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Abstract

Objectives This meta-analysis examines the efficacy of programs at increasing knowl-
edge about dating violence, changing attitudes, increasing bystander behaviors, and
reducing incidents of dating violence perpetration and victimization.
Methods A systematic search yielded 38 studies contributing 73 independent effect
sizes. Studies were pooled by outcome measure and ten moderators were used to
examine the impacts of program and study characteristics.
Results Prevention programs had a significant, positive impact on measures of knowl-
edge (ES = 0.566, z = 3.59), attitudes (ES = 0.191, z = 3.88), and violence perpetration
(ES = .157, z = 3.11), but did not significantly impact experiences of victimization or
bystander behaviors.
Conclusions Results indicate that dating violence prevention programs are effective at
improving knowledge, attitudes, and some behaviors, providing support for the continued
implementation of these programs with adolescent populations. Future research should
investigate the impact of specific program content and long-term behavioral outcomes.

Keywords Dating violence . Adolescent . Teen . Prevention .Meta-analysis . Systematic
review

Dating violence is a serious and prevalent issue among adolescents and young adults,
with approximately 43% of police-reported victimization incidents in Canada occurring
among youth aged 15–24 (Hotton Mahoney 2010). In the USA, an estimated 1 in 11
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female and 1 in 15 male teens have experienced physical violence perpetrated by a
dating partner (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC] 2019). Dating
violence refers to the perpetration of physical, emotional, or sexual abuse, stalking,
or verbal threats between two people in a dating relationship and has been associated
with substantial negative consequences (Cascardi et al. 2018; CDC 2019; Hickman
et al. 2004). Deleterious outcomes such as depression, anxiety, substance abuse,
disordered eating, and physical injury have been associated with experiences of dating
violence and have evidence of long-term impacts (Ackard and Neumark-Sztainer 2002;
Callahan et al. 2003; Coker et al. 2000; Teten Tharp et al. 2017). Additionally, many
adults who experience intimate partner violence first experienced such violence during
an adolescent relationship (Hotton Mahoney 2010). Early intervention and prevention
of dating violence behaviors is imperative.

Numerous adolescent dating violence prevention programs have been developed in
recent years, with a heavy focus on school-based programs. Most are delivered in
classrooms in middle or high schools and work to address dating violence by targeting
negative attitudes and behaviors, and focusing on the development of healthy relation-
ship and conflict resolution skills (e.g., Adler-Baeder et al. 2007; Lowe et al. 2008;
MacGowan 1997). Findings across the many individual evaluations of dating violence
prevention programs are mixed. Several meta-analytic reviews have also examined
program effectiveness; however, these reviews present disparate results and each has an
accompanying set of limitations. The current study seeks to expand and improve upon
the existing meta-analytic literature regarding the impacts of adolescent dating violence
prevention programs.

Prevalence of dating violence among adolescents

Adolescence is a critical point in human cognitive and personal development, which
increases the risk of dating violence (Kerig 2010; Smith and Donnelly 2008). Numer-
ous psychological changes occur as adolescents begin to build their sense of self and
self-confidence (Lapierre et al. 2019); dating experiences that begin at this age are
replete with new challenges which can lead to conflict and stress. These emotions can
increase the likelihood of youth engaging in behaviors to maintain an intimate rela-
tionship, such as perpetrating or tolerating partner violence (Lapierre et al. 2019; Smith
and Donnelly 2008). Further, adolescents often lack the knowledge and skills to
properly address conflicts that may arise, which increases their risk for abusive
behaviors (Kerig 2010; Smith and Donnelly 2008).

The prevalence of dating violence among adolescents is high across North American
regional and national populations (Hickman et al. 2004). In a nationally representative
survey of American youth aged 12–18, Taylor and Mumford (2016) found that 37%
(n = 667) of the total sample of 1804 reported having been in a dating relationship.
Among these youths, rates of partner violence were high, with 69% reporting victim-
ization and 63% reporting perpetration of at least one type of physical, sexual, or
psychological violence. Gender differences in the sample were minimal; 69% of both
boys and girls had been victimized, while 62% of boys and 63% of girls had committed
violence. These findings are consistent with rates found in other studies at both regional
and local levels. For example, Niolon et al. (2015) surveyed middle school students in
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four American cities; of the 1673 participants who had been in a dating relationship,
more than three-quarters reported perpetrating at least one form of dating violence.
Specific estimates across studies vary and often differ widely based on how dating
violence is defined (i.e., emotional, physical, and/or sexual violence; Hoefer et al. 2015).

With respect to the prevalence of dating violence, rates of psychological violence are
typically higher than rates of physical or sexual violence (Leen et al. 2013). Reported
estimates of psychological perpetration range from 62 to 77% (Niolon et al. 2015;
Taylor and Mumford 2016), while victimization rates range from 42 to 66% (Hickman
et al. 2004; Taylor and Mumford 2016). Physical violence often has much lower
estimates; rates of perpetration range from 12 to 33% and those of victimization span
8 to 25% (Hickman et al. 2004; Kann et al. 2018; Niolon et al. 2015; Taylor and
Mumford 2016). Sexual dating violence is the least prevalent form, with perpetration
estimates of 12 to15% and victimization rates of 5 to 18% (Hickman et al. 2004; Kann
et al. 2018; Niolon et al. 2015; Taylor and Mumford 2016).

Consequences of dating violence

The high prevalence of dating violence is especially concerning due to the potential
adverse consequences that can arise. Adolescence is a critical juncture in the develop-
ment of personal identity and sense of self; as such, adolescents’ overall psychological
well-being and development are particularly susceptible to the negative impacts of
dating violence (Callahan et al. 2003). Dating violence victimization is significantly
related to increased experiences of post-traumatic stress, depression, and anxiety, the
effects of which are known to be long lasting (Banyard and Cross 2008; Brown et al.
2009; Callahan et al. 2003; Foshee et al. 2013).

Dating violence victimization is also associated with numerous negative behavioral
and physical effects. There is evidence that physical and sexual dating violence are
associated with increased disordered eating, substance use, and risky sexual behaviors
(Ackard and Neumark-Sztainer 2002; Coker et al. 2000; Silverman et al. 2001).
Physical harm may also result; the extent of injuries sustained ranges from minor to
severe. For example, Teten Tharp et al. (2017) found that 54% of youth in grades 8
through 12 who reported dating violence had sustained an injury as a result of the
abuse, with physical injuries significantly more prevalent in females than in males.

Dating violence prevention programming

An important component of a comprehensive approach to addressing adolescent dating
violence is prevention programming; the majority of programs ultimately seek to end
dating violence and promote equitable and respectful relationships among youth
(Crooks et al. 2019). These goals are typically approached through strategies intended
to increase knowledge about dating violence and healthy/unhealthy relationships,
modify attitudes and beliefs towards violence and aggression in the relationship
context, increase positive behaviors and reduce/eliminate aggressive behaviors, and
increase and develop the skills needed to create positive relationships (Crooks et al.
2019). Adolescent dating violence prevention programs are usually administered in-
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person in middle and high schools, allowing program organizers to reach a large
number of youths in an efficient manner (Temple et al. 2013). School-based program-
ming also allows for early intervention, which is important for averting future violence
(Black et al. 2017; Crooks et al. 2019).

