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Abstract 

Although intimate partner aggression crosses social class boundaries, education and income are 

important predictors. Yet given that emerging adulthood is a transitional period, completed 

education and employment, as single measures, are not ideal indicators of socioeconomic status 

for young people. We examined associations between self-reports of gainful activity, defined as 

enrollment in school or full-time employment, and intimate partner aggression among young 

adults in dating, cohabiting, or married relationships (N=648). Both men and women’s 

participation in gainful activity was negatively associated with aggression. We found that when 

neither partner was gainfully active, individuals reported higher frequency of physical 

aggression. In cases of gainful activity asymmetry, the gender of the gainfully active partner did 

not predict intimate partner aggression. Additionally, we found no evidence that the association 

between gainful activity and frequency of intimate partner aggression differed by union type.
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Gainful Activity and Intimate Partner Aggression in Emerging Adulthood 

 

Low educational attainment and unemployment are risk factors for intimate partner 

aggression. Moreover, prior research (e.g., Atkinson, Greenstein, & Lang, 2005; Franklin, 

Menaker, & Kercher, 2012; Kaukinen, 2004; Macmillan & Gartner, 1999; Yllö, 1984) found that 

partner asymmetries in education, employment, and income were also associated with 

relationship aggression. Many studies, however, focused on married or cohabiting adults. Thus, 

it is unclear whether such findings extend to young adults, the majority of whom are not married 

or cohabiting. With the median age at first marriage in the U.S. at an all-time high for both men 

and women (28 and 26, respectively) (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010), individuals spend most of 

their young adulthood years involved in nonmarital relationships. A key developmental task 

following adolescence is learning to interact in healthy ways with intimate partners (Arnett, 

2004; Clydesdale, 2007; Simon & Barrett, 2010). Yet young adults have the highest risk for 

intimate partner aggression (Halpern, Spring, Martin, & Kupper, 2009) suggesting the need for 

additional research on risk factors during this period.  

In this study, we examined data from the Toledo Adolescent Relationships Study (TARS) 

(N = 648), drawn from a diverse sample of young adults who reported on their experience of 

physical aggression in the relationship. We assessed whether individuals’ involvement in gainful 

activity, defined as enrollment in school or full-time employment, and partner 

symmetries/asymmetries in gainful activity, influenced the frequency of intimate partner 

aggression. We also examined whether the gender of the gainfully active partner influenced 

intimate partner aggression when only one partner was gainfully active, and whether the 

association between gainful activity and frequency of aggression differed by union status (i.e., 
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married, cohabiting, and dating). The models included controls for, both, individual and partner 

delinquency, reflecting prior research, which found that couple-based background characteristics 

are important risk factors (Capaldi, Knoble, Shortt, & Kim, 2012). We concluded that the 

findings would be relevant for understanding intimate partner aggression in an economic climate 

characterized by decreased prospects for gainful activity among young adults. 

Background 

To understand gainful activity and intimate partner aggression, we drew on the social 

structure and personality perspective, which emphasizes the significance of social statuses for 

behavior and well-being (House, 1981), and the concept of status homogamy, which emphasizes 

that individuals form unions with partners with similar characteristics as a result of both intent 

and opportunity. A literature on dating and marriage substantiated the trend toward status 

homogamy and assortative mating (e.g., Blackwell & Lichter, 2004; Kalmijn, 1998; Mare, 1991) 

suggesting that unemployed individuals with limited education and scarce resources would likely 

attract partners with comparable socioeconomic statuses. This adds to prior discussions of couple 

dynamics and partner aggression, which have generally focused on the tendency of individuals 

with histories of antisocial behavior to attract similar partners (e.g., Knight, 2011; Krueger, 

Moffitt, Caspi, Bleske, & Silva, 1998). Such studies have documented that the delinquency of 

individuals and their partners both contribute to the likelihood of experiencing relationship 

violence (Capaldi et al., 2005; Herrera, Wiersma, & Cleveland, 2011). We conceptualized the 

relationship between socioeconomic status and intimate partner violence in terms of 

developmental tasks associated with the life course stage of emerging adulthood, including 

completing an education, finding employment, and exploring relationships (Roisman, Masten, 

Coatsworth, & Tellegen, 2004), and by considering the gainful activities of both respondents and 
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their partners.  

Education, Employment, Status Asymmetries and Intimate Partner Aggression 

 Education reflects social capital and economic resource availability (Zweig, 

2004). There is evidence that individuals with lower levels of education have greater risk of 

partner violence. Some studies found that this effect is stronger among individuals who have not 

completed high school (e.g., Chu, Goodwin, & D’Angelo, 2010; Coker et al., 2002; Thompson et 

al., 2006). Using data from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (Add Health), 

Fang and Corso (2007) found that young adults enrolled in school were less likely to report 

violence victimization. Brown and Bulanda (2008) used Add Health data to assess union type 

and relationship violence and showed that among young women, school enrollment and 

educational attainment were negatively associated with victimization. For both men and women, 

a partner’s lower education was associated with higher odds of violence perpetration and 

victimization. Some research found that low educational attainment disadvantaged women by 

leading to economic dependency on partners, which increased risk of violence and the likelihood 

of staying in such relationships (e.g., Anderson & Saunders, 2003; Bornstein, 2006; Kim & 

Gray, 2008). Further, Bornstein (2006) and Coker, Derrick, Lumpkin, Aldrich and Oldendick 

(2000) found that educated women used their knowledge, skills, and resources to seek help for 

partner violence. Yet other studies relying on a range of data sources (e.g., Caetano, Vaeth, 

& Ramisetty-Mickler, 2008; Fife, Ebersole, Bigatti, Lane, & Huber, 2008; Franklin & Kercher, 

2012; Halpern et al., 2009) found negligible effects of the respondent, partner, or even parent’s 

level of education on the experience of relationship violence.  

