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Agenda

1. Determine the prevalence of breaking into a 

dating partner’s cell phone or email “tech 

abuse” among a sample of youth

2. Correlates of “tech abuse”

3. Implications/discussion



Background



2011 Teens and Digital Citizenship Survey

(N=799; 12-17 year olds)

• 77% of youth have a cell phone 

• 75% of teens use phones to text daily

• Teens send an average of 60 texts per day

– 6% email 

– 26% talk on the phone daily

– 6% of US teens use location-based services on 

their cell phones (e.g., Foursquare)

http://pewinternet.org/Reports/2012/Teens-and-smartphones.aspx



Prior research on “tech abuse”

• East Carolina University

– Burke, Wallen, Vail-Smith & Knox (2011)

• 804 undergraduates

• 62% response rate

• large southeastern university

• 18 to 23 (M = 19.12) years

• 77% of the sample self identified as White race



Burke, Wallen, Vail-Smith & Knox (2011)

% who reported initiating 

behavior one or more 

times

Chi-sq.Female Male

Checking call histories 65% 41% .000

Checking email histories 34% 14% .000

Monitoring partner’s Facebook site 58% 41% .000

Using partner’s passwords to monitor 

him/her
23% 7% .000



Consistent with findings on gender and 

Obsessive Relationship Intrusion

• “there are few meaningful sex differences in 

being the target of ORI”

– Cupach and Spitzberg, 2001

– Langhinrichsen-Rohling et al., 2000

– Logan et al., 2000

– McFarlane et al., 2000

– Spitzberg et al., 1998

Sptizberg & Hoobler (2002)



Stalking in general (lifetime)

Study Male % Female %

Tjaden & Thoennes, 1998 2% 8%

Tjaden & Thoennes, 2000 4% 12%

Fisher et al., 2000 (college women) -- 13%

NISVS, 2011 5% 16%



Methods



Sample
N=465

pediatric emergency department patients 

(July 2009--June 2010)

56% female

SES:

50% of patients are uninsured / Medicaid  

Age:  

14 and 21 years old 

(mean age: 19.2 yrs; 92% were 17-21 yrs)

Race:

54% were Black

15% Hispanic

15% White

13% multiracial







Inclusion criteria:

• Alcohol past month

• 50% TDV perp









Results

• 12% of the physically non-violent youth had 
perpetrated tech abuse

• 14% of the youth who had experienced no 
physical dating abuse had experienced tech 
abuse

• 0% of youth had experienced ONLY tech abuse 
(and not also psychological abuse); 0% 
perpetrated ONLY tech abuse (and not also 
psychological abuse)



Implications

• Breaking into a partner’s cell phone and/or 

email account is a prevalent form of 

adolescent dating violence behavior

• It is associated with physical and sexual 

adolescent dating violence perpetration



Implications

• Youth who are already more vulnerable, that 

is, have less education, have their own 

children, or have had more sexual partners, 

appear to be at increased risk



Implications

• Youth need to know that this is an illegal 

behavior

• Youth need to know that this is an abusive 

behavior

• Youth need to know where to get help

• Practitioners and health care providers need 

to know how to combat this problem and how 

to refer youth to helping resources
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