Empirical evaluations of dating violence prevention programs have produced mixed
findings. Generally, programs show positive results concerning increases in knowledge
about and attitudes towards dating violence (e.g., Gardner et al. 2004), although the
relationship is not always statistically significant. With respect to behavioral outcomes
such as violence perpetration or victimization, findings vary considerably in both
significance level and direction of effect, with studies producing both positive and
negative impacts (e.g., Levesque et al. 2016; Wolfe et al. 2009). Given the variability in
findings, meta-analysis is important for understanding the overall landscape of dating
violence prevention program efficacy.

Prior meta-analytic reviews on dating violence prevention

Several systematic reviews of dating, intimate partner, and sexual violence prevention
programs for adolescents have been conducted (e.g., Community Preventative Services
Task Force (CPSTF), 2018; De Koker et al. 2014; DeGue et al. 2014; Graham et al.
2019); here, we focus specifically on the four previous meta-analytic reviews of school-
based adolescent dating violence prevention programs (de la Rue et al. 2017; Edwards
and Hinsz 2014; Fellmeth et al. 2015; and Ting 2009) (see Table 1). All four reviews
focused on studies using two-group designs, the included programs focused on sexual
violence as well as more general dating violence, and the included studies were
published up until 2013 (at the latest). In terms of outcomes, the study by Ting
(2009) included measures of knowledge and attitudes, the studies by de la Rue et al.
(2017) and Fellmeth et al. (2015) included knowledge, attitudes, and behavioral
measures, and Edwards and Hinsz (2014) used a combined attitudinal/behavioral
measure of dating violence. Findings are inconsistent across the reviews, with de la
Rue et al. (2017) and Ting (2009) reporting positive results regarding knowledge and
attitudes, de la Rue et al. (2017) and Fellmeth et al. (2015) finding no treatment impact
on behavioral outcomes, and the results from Edwards and Hinsz (2014) indicating an
overall positive effect of dating violence prevention programs.

The current study aims to extend and improve upon the existing comprehensive
reviews through several key differences. The first is in the definition of the primary
programs of interest. The four existing meta-analyses all included some programs that
solely target sexual violence (e.g., rape, sexual coercion, date/acquaintance rape); we
contend that while sexual violence is one element of dating violence, it is only one of the
many components. By focusing specifically (and only) on sexual violence, a program
would fail to target the most common dating violence behaviors as it would exclude non-
sexual physical and psychological violence. Further, although sexual violence can occur
within a dating relationship, it can also occur in non-dating contexts (e.g., stranger,
acquaintance rape). The current study limits the analysis to programs targeting general
dating violence prevention and excludes programs solely targeting sexual violence.

Additionally, previous meta-analyses have limited the included studies to those with
two-group designs and excluded single-group, pre-test–post-test designs. This is a
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common criterion in meta-analysis to ensure the quality of included studies is strong;
designs without a control or matched comparison group may overestimate the treatment
effect (Carlson and Schmidt 1999; Lipsey and Wilson 2001). However, due to logis-
tical constraints when dealing with adolescent, school-based populations, randomized
control trials or designs with matched comparison groups are often not possible. Our
literature search determined that implementation of this inclusion criterion would
eliminate a considerable number of evaluations of dating violence prevention programs
from the analysis. By excluding those studies with weaker research designs, the
conclusions that can be drawn from the field are arguably biased as many existing
program evaluations are ignored. While there are limitations to single-group designs,
some methodological techniques can be used to mitigate these concerns (see Morris

Table 1 Summary of previous meta-analyses

Study Inclusion criteria #
studies

# studies that
overlap with
present
analysis

Conclusions

de la Rue
et al.
(2017)

2-group randomized or
quasi-experimental design; middle
or high school age and setting;
outcomes included knowledge of
and attitudes towards dating vio-
lence and perpetration and victim-
ization of physical, verbal, and
sexual aggression; includes sexual
violence programs, published prior
to 2014

23 6 Positive effect on knowledge and
attitudes; no effect on
perpetration or victimization
outcomes

Edwards
and
Hinsz
(2014)

Randomized or quasi-experimental
design; middle and high school
age; outcomes included attitudes
towards sexual and dating
violence, self- and school-reported
physical and sexual violence per-
petration; includes sexual violence
programs; published prior to 2012

7 1 Positive effect on a combined
measure of dating violence
outcomes

Fellmeth
et al.
(2015)

Randomized or quasi-experimental
design; middle, high school, and
college programs; outcomes in-
cluded victimization of dating
violence, improvement in mental
well-being, and improvements in
behavior and knowledge about
dating violence; includes sexual
violence programs; published prior
to 2013

33 2 No significant effects on
knowledge, attitudes,
behaviors, or skills

Ting
(2009)

2-group designs; middle and high
school age; outcomes included
knowledge and attitudes towards
dating violence; includes sexual
violence programs; limited to
peer-reviewed sources and official
reports; published 1990–2007

13 3 Positive effect on knowledge and
attitudes
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and DeShon 2002), and we contend that the inclusion of well-implemented single-
group, pre-test–post-test designs allows for a more thorough and comprehensive
examination of the field.

The present study also differs from the Ting (2009) meta-analysis in that we include
unpublished works in addition to peer-reviewed, published studies (e.g., theses, disser-
tations, private research reports). Doing so provides a more comprehensive view of the
field and minimizes potential publication bias. Finally, the current meta-analysis pro-
vides an up-to-date examination of dating violence prevention programs (initial search
conducted in April 2019 and updated in February 2020), a timeframe which extends
beyond prior reviews by a minimum of 6 years. By using a more current literature
search, a more specific definition of dating violence prevention, and including additional
research designs and unpublished works, the current study has very little overlap with
previousmeta-analyses on dating violence (only 6 of our 38 included studies overlapped
with the existing reviews). These distinctions help the present study to provide important
insights into the effectiveness of adolescent dating violence prevention programs.

Study aim

The purpose of the study is to use systematic review and meta-analysis to synthesize
and evaluate the overall effectiveness of dating violence prevention programs at
improving adolescent knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors. Specifically, this study
examines the impact of dating violence prevention programs at (1) increasing knowl-
edge about dating violence, (2) improving attitudes towards dating violence behaviors,
(3) reducing incidents of dating violence perpetration, (4) reducing experiences of
dating violence victimization, and (5) increasing bystander intentions and/or behaviors.

Method

Systematic review strategy for identification of studies

A comprehensive and exhaustive list of terms was first identified by consulting the
relevant literature for common terms as well as synonyms and interchangeable phrases.
The constructs were developed using an iterative process of trial and error, with multiple
rounds of testing. Boolean operators and wildcard markers were used to broaden the
search. The final set of search terms involved three constructs, as shown in Table 2.

The final iteration of the search strategy was applied to 23 electronic databases (e.g.,
Criminal Justice Abstracts, PsycINFO; see Appendix for full list) and the key terms
were searched in the Abstract field. Additionally, in an effort to avoid issues of
publication bias, the grey literature was searched for unpublished works such as theses
and dissertations, conference presentations, technical reports, and independent projects.
Grey literature sources included Google and Google Scholar (the first 100 hits of each
were searched), websites of relevant organizations (e.g., Public Safety Canada, Depart-
ment of Justice, National Resource Center on Domestic Violence), and the curriculum
vitae of prominent researchers in the field (e.g., Vangie Foshee, Bruce Taylor). The
reference lists of included studies were also hand searched to identify additional studies,
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as were the reference lists of identified meta-analyses or literature reviews focused on
dating violence prevention or relationship education programs.

