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Dear Members of the Community, 
 
We are a group of fourteen young ladies from different 
backgrounds ranging in age from 15 to 18 years old.  We are 
part of the Rogers Park Young Women’s Action Team 
(YWAT) which is a group of teen girls seeking to better our 
community. 
 
During the months of February through June 2004, we 
worked on the issue of teen dating violence which we feel is a 
very serious problem among our peers.  We wanted to find an 
interesting and exciting way to address this topic. We decided 
to sponsor a teen dating violence poetry contest.  Through the 
contest, we received entries from 43 teens between the ages of 
11 and 19.  We selected five winners and organized a poetry 
slam to raise awareness about dating violence.  55 people 
attended the event! 
 
At the same time, we created a survey that we handed out to 
teens.  We looked at other surveys that had been created 
about the issue of teen dating violence to get some good ideas 
about what questions to ask.  Our survey included questions 
about teens’ views on dating and violence. 
 
In the following pages, you will read our findings and we hope 
learn something new.  Our hope is that people will be moved 
to action after reading these words.  We believe that together 
as a community we can prevent teen dating violence! 
 
Thanks, 
 
The Rogers Park Young Women’s Action Team 
 
October 2004 
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ABOUT THIS REPORT – The Real Deal about Teen Dating Violence 
 

I have had the great fortune to spend over a year with fifteen incredible young 

women activists (ages 14-18).  In December 2003, after having already spent six 

months organizing against street harassment in their community, the Rogers Park 

Young Women‘s Action Team (YWAT) decided to tackle the issue of teen dating 

violence.  They recognized it as a major problem among their peers.   

 

Since then, the girls have educated themselves about the issue and taken it on as 

a cause.  They sponsored a teen dating violence poetry contest in the spring of 

2004 as a way to start a conversation about the topic with other teens.  They 

spent countless hours reading through forty-three entries and settled on five 

winners (see the appendix for two of these poems).  These winners were 

celebrated at an event hosted by YWAT on May 29th 2004. This poetry slam was 

attended by over fifty people and included an open mike, dance performances, 

readings by contest winners, food and a raffle.  It was a terrific success! 

 

Over a period of weeks, I watched the team struggle to craft a survey that would 

capture the essence of what they wanted to learn.  The girls relied on the work 

of Dr. Paul Schewe of the University of Illinois at Chicago and others to develop 

their questionnaire.  The process was a lesson in patience, in persistence, in 

understanding the difficulty of research, and most importantly in commitment.  

The YWAT spent four weeks collecting surveys from almost 300 teens at their 

schools.  The findings are summarized in the following report.   

 

Some of the most interesting findings are that: 

 11.1% of teens have been or are currently in an abusive/violent 

relationship. 

 62.1% of teens said that they know other teens who are or have been in 

an abusive/violent relationship. 

 92% of teens surveyed said that if their friend was in an abusive 

relationship, they would try to help him or her. 

 

Teen dating violence is very obviously a serious issue that needs to be addressed 

by schools, families, communities and teens. I have learned so much from these 

young women.  They humble me with their energy, intelligence, and deep 

commitment. Please enjoy their report! 

 

In Peace, 

 

Mariame Kaba 

Friends of Battered Women and Their Children  
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The Rogers Park Young Women’s Action Team collected surveys from 296 youth 

ages 13 to 19.  

 82% of respondents were female and 18% were male.   

 

 56% of respondents were African-American, 16.4% were Latino, 11.5% 

were Mixed race, 6.3% were White, 5.2% were Asian.   

 

 Respondents attended the following schools: Chicago Vocational Career 

Academy, Gale Elementary, Pierce, Howard Area H.S., Lane Tech H.S., 

Mather H.S., St. Scholastica, Sullivan H.S., Von Steuben H.S., Truman 

College, Robert Morris College.  

 

 29% of respondents were 15 years old; 25% were 16; and 26% were 17 

years old. 
 

DATING AND RELATIONSHIPS AMONG TEENS IN 2004 
 

95.4% of respondents have had a boyfriend/girlfriend. Of these, 36.7% have had 
between 1 and 3 girlfriends or boyfriends; 35.7% have had between 4 and 7 girlfriends 

or boyfriends; 12.4% have had between 8 and 12; 13.8% say that they have had more 

than 12 girlfriends or boyfriends. 

 

53.3% of teens surveyed currently have a steady boyfriend or girlfriend. Of these, 
45.7% have been dating this person for more than 8 months; 17.9% have been dating 

this person between 3-8 months; 27.7% have been dating this person between 1-3 

months; 8.7% have been dating this person for less than 1 month. Usually people think 

that teen relationships are short-lived and just ―puppy love‖ but these findings show that 

most teens (63.6%) who currently have a steady boyfriend or girlfriend have been dating 

that person for 3 months or longer. 

 

We asked teens who or what influences their ideas about relationships and 
dating.  We told them that they could choose only three main influences from a list 

that we provided.   68.2% of the respondents said that their FRIENDS influence their 

ideas about relationships and dating.  52.8% said that their PARENTS influence their 

ideas.  38.8% chose songs and music; 36.4% said that television and movies influence 

their ideas about relationships and dating.  15.4% said that BOOKS (like romance novels, 

etc.) have an influence; 13.3% said that their RELIGION has an influence. 23.4% of 

respondents said that OTHER things (such as myself/own opinion, previous 

relationships/experience, and observations) influence their ideas about relationships and 

dating.    

 

We asked teens if they agreed or disagreed with the following statements to find out 

more about what they thought about dating, love and relationships: 
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 AGREE DISAGREE NOT SURE 

I feel like I can talk to my parents 

about dating and relationships. 

42% 37% 21% 

I believe that it is OK for a 13 

year old girl to date a 20 year old 

man. 

7% 87% 7% 

If my boyfriend/girlfriend 

cheated on me, I would break up 

with him/her. 

67% 7% 27% 

I believe that love at first sight 

exists. 