Other studies found that employed women were more likely to experience both mutual 

violence and violence perpetration (Caetano et al., 2008). Rhoades, Stanley, Kelmer and 



GAINFUL ACTIVITY AND INTIMATE PARTNER AGGRESSION   5 

Markman (2010) found that young unmarried adults reporting relationship aggression reported 

greater economic constraints, a circumstance more likely for individuals not employed. 

Similarly, others (e.g., Franklin & Kercher, 2012) found that unemployment increased violence 

perpetration. Additional research on the relationship between socioeconomic status and intimate 

partner aggression is needed to further our understanding of the connection. 

Research on status asymmetry between partners focused on differences in education, 

employment or income as correlates of relationship violence. Studies found that couples with a 

traditional status imbalance in which husbands have higher status than their wives—often 

referred to as the marriage gradient (Bernard, 1982)—have lower odds of violence compared to 

those couples with non-traditional status asymmetry (e.g., Atkinson et al., 2005; Hornung, 

McCullough, & Sugimoto, 1981; Kaukinen, 2004; Macmillian & Gartner, 1999). Women with 

greater educational attainment relative to partners, what Franklin et al. (2012) referred to as 

“status-reversal relationships,” may be susceptible to relationship violence implicating gender 

gender role ideology as an influence (e.g., Hornung et al., 1981; Kaukinen, 2004). Macmillian 

and Gartner (1999), Sherman (2009), and Franklin et al. (2012) suggested that women’s higher 

employment status threatens some men’s perceptions of masculinity. Franklin et al. (2012) 

examined 303 women ages 18–81, and found that when both partners were employed, the odds 

of victimization were two times higher, and concluded that women’s employment challenged 

men’s traditional breadwinner role. Similarly, Atkinson et al. (2005) found that the effect of 

husbands’ lower resources, relative to their wives, on relationship violence was moderated by 

gender ideology, with traditional ideology being associated with violence. Yet these findings are 

in contrast to Bornstein’s (2006) and other scholars’ (e.g., Anderson & Saunders, 2003; Kim & 

Gray, 2008) findings that economically dependent wives were at greater risk of violence.  
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Gainful Activity and Intimate Partner Aggression during Emerging Adulthood 

Prior literature examining effects of education, employment, and status asymmetry on 

relationship violence suffers from four limitations that we aimed to overcome with this study. 

First, diversity in employment and education characterize emerging adulthood, complicating 

straightforward analyses of the influence of these factors on partner aggression. Many young 

adults, for example, are still in the process of obtaining an education (Settersten & Ray, 2010); 

thus measuring completed education is not ideal. Moreover, young adults are increasingly likely 

to be financially dependent on parents for longer periods (Furstenberg, Kennedy, McCloyd, 

Rumbaut, & Settersten, 2004; Settersten & Ray, 2010). Importantly, young adults in school full-

time may score lower on measures of employment participation, but be ‘on track’ in acquiring 

credentials associated with later successful economic transitions. Conversely, “early starters” 

(Shanahan, Porfeli, Mortimer, & Erickson, 2005), individuals who found employment right after 

high school, may report low educational attainment, but their full-time employment status 

reflects economic stability generally associated with favorable outcomes.  

Relatedly, employment change among young adults is frequent. Hamilton and Hamilton 

(2006) and others (e.g., Arnett, 2000; Settersten & Ray, 2010) noted that for some, employment 

change during emerging adulthood, reflected deliberate identity exploration. Yet for others, 

employment mobility and unemployment may reflect a lack of direction and economic 

downturns. In a recent study, 37% of individuals who graduated high school between 2009 and 

2011 were unemployed, compared to 23% of those who graduated before the recession (Van 

Horn, Zukin, Szeltner, & Stone, 2012). Moreover, recent graduates not enrolled in college were 

almost twice as likely not to be working or looking for work compared with those in college 

(Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2012). Thus, in the current U.S. economic climate, unemployment 
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may be likely for this group. We argued that the concept of gainful activity is a more appropriate 

measure of status for this life stage.  

Second, prior studies focused largely on women’s victimization. Yet many empirical 

studies based on survey data that likely capture mutual or situational couple violence (Johnson, 

2005), demonstrated that women report similar or higher rates of perpetration (e.g., Archer, 

2000; Straus, 2008, 2010; Rhoades et al., 2010; Whitaker, Haileyesus, Swahn, & Saltzman, 

2007). Moreover, studies using community-based samples, including the TARS (e.g., Johnson, 

Giordano, Longmore, & Manning, forthcoming), found that perpetration and victimization were 

highly correlated (e.g., Archer, 2000; Caetano et al., 2008; Gustafsson & Cox, 2012; Jennings, 

Piquero, & Reingle, 2012). By focusing primarily on female victimization, researchers 

underestimated male partners’ self-reports in understanding the experience and risk of partner 

aggression. In this study, we examined both men and women’s self-reports of partner aggression. 