Selection criteria

Inclusion criteria To be included in the pooled analysis, (1) studies must have evaluated
a program specifically focused on dating violence prevention or education for an
adolescent population (under age 18). (2) The study must have included at least one
quantitative outcome measure relevant to knowledge about dating violence, attitudes
towards dating violence, dating violence victimization or perpetration, or bystander
behaviors. (3) The study must also have provided sufficient data and information to
enable the calculation of an effect size. (4) Included studies used a control/comparison
group and/or a pre-test/post-test design and scored at least a two on the Maryland Scale
of Scientific Methods (i.e., “temporal sequence between the program and the crime or
risk outcome clearly observed, or the presence of a comparison group without demon-
strated comparability to the treatment group”; Sherman et al. 1998, p. 4). This included
randomized control trials, quasi-experimental studies (with a matched comparison
group or wait-list control group), and single-group, pre-test–post-test studies. Studies
were eligible for inclusion if they (5) used a sample size of at least 20 participants, (6)
were published in English or French, and (7) were conducted in North America,
Western Europe, Australia, or New Zealand.

Exclusion criteria To further refine the sample and ensure commensurability among
studies, a set of exclusion criteria were applied. Studies were excluded if the
primary focus was the prevention of any other type of violence not identified as
dating violence and that does not occur within a specified dating relationship. This
included studies focused solely on sexual violence, general school violence, non-
intimate partner peer violence, and bullying. Studies were also excluded if the
target population was very specific (e.g., those with particular mental health
concerns or histories of serious maltreatment or abuse, teen mothers, youths living
in a residential facility) to maximize similarities across study populations. In
addition, studies were excluded if the research design was a post-test only design,
or if the comparison group was deemed inappropriate (e.g., those exposed to
another program or intervention).

Table 2 Summary of search constructs and terms

Construct Search terms

Dating violence “dating violence” OR “relationship violence” OR “dating aggression” OR “relationship
aggression”OR “couple violence”OR “dating relationship*”OR “healthy relationships”
OR “dating abuse” OR “relationship abuse” OR “dating matters” OR “ending violence”
OR “strong start” OR “expect respect” OR “teen choices” OR “safe dates” OR “date
SMART” OR “shifting boundaries” OR “Courage7&8” OR “The fourth R” OR
“A.S.A.P. “OR “SafeTeen” OR “Voices Against Violence”

Prevention
program

program OR prevent* OR interven* OR campaign

Evaluation eval* OR impact* OR outcome* OR assess* OR effect*
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Study collection

Once the initial literature search was performed and studies were identified as being
potentially relevant, two independent reviewers read through the titles and abstracts and
applied inclusion criteria to determine those studies that should be retrieved for further
review. After retrieval, two reviewers applied the inclusion and exclusion criteria to
identify those to be retained for coding. Discrepancies in reviewer decisions were
discussed until an agreement was reached, leading to a final sample of 38 studies.

Analytic approach

Coding All studies selected for inclusion were coded independently by two reviewers
on a series of 83 variables. These variables included program characteristics (e.g.,
program goals, program components), intervention characteristics (e.g., number of
sessions and contact hours, who delivered the program material), study characteristics
(e.g., research design, type of comparison group; score on the Maryland Scale of
Scientific Methods), sample characteristics (e.g., sample size, age range of participants,
gender), outcome measures (e.g., type of outcome, type of data, timing of post-test),
and treatment and control group outcomes (e.g., mean scores on measurement scales at
pre-test and post-test).

Effect size calculation Due to the differing forms of data and statistical methods used
across studies, it is necessary to transform individual study findings into a standardized
format to conduct the pooled analysis (Card 2011; Hedges 2000). We used a standard-
ized mean difference as the primary effect size type; calculations were based on the
following types of reported outcome data: (a) For the 16 studies that presented means
and standard deviations, a Cohen’s d was calculated. (b) For studies that did not report
means and/or standard deviations, a standardized mean difference was computed using
other available statistics including a beta coefficient and standard deviation (n = 1), and
an F test with unequal group sizes (n = 1). (c) Nine of the included studies presented
dichotomous outcome measures (e.g., percentages or raw numbers representing how
many participants experienced or perpetrated dating violence). Effect sizes for these
studies were computed as odds ratios (Lipsey and Wilson 2001), and we applied a Cox
transformation to the logged odds ratios to adjust for the dichotomous data (Lipsey and
Wilson 2001; Sanchez-Meca et al. 2003). (d) Last, 11 studies used a single-group pre-
test–post-test design.1 These effect sizes were calculated as an adapted Cohen’s d using

1 It is widely debated whether effect sizes from single-group designs can be appropriately combined with those
from two-group designs (Cuijpers et al. 2017; Lipsey and Wilson 2001). Some researchers have argued that
effect sizes can be pooled if they provide estimates of the same treatment effect and are computed in the same
metric (Morris and DeShon 2002). To determine whether there is appropriate equivalence between studies,
researchers must first consider how well a single-group study controls for potential bias and other factors that
could impact the reliability of the treatment estimate (Borenstein and Hedges 2019; Morris and DeShon 2002).
Additionally, as effect sizes between single-group and two-group designs are inherently different (due to using
different standard deviations; e.g., standard deviations of pretest scores versus post-test scores versus pooled
scores), the scaling of the effect size will differ and must be transformed to correct for disparities (Morris and
DeShon 2002). Following these suggestions, the single-group evaluations in the current study were assessed
for comparability to the treatment effect in the two-group studies, and effect sizes were computed using an
adapted Cohen’s d and transformed to a raw score metric.
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pre-test and post-test means and standard deviations, then transformed from a change
score metric to a raw score metric to be commensurable with the effect sizes produced
from two-group designs (see Morris and DeShon 2002).

Cluster adjustments Many of the included studies did not assign individual students to
the treatment or comparison groups; instead, conditions were assigned based on groups
such as whole schools or classrooms within schools. As participants in these designs
were nested within clusters, we cluster-adjusted the effect sizes and standard errors
(Hedges and Hedberg 2007). These adjustments were made using an estimate of the
intra-cluster correlation coefficient (ICC), a measure of the proportional variance
attributable to group differences. Of the 38 studies included, only seven reported an
exact ICC or a range of ICCs across outcomes. For the remaining studies, we turned to
the literature to determine an appropriate estimate of the ICC for each cluster type.
Unfortunately, guidelines with respect to ICCs are lacking, with sparse information
available on appropriate ICC estimates for similar cluster (classroom, school) and
outcome types (behavior, attitudes). Based on the reported ICCs in our sample and
the existing literature (including the What Works Clearinghouse (2017) along with
several primary studies: Brackett et al. 2011; Di Stasio et al. 2016; Fonagy et al. 2009;
Isaacs et al. 2013; Murray and Blitstein 2003; Spence et al. 2003; Thornberg et al.
2017), we estimated the most appropriate ICC estimates for the current set of studies.
We used an ICC of .026 for behavioral outcomes and an ICC of .028 for attitudinal
outcomes for the school-level cluster adjustments, and an ICC of .10 for classroom-
level cluster adjustments.