42% 30% 28% 

 

Most teens (58%) are either not sure or disagree with the statement “I feel like I 
can talk to my parents about dating and relationships.”   We think that it is great 

that 42% of the teens we surveyed feel comfortable sharing thoughts and feelings about 

dating and relationships with their parents.  However, we hope that more parents will 

take an opportunity to listen to their kids‘ feelings about dating.  Many of our friends are 
afraid to talk to their parents about dating and relationships.  They are afraid that their 

parents will judge them or look at them differently.  We think that parents should be 

open and communicate with their kids about these issues.  

 

We are happy to see that a vast majority of teens (87%) do not “believe that it 

is OK for a 13 year old girl to date a 20 year old man.”  Through our training, we 
have learned that younger girls who date older men are at greater risk of getting 

pregnant or of being abused in their relationships. We believe that it is better for teens 

to date people in their own age groups because it can reduce these problems and issues. 

 

Most teens (67%) said that if their boyfriend/girlfriend cheated on them, they 
would break up with that person. But a significant amount of them (27%) said that 

they were not sure if they would.  We understand this uncertainty because it is really 

hard to say what you would do until you get into that situation.  
 

Teens were closely divided as to whether love at first sight exists. 42% of teens 
believe that love at first sight exists.  30% disagree and 28% are not sure.  We 
wanted to know what teens thought about love and dating so we asked a series of open 

ended questions to get their opinions and views.  We asked them to complete the 

following sentences: 

1. I believe that love means… 

2. I know I am in love when… 

3. The three most important qualities I look for in a boyfriend/girlfriend are… 

4. A good age to start dating is … 

5. The thing that worries me about dating is… 
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1. WHAT’S LOVE? 

 

For teens, love means… 

 Being faithful and having trust. 

 Caring about somebody and respecting them and their body. 

 Respecting, caring, and being concerned at all times.  Love means waking up in 

the morning and going to sleep at night with the one you love on your mind. 

 Everything makes you feel good physically and emotionally. 

 A soulmate. 

 Someone you care deeply about and someone you can trust no matter what 
happens.  Almost like a spitting image of yourself. 

 That you would do anything and everything to make that person happy. 

 You will die for that person. 

 Pain, sacrifice (emotional), not being abused or threatened in any way. 

 Respecting, loving, caring for a person with all your heart.  Wishing them the 

best with no negativity and wanting to cause them no pain. 

 Friendship, trust, communication. 

 Something that can‘t be explained; it is a feeling emotion, and a word that is so 

strong nothing or no one can do or say anything to change that.  You just know. 

 He would die for you. 

 A commitment that you have for a person and not really too much of a feeling.  

People get mixed up and think of love as just a feeling, but it is also a 

commitment. 

 Someone who buys you expensive things and gives you money. 

 Being able to totally be yourself with that person and know that he/she will be 

there for you, and you for him/her. 

 When two people are completely compatible. 

 That you will care for someone unconditionally. 

 To honor and respect that person for who they are.  To cherish and trust that 

person unconditionally.  To love that person in every way from personal to 

universal but it really has to be unconditional. 

 Having respect and appreciation for one another, etc. A feeling that you get in 
your heart, like when you see an outfit that you want, like shivers every time you 

see that person. 

 When you want the person to be happy even if that means not being with you. 

 Treating that woman or man with respect; no name-calling; down-putting; no 
violence in that relationship. 

 The feeling for an individual, no matter their flaws and bad habits.  It means to 

care for someone in a way that cannot be explained.  It means to like and love 

that person for who they are. It means you can share, trust, and be honest, and 

open with someone and they will actually understand where you are coming 

from. 

 

The themes of RESPECT, COMMITMENT and HONESTY kept coming up in teens‘ 

responses.  We believe that this means that teens really think that these three values 

are important in love relationships. 
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A number of our teen respondents said that they didn‘t know what love was.  Others 

said that they were ―too young‖ to know what love was. Some had cynical ideas about 

what love means.  One person, for example, wrote: ―just another four letter word like 

‗f—k‘ or ‗shit‘.‖  Another person wrote that he/she ―didn‘t believe in love.‖ 

 

II. HOW I KNOW I’M IN LOVE 

 

Teens completed the sentence: ―I know I am in love when…‖  The following are some 

examples of their responses. 

 

 I‘m treated the way I want to be treated. 

 When I have butterflies in my stomach. 

 I go out of my way to do or get something for that person even though I know 

that I am the one in need.  And when that person stays constantly on my mind. 

 I feel secure. 

 I have sex and say I love them. 

 I‘m always thinking about the girl. 

 I feel comfortable with that person. 

 He gets me whatever I want. 

 I would do anything to make my lady feel special, safe, and loved. 

 He cheats and I let him come back. 

 I‘d cry over her. 

 I feel happy around that person. 

 I can talk to the person and I can be myself. 

 He donates me eyes if I go blind. 

 My feelings for whomever are strong enough for me to ride or die for them.  I 
know when I am in love when I‘ll do for them what I won‘t do for others. 

 My partner is the first person I think about when I wake up and the last person I 

think about when I go to sleep.  Also, when I get butterflies in my stomach when 

I see him or even hear his name. 

 He can look me in the eyes and say it or when our song comes on and there are 
tears in his eyes. 

 I am crazy about that person. 

 I daydream a lot, I smile a lot. 

 

Most of the teens talked about getting a ―funny‖ or ―special‖ or ―that‖ feeling for a 
person as the main way they know that they are in love.  Most talked about a feeling 

that they couldn‘t explain. As one teen put it, ―it‘s unexplainable!‖ 

 

III. WHAT QUALITIES I LOOK FOR IN THE PARTNER 

 

We asked teens to tell us about the most important qualities that they look for in a 

partner.  We left the question open-ended so that they were able to choose their own 

characteristics and qualities. 
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Personality (114) 49% 

Looks/Appearance (111) 48% 

Smart/Intelligence (53) 23% 

Caring/Kindness/Consideration/Nice (52) 22% 

Honesty (48) 21% 

Trustworthy/Loyal (34) 15% 

Humor (33) 14% 

Respect/Treating Me and Others Right (27) 12% 

Money (12) 5% 
 

We are not surprised that most teens picked PERSONALITY and LOOKS as the 
most important traits that they want in a partner.  Only 5% of our respondents 
listed MONEY as one of the most important qualities that they look for in a 

boyfriend/girlfriend.  Since most of our respondents were between the ages of 15-17, 

we are not surprised by this finding.  At this age, money is not as important as it may be 

for another age group. For example, we believe that if we had mostly interviewed young 

people ages 18 to 25, money would have been a bigger issue. A 15-year old without 

money is normal, but a 19 year old who is broke is considered a loser! 