Given the high correlation between perpetration and victimization, we focused on the frequency 

of any episodes of aggression. 

Third, prior studies demonstrated the importance of gender dynamics and economic 

asymmetry. Here we examined two gender-specific forms of asymmetry reflecting the view that 

gainful activity may be salient to some men’s masculine identity and critical to understanding 

partner aggression. Moreover, when neither partner is gainfully active, everyday stressors may 

be magnified, a situation in which symmetry, rather than asymmetry, may be associated with 

partner aggression. We assessed gainful activity symmetry in addition to asymmetry. 

Fourth, most young adults are not married, but are likely to date or cohabit. Cohabitation 

is especially likely. Between 2006 and 2008, 41% of women ages 19 to 24 had ever cohabited; 

by ages 25 to 29, 63% had cohabited (Manning, 2010). Prior studies of relationship violence, 
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education/employment, and status asymmetries typically focused on married couples (e.g., 

Anderson, 1997; Atkinson et al., 2005; Hornung et al., 1981; Kaukinen 2004; Macmillan & 

Gartner, 1999; Yllö, 1984). The national median age at first marriage, however, is at a historic 

highpoint (age 26 for women and 28 for men), thus nonmarital unions reflect the diversity of 

relationships during emerging adulthood. Employment or financial independence is often a 

prerequisite for commitment and influences transitions from dating to cohabitation (Manning & 

Smock, 2005; Sassler, 2004), and cohabitation to marriage. Kenney and McLanahan (2006) 

found that lower educational attainment was associated with continued cohabitation, as opposed 

to transitioning to marriage, and continued cohabitation was associated positively with violence. 

These findings suggested that the association between economic factors and partner aggression 

may differ by union type.  

Current Study 

We assessed whether gainful activity was associated with partner aggression. We 

examined the frequency of any violence because in preliminary analyses, the TARS data were 

consistent with other community studies (e.g., Jennings et al. 2012) in that nearly 49% of the 

sample reporting any physical aggression indicated that it was mutual, versus 19% reporting 

perpetration only and 32% reporting victimization only. Because investments in education and 

employment are more salient for co-residing couples sharing expenses, we examined whether the 

influence of gainful activity on partner aggression differed for individuals in dating, cohabiting, 

and marital unions. We controlled for relationship characteristics associated with partner 

aggression including having children (Vest, Catlin, Chen, & Brownson, 2002) and relationship 

duration (Fox, Benson, DeMaris, & Van Wyk, 2002). We also controlled for delinquency 

(Lanctot, Cernkovich, & Giordano, 2007; Schafer, Caetano, & Cunradi, 2004). Specifically, we 
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examined self-reports from respondents on their own and their partner’s involvement in anti-

social activities (Capaldi et al., 2012). Family variables associated with aggression included 

perceptions of parental caring (Schwartz, Hage, Bush & Burns, 2006). We also controlled for 

demographic correlates including family structure during adolescence, parental education 

(Brown & Bulanda, 2008), and age and race/ethnicity (Halpern et al., 2009).  

We examined five hypotheses. First, a lack of gainful activity would be associated with 

greater frequency of partner aggression. Second, when neither partner was gainfully active 

respondents would report greater frequency of aggression compared with other gainful activity 

combinations. Third, non-traditional asymmetry in gainful activity—in which women were 

gainfully active and partners were not—would be associated with greater frequency of partner 

aggression. Fourth, consistent with studies of mutual violence, gender would not be associated 

with partner aggression. Fifth, the influence of gainful activity on partner aggression would 

differ by union status, and would be more salient for married than cohabiting and dating 

relationships.  

Data and Methods 

Data 

The Toledo Adolescent Relationships Study (TARS) is based on a stratified random 

sample of adolescents in 7th, 9th, and 11th grade in the fall of 2000 from school enrollment 

records across 7 school districts and 62 schools in Lucas County, Ohio. Records were accessible 

through Ohio’s Freedom of Information Act. The TARS dataset is noteworthy in that while 

school registration was required for inclusion in the sampling frame, school attendance was not. 

The data included oversamples of Black and Hispanic students. In 2001, respondents first 

participated in sin-home interviews with pre-loaded questionnaires on laptop computers. 



GAINFUL ACTIVITY AND INTIMATE PARTNER AGGRESSION   10 

Interviewers administered a questionnaire to parents or guardians. Respondents were re-

interviewed in 2002, 2004, and 2006. The fourth data collection comprised 83% of the original 

sample (N = 1, 321). The current investigation focused on the fourth interview for the dependent 

and focal independent variables, but parent and respondent items from the first interview were 

included as controls.  

The analytic sample consisted of Black, White, and Hispanic respondents who reported 

having a current intimate partner at the time of the fourth interview. We focused on current 

relationships to ensure that gainful activity statuses referenced that relationship. We excluded 51 

respondents who were in high school, 18 reporting same-sex relationships, and 14 reporting 

“other” as their race, since there were too few cases to analyze. We excluded 12 cases excluded 

due to missing data on one or more covariates, and sensitivity checks confirmed that their 

exclusion did not alter findings. We assumed that this exclusion was acceptable since the cases 

comprised less than 2% of the analytic sample (Acock, 2005). These restrictions resulted in a 

sample of 648.  