Pooled effect estimates There are two primary models used in meta-analysis: fixed
effects and random effects models. Both models weight each study by its inverse
variance, however, the calculation of the weights differs based on the assumed source
of variability between studies (Card 2011; Egger and Smith 2001; Lipsey and Wilson
2001). A fixed effects model assumes the between-subject variability present is the
result of sampling error and occurs only by chance (Lipsey and Wilson 2001), while
random effects models assume that between-study heterogeneity is significant and
variability is due to factors other than random subject-level sampling error (Card
2011; Lipsey and Wilson 2001). In the current analysis, given a multitude of
between-study differences and the fact that the specific dating violence programs varied
across studies, we implemented random effects models. Publication bias was assessed
using Egger’s test of small study effects and funnel plots (Steichen 1998; Sterne and
Harbord 2004). Influence analysis was used to identify potential outliers, and hetero-
geneity was assessed using Q-statistics and I2 statistics. The Q-statistic indicates if there
is significant heterogeneity between studies, while the I2 statistic is a measure of how
much heterogeneity can be attributed to sources other than sampling error (Card 2011;
Lipsey and Wilson 2001).

Outcome measures The present analysis includes a series of five outcome measures;
multiple effect sizes were included per individual study as long as each effect size was
pooled within separate outcome measure categories (i.e., a given study could not
contribute more than one effect size per category). The five outcomes are the following:
(1) knowledge of dating violence (e.g., recognition of types of dating violence
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behaviors or facts about dating violence), (2) attitudes towards dating violence (e.g.,
beliefs about if/when violence is appropriate, acceptance of rape myths), (3) perpetra-
tion of dating violence behaviors (e.g., hitting, slapping, name-calling), (4) experiences
of dating violence victimization (e.g., being hit or verbally abused by a dating partner),
and (5) bystander behaviors and intentions (e.g., “if your friend called their partner a
rude name, how likely is it that you would say something?”).

Subgroup analysis Additionally, subgroup analysis was used to assess potential
sources of variability among various program and study characteristics (Lipsey and
Wilson 2001). A series of ten dichotomous variables were selected as potential
moderating variables including (1) length of program (≤ 5 h vs. > 5 h); (2) curriculum
addressed gender roles and stereotypes (yes/no); (3) curriculum incorporated bystander
training (yes/no); (4) level of school (middle school vs. high school); (5) treatment
group sample size (< 300 participants vs. ≥ 300 participants); (6) randomized research
design (randomized control trial vs. non-randomized design); (7) single-group research
design (single-group pre-test–post-test design vs. two-group design); (8) publication
year (prior to 2015 vs. 2015 or later); (9) time of post-test (immediately after program
end vs. 1+ months after program end); (10) sample ethnicity (group was predominantly
Caucasian or mixed ethnicity vs. predominantly ethnic minority).2 Subgroup analysis
was conducted using the analog to the ANOVA method, which separates the total
variability (QT) into the within-group variation (Qw = the summed Q-statistics for each
of the two groups in the analysis) and that which can be explained by the categorical
variable (the between-group variation; Qb = the difference between the total and within
Q-statistics). If the Qb is statistically significant, it suggests the two categories are
producing significantly different effect sizes and the difference is due to more than
sampling error (Lipsey and Wilson 2001).

Decision rules A key assumption in primary data analysis is the independence of
observations; this assumption holds true for meta-analysis with effect size as the unit
of observation (Card 2011). To ensure independence of effect sizes, several decision
rules were implemented: (a) If multiple documents presented data from the same
population or study, the one with the most detailed information and relevant outcomes
was selected. (b) If a study separated their sample into independent subgroups (e.g., by
gender), results were combined across subgroups to create a single effect size. (c) If a
study included multiple treatment groups, the treatment group that was the most
comparable to those in the overall set of studies was selected for inclusion. (d) When
multiple post-tests were reported (e.g., an immediate post-test and a 3-month follow-
up), the immediate post-test was chosen to maximize comparability across all included
studies (as this was the most common time point reported). (e) Some studies reported
multiple outcomes that were categorized under the same outcome measure category
(e.g., knowledge of dating violence); in these situations, the most commensurate
outcome to other studies was selected. (f) When a study reported multiple measures

2 Due to inconsistencies in reporting and differing sample sizes between outcomes, not all moderating
variables could be used for all outcomes. The specific moderating variables used in each analysis are identified
in the corresponding section for each of the five outcomes (dating violence knowledge, attitudes towards
dating violence, perpetration of violence, victimization of dating violence, and bystander behaviors).
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of violence perpetration/victimization using the same sample, they were prioritized in
the order of emotional, then physical, then sexual violence. Emotional violence was
prioritized as this form of violence is reported with high frequency among youth (Leen
et al. 2013; Taylor and Mumford 2016).

Throughout the coding process, “missing” data was often noted; in other words,
across the set of included studies, certain pieces of information may not have been
presented by study authors (e.g., sample size, participant age, whether the program
included bystander training). We attempted to obtain this information by
contacting study authors; otherwise, when possible, we inferred the missing data
or calculated it using data available in the evaluation report.3 Notably, there was
substantial inconsistency across studies in reporting whether certain components
were included in the program curricula. In some cases, it was possible to infer the
information based on other information provided; for example, it was assumed
that group discussion was involved if the program was delivered in-person in a
small group setting.

Results

The initial search of the 23 electronic databases resulted in a total of 4646 articles,
while the search of the grey literature identified 962 additional studies (see Fig. 1).
The abstracts of all hits were reviewed and 146 articles were identified as
potentially eligible; inclusion and exclusion criteria were applied and 94 studies
were selected. Interrater reliability was high for retrieval agreement with a kappa
of 0.783 (z = 10.82, p < .001) and moderately high 0.621 (z = 7.30, p < .001) for
inclusion agreement. All disagreements were discussed and resolved. Due to
reasons such as missing data, data that were inappropriate for calculating com-
mensurable effect sizes, or overlapping samples (i.e., studies using the same
dataset), an additional 44 studies were excluded during the data extraction and
effect size calculation stages (remaining n = 50). Upon consideration of clear
programmatic heterogeneity based on participant age, programs targeting
middle/high school students and college students were deemed incommensurate
for pooling. College programs were excluded, leaving a final sample of 38
independent studies which contributed 73 independent effect sizes (see Table 3).