 

IV. GOOD AGE TO START DATING 

 

We asked teens to tell us what is a good age for girls and boys to start dating. 

According to our respondents, a good age for girls to start dating was anywhere 

from 9 years old to 22 years old, while a good age for boys to start dating 
ranged from 9 to 20 years old. 
 

GOOD AGE TO START DATING GIRLS BOYS 

12 4.2% 6.4% 

13 14.4% 19.2% 

14 22.5% 21% 

15 27.1% 22.8% 

16 21.1% 17.4% 

17 5.3% 5% 

 

Teens (27.1% & 22.8% respectively) believe that a good age for girls and boys to 
start dating is 15 years old.  19.2% of respondents believe that 13 is a good age for 

boys to start dating while only 14.4% say that 13 is a good age for girls to start dating.  

There seems to be an idea that boys are ready to date at a younger age than girls.  

Overall, most teens seem to believe that for both girls and girls a good age range to 

start dating is 14 to 16 years old. 

 

V. WHAT WORRIES ME MOST ABOUT DATING? 
 

We wanted to know what worries teens about dating.  We believe that this is an issue 

that rarely gets addressed.  It can be really scary to be in a relationship with someone 

else.  The teens we surveyed had a number of concerns: 
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 Getting hurt by that person 

 Being cheated on 

 Lies/Dishonesty 

 Disease (STD, HIV, AIDS) 

 ―Whether there will be a day when we break up.‖ 

 Sex 

 Trusting a stranger 

 How do I know this person is not using me? 

 Being forced to do something you don‘t want to do  

 Getting played 

 My parents 

 Getting a girl pregnant 

 Getting pregnant 

 Abuse, pressure 

 Being rejected 

 Commitment 

The most common responses were getting hurt, being cheated on, sex, disease, 
pressure and abuse. 
 

TEEN DATING VIOLENCE 
 

11.1% of our respondents said they have been in an abusive/violent 
relationship.  4.8% said that they were not sure.  We believe teens who said they 
were not sure have actually been in abusive relationships but just didn‘t know that they 

were.  Actually, we read a 2003 Centers for Disease Control study about teen dating 

violence in Chicago that said 12% of students in Chicago had been hit, slapped, or 

physically hurt on purpose by their boyfriend or girlfriend in the previous year.  This 

means that our findings are similar to the CDC‘s.   

 

There are over 100,000 young people who attend Chicago Public High Schools.  That 

means that there at least 12,000 teens who have been physically abused by a 

dating partner!  This huge number shows that teen dating violence is a very serious 

issue.  In fact, 79% of our survey respondents said that they believed that “dating 
violence is a big issue among teens.”  This means that teens know that this is a big 

deal for us.   

 

62.1% of teens said that they knew other teens who are or have been in an 
abusive/violent relationship.  Of these, 88% said that they knew between 1-5 teens 
who are or had been abused. 7.7% said that they knew between 5-10 teens in this 

predicament.  4.4% knew over 10 teens in this situation.  As teens ourselves, we know 

that this is true.  In fact, this is why we decided to do this research and to take on the 

issue of teen dating violence.  Each of us knows someone who is or has been in an 

abusive/violent relationship.  
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Most teens (84.1%) said that they themselves had never been in an abusive/violent 

relationship.  We think that teens mostly only consider hitting or raping 

someone as forms of violence.  They don‘t usually think that yelling at someone is a 

form of violence.  For example, we asked them if they thought that certain things were 

actually examples of violence. 

 

N=291 

 YES NO NOT SURE 

Yelling 39.4% 42% 18% 

Ignoring someone 12% 74% 14% 

Slapping someone 92% 4% 4% 

Threatening someone with a knife 96% 3% 0% 

Forcing someone to have sex if he or she 

doesn’t want to 

94% 4% 1% 

Pushing someone 73% 14% 12% 

Grabbing someone 76% 12% 12% 

Choking someone 95% 3% 1% 

Calling someone names like “stupid” 

“ho” “bitch” 

70% 19% 11% 

Throwing something at someone 86% 8% 6% 

Trying to keep someone from seeing 

his/her friends and family 

70% 19% 11% 

Kicking someone 91% 7% 2% 

 

What we noticed from these responses is that teens tend to be more certain that 
physical violence is “real” violence.  However, they are less sure that 

emotional/verbal abuse is ―real‖ violence.  For instance, most of our teen respondents 

(42%) think that yelling at someone is NOT an example of violence.  74% of our 

respondents think that ignoring someone is NOT a form of violence.  We can 

understand why teens believe these things.  Whenever people talk about violence, they 

usually focus on physical forms of violence like hitting, punching, rape, stabbing.  So 
when over 90% of our survey respondents say that slapping someone, threatening them 

with a knife, forcing them to have sex, choking someone, or kicking someone are forms 

of violence, we are not surprised.   

 

Over 70% of our respondents think that pushing someone, grabbing someone, 
trying to keep someone from seeing friends or family are examples of violence.  
For teens, it seems that physical forms of violence are easier to identify than emotional 

and verbal violence. This means that teens who do peer education and adults too should 

really focus on what emotional abuse is all about and how it works. We also believe that 

if we included the numbers of teens who are in emotionally abusive relationships to the 

number of teens who are physically abused, the numbers of dating violence victims 

would increase dramatically.  

 

We also asked teens whether they agreed or disagreed with the following statement: 

Sometimes it is hard to tell when you are in an abusive relationship.  46% of teens 
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agreed with this statement and 43% disagreed.  We think that this means that 

sometimes teens don‘t even know how to define what is abusive and what is not. 

