., “how do
adolescents respond to being a victim of a CBDA event?”). It also allowed participants to
indicate any positive (e.g., talking to their partner rationally) or negative (e.g., retaliation)
responses to the CBDA event.
Ethical Considerations

An ethical consideration of the current study relates to the fact that because data were
collected daily, there was potential for the researcher to observe participants’ qualitative
responses that communicated extreme forms of distress or emotional reaction (e.g., if a
participant indicated they wanted to physically harm their partner in person). This would qualify
under imminent danger with the Conjoint Faculties Research Ethics Board. However, data were
not viewed daily as the researcher did not have the availability to review data this often. Instead,
data were reviewed weekly. This was communicated to the participants before data collection.
Examination of Validity and Reliability

As with any research study, it is important to examine the validity and reliability of

measures used and data collected. Examining these two psychometric factors within real-time
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quantitative and qualitative data involves different processes compared to examining cross-
sectional, solely quantitative data, as shown in the following sections.

Validity of ecological momentary assessment. There are many indications that internal
validity is stronger in EMA than in retrospective, one-time questionnaires (Hektner et al., 2007).
Zuzanek (1999) noted that the immediacy of responses reduces recall failure, and others have
found that a large portion of participants do not change their daily activities when they are asked
to continually report on them. For instance, Csikszentmihalyi and Larson (1987) found that 80%
- 90% of participants reported that Ecological Sampling Method (ESM), a type of EMA,
captured their week accurately. This was assessed by having participants review their weekly
data and decide whether reports of their momentary situation and psychological state captured
their week accurately or not. As well, college students were found to report a consistent level of
drinking behaviours before, during, and after participating in an ESM study (Hufford, Shields,
Shiffman, Paty, & Balabanis, 2002). Even intensely private activities like suicidal ideation (e.g.,
Palmier-Claus, et al., 2012) and having sexual intercourse (e.g., Sunner, Walls, Blood, Mehta, &
Shrier, 2013) have been reported using EMA, indicating that participants likely do not refrain
from engaging in or reporting these types of activities (Hektner et al., 2007). The literature noted
above is encouraging given that CBDA represents highly sensitive experiences compared to
more mundane everyday activities.

Internal validity. In terms of assessing the internal validity of CBDA experiences, only
the individual participant can know whether his or her response is an accurate representation of
how he or she feels at the time of data collection. The validity of internal states can be assessed
by situational validity, whereby researchers examine whether adolescents’ reports of their

feelings make logical sense based on their reported experiences (Hektner et al., 2007). For
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example, if a participant indicates that he or she feels happy after experiencing threatening text
messages from his or her partner, this would be contrary to the expected response of feeling
scared, nervous, or angry.

External validity. Hektner et al. (2007) suggest that external validity, or the extent to
which inferences can be made from the sample to the larger population, is more evident in EMA
than internal validity. Given that EMA is used in longitudinal studies, attrition rates, missing
data, small sample sizes, and the potential difference in individuals who volunteer for EMA
studies compared to those who do not (Csikszentmihalyi & Larson, 1987; Larson, Moneta,
Richards, & Wilson, 2002; Mulligan, Schneider, & Wolfe, 2000) are threats to external validity.
This is because the data becomes less representative of the larger, intended population (Hektner
et al., 2007).

Reliability of ecological momentary assessment. Caution needs to be taken when
analyzing the reliability of data collected using EMA. Examining reliability of measures requires
the production of consistent responses (Hektner et al., 2007). EMA respondents, however, are
expected to experience variation in factors such as affect, concentration, and behaviour from one
time to the next. Addressing this limitation, Hektner et al. (2007) suggest that if responses are
aggregated, individual participants are likely to show a pattern of responses that are consistent
with his or her past or future responses. Thus, when examining split-half reliability, one set of
aggregated responses (e.g., one half of a week) can be tested against another set of aggregated
responses (e.g., one half of the second part of a week) to analyze if responses are relatively
consistent.

Validity of qualitative data. In the current study, qualitative data was analyzed through

a case-study approach. Berg (2001) indicates that when case studies are properly undertaken, the

37



results should not only fit the individual, but generally provide an understanding about similar
individuals. Validity in case studies does not imply that an explanation for why one individual
reacted to a CBDA incident explains why all individuals react that way; rather, it suggests an
explanation for how some individuals react to CBDA (Berg, 2001). Qualitative validity in the
context of a case study also means that the researcher checks for accuracy of the results by
implementing certain procedures (Creswell, 2014). In the current study, these procedures include
clarifying any biases that the primary researcher brings to the interpretation of the findings,
which may be influenced by factors such as gender, culture, history, or background, among
others. The primary researcher has significant experience studying and interpreting this type of
behaviour (i.e., CBDA), a factor that contributes to the credibility of the interpretation of
findings. Moreover, the primary researcher consulted with supervisors and colleagues to review
qualitative conclusions, allowing outside opinions to be included (Creswell, 2014).