Overview of the included studies

The 73 effect sizes were dispersed across the five dating violence outcome measures:
knowledge (22%), attitudes (27%), perpetration (23%), victimization (18%), and

3 For example, several studies reported only the total or combined pre- or post-test sample sizes, rather than
specifying the sample sizes per treatment/control group. In these cases, when other information regarding the
sample size was available such as degrees of freedom or full pre- or post-test sample size, we calculated the
group sample sizes using an assumption of proportional attrition. For example, we took the analytic sample
size per effect size based on the degrees of freedom from the reported F tests and assumed proportionally
equivalent attrition from the treatment and control groups based on pre-test sample sizes.
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bystander behaviors and intentions (10%). Studies were published between 1997 and
2019 and a majority (82%) were published in peer-reviewed journals (see Table 4).
Over half of the included studies used a randomized control trial design (58%) and half
used an immediate post-test (50%). Treatment group sample size ranged from 20 to
1389 participants at pre-test, and sample size at post-test ranged from 20 to 1267.
Participant mean age was 14.46 (SD = 1.2). Of the studies reporting the racial/ethnic
composition of the sample (n = 32), just over one-third used a predominantly Caucasian
or mixed ethnicity sample (34%), while 66% involved a sample that primarily included
ethnic minority participants. The 38 programs were mostly delivered in a classroom
environment (74%), and program length ranged from 15 min to 28 h.

a 
After the initial set of 191 records was identified, two reviewers assessed the abstracts for relevance and excluded 

45 records that were deemed to be outside the scope of the study.
b 

Four additional sources were identified, but we were unable to obtain the full-text. 
c

During the application of inclusion/exclusion criteria, a total of 48 studies were excluded for the following reasons: 

15 studies were excluded due to data inappropriate for calculating effect sizes or a lack of quantitative data; 6 were 

excluded due to irrelevant outcomes (e.g., communication strategies, knowledge of general, non-dating violence 

behaviors); 3 were excluded due to overlapping samples; 5 were excluded due to an inappropriate comparison group 

(e.g., another program); 1 study was excluded due to small sample size; and the remaining 18 studies were excluded 

due to other reasons (e.g., not being an evaluation, published in a non-Western country, not published in English, 

targeted too specific of a population, or was a post-test only design).
d 

During the data extraction and coding processes, an additional 44 studies were excluded for the following reasons: 

29 studies were excluded due to missing data or an inability to calculate effect sizes (e.g., missing sample sizes, only 

reporting post-test data, reporting a statistical test not amenable to calculating standardized mean difference effect 

sizes); 4 were excluded due to overlapping samples; 1 was excluded for methodological issues (i.e., biased sample, 

imputed outcome data); 6 were excluded for incommensurate outcome measures (e.g., likelihood to engage in stages 

of change in the context of bystander behavior; anger management, not reporting summary results, only by single 

questions); 2 were excluded due to small sample size; and 2 were excluded as a result of an inappropriate control 

group (e.g., another program or condition of program).

4,646 records identified through 

database searching

962 additional records identified 

through other sources

191 records deemed potentially eligible 45 records excluded
a

142 full-text articles assessed for eligibility
b

48 full-text articles 

excluded
c

94 articles identified for inclusion and fully 

coded

50 studies deemed eligible for analysis

44 articles excluded
d

12 studies of college-

aged programs excluded

38 studies included in the final analytic 

sample

73 independent effect sizes included in the 

final analytic sample

Fig. 1 Systematic search results
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Table 4 Study and program characteristics (n = 38)

Characteristic N (%)

Publication year (range 1997–2019)

Pre-2015 19 (50.0)

2015–2019 19 (50.0)

Publication type

Journal 31 (81.6)

Report 2 (5.3)

Dissertation/thesis 5 (13.2)

Randomized research design

Randomized control trial 22 (57.9)

Quasi-experiment with matched comparison group 5 (13.2)

Single-group design

Single-group pre-test–post-test 11 (28.9)

Two-group design 27 (71.1)

Methodological rigor

Maryland Scale “2” 11 (28.9)

Maryland Scale “3” 2 (5.3)

Maryland Scale “4” 3 (7.9)

Maryland Scale “5” 22 (57.9)

Time of post-test

Immediate 19 (50.0)

1–3-month post-treatment end 10 (26.3)

4–6-month post-treatment end 4 (10.5)

7–12-month post-treatment end 2 (5.3)

12 months+ 3 (7.9)

Treatment group sample size at pre-test M = 332.7 (SD = 318.2)

Treatment group sample size at post-test M = 304.0 (SD = 281.9)

Participant age M= 14.5 (SD = 1.2)

Race/ethnicity of analysis sample

Caucasian/mixed 11 (28.9)

Minority 21 (55.3)

Missing 6 (15.8)

Number of hours

< 2 6 (15.8)

2–10 23 (60.5)

11–20 4 (10.5)

> 20 5 (13.2)

Program setting

Classroom 28 (73.7)

Small group 6 (15.8)

Other 4 (10.5)

Addressed gender roles

No 23 (60.5)
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Knowledge of dating violence (N = 16)

Sixteen independent effect sizes for outcomes examining the impact of a dating
violence program on knowledge of dating violence were pooled (see Fig. 2). The
pooled effect size of 0.566 (z = 3.59, p < .001) is a statistically significant, positive
result, and suggests that dating violence prevention programs are effective at increasing
adolescents’ knowledge about dating violence. Significant heterogeneity was observed
(Q = 453.23, I2 = 96.7%). No evidence of publication bias was found using Egger’s test
of small study effects.

Eight moderator variables were tested using subgroup analysis, and seven were
significant (treatment group sample size was not a significant moderating variable) (see
Table 5 for an overview of the moderator results across the four outcomes examined

Table 4 (continued)

Characteristic N (%)

Yes 12 (31.6)

Missing 3 (7.9)

Incorporated bystander training

No 20 (52.6)

Yes 11 (28.9)

Missing 7 (18.4)

Fig. 2 Forest plot for the outcome of dating violence knowledge (n = 16)
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Table 5 Summary of subgroup analyses by outcome

Outcome

Knowledge Attitudes Perpetration Victimization

Program characteristics

Gender roles

No ES= .946, z = 25.4*** ES = .104, z = 3.2** ES = .192, z = 5.3*** ES = .135, z = 3.7***

Yes ES = .380, z = 7.0***
QB = 122.2***

ES = .323, z = 6.3***
QB = 20.4***

ES = .055, z = 1.1
QB = 7.2**

ES = − .008, z = 0.2
QB = 5.8*

Bystander training

No N/A N/A ES = .228, z = 5.9*** ES = .115, z = 3.0**

Yes ES = .013, z = 0.3
QB = 13.6***

ES = 0.00, z = 0.0
QB = 13.2***

Program length

< 5 h ES = .452, z = 13.4*** ES = .166, z = 5.8*** N/A ES = .245, z = 4.6***

> 5 h ES = 1.33, z = 26.9***
QB = 215.7***

ES = .143, z = 2.9**
QB = 0.2

ES = .013, z = 0.4
QB = 13.1***

Setting

Middle school N/A ES = .113, z = 1.81 N/A ES = .190, z = 2.5*

High school ES = .175, z = 6.07***
QB = 1.0

ES = .063, z = 2.0*
QB = 2.4

Study characteristics

Sample size

Less than 300 ES = .694, z = 19.0*** ES = .205, z = 6.8*** ES = .207, z = 3.1* ES = .124, z = 1.8

300 or more ES = .780, z = 18.0***
QB = 2.3

ES = .069, z = 1.6
QB = 6.7*

ES = .137, z = 4.4***
QB = 0.9

ES = .074, z = 2.3*
QB = 0.4

Randomized design

No ES = .957, z = 27.3*** ES = .209, z = 6.5*** ES = .136, z = 3.1** N/A

Yes ES = .342, z = 7.5***
QB = 113.4***

ES = .090, z = 2.3*
QB = 5.6*

ES = .159, z = 4.4***
QB = 0.12

SGPP design

Non-SGPP ES = .351, z = 8.2*** ES = .116, z = 3.2*** N/A N/A

SGPP ES = 1.01, z = 27.5***
QB = 136.0***

ES = .200, z = 5.9***
QB = 2.92

Publication year

Prior to 2015 ES = .774, z = 25.6*** ES = .134, z = 4.6*** ES = .156, z = 3.4** ES = .047, z = 0.9