 

We asked teens to tell us about what has happened to them in their relationships by 

asking if a boyfriend/girlfriend had done certain things at some point. The following are 

some of the most interesting answers: 

 

 NEVER 1-5 times More than 5 times 

Called me names (like bitch, ho, 

loser, stupid) 

63% 29% 8% 

Forced me to have sex when I didn’t 

want to 

93% 5% 2% 

Threatened to hurt me if I didn’t do 

something he/she wanted 

91% 7% 1% 

Blamed me when he/she was upset 57% 37% 6% 

Pushed or shoved me 68% 25% 7% 

Choked me 91% 8% 1% 

Slapped me 89% 10% 2% 

 
We asked teens to tell us what they would do if their girlfriend/boyfriend were ever to 

grab, shove, slap or punch them.  These are their answers: 

 

 Definitely 

wouldn’t 

Probably 

wouldn’t 

Not sure Probably 

would  

Definitely 

would 

Break Up? 3% 9% 19% 17% 52% 

Talk to a friend about it? 9% 7% 3% 29% 52% 

Talk to a family member 

about it? 

20% 19% 22% 17% 22% 

Talk to a teacher, pastor, or 

counselor? 

39% 18% 24% 10% 9% 

Call the police? 29% 20% 23% 11% 17% 

Call a dating or domestic 

violence hotline for advice? 

45% 22% 21% 7% 5% 

Get an order of protection 

from the Court? 

40% 20% 16% 12% 12% 

Grab, Slap, Punch, him/her 

back? 

10% 7% 10% 20% 54% 

Get a friend/family member 

to grab, slap, punch him/her 

back? 

20% 15% 12% 22% 30% 

 

We were happy to see that the majority of teens (69%) said that they probably 
would or definitely would break up with their partner is he/she were ever to 
grab, shove, slap, or punch them.  But we were also sad to see that 31% of teens 

said that they were not sure, probably wouldn‘t or definitely wouldn‘t break up with an 

abusive partner.  Breaking up with someone is really hard to do. 
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We were glad to see that most teens (81%) felt that they probably or definitely 
would talk to a friend about it.  This means it is important that other teens be 

educated about dating violence since it is most likely that they will be the ones talking to 

their friends as opposed to an adult.  We found that only 39% of the teens that we surveyed 

would talk to a family member about being abused. Teachers, pastors, or counselors were 

even less likely to hear from abused teens -- 57% of teens said that they probably or 

definitely wouldn‘t talk to them.  Only 19% said that they probably or definitely would talk to 

a teacher, pastor, or counselor if they were being abused.  We think that this means that 

these adults have to do a better job relating to teens.  It seems that teens don‘t trust 
them enough to talk to them about important issues. 

 

In terms of turning to places like hotlines, the courts, or the police for help, teens were 

equally hesitant.  They were least likely to call a dating/domestic violence 

hotline for advice; only 12% probably or definitely would do that.   24% would 

probably or definitely turn to the courts and 28% would probably or definitely call the 

police.  We think that this makes sense since teens don‘t want everyone to know their 

business.  Fear of having their reputation ruined also keeps teens from going public 

when they are being abused.  We don‘t think that teens would turn to the police, 

hotlines or the courts to deal with their problems.  We believe that people need to 

create teen centers outside of schools to help address dating violence and other social 

problems.   

 

Finally, we were not surprised that most teens said that they would fight back 
and take matters into their own hands if they were being abused. 74% of our 

respondents said that they probably or definitely would grab, slap or punch the person 

back.  52% of teens said that they would get a friend/family member to grab, slap, or 

punch their abuser back. Teens in our generation are just more likely to fight back.  We 

have an attitude that says that ―we don‘t want to be taken advantage of.‖  We want 

respect from our partners, and we want to be ―strong.‖ 

 

We asked teens who had been in an abusive relationship about what they did 
about it.  Some of the most interesting answers were: 

 I left the person alone on that first hit. 

 I broke up with him and then he started calling my phone like crazy so I gave him 
another chance and everything has been straight. 

 I fought back. 

 I left him. 

 Talked to my close friends, counselor, and a group (a thing in schools that I‘m 

involved in). 

 I hit him back. 

 Well I had a boyfriend that would push me and would mentally abuse me like call 
me stupid or other names like that, but never would he call me a b**** or h*, so 

I would slap him when he did that and threaten to tell my  brother. 

 At first nothing, but then I talked to him about it, and we agreed to break up. 

 Talked about how I felt about it. Then things became better for us. 

 I asked a friend for advice; she told me to talk to him about it.  I did and it just 

caused more problems so I broke up with him. 
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 Called the police. 

 Nothing at all; stayed with him and tried to work it out. 

 I told him to get his act together or else…he will be hurt. 

 

We asked those who had NOT been in an abusive relationship about what they 
would do if they were in one.  Some of the most interesting responses were: 

 I would get out of that relationship because we would be fighting. 

 I would leave his sorry ass alone and press charges. 

 I would probably try to ask why he is so abusive, or just leave the relationship. 

 Get a friend/family to punch, grab, slap him/her back and then call the police. 

 I would tell someone close to me or I will break up with him. 

 I would call the police after I put him in the hospital. 

 I would get a restraining order and tell my parents. 

 
Most of our respondents who had ―NOT‖ been in an abusive relationship said that they 

would ―leave‖ or ―break up‖ with their partners if they were being hurt.  However, as 

we‘ve seen, those who HAD been in abusive relationships had a number of different 

responses.  Most of those teens did not break up with the abusive partner right away.  It 

seems, then, that there is difference between what teens say they WOULD do and what 

teens ACTUALLY do when they are being abused. 

 

Most teens that we surveyed didn’t know of many places for teens who are in 
abusive relationships to get help. Those who responded that they did mostly said 
that they would turn to friend, family, local youth organizations, and a few knew of 

Friends of Battered Women and Their Children‘s 24-hour hotline. This means that 

adults and teen leaders need to do a better job of making information available so that 

teens can know where the resources are in the community.   