Reliability of qualitative data. Qualitative reliability refers to the consistency or
stability of procedures used during a qualitative analysis approach (Creswell, 2014). In other
words, reliability asks if different researchers would come to the same findings and conclusions
(Silverman, 2000). Much of the reliability, validity, and objectivity in case studies lies in the
researcher’s ability to explain the procedures used so that other researchers can replicate the
study (Spencer, Ritchie, Lewis, & Dillon, 2003). Findings from case studies, however, are rarely
high in reliability. As much as there may be some consistency between responses, the uniqueness
of individuals also creates an expected difference between findings of different researchers

(Spencer, et al., 2003).
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Chapter Four: Results

This chapter will provide the results as per each research question. Prior to presenting
these results, participant characteristics will be presented. As well, information on the
examination of reliability and validity will be discussed as it relates to the current study. It is
important to note that, despite the small sample size, each research question in the current study
was still analyzed, with the exception of the second part of research question 2. The researcher
acknowledges the limitation that a small # puts on the power of results, the ability to make
concrete conclusions, and the ability to generalize these conclusions to a broader sample of
adolescents.
Participant Characteristics

Information on participant demographics can be found in Table 1. More females (n = 35;
67.3%) than males (n = 16; 30.8%) participated in the study; one participant chose “other” for
their gender. Participant ages ranged from 17 to 19 years old, with a mean age of 17.71 years
(SD = .76). Most participants were in grade 12 (n = 32) and received A’s and B’s (40.4%) in
school. The majority of participants were Caucasian/White (73.1%) and did not have a religious
preference (49%). Sixty-nine percent of participants indicated their current living structure
included living with their parent(s) and other sibling(s) and 61.5% indicated their family
structure was a two-parent household with their biological parents. “Other” living arrangements
included divorced or separated parents, being adopted, or living with their grandparents. The
highest level of educational attainment for both mothers and fathers was a bachelor’s degree

(28.5% for mothers and 36.5% for fathers).
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Table 1

Demographic Variables

Demographics n % or Mean
M)
Age 51 17.71 (M)
Grade/University Year 41 12.20 (M)
Grades
Mostly 90-100% (A’s) 1 1.9 (%)
Mostly 90-100% and 70-80% (A's-B's) 21 40.4 (%)
Mostly 70-80% (B's) 11 21.2 (%)
Mostly 70-80% and 50-60% (B’s-C’s) 15 28.8 (%)
Mostly 50-60% (C’s) 2 3.8 (%)
Mostly 50-60% and under 50% (C’s-D’s) 2 3.8 (%)
Race
Caucasian/White 38 73.1 (%)
South Asian 4 7.7 (%)
African American 2 3.8 (%)
Filipino 2 3.8 (%)
Latin American 2 3.8 (%)
Korean 1 1.9 (%)
Chinese 1 1.9 (%)
Aboriginal 1 1.9 (%)
Other 1 1.9 (%)
Arab 0 0 (%)
Japanese 0 0 (%)
South East Asian 0 0 (%)
West Asian 0 0 (%)
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Religious Preference n % or Mean

M)
Catholic 8 15.7 (%)
Muslim 1 2.0 (%)
Protestant 1 2.0 (%)
Agnostic 3 5.9 (%)
Christian 5 9.8 (%)
Other 8 15.7 (%)
None 25 49.0 (%)
Current Living Arrangement
With parent(s) and sibling(s) 36 69.2 (%)
With parent(s) 9 17.3 (%)
Other 7 13.5 (%)
Family Structure
Two-parent household (bio parents) 32 61.5 (%)
Single-mother household 5 9.6 (%)
Two-parent household (step-family - children from one or 8 15.4 (%)
both)
Single-father household 2 3.8 (%)
Two-parent household (blended children from one or both 1 1.9 (%)
parents and new children)
Other 4 7.7 (%)
Mother’s Highest Level of Education
Doctorate degree 1 1.9 (%)
Master's degree 7 13.5 (%)
Bachelor's degree 15 28.8 (%)
Trade/technical/vocational training (e.g., SAIT, Bow 3 5.8 (%)
Valley)
Some college credit, no degree 11 21.2 (%)
High school graduate, diploma or the equivalent (e.g., 12 23.1 (%)
GED)
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n % or Mean (M)

Some high school but did not graduate 2 3.8 (%)

Preschool to 8th grade 1 1.9 (%)
Father’s Highest Level of Education

Doctorate degree 1 1.9 (%)

Master's degree 9 17.3 (%)

Bachelor's degree 19 36.5 (%)

Trade/technical/vocational training (e.g., SAIT, Bow 8 15.4 (%)

Valley)

Some college credit, no degree 5 9.6 (%)

High school graduate, diploma or the equivalent (e.g., 7 13.5 (%)

GED)

Some high school but did not graduate 3 5.8 (%)

Preschool to 8th grade 0 0 (%)

Table 2 presents results on self-reported communication use. When asked to choose
which type of communication methods teens used on a weekly basis (i.e., check more than one),
texting was reported as the highest (96.2%), followed by Snapchat (76.9%), and Instagram
(73.1%). When asked to choose one type of communication method participants indicated they
used the most overall, Snapchat (44.2%) was the highest, followed by texting (32.7%). “Other”
types of communication methods used the most overall were Discord, Skype, Steam, or
WhatsApp. Discord is an all-in-one voice and text chat for individuals playing video games
(Discord, n.d.). Skype is a video chat and voice call tool (Microsoft, 2019). Steam is a website
for purchasing and playing video games and it includes community features such as friends lists,
groups, and in-game voice and chat (Valve Corporation, 2019). WhatsApp is similar to text
messaging, but also allows video chat, group messaging, and voice calls between users of

different smartphone models (WhatsApp Inc., 2019).

4