Measures 

Dependent variable. 

Frequency of any physical intimate partner aggression.  This referred to any 

victimization and perpetration using four items from the Revised Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS) 

(Straus, Hamby, Boney-McCoy, & Sugarman, 1996). The prompt stated, “During this 

relationship, how often has/did [partner]:” “throw/n something at you,” “push/ed, shove/d, or 

grab/bed you,” “slap/ped you in the face or head with an open hand,” or “hit you.” Responses 

included “never,” “hardly ever,” “sometimes,” “often,” or “very often.” The frequency was the 

sum of respondents’ perpetration and victimization scores, resulting in a range of 8 to 32 (α = 
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.89). Factor loadings were satisfactory, from .64 to .82. Because 60% did not report any physical 

aggression, we logged this variable to account for skewness. The time referent for aggression 

was the duration of the relationship and not a specified period, such as the last year, to ensure 

that responses did not refer to multiple relationships in one time period. 

Independent variables. 

 Gainful activity. Respondents reported whether they and their partners were employed 

full-time or enrolled in school. First, respondents answered “yes” or “no” to, “Are you attending 

school [high school, vocational school, or college] this year?” and “Is [partner] in school?” Next, 

respondents answered “yes” or “no” to, “Are you currently working for pay for at least 10 hours 

a week?” and “Is this job full-time or part-time?” Respondents then answered the same questions 

concerning their partner. We used these answers in combination with respondent’s gender (e.g., 

Franklin et al., 2012) to create gender-specific dummy variables for gainful activity status: man 

is gainfully active and woman is gainfully active. These referred to the man or woman in each 

reported relationship, not only to the respondent. For example, man is gainfully active applied in 

either of two circumstances: (1) the respondent was male and gainfully active, or (2) the 

respondent was female and reported that her partner was gainfully active. Next, we created four 

mutually exclusive gender-specific couple combinations of gainful activity. Respondents who 

indicated that they and their partner were gainfully active were coded ‘1’ for both partners 

gainfully active (reference category). Respondents who reported that they were gainfully active 

but their partners were not, or that they were not gainfully active but partners were gainfully 

active, were coded as ‘1’ for either woman gainfully active only or man gainfully active only, 

depending on their gender. Respondents who reported that neither they nor their partner were 

gainfully active were coded ‘1’ for neither partner gainfully active.  
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Relationship characteristics. These included union type, having children, relationship 

duration, and traditional gender view. Dummy variables indicated union type based on 

respondents’ relationship histories: married (10%), cohabiting (nearly 28%), or nonresidential 

dating relationship (62%) (reference group). A dummy variable indicating whether the 

respondent had children (almost 24%). Relationship duration was an interval variable ranging 

from 1 (“less than a week”) to 8 (“a year or more”). The mean duration was approximately nine 

months to one year. Traditional gender view was one item. Respondents indicated how strongly 

they agreed (“strongly disagree” = 1; “strongly agree” = 5) with, “In most relationships the guy 

should be in charge” (Pleck,Sonenstein, & Ku, 1993). The mean score was 2.43, relatively 

neutral, but men were more likely to agree with this statement. 

Anti-social behaviors. We included respondents’ reports of their own and partners’ 

delinquency, measured as a mean scale of ten items (α = .66 for the respondent scale, and .70 for 

the partner scale) from Elliott and Ageton’s (1980) 26-item scale. The prompt asked, “In the past 

24 months (or 2 years), how often have you:” “drunk alcohol,” “stolen (or tried to steal) things 

worth $5 or less,” “carried a hidden weapon other than a plain pocket knife,” “damaged or 

destroyed property on purpose,” “stolen (or tried to steal) things worth more than $50,” “attacked 

someone with the idea of seriously hurting him/her,” “sold drugs,” “been drunk in a public 

place,” “broken into a building or vehicle (or tried to break in) to steal something or just to look 

around,” and “used drugs to get high (not because you were sick)?” Respondents then answered 

the same questions regarding their partners. Respondents reported frequency, coded 0 (“never”) 

to 9 (“more than once a day”). The mean frequency was .64, or less than once or twice a year. 

Next, we used mean delinquency, by gender, to create a dichotomous antisocial indicator for 

men and women. Individuals were delinquent if they scored at least one deviation above the 
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mean for their gender on the continuous scale. The scores referred to the man or woman in the 

relationship, regardless of whether he or she is the respondent or the partner. Finally, we created 

partner combinations of delinquency similar to the gainful activity combinations: neither partner 

delinquent (reference category), man delinquent only, woman delinquent only, and both partners 

delinquent. The two forms of delinquency symmetry were the dominant categories: more than 

50% of the sample reported neither partner as delinquent, and more than 25% reported both 

partners as delinquent.  