 

We asked respondents if they agreed or disagreed with the following statements: 

 

 AGREE DISAGREE NOT SURE 

If someone is being abused, it is 

NOT his/her fault. 

54% 18% 28% 

If you have a child with someone, 

you should stay with that person 

even if the person is abusive. 

5% 90% 6% 

If my friend was in an abusive 

relationship, I would try to help 

her or him. 

92% 4% 5% 

I believe that jealousy is a sign that 

my partner loves me. 

17% 53% 29% 

 

We thought that it was great that 54% of teens believe that “if someone is being 
abused, it is not his/her fault.”  But we think that it is important to work with those 
young people who are not sure or who disagree with that statement.  It is really hard to 

be in an abusive relationship, and the victim is blamed for it, she might be less likely to 
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ask for help. Also, we have learned that the victim should not be blamed for the abuse; 

instead, the abuser should be blamed for being abusive. 

 

We were glad that most teens (92%) said that if their friend was in an abusive 
relationship, they would try to help him or her.  This means that there is a lot of 

personal support out there for abused teens. This means that friends may play a 

significant role in supporting an abuse victim. 

 

Most teens (53%) did not believe that jealousy is a sign that their partner loved 
them.  We think that this is good because excessive jealousy is a warning sign of abusive 
behavior.  We want to get the message out there that love is not jealousy, because 17% 

of teens do believe that jealousy is a sign of love and 29% are not sure. 

 

We were really happy that a large majority of teens (90%) did not think that a 
victim should stay with an abuser if they have children together.  Sometimes, 

children are used as leverage for manipulation in abusive relationships. Just because 

there are children involved, this does not mean that a victim should stay with an abusive 

partner. If anything, the abuse will progressively get worse putting not only the victim in 

more danger, but the child as well.  
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As the responsibility of dating and relationships does not rest solely on young women in society, 

we felt it important and necessary to include young men in the survey. Also, while we are 

interested as to what teens, in general, have to say, think and feel on the issue of dating and 

relationships, we are also committed to understanding things on large and small scales In 

keeping true to this idea, we have compared the results of teen girls and boys. These results will 

hopefully provide us with more insight, allowing us to comprehend the issue at different levels, 

draw further conclusions, and educate others. 

 

DATING AND RELATIONSHIPS  
AMONG GIRLS AND BOYS IN 2004 

 

82% of the respondents in this study were girls and 18% were boys. 94.8% of females 
have had a boyfriend/girlfriend. Of teen girls, 40.2% have had between 1 and 3 

partners; 35.4% have had between 4 and 7; 12.2% have had between 8 and 12; 10.5% 

report they have had 10 or more boyfriends or girlfriends. 98% of the male 
respondents have had a boyfriend/girlfriend. Of these, 20% have had between 1-3 
girlfriends or boyfriends; 40% have had approximately 4 to 7; 10% have had between 8 

and 12; 30% report having had an excess of 12 or more girlfriends or boyfriends. 

 

54.3% of teen girls and 49% of teen boys currently have steady girlfriends or 
boyfriends. Of these teenage girls, 50% have had a boyfriend/girlfriend for more than 8 
months. 27% for 1 to 3 months; 18% between 3 and 8 months; 5% have been dating this 

person for less than 1 month.  In comparison, 29% of the boys were dating their current 

partner for less than 1 month; 25% have been dating their partner for 1-3 months; 18% 

have been dating that person for 3 to 8 months; and 29% have been with their current 

partner for over 8 months. 

 

When girls were asked “Who or what influences your ideas about relationships 
and dating?” they could choose at least three main influences.  70% of the 
respondents said that their FRIENDS influence their ideas about relationships and dating.  

55.8% said that their PARENTS influence their ideas.  37.3% chose SONGS and MUSIC; 

36.5% said that TELEVISION and MOVIES influence their ideas about relationships and 

dating.  17.2% said that BOOKS (like romance novels, etc.) have an influence; 13.3% said 

that their RELIGION has an influence. 21.9% of respondents said that OTHER things 

influence their ideas about relationships and dating such as myself/own opinion, previous 

relationships/experience, observations. 

 

When boys were asked the same question they responded in the following ways:  
59.2% of the respondents said that their FRIENDS influence their ideas about 

relationships and dating.  40.8% said that their PARENTS influence their ideas.  49% 

chose SONGS and MUSIC; 34.7% said that TELEVISION and MOVIES influence their 

ideas about relationships and dating.  6.1% said that BOOKS (like romance novels, etc.) 

have an influence; 14.3% said that their RELIGION has an influence. 30.6% of 

respondents said that OTHER things (such as myself/own opinion, previous 
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relationships/experience, and observations) influence their ideas about relationships and 

dating. 

 

In order to learn more and compare the opinions of boys and girls on the topic of 

dating, love and relationships, we asked teens if they agreed or disagreed with the 

following statements: 

 

 AGREE 

Boys            Girls 

DISAGREE 

Boys           Girls 

NOT SURE 

Boys          Girls 

I feel like I can talk to my parents 

about dating and relationships 

48%              40% 35%              38% 17%            22% 

I believe that it is OK for a 13 

year old girl to date a 20 year old 

man. 

13%               5% 75%              89% 12%             6% 

If my boyfriend/girlfriend 

cheated on me, I would break up 

with him/her. 

73%               65%  4%               7% 24%            28% 

I believe that love at first sight 

exists 

33%               45% 27%              29% 39%            26% 

 
We were surprised to find that a larger percentage of teen male respondents (48%) 

than female respondents (40%) reported that they agreed with the statement ―I feel like 

I can talk to my parents about dating relationships.‖ We were pleased that many boys 

and girls indicated they were comfortable communicating their thoughts and feelings to 

their parents. Still, we wish that more parents would take the opportunity to actively 
listen to their kids about their feelings regarding dating.  Dating and relationships are 

important developmental experiences, especially to teenagers; it is important that 

parents are available for their children during these times. We also suggest that 

strengthening bonds with our parents could strengthen those in our dating relationships. 

Healthy communication is essential to relationships and the more comfortable teens are 

with it, the healthier their relationships will be.  