2015–2019 ES = .476, z = 6.5***
QB = 14.3***

ES = .225, z = 4.9***
QB = 2.8

ES = .145, z = 4.1**
QB = 0.04

ES = .097, z = 2.8**
QB = 0.7

Time of post-test

Immediate ES = .790, z = 26.6*** ES = .156, z = 5.7*** ES = .093, z = 2.1* ES = .004, z = 0.1

1 month+ ES = .285, z = 3.5***
QB = 34.3***

ES = .175, z = 3.2**
QB = 0.1

ES = .190, z = 5.2***
QB = 2.9

ES = .142, z = 3.7***
QB = 5.7*

Sample ethnicity

Caucasian/mixed ES = .963, z = 22.4*** ES = .192, z = 5.5*** ES = .328, z = 6.9*** N/A

Predom minority ES = .574, z = 15.2***
QB = 51.9***

ES = .111, z = 3.1**
QB = 4.7*

ES = .091, z = 2.2*
QB = 25.0***

ES effect size, QB Q-between-group statistic, N/A moderator not examined

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001
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(knowledge, attitudes, violence perpetration, and victimization)). With respect to the
knowledge outcome, the moderating effect of program length was statistically significant
(Qb = 215.67, p < .001), with longer programs producing larger effect sizes than shorter
programs. Programs that did not include the topic of gender roles or stereotypes in the
curriculum produced significantly larger effect sizes than programs that did include this
topic (Qb = 122.22, p < .001). Studies with a randomized control design produced smaller
effect sizes than non-randomized designs (Qb = 113.35, p < .001), while studies using a
single-group pre-test–post-test design produced significantly larger effect sizes than those
with two-group designs (Qb = 136.0, p < .001). Studies published prior to 2015 had larger
effect sizes than those published more recently (Qb = 14.30, p < .001). The timing of post-
test was also a significant moderator; those studies using an immediate post-test produced
larger effect sizes than those with longer follow-up times (Qb = 34.25, p < .001). Last,
studies with a primarily Caucasian or mixed ethnicity sample had larger effect sizes than
those with a predominantly ethnic minority sample (Qb = 51.88, p < .001).

Attitudes and beliefs towards dating violence (N = 20)

Twenty effect sizes measuring the outcome of attitudes and beliefs towards dating
violence were pooled, resulting in a statistically significant, positive effect size of 0.191
(z = 3.88, p < .001) (see Fig. 3). These results suggest that youths who participate in

Fig. 3 Forest plot for the outcome of attitudes towards dating violence (n = 20)
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dating violence prevention programs are less likely to be accepting of dating violence
behaviors. The statistically significant Q-statistic of 60.67 and I2 of 68.7% illustrate a
considerable amount of heterogeneity within the sample. Egger’s test of small study
effects was not significant, indicating that publication bias is likely not a concern.

Subgroup analysis was conducted using nine moderator variables. Programs that
addressed gender roles in the curriculum produced significantly larger effect sizes than
those that did not (Qb = 20.41, p < .001). Effect sizes were also larger for studies with a
treatment group sample size under 300 participants versus a larger sample (Qb = 6.69,
p < .05), as well as for those with a non-randomized research design versus a random-
ized design (Qb = 5.59, p < .05). Additionally, effect sizes produced by studies with
predominantly Caucasian or mixed samples were significantly larger than those with
predominant minority samples (Qb = 4.66, p < .05).

Perpetration of dating violence behaviors (N = 16)

The pooled effect for 17 effect sizes on the perpetration of violent behaviors was
significant and positive at 0.157 (z = 3.11, p < .01). These results demonstrate that
incidents of dating violence among adolescents can be reduced and prevented with
the implementation of dating violence prevention programs. Significant heterogeneity
was again evident in the model (Q = 42.30, I2 = 62.2%) (see Fig. 4). The coefficient
produced by Egger’s test of small study effects was not statistically significant,
suggesting publication bias is unlikely.

Fig. 4 Forest plot for the outcome of violence perpetration (n = 17)
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Seven variables were investigated using subgroup analysis, three of which were
significant. Significantly larger effect sizes were produced by programs that did not
discuss gender roles compared to those that did (Qb = 7.22, p < .01); similarly, pro-
grams that did not include bystander training had larger effect sizes than those that
included such training (Qb = 13.58, p < .001). Last, sample ethnicity was a significant
moderator, with predominantly Caucasian or mixed samples producing larger effect
sizes than minority samples (Qb = 24.96, p < .001).

Dating violence victimization experiences (N = 12)

Twelve effect sizes measuring incidents of dating violence victimization yielded a non-
significant pooled effect of 0.102 (z = 1.61, p = 0.107; Q = 46.53, I2 = 74.2%) (see
Fig. 5). Unlike the previous three findings, this result suggests that dating violence
prevention programs do not have a significant impact on dating violence victimization
among adolescents. Egger’s test of small study effects was conducted; no evidence of
publication bias was found.

Four of seven variables were significant moderators in the subgroup analysis. Program
length had a significant moderating effect, with shorter programs resulting in larger effect
sizes (Qb = 13.12, p < .001). Programs also produced larger, positive effect sizes if they did
not discuss gender roles (Qb = 5.82, p < .05), or include bystander training (Qb = 13.19,
p < .001). Last, timing of the post-test was a significant moderator, with larger effect sizes
for longer follow-ups compared to immediate post-tests (Qb = 5.65, p < .05).

Fig. 5 Forest plot for the outcome of violence victimization (n = 13)
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Bystander behaviors and intentions (N = 6)

Seven effect sizes focused on bystander behaviors and intentions were identified;
however, the influence analysis identified one outlier study (Plourde et al. 2015). This
outlier was removed and the remaining six effect sizes were pooled, resulting in a non-
significant estimate of 0.120 (z = 1.90, p = .058) (see Fig. 6). This result implies that
dating violence prevention programs for adolescents are only marginally effective at
increasing bystander behaviors and intentions. Given the non-significant Q-statistic of
9.33, along with the small sample size for this outcome measure, moderator analyses
were not performed. Egger’s test of small study effects provides no indication of bias.

Discussion

The current study examined the overall effectiveness of adolescent dating violence
prevention programs at increasing knowledge about dating violence, improving atti-
tudes towards dating violence, reducing incidents of dating violence perpetration and
victimization, and increasing the prevalence of bystander behaviors and intentions. As a
whole, programs appear effective at increasing adolescents’ knowledge about dating
violence behaviors and impacts, as well as changing attitudes and beliefs concerning
dating violence. These findings are consistent with prior meta-analyses, despite mini-
mal overlap of included studies across the meta-analytic samples. Although the effect
sizes are somewhat small, most prevention programs seem to have a positive impact on
adolescents when it comes to increasing knowledge of and changing attitudes towards
dating violence. Several treatment and study characteristics were found to be significant

Fig. 6 Forest plot for the outcome of bystander behavior (n = 6)
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moderators of these outcomes, including the discussion of gender roles, timing of post-
test, and research design type. When examining attitudes towards dating violence,
programs that included a focus on gender roles produced larger effect sizes than
programs that did not. This finding is expected; given that gender roles and stereotypes
are believed to perpetuate myths regarding gender-based violence (Sampert 2010), we
would anticipate that teaching adolescents about these topics could help to dispel myths
and shift attitudes in a more positive direction. Contrary to expectations, the discussion
of gender roles produced the opposite effect for the knowledge outcome; programs that
included this topic produced significantly smaller effect sizes than did programs which
omitted it. While we can only postulate as to the reason for this unanticipated finding, it
may be due to discrepancies between the program content and outcome measures. If a
program includes the topic of gender roles and stereotypes, less time might be spent on
general dating violence knowledge. However, if the knowledge outcome measures
focus on more general violence topics (e.g., warning signs of abuse; Silverman 1999),
they may not be suitably tailored to the content presented, resulting in smaller effect
sizes.