Parental caring. Respondents’ perceptions of parental caring were based on five 

statements asked at the first interview. Respondents reported their agreement (1 =”strongly 

disagree” and 5 =”strongly agree”) with the following: “My parents often ask about what I am 

doing in school;” “My parents give me the right amount of affection;” “My parents trust me;” 

“I’m closer to my parents than a lot of kids my age;” and “I feel close to my parents.” We used 

the mean of the items, multiplied by five (α = .76). The overall mean was 19.97, indicating 

strong feelings of parental caring.  

Demographic factors. We included family structure, parent’s education as a proxy for 

socioeconomic background, age, race/ethnicity, and gender measured at the first interview. To 

assess family structure the prompt asked, “During the past 12 months, who were you living with 

most of the time?” Responses were collapsed into four categories: two biological parents 

(reference group, about 49%), stepparents (about 15 %), a single parent (about 23 %), or ‘other 

family’ (just over 13 %). Parent’s education was from the parent questionnaire, and was 

categorized as less than high school (13 %), high school graduate or GED (33 %), some college 

(35 %), or college or more (19 %). Over 91% of the responding parents were mothers. We 

calculated age using the respondent’s date of birth and the interview date, and ranged from 17 to 
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24 with a mean of 20.64 years. We top- and bottom-coded the variable combining ages 17 and 

18, and 23 and 24 due to small cell sizes for the lowest and highest ages. Race/ethnicity consisted 

of three categories: White (reference group, nearly 64%), Black (24%), and Hispanic (close to 

13%). Gender was a dichotomous variable (female = 1; 58 %).  

Analytic Strategy.  

We provided descriptive analyses for the full sample and by gender (Table 1). We 

estimated assess associations between gainful activity and frequency of partner aggression with 

linear regression models (Table 2). We presented models estimating the associations between 

each independent variable and logged frequency of any partner aggression (Model 1). We then 

estimated the effects of gainful activity on frequency of intimate partner aggression controlling 

for covariates: first with gendered individual-level gainful activity status as the key independent 

variables (Model 2), then with partner combinations as key predictors (Model 3). Model 3 also 

included the partner combinations of anti-social behavior. Next, we included cross-product terms 

of union status and gainful activity combinations to determine if the effects of gainful activity on 

intimate partner aggression differed by union type (Model 4). 

Results 

Descriptive Analysis  

In Table 1 we presented descriptive statistics for the full sample and by gender. Nearly 

40% of respondents reported experiencing physical aggression in their current relationships. The 

mean logged frequency for the sample was 2.26 on a scale of 2.08 to 3.47. Men reported 

significantly higher frequency of relationship aggression (2.29) than women (2.24). About 76% 

of respondents reported that the male partner was gainfully active, and nearly 75% reported that 

the female partner was gainfully active. About 61% said that both partners were gainfully active. 
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Over 25% reported gainful activity asymmetry: about 15 % were in relationships in which only 

the man was gainfully active, and over 13% were in relationships in which only the woman was 

gainfully active. Ten percent of respondents reported relationships in which neither partner was 

gainfully active. Reports of both types of asymmetry differed significantly by gender: a greater 

share of men reported relationships in which only the woman was gainfully active (18% versus 

10.5%); a greater share of women reported relationships in which only the man was gainfully 

active (18% versus 11%). 

Zero-Order and Multivariate Analyses  

In Table 2, zero-order analyses (Model 1) demonstrated that men and women’s gainful 

activity was similarly associated with less aggression. Both types of gainful activity asymmetry 

were associated with greater frequency of aggression compared to those relationships in which 

both partners were gainfully active. Relationships in which neither partner was gainfully active 

were associated with the greatest frequency of aggression. Some relationship factors, including 

union status and having children, were associated with partner aggression. Cohabitors reported a 

higher frequency partner aggression than daters. Married respondents did not differ significantly 

from daters. Respondents with traditional gender views reported significantly higher frequency 

of partner aggression. 

Anti-social behavior was associated with aggression at the bivariate level. For the 

individual measures, being delinquent was associated with higher frequency of partner 

aggression for men and women. For the partner combinations of delinquency, respondents who 

reported that only the man was delinquent and respondents who reported that both partners were 

delinquent reported more frequent aggression than couples in which neither partner was 

delinquent. 
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Parental caring and somw demographic factors influenced partner aggression. That is, 

having a mother with a college education or higher, a proxy for socioeconomic status while 

growing up, was protective against partner aggression. Black and Hispanic respondents, relative 

to White respondents, reported higher frequency of partner aggression.  

Turning to the multivariate results, Model 2 included men and women’s gainful activity 

status controlling for the other covariates, and the individual-level delinquency measures. Both 

men’s and women’s gainful activity was associated with less intimate partner aggression, 

supporting our first hypothesis, which stated that a lack of gainful activity was associated with 

greater frequency of aggression. In this model, men’s delinquency was associated with more 

frequent partner aggression while the effect of women’s delinquency was nonsignificant. The 

associations of union status, traditional gender views, parental caring, and race/ethnicity 

persisted with controls. 