 

We are happy to see that a vast majority of boys (75%) and girls (89%) find that 
it is unacceptable for a 13 year old girl to date a 20 year old man.  It is interesting 
and encouraging that such a high percentage of teen males feel this way. Issues such as 

these are everyone‘s problem so it is important to know there are potential allies out 

there. 

 

Most girls (65%) and an even larger percentage of boys (73%) said that if their 
boyfriend/girlfriend cheated on them, they would break up with them. This is 

encouraging, but a significant amount of them (24% boys; 28% girls) said that they were 

not sure if they would.  We understand this because it is really hard to say what you 
would do until you get into that situation.  We do find it interesting though that boys 

are more likely to break up with a partner who cheats than girls are. 

 

45% of teen girls and 33% of teen boys believe that love at first sight exists.  
29% of girls and 27% of boys disagree while 26% of girls and 39% of boys are not sure.  
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LOOKS (65.8% boys; 45.8% girls) and PERSONALITY (52.6% boys; 39.6% girls) were 

still unsurprisingly selected as the most important traits desired in a partner. None of the 

boys listed money as a desirable trait for a partner, while 6.8% of the girls identified it as 

something sought-after in a partner.  It appears as though the traits identified here reflect 

similar ideas of our culture.  We feel characteristics that may be helpful to a person in 

society are one‘s appearance, personality and intelligence. These traits are sought after 

in different life situations (relationships, work, school, etc.).  The other traits that 

weren‘t as popular (kindness, honesty, trustworthy, etc.) are overlooked in the afore 

mentioned life situations. While these are morally desirable, they go unnoticed socially.  

One explanation could be that society is very focused on success and its materialistic 

value. The traits identified as more desirable are ones that mirror those characteristics 

that make it possible for people to attain/achieve this materialistic success. 

Boys        Girls 

       

Asking for others‘ opinions as to what age kids should begin dating typically provides 

interesting responses. We decided to compare boys and girls responses because, with 

so many gender role expectations, we felt it important to search for any possible 

patterns of thought and/or expectation. The results in comparison follow: 

 

GOOD AGE TO START DATING       GIRLS 

Boys        Girls 

       BOYS 

Boys         Girls 

12 8.5%        3.7% 20.0%        4.3% 

13 27.7%     12.4% 31.1%       18.2% 

14 17%        25.7% 8.9%         26.3% 

15 14.9%     31.7% 13.3%       27.8%  

16 21.3%     22.0% 22.2%       17.7% 

17 10.6%      4.6% 4.4%          5.5% 

 

Most teens (31.7% girls and 27.8% boys) believe that a good age for girls to start dating 

is 15 years old.  27.7% of teenage girl respondents and 31.1% of teenage boy 

respondents believe that 13 is a good age for boys to start dating. Conversely, only 

12.4% of the girls and 18.2% of the boys feel that girls should start dating at age 13. 

Again, 14.9% of teen girls and 13.3% of teen boys believe that boys should wait to date 

until 15 years of age.  This sample hints that it is more desirable and acceptable for boys 

to begin dating at a younger age than girls.  Both girls and boys seem to agree with this 

idea. 

 

Looks/Appearance 65.8%                  45.8% 

Personality 52.6%                  39.6% 

Smart/Intelligence 39.5%                  18.2% 

Caring/Kindness/Consideration/Nice  5.3%                    23.4% 

Honesty  5.3%                   24% 

Trustworthy/Loyal 10.5%                 17.7% 

Humor  2.6%                  18.2%  

Respect/Treating Me and Others Right  23.7%                16.1% 

Money  0%                      6.8% 
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There are a few main concerns that teens commonly worry about in regards to dating 

and relationships.  Many of these are similar for both girls and boys. Some of the most 

prevalent themes are as follows: 

 Sex, disease, and pregnancy 

 Trust and commitment 

 Parental pressure 

 Abuse/pressure 

 Breaking-up and being hurt 

 

 

 

TEEN DATING VIOLENCE 
 

12.4% of our female respondents and 5.9% of our male respondents said that 
they have been in an abusive/violent relationship.  3.8% of girls and 9.8% of boys 
were unsure. These differences seem to be substantial.  This may be due to boys‘ 

conceptions of abuse/violence being mainly physical.  Nonetheless, these findings 

reinforce the idea that women are most often the victims of dating abuse/violence.  

 

The numbers of girls and boys abused in Chicago are overwhelming. With over 100,000 

young people who attend Chicago Public High Schools, our results suggest that there at 

least 12,000 girls and boys who have been in abusive/violent relationships!  It is not 

only a concern of observant adults/parents, but thankfully it is an issue of major concern 

to the teens themselves. 83% of teenage female respondents and 61.5% of teenage male 

respondents believed that ―dating violence is a big issue among teens.‖   

 

66.5% (girls) and 42.3% (boys) of teens openly offered that they knew other teens that 

are or have been in an abusive/violent relationship.  Of these, 88.6% of teen girls and 

81.8% of teen boys said that they knew between 1-5 teens who are or had been abused. 

The girls‘ percentages begin to decline when knowing between 5-10 (7.6%) teens in such 

situations and continue to do so when knowing more than 10 teens is abusive/violent 

relationships (3.8%). The boys‘ responses, however, show a mirrored response (9.1%) 
for knowing between 5-10 teens in abusive relationships, as well as knowing over 10 

teens in this predicament.  We, as teens, know that abuse/violence does exist in 

relationships. These numbers are alarming and should not be ignored.    

 

Even though most teens (84.3% boys, 83.8% girls) said that they themselves had never 

been in an abusive/violent relationship, each one knows someone who is or has been in 

one of these dreaded relationships.  Because there is a large difference between the 

number of boys and girls in, or having been in an abusive relationship, we felt it 

necessary to compare boys‘ and girls‘ concepts of violence. We think that teens, 

especially boys, mostly only consider physically harming someone as a form of violence.  

They don‘t usually think that verbal/emotional abuse is a form of violence.  For example, 

we asked them if they thought the following actions were actually examples of violence. 