Regarding study characteristics, studies with an immediate post-test produced sig-
nificantly larger effects for the knowledge outcome than those with a longer time to
follow-up. This result is consistent with expectations, as program effects tend to be
strongest immediately after a program ends and dissipate as time progresses (de la Rue
et al. 2017). Additionally, studies with randomized designs produced significantly
smaller effect sizes for the knowledge and attitude outcomes than did studies with
non-randomized designs. Similarly, studies with single-group pre-test–post-test designs
produced significantly larger effect sizes. These findings are not unexpected as it is well
documented that less rigorous research designs are more likely to overestimate the
treatment effect (Card 2011; Lipsey and Wilson 2001; Morris and DeShon 2002).
Nevertheless, this result is important given the high number of studies that employed a
single-group pre-test–post-test design. While significant differences exist between the
effect sizes for randomized vs. non-randomized designs and single-group vs. two-group
designs, all designs produced a positive, significant effect suggesting that the treatment
impact is sufficiently robust to be detected by both moderate and rigorous design types.

While knowledge and attitude outcomes generally had positive effects, a different
pattern of results emerged with respect to behaviors. When examining incidents of
dating violence perpetration (of any psychological/emotional, physical, or sexual
violence), a positive treatment impact was found with participants exhibiting a signif-
icant decrease in perpetration behaviors. This result is encouraging and consistent with
the aforementioned positive and significant findings on knowledge and attitudes. It is
also consistent with past research demonstrating that acceptance of dating violence and
more equitable gender attitudes are significant predictors of dating violence perpetra-
tion among adolescents, suggesting that changing these beliefs is an important step to
changing perpetration behaviors (Foshee et al. 2001; Miller et al. 2020; Mumford et al.
2020; McNaughton Reyes et al. 2016; Taylor et al. 2015). Conversely, the analyses of
program impact on both dating violence victimization and bystander behavior/
intentions resulted in positive but non-significant pooled effects. These results are
somewhat unexpected; similar to the perpetration of dating violence, previous research
suggests that acceptance of dating violence is a significant predictor of dating violence
victimization (Fernández-Antelo et al. 2020; Herrenkohl and Jung 2016; Karlsson et al.
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2016; Machado et al. 2010; Simon et al. 2010). Thus, if anti-dating violence attitudes
are increasing, we would expect victimization rates to decrease as adolescents become
less likely to tolerate this type of behavior. It may be that dating violence programs can
successfully teach students that violence in relationships is unacceptable, yet challenges
remain for adolescents in their ability to change the abusive behaviors of their partners.
While the victimization outcome was non-significant overall, several significant mod-
erator variables were identified—warranting a closer examination of these studies to
determine whether any important programmatic differences are seen.

The inclusion of bystander training and the topic of gender roles were both signif-
icant moderators for the victimization outcome. Programs that addressed gender roles
produced significantly different and negative effect sizes compared to those that did not
address gender roles. This negative trend may be due to adolescents developing an
increased ability to recognize multiple forms of dating violence victimization. For
example, participants may only report physical violence at pre-test; however, the
discussion of gender stereotypes and gender-related psychological abuse may lead
participants to identify additional incidents of violence that they might not have
considered at pre-test. As such, reports of victimization are increased at post-test,
resulting in what appears to be a negative program effect.

The inclusion of discussion surrounding gender roles and inequities also produced
significantly smaller effect sizes for the perpetration outcome. When these results are
taken together in the context of the victimization outcome, it implies that perhaps the
delivery of this particular information is not effective at impacting behaviors. This type
of content can be sensitive, with the risk of being portrayed as critical or placing blame;
research in sexual violence prevention has found that programs can lead participants to
feel as though they are being told how to think and act, and thus, they react with
hostility (Malamuth et al. 2018; Spikes and Sternadori 2018). The presentation of the
gender role and equity content in dating violence programs may elicit similar defensive
or negative reactions from participants, resulting in smaller or negative effects for both
perpetration and victimization. Adolescents may also have difficulty in translating what
they learn about gender roles and inequities into changes in their behaviors. If the
teaching methods do not actively demonstrate how to incorporate the information into
their behaviors and choices, participants may not see the direct connections between
these topics and their actions.

Additionally, programs that included bystander training also produced null effects
for the victimization outcome; this result is again counter to expectation. One potential
explanation may be that bystander training does not impact participants’ own experi-
ences of victimization. In other words, bystander training is focused on intervening in
situations involving other people and diffusing these situations (Coker et al. 2017;
Cook-Craig et al. 2014); the same techniques may not necessarily apply when the
individual is directly involved in a situation as the target of the abuse.

The effects on victimization were also moderated by program length, with the
unexpected finding that shorter programs produce significantly larger effects, though
shorter programs have been found to be associated with larger effects sizes in other
areas of violence prevention (DeVries et al. 2015; van der Put et al. 2018). It may be
that shorter programs are more direct and succinct with respect to educating participants
on how to recognize and prevent personal victimization. Perhaps participants are more
likely to pay attention to the material when it is presented in a shorter time frame
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(Flores and Hartlaub 1998). This is particularly likely with younger adolescents who
may be more prone to boredom or fatigue as the program progresses. Evidence also
suggests that the dosage level of a program should be matched with the risk level and
needs of the target audience (Nation et al. 2003). The dosage/participant risk level of
these programs may be mismatched; for example, some programs may have targeted a
low-risk audience that does not require a lengthy program.

It is also worthwhile to consider the noteworthy finding that the pooled treatment
effect on victimization was null, while the pooled effect on violence perpetration was
significant and positive. We might expect that these outcomes would mirror one other;
if perpetration is significantly decreasing, likewise should victimization decrease (i.e., if
adolescents are perpetrating less violence, there fewer adolescents should be victim-
ized). However, this does not appear to be the case. This finding may be due to
reporting practices; perpetration of dating violence is socially undesirable, a perspective
which is likely to be even more evident following participation in a prevention
program. It may be that participants are less willing to report their continued perpetra-
tion of these behaviors after completing the program, yet the likelihood of participants
reporting victimization remains consistent or increases (Fernández-González et al.
2013; Visschers et al. 2017). Alternatively, participants may have been underreporting
their victimization experiences at the time of pre-test if they did not realize their
experiences constituted dating violence. If the programs are successful at increasing
knowledge about dating violence, participants may become able to identify instances of
violence at post-test that they did not classify as such at pre-test, thus inflating the post-
test measure and masking any possible decreases. This finding highlights the impor-
tance of considering both perpetration and victimization as separate outcomes, with one
not necessarily a direct reflection of the other.