Model 3 examined whether partner combinations of gainful activity were associated with 

frequency of partner aggression net of covariates, and incorporated the partner combinations of 

delinquency. Being in a relationship in which neither partner was gainfully active had the 

strongest association with frequency of partner aggression. This supported our second hypothesis 

that individuals in relationships in which neither partner was gainfully active would report 

greater frequency of partner aggression compared with those reporting other gainful activity 

combinations. Compared to both partners being gainfully active, neither form of asymmetry was 

significantly predictive of aggression. We also assessed whether the gender of the gainfully 

active partner influenced frequency of aggression (results not shown). Importantly, the two forms 

of asymmetry did not differ significantly in their effect on experiencing aggression, thus our 

third hypothesis was not supported. As our fourth hypothesis predicted, gender did not 
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significantly predict frequency of partner aggression. Model 4 showed that the effect of gainful 

activity on intimate partner aggression did not differ significantly by union type, contrary to our 

fifth hypothesis.  

Discussion 

Similar to findings from other community samples of young adults (e.g., Jennings et al., 

2012; Rhoades et al. 2010), nearly 40% of respondents reported experiencing physical 

aggression in their current relationships. This is consistent with our view, and that of other 

scholars (e.g., Berger, Wildsmith, Manlove, & Steward-Streng, 2012) that during emerging 

adulthood as individuals become more involved in dating, cohabiting and marital relationships 

they have an increased risk of partner aggression. For example, analyses of Add Health data 

found that while 8% of teens reported partner victimization, by emerging adulthood 

victimization increased to 25% (Halpern et al., 2009). Thus, while emerging adulthood is 

conceptualized as involving identity exploration and deeper involvement in romantic 

relationships (e.g., Arnett 2000), it is also associated with partner aggression. As such, it is 

imperative for scholars to help explain this high risk of partner aggression during this life stage. 

To this end, we addressed four gaps in the literature on partner aggression. First, we 

argued that the conventional correlates of completed education, employment, and income 

separately were not ideal measures during emerging adulthood because individuals are still 

transitioning to economic independence or may still be completing their education. Yet young 

adults who were neither working full-time nor enrolled in school may be at risk of experiencing 

partner aggression. This has implications in the current economic climate, as a lack of gainful 

activity is a circumstance increasingly likely for young adults: as of May 2012, individuals ages 

20 to 24 had an unemployment rate of nearly 13%, almost twice that of adults age 25 and older. 
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Among 18- and 19-year-olds—those adults who would be looking for employment after high 

school—the unemployment rate was 23.5% (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2012). We argued that it 

is important to understand the implications of this economic reality for young adults involved in 

intimate relationships.  

Second, rather than focus only on female victimization, we considered the documented 

prevalence of reciprocal partner aggression and assessed the experience of any type of physical 

aggression for young men and women. Third, we added to research by examining not only 

gender asymmetries in gainful activity, but also two forms of symmetry. Fourth, whereas much 

literature on partner aggression among adults focused on married couples, the importance of 

other union types—namely cohabiting and dating relationships—is important in a study on 

emerging adults. We included all three union types and examined whether the effects of gainful 

activity on intimate partner aggression varied across these types. 

Consistent with the broader literature on socioeconomic status and relationship violence 

lack of gainful activity in emerging adulthood was associated with aggression. Both women and 

men’s gainful activity was associated with lower frequency of intimate partner aggression, net of 

other known correlates of intimate partner aggression (Hypothesis 1).  We found that individuals 

who reported that neither they nor their partners were involved in gainful activity also reported 

experiencing greater frequency of partner aggression compared to those in relationships in which 

both partners were gainfully active, net of controls (Hypothesis 2). As expected, we did not find 

gender to be significantly predictive of the frequency of partner aggression (Hypothesis 4), and 

this is consistent with literature on mutual violence (e.g., Johnson, 2005). Contrary to our 

expectations, however, we did not find a statistically significant relationship between the gender 

of the gainfully active partner and partner aggression in cases of asymmetry (Hypothesis 3). This 
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refutes earlier literature citing status asymmetry as a risk factor for aggression in intimate 

relationships (e.g., Atkinson et al., 2005; Hornung et al., 1981; Kaukinen, 2004; Macmillian & 

Gartner, 1999). Furthermore, asymmetries were not predictive of intimate partner aggression 

after controlling for other known correlates.  

Gainful activity was related to relationship aggression similarly for dating, cohabiting, 

and married young adults. Also contrary to our expectations, our analyses revealed that the 

effects of respondents’ reports of both partners’ gainful activity were consistent across married, 

cohabiting, and dating relationships (Hypothesis 5). This supported and went beyond prior 

research (e.g., Brown & Bulunda, 2008; Hardie & Lucas, 2010) that found economic factors 

increased the risk of relationship conflict in both cohabiting and married couples.  

These analyses also advanced our understanding of intimate partner aggression by 

demonstrating the utility of moving beyond women’s economic dependency as the critical factor, 

and focusing on the contexts of relationships (in this case, the gainful activity dynamic between 

two partners) to better understand the experience of intimate partner aggression. Prior research 

showed that economic hardship is associated with relationship aggression (e.g., Chu et al., 2010; 

Coker et al., 2002; Thompson et al., 2006); we contributed by finding that both partners’ lack of 

gainful activity was likely a critical relationship stressor leading to physically aggressive 

interactions during emerging adulthood. While this may be due to the more tangible economic 

stressors, it is also possible that each partner’s lack of gainful activity influenced the other’s 

perceptions of worth or potential as a successful individual (Fox et al., 2002; Sherman, 2009), 

exacerbated by concerns that the partner’s prospects may be equally in doubt. It was also 

noteworthy that including similar symmetry/asymmetry measures of delinquency showed a 

similar pattern of effects; that the delinquent pairs were the second largest type of couple 
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suggests that the assortative mating process may compound risk for some individuals.  