 

 

 



 19 

 

 

 

 

 

N=285 [52 (Boys); 233 (Girls)] 

          YES 

Boys        Girls 

         NO 

Boys       Girls 

  NOT SURE 

Boys         Girls 

Yelling 31%         41% 46%         41% 23%           18% 

Ignoring someone 8%           13%            75%         73%        17%           13% 

Slapping someone 87%         93% 10%          3% 4%              4% 

Threatening someone with a knife 90%         97%   8%            3% 2%              0%  

Forcing someone to have sex if he or she 

doesn’t want to 

88%         95% 10%          3% 2%              1% 

Pushing someone 56%         77% 29%          11% 15%            12% 

Grabbing someone 60%         79% 21%          10% 19%            10% 

Choking someone 87%         97%    10%           2%  4%               1% 

Calling someone names like “stupid” “ho” 

“bitch” 

37%         77%  44%          13% 19%            10% 

Throwing something at someone 81%         87% 15%          6% 4%               6% 

Trying to keep someone from seeing 

his/her friends and family 

65%         71%  22%          19% 14%            11% 

Kicking someone 82%         93% 16%           5% 2%              3% 

 
We recall that teens in general conceptualize ―real‖ violence as more physical than 

emotional/verbal abuse. When teens‘ genders are compared, the boys‘ views parallel 

that of teens in general. Both view physical acts as more ―real‖ abuse and more violent. 

At the same time, boys, like teens in general, also find emotional/verbal abuse as less 

violent. Our male teen respondents think that yelling (31%), ignoring someone (8%), and 

calling someone names (37%) are forms of violence. We compare these with female 

teen responses and find that yelling (41%), ignoring someone (13%), and calling someone 

names (77%) are more likely to be thought of as forms of violence than among males.  

Additionally, boys‘ acceptance of pushing, grabbing, and keeping someone from 

family/friends as violent acts ranged from 56%-65%, while girls‘ scores were between 

71% and 79%.  Other scores range from 81% for boys and 87% for girls (throwing 

something at someone) to 90% for boys and 97% for girls (threatening someone with a 

knife). It appears that it‘s easier for girls to recognize abuse other than physical violence.  

Perhaps some more intense education is needed for male teens to help them 

understand that emotional violence is also abuse. This can be done in a number of ways. 

The main point to remember is that women, and men as allies, both need to stand up to 
the abuse/violence and educate teens.  

 

The following are some of the most interesting answers received when teens were 

questioned about what has happened in their own relationships.   
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      NEVER 

Boys        Girls 

   1-5 times 

Boys     Girls 

 

More than 5 times 

Boys          Girls 

Called me names (like bitch, ho, 

loser, stupid) 

60%        63% 27%       30% 13%             7% 

Forced me to have sex when I didn’t 

want to 

92%        93% 4%          5% 4%               2% 

Threatened to hurt me if I didn’t do 

something he/she wanted 

94%        91% 6%          8% 0%               1% 

Blamed me when he/she was upset 48%        58% 44%       36% 8%               6% 

Pushed or shoved me 65%        68% 25%       25% 10%             6% 

Choked me 96%        90% 4%          3% 0%               2% 

Slapped me 79%        90% 15%        9%  6%               1% 

 
While all of these numbers are of interest, one of the most intriguing findings is that as 

the frequency of abuse increases, boys indicate more abusive experiences than girls. For 

example, 4% of male respondents report that they have been forced to have sex more 

than 5 times when it was unwanted while only 2% of girls make this claim. 

 
We asked teens to tell us what they would do if their girl/boyfriend were ever to grab, 

shove, slap or punch them.  These are their answers: 

 

 Definitely 

wouldn’t 

Boys    Girls 

Probably 

wouldn’t 

Boys   Girls 

Not sure 

 

Boys  Girls 

Probably 

would 

Boys   Girls 

Definitely 

would 

Boys   Girls 

Break Up? 6%       2% 20%     7% 37%    15% 10%     18%   27%     58% 

Talk to a friend about 

it? 

25%     5% 20%     4% 4%      3% 31%     29% 20%     59% 

Talk to a family 

member about it? 

35%     16% 25%    18% 6%      24% 25%     16% 8%       26% 

 

Talk to a teacher, 

pastor, or counselor? 

48%     38% 26%    17% 16%    25% 6%       11% 4%       10% 

Call the police? 63%     22% 18%    20% 12%    25% 6%       12% 2%       21% 

Call a dating or 

domestic violence 

hotline for advice? 

65%     41% 18%    23% 14%    23% 4%       8% 0%        6% 

Get an order of 

protection from the 

Court? 

67%      34% 16%    21% 12%    17% 2%      15% 4%       13% 

Grab, Slap, Punch, 

him/her back? 

35%       4% 10%    6% 20%     8% 22%    19% 14%     62% 

Get a friend/family 

member to grab, slap, 

punch him/her back? 

47%     14% 20%    14% 14%    12% 14%    24% 6%       35% 
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By comparing the data for males and females, we are able to highlight some very 

important points.  One of the most important points is that boys are more resistant to 

take any sort of action, while girls were clearly more motivated to take action.  To 

illustrate this point we look to the possibility of breaking up if one were ever to be 

grabbed, slapped, shoved, or punched by their partner. 6% of boys said they definitely 

wouldn‘t break up while only 2% of girls said they wouldn‘t break up with their partner. 

On the other end of the spectrum, we see that 27% of boys would definitely break up 

with a partner while a larger 58% of girls would.  Girls are also more likely to talk to 

someone else about the problem. 59% of girls said they would talk to a friend in 

contrast to 20% of boys.   

 

One very interesting discovery is that female respondents were more likely than male 

respondents to grab, punch or slap him/her back or have friends/family do it for them.  

Statistically, 62% of girls said they would do these things while only 14% of boys said 

they would take this sort of action. If we approach this from another angle, 35% of boys 
reported that they would definitely not react in this manner. While only 4% of the girls 

would definitely not respond in this way. Regardless of the interesting difference, these 

percentages are still very unsettling. These actions only support and give more life to 

the cycle of violence. 