Bystander behavior was also not significantly impacted by dating violence preven-
tion programs, though the direction of the effect was generally positive. It is also
noteworthy that sensitivity testing on the bystander behavior outcome indicated that
when the one study using a single-group pre-test–post-test design is removed from the
pooled analysis, the remaining pooled effect (from five two-group design studies) was
positive and significant. This result implies that the single-group pre-test–post-test
study negatively impacts the pooled effect size, which is contrary to the expectation
that single-group designs are weaker and bias effect sizes upwards. However, the
bystander behavior outcome sample is small with a small pooled effect size at best;
as such, evidence suggests the overall effect of dating violence programs on bystander
outcomes is null to weak overall.

The mixed results regarding the behavioral impacts of dating violence prevention
programs suggest that behaviors are more difficult to change than knowledge or beliefs,
which is consistent with developmental and behavioral research (Kelly and Barker
2016; McMaster et al. 2002). However, it is also important to consider the time of
follow-up for these particular outcomes—most of the effect sizes were based on
measures assessed at an immediate post-test. Knowledge and attitudes may reflect an
immediate change in program participants, as they do not necessarily require any
implementation or practice. Behavioral outcomes, on the other hand, may take time
to evidence any noticeable change (Coker et al. 2017; Kelly and Barker 2016). This is
in part due to the lack of opportunity for participants to implement newly acquired
knowledge in situations in which these behaviors may occur. At the time of an
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immediate post-test, a participant may not yet have experienced any opportunity to
engage in bystander behaviors.

Limitations

The first limitation of the current research is a lack of reported data in the
primary evaluation studies, precluding a detailed assessment of all relevant
program components that might be associated with program success or failure.
For example, all variables relating to program components (such as whether the
program used group discussion or included skills rehearsal) were missing some
level of data due to vagueness in the studies’ descriptions of the interventions.
As such, many moderators were unusable in the subgroup analyses or were
used but with small sample sizes per subgroup (resulting in a potential lack of
power to detect impact). In fact, we initially attempted to code for a great deal
more treatment-level characteristics in the current research, but it became
evident during the coding phase that very few characteristics were reported
on consistently by primary study authors. Given that the effectiveness of a
dating violence prevention program may be largely dependent on the specific
curriculum used, our inability to fully consider all of these characteristics is
unfortunate. We note that this concern is not limited to the current study,
however, but is often a problem for meta-analysis more generally due to
evaluation reports differing wildly in the level of detail they present about
the programs themselves. In other words, meta-analysts are left to rely on
authors’ often short descriptions of program content, which may fail to present
key information on treatment characteristics.

Additionally, the small sample sizes used in the subgroup analyses suggest
caution is warranted when considering the policy and practice implications of
the results. With small subgroup sample sizes, the likelihood of any individual
study exerting a substantial influence on the pooled effect size increases;
individual studies in the pooled fixed effects models are weighted by their
inverse standard error which is a function of sample size—by definition, this
means larger studies contribute more to the pooled effect. As such, it is
important to interpret these results and conclusions regarding the moderator
variables with care. Despite their potential volatility, these analyses are impor-
tant to consider; program and study characteristics are important factors when
considering the effectiveness of these programs, and the insight afforded by
these analyses is beneficial for our overall understanding of evidence-based
practices for dating violence prevention programs.

An additional potential limitation of the selection criteria is the decision rule
to prioritize immediate post-tests rather than longer follow-up measures. Argu-
ably, a delayed follow-up would offer a more conservative estimate of treat-
ment effect, and the significant findings for the knowledge and attitude out-
comes may have been diminished. Conversely, as discussed, behavioral impacts
may be less detectable at an immediate post-test. Due to differences across
study designs, prioritizing the immediate post-test maximized commensurability
between effect sizes. The delayed effect is important to investigate and should
be examined in future research.
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There is also a possible limitation regarding the choice of ICC estimates for the
cluster adjustments. The literature on specific ICC guidelines for attitudinal and
behavioral outcomes in an adolescent population is severely lacking. We searched
the existing literature for empirically reported ICCs of relevant outcomes; by using a
range of prior estimates to develop our ICCs, we believe those applied in the current
study are well-informed. Additionally, many existing meta-analyses fail to adjust for
clustering altogether, which can lead to misestimation of the treatment effect. Including
cluster adjustments using the best available estimates ensures that within-study nesting
is accounted for.

Arguably, the decision to include single-group, pre-test–post-test designs is a
limitation of the current meta-analysis. There is mixed support in the literature
for whether or not it is appropriate to combine effect sizes from single-group
and two-group designs (see Borenstein and Hedges 2019; Carlson and Schmidt
1999; Cuijpers et al. 2017; Morris and DeShon 2002). Our decision was based
on the work of Morris and DeShon (2002), who argue that single-group and
two-group designs can be pooled after several methodological considerations.
The inclusion of both types of designs in the present study differentiates this
meta-analysis from previous research and we believe it allows for a more
comprehensive examination of the literature.

Conclusions

Overall, dating violence prevention programs for adolescents appear to be effec-
tive at improving knowledge and attitudinal measures of dating violence, but are
not as successful at improving behaviors. Given that existing research has found
knowledge and attitudes to be significant predictors of dating violence behaviors
(e.g., Karlsson et al. 2016; McNaughton Reyes et al. 2016), these findings suggest
that successful behavioral changes are possible but may not be evidenced in short-
term measures of behavioral outcomes. Future research should further investigate
the relationship between short-term improvements in knowledge and attitudes with
respect to dating violence and long-term behavioral changes. While results provide
support for the continued implementation of dating violence programs with an
adolescent population, they also suggest that programs are not created equal and
program characteristics (e.g., content covered, intervention length) may influence
the levels of impact seen. Intimate partner violence is a problem that often begins
in adolescence, and it is imperative that programs designed to address these
behaviors early and prevent their persistence are in fact achieving this goal. Given
the lack of consistent reporting, future evaluation research should also ensure that
comprehensive reporting methods are employed to allow for a detailed under-
standing of the content of dating violence prevention programs. This information
would enable the examination of a greater number of moderators of treatment
impact, resulting in recommendations concerning what type of program content is
related to stronger or weaker program impacts. An increased understanding of
effective dating violence prevention efforts will aid policymakers and program
developers in creating successful primary prevention strategies and resources for
educators.
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Appendix. List of electronic databases searched

& Academic Search Premier
& BioMed Central
& Canadian Research Index
& CINAHL Complete
& Cochrane Central Register of Controlled Trials
& Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews
& Criminal Justice Abstracts with Full Text
& Database of Abstracts of Reviews of Effects
& Education Source
& Government of Canada Publications
& MEDLINE (OVID)
& MEDLINE with Full Text
& National Criminal Justice Reference Service (NCJRS)
& Open Access Theses and Dissertations
& ProQuest Dissertations and Theses Abstracts and Index
& PsycARTICLES
& PsycBOOKS
& PsycINFO
& Social Sciences Abstracts (H.W. Wilson)
& Social Sciences Full Text (H.W. Wilson)
& Sociological Collection
& Web of Science
& Women’s Studies International
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