This study had several limitations. One, which is a limitation of relationship violence 

studies in general, was the reliance on cross-sectional data for the primary explanatory and 

dependent variables. The data were also collected within one metropolitan area; future research 

should examine the effects of gainful activity among a nationally representative sample. Another 

limitation was that while the data provided information on part-time versus full-time 

employment, we did not have a parallel measure of part-time versus full-time school enrollment. 

We also need studies that examine other relationship dynamics associated with lack of gainful 

activity, and that measure couple-level data. Additionally, while our dependent variable was the 

frequency of any physical aggression within intimate relationships in emerging adulthood, this is 

not to argue that the question of gainful activity and its association with direction or severity of 

aggression is unimportant. Such indicators provide informative and nuanced understanding of 

relationship aggression and in future work we hope to investigate these outcomes as well. 

Regarding explanatory variables, income, particularly when husbands earned less than their 

wives, which was associated with heightened risk of relationship violence, was not examined in 

this study given the younger age range of the respondents. Further attention to earnings, and 

financial support from parents, credit, and loans would provide a more accurate picture of 

financial circumstances. Ideally, studies might examine other combinations of gainful activity 

using these categories.   

Moreover, the age range of the analytic sample did not reach the full range often 

attributed to emerging adulthood; thus our findings are applicable more specifically to the earlier 

half of emerging adulthood. Our analyses reflecting union formation, specifically marriage, are 

not representative of the entire period. The sample of married couples was quite select of young 
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marriages and was based on a relatively small number of cases. Subsequent waves of data could 

alleviate these shortcomings, and the TARS is currently collecting a fifth wave of data that we 

will use to address these issues. Lastly, our study relied on one measure of intimate partner 

aggression, the revised CTS on physical aggression, and may not capture the context of 

aggressive events. 

The current study added to the larger body of research on this phase of emerging 

adulthood, which has increasingly stressed the diversity of experiences that characterize the 

period. Our findings underscore that global characterizations of this phase as either a carefree 

time for exploration and self-discovery or a period of struggling to achieve adult status minimize 

the considerable variability in how this time of transition is experienced. These analyses 

document that the gainful activity of the individual and that of the partner matter for 

understanding variation in reports of intimate partner aggression. Models incorporated traditional 

controls, including indices tapping antisocial behavior patterns, suggesting that the lack of 

gainful activity compromised relationship quality even after these tendencies had been taken into 

account. In addition, it is noteworthy that this association was found for the large share of 

respondents who were involved in dating relationships along with those in coresidential unions. 

Such findings indicated that as researchers investigate the young adults’ progress in achieving 

traditional markers of success, a complete understanding of their lifestyles and well-being will 

often entail consideration of their partner's own progress and corresponding circumstances.  

Early on Liebow (1967) noted that lacking richly diversified portfolios of interests and 

concerns, disadvantaged individuals often place heavy emphasis on their interpersonal ties—

even as they lack an abundance of the resources that facilitate building and sustaining 

relationships. Although prior research provided a basis for considering partner asymmetries in 



GAINFUL ACTIVITY AND INTIMATE PARTNER AGGRESSION   22 

gainful activity, the situation of non-involvement in gainful activity for both members of the 

couple appeared to be one that carried special risk.  These circumstances are likely associated 

with few ‘degrees of freedom’ for young people who may need to depend on familial or 

government support, or sporadic underground or illegal activity in order to survive. Issues 

surrounding gainful activity may be even more salient in the current economic climate as young 

adults today may face even greater uncertainty about their future economic prospects. Access to 

counseling services may also be more limited as individuals would not have ties to school 

settings providing such services, or to services obtained through employer-sponsored insurance. 

It is critically important to build upon programs that provide avenues for young adults to pursue 

a range of gainful activities, as this will not only encourage long-term social and financial 

independence, but may reduce the likelihood of relationship discord and instability as well.  
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 Table 1. Descriptive Analyses of Intimate Partner Aggression, Gainful Activity, and Correlates 
 Total Men Women 
 N=648 n=275 n=373 
Variable (Wave) %/Mean (SE) %/Mean (SE) %/Mean (SE)  
Freq. of aggression (W4)a 2.26* (0.01) 2.29 (0.02) 2.24 (0.02) 
Gainful Activity (W4) 

Individual 
Man gainfully active (%) 76.39  73.45  78.55   
Woman gainfully active (%) 74.69**  80.00  70.78   

Combination 
Both gainfully active (%) 61.11  62.18  60.32   
Man active only (%) 15.28*  11.27  18.23   
Woman active only (%) 13.58**  17.82  10.46   
Neither gainfully active (%) 10.03  8.73  10.99   

Relationship (W4)  
Union Type 

Married (%) 10.18  8.36  11.53 
Cohabiting (%) 27.62  24.00  30.29 
Dating (%) 62.19*  67.64  58.18   

Has children (%) 24.69  21.45  27.08   
Relationship duration 6.99** (0.06) 6.75 (0.11) 7.17 (0.07)  
Traditional gender view 2.46*** (0.04) 3.00 (0.06) 2.05 (0.05)  