 

It seems as though there are similarly large percentages of teens that are unsure 

whether they would turn to an adult (family, teacher, police, etc.). 17%-25% of girls 

were unsure if they would seek help from family, teachers, or police. A good portion of 

the boys (6%-16%) also were unsure if they would approach family or other adults.  By 

educating teens, as well as adults, on these issues, we hope that these numbers will shift 

to show that our family members and community allies will hear from teens more often. 

 

We asked respondents if they agreed or disagreed with the following statements: 

 AGREE 

Boys         Girls 

DISAGREE 

Boys          Girls 

NOT SURE 

Boys          Girls 

If someone is being abused, it is 

NOT his/her fault. 

35%          58% 25%            16% 39%            26% 

If you have a child with someone, 

you should stay with that person 

even if the person is abusive. 

10%          3% 75%            93% 16%            3% 

If my friend was in an abusive 

relationship, I would try to help 

her or him. 

78%          95% 12%             2% 10%            3% 

I believe that jealousy is a sign that 

my partner loves me. 

30%          15% 46%            55% 24%            30% 

 
The 58% of girls and 35% of boys that believed that ―if someone is being abused, it is not 

his/her fault‖ is encouraging, but there were still large numbers of teens that disagreed 

(25%=boys; 16%=girls), or weren‘t sure at all (39%=boys; 26%=girls). As we stated 

before, it is important to work with those young people who are not sure or who 

disagree with that statement. Being the victim in an abusive relationship can be very 
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traumatic. In some cases there may be no one who will listen to her/him. So, any one 

person could be the victim‘s last chance for help.   

 

A positively overwhelming majority of girls (95%) and boys (78%) said that if their friend 

was in an abusive relationship, they would try to help him or her. This show of support 

is a hopeful indicator that teen victims of abusive relationships don‘t have to face the 

problem alone during an already stressful time in life. 

 

Another sign of progress is that most girls (55%) and boys (46%) do not believe that 

jealousy is a sign of being loved by their partner. Excessive jealousy is a key warning sign 

of abusive behavior so we are pleased to see that a good portion of teens recognize this 

fact.  Even with these great numbers, we still want to convey that jealousy is not a sign 

of love because 30% of boys and 15% of girls believe that it is a sign of love and 24% of 

boys and 30% of girls remain unsure. 
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WHAT WE LEARNED THROUGH OUR RESEARCH 

 

ABOUT TEEN RELATIONSHIPS 

1. Most teens have had a boyfriend/girlfriend.  Teens are dating and that is just a 

reality. 

2. Most teens who have steady boyfriend/girlfriends have been with their partner 

for three months or longer.  We think that it is offensive when adults treat teen 

relationships like they are nothing more than ―puppy love.‖  Many teens have 

serious and long-term relationships. 

3. Friends and family have the greatest influence on teens‘ ideas about relationships 

and dating. 

4. Most teens don‘t feel like they can talk to their parents about dating and 

relationships. 

5. The vast majority of teens don‘t think that it is OK for a 13 year old girl to date 

a 20 year old man. 

6. For teens, love means RESPECT, COMMITMENT, and HONESTY.  
7. Teens picked PERSONALITY and LOOKS as the most important traits that they 

want in a partner. 

8. Most teens believe that a good age to start dating ranges between 14 and 16 

years old. 

 

ABOUT TEEN DATING VIOLENCE 

9. 11.1% of teen respondents to our survey said that they have been/are in an 

abusive/violent relationship.  4.8% said that they were not sure. 

10. 79% of our survey respondents said that they believed that ―dating violence is a 

big issue among teens.‖ 

11. 62.1% of teens said they know other teens who are or have been in an 

abusive/violent relationship. 

12. Most teens identify ―REAL‖ violence as physical violence as opposed to 

emotional abuse. 

13. A majority of teens (69%) said that they probably would or definitely would 

break up with their partner if he/she were ever to grab, shove, slap, or punch 

them. 

14. 81% said that they probably or definitely would talk to a friend about the abuse. 

15. Only 39% of teens that we surveyed would talk to a family member about being 

abused. 

16. 19% would probably or definitely talk to a teacher, pastor, or counselor if they 

were being abused. 

17. 24% would probably or definitely turn to the courts and 28% would call the 

police. 

18. Only 12% probably or definitely would call a dating/domestic violence hotline for 

advice. 

19. 74% of our respondents said they would probably or definitely grab, slap, or 

punch the person back.  52% would get a family member to do this. 

20. Most teens that we surveyed didn‘t know of many places for teens who are in 

abusive relationships to get help. 
21. 54% of teens believe that ―if someone is being abused, it is not his/her fault.‖  
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OUR RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

1. Parents need to talk with their kids about dating and relationships.  Teens want 

to talk to their parents but are often afraid that they will be judged or punished if 

they are honest about their feelings regarding dating and relationships.  If we 

can‘t talk to our parents about healthy relationships, then who will we be able to 

talk to? 

 

2. Schools need to take teen dating violence seriously.  They should bring in 

speakers and tell teens about resources that can help them if they are being 

abused or know a friend who is.  Do our schools have policies about how to 

handle teen dating violence?  Do our counselors even know that teen dating 

violence is a problem for us? 

 

3. More relationship education is needed everywhere teens go – church, family, 

schools, community groups, media.  Teens need to understand the warning signs 
of abuse and the characteristics of healthy relationships. 

 

4. More peer education programs need to exist.  Our friends play an important 

role in our lives as teens.  If our friends have accurate information, then we are 

more likely to get the truth about relationships, sex, and dating.  This is why 

projects like ―see it and stop it‖ are so great. 

 

5. Adults (other than our parents) need to do a better job of relating to teens.  It 

seems that teens don‘t trust them enough to talk to them about important issues 

like sex, relationships, and abuse. Most teens wouldn‘t think of turning to their 

pastor, teacher, or counselor if they were in need or in trouble. 

 

6. Teens don‘t turn to the police, the courts, or domestic violence hotlines for help 

when they are being abused.  We believe that people need to create teen centers 

outside of schools to help address dating violence and other problems. These centers 

could be run by other teens who could act as resources and counselors for their 

peers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 