Antisocial Behavior (W4)  
Individual 

Man delinquent (%) 36.41  33.82  38.34  
Woman delinquent (%) 37.81  37.45  38.07 

Combination 
Neither delinquent (%) 50.93  52.36  49.87 
Man delinquent only (%) 11.27  10.18  12.06 
Woman delinquent only (%) 12.65  13.82  11.80 
Both delinquent (%) 25.15  23.64  26.27 

Parental Caring (W1) 19.94 (0.13) 19.98 (0.17) 19.91 (0.18)  
Demographic (W1) 

Family Structure  
Biological parents (%) 48.77  50.18  47.72   
Step-parent (%) 14.81  15.64  14.21 
Single parent (%) 23.15  21.45  24.40 
Other family (%) 13.27  12.73  13.67 

Parent’s Education 
Less than HS (%) 12.35  13.82  11.26   
HS/GED (%) 30.10  33.82  30.83   
Some college (%) 35.34  32.00  37.80 
College or more (%) 20.22  20.36  20.11    

Age 20.64 (0.07) 20.71 (0.11) 20.59 (0.09)  
Race 

White (%) 63.89**  57.82  68.36   
Black (%) 24.07**  29.827  19.84   
Hispanic (%) 12.04  12.36  11.80   

Female (%) 57.56   
a Logged variable 
*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 
Source: Toledo Adolescent Relationships Study
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Table 2. Multiple Linear Regression Predicting Frequency of Any Intimate Partner Aggression (N=648) 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 
Variable (Wave) b (SE) b (SE) b (SE) b (SE)  
Intercept 2.58*** (0.17) 2.45***(0.17) 2.45*** (0.17) 
Gainful Activity (W4) 

Individual 
Man gainfully active –0.14*** (0.03) –0.09** (0.03)   
Woman gainfully active –0.13*** (0.03) –0.06* (0.03)  

Combination (Ref=Both gainfully active) 
Man gainfully active only 0.11** (0.03)   0.07 (0.03) 0.06 (0.05) 
Woman gainfully active only 0.10** (0.03)   0.04 (0.03) 0.01 (0.04) 
Neither gainfully active 0.23*** (0.04)   0.16*** (0.04) 0.14* (0.06) 

Relationship (W4) 
Union type (Ref=Dating) 

Married 0.03 (0.04) 0.04 (0.04) 0.05 (0.04) 0.08 (0.06) 
Cohabiting 0.10*** (0.03) 0.07** (0.03) 0.07** (0.03) 0.03 (0.04) 

Has children 0.06* (0.03) –0.05 (0.03) –0.05 (0.03) –0.05 (0.03) 
Relationship duration 0.01 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01) 
Traditional gender view 0.04*** (0.01) 0.03* (0.01) 0.03* (0.01) 0.03* (0.01) 

Antisocial Behavior (W4)  
Individual 

Man delinquent 0.09*** (0.02) 0.08** (0.03)  
Woman delinquent 0.05* (0.02) 0.03 (0.03) 

Combination (Ref=Neither delinquent) 
Man delinquent only 0.11** (0.04)   0.10** (0.04) 0.10** (0.04) 
Woman delinquent only 0.03 (0.04)   0.04 (0.03) 0.04 (0.03) 
Both delinquent 0.09** (0.03)   0.10*** (0.03) 0.10*** (0.03) 

Parental caring (W1) –0.01* (0.00) –0.01* (0.00) –0.01* (0.00) –0.01* (0.00) 
Demographic 

Family structure (Ref=Biological parents) 
Step-parent 0.09** (0.03) 0.05 (0.03) 0.04 (0.03) 0.04 (0.03) 
Single parent 0.08** (0.03) 0.01 (0.03) 0.01 (0.03) 0.01 (0.03) 
Other family 0.07* (0.03) –0.02 (0.04) –0.02 (0.04) –0.02 (0.04) 

Parent’s education (ref=HS/GED) 
Less than HS 0.09* (0.04) 0.06 (0.04) 0.06 (0.04) 0.06 (0.04) 
Some college –0.02 (0.03) –0.02 (0.03) –0.02 (0.03) –0.02 (0.03) 
College or more –0.07* (0.03) –0.02 (0.03) –0.02 (0.03) –0.03 (0.03) 

Age 0.00 (0.01) –0.01 (0.01) –0.01* (0.01) –0.01 (0.01) 
Race (ref=White) 

Black 0.13*** (0.03) 0.10** (0.03) 0.10** (0.03) 0.10** (0.03) 
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Hispanic 0.13*** (0.03) 0.04* (0.04) 0.08* (0.04) 0.07* (0.04) 
Female –0.05* (0.02) –0.03 (0.02) –0.03 (0.03) –0.03 (0.02) 

Interactions 
Man only*married        –0.05 (0.09) 
Man only*cohabiting        0.05 (0.07) 
Woman only*married        0.01 (0.12) 
Woman only*cohabiting        0.10 (0.07) 
Neither active*married        –0.08 (0.13) 
Neither active*cohabiting        0.09 (0.08) 

R2 0.16 0.16 0.17 
*p</05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 
Source: Toledo Adolescent Relationships Study 
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