Summary 

The report focuses on attitudes and experiences related to youth sexuality. The study poses the following questions: What are the attitudes among youth towards sexual activities, towards borderline sexual behaviour and acts of sexual offence? How should we perceive the attitudes? Do ordinary youth report on own sexual activities that correlate with their attitudes towards sexual behaviour?

By posing these questions, we face several complicated issues. The borderline between socially accepted sexual activities and sexual abuse can be difficult to draw as well as the classification of children and young adults. What constitutes a child compared to a young adult in this particular context? When do we define sexual activities between individuals being on the borderline of childhood and youth as sexual abuse? What are the connections between attitudes and behaviour in cases of sexual misconduct?  Do youths’ attitudes have an impact on their sexual behaviour? 

With these issues in mind, we developed a survey that should measure attitudes, behaviour, experiences and personal characteristics in a sample of 710 young adults in the age group 18 through 20. The sample is composed of 68 percent of 18 year olds, 29 percent of 19 year olds and 3 percent 20 years of age. The young adults were recruited by the Municipal School Director in Oslo. All students in the sample were in final classes in secondary school, the area of humanities.

The point of departure for the survey was empirical research from the US and Norway showing that young adults are responsible for a relatively large number of incidences of sexual misconduct involving both children and other youth. This behaviour has often been understood through personal traits and individual dispositions on the part of the offender. In this project we wanted to analyse whether the likelihood of accepting sexual abuse of children could be related to attitudes and perceptions of sexual behaviour and about the relationship between boys and girls. Individuals associate themselves with certain opinions and attitudes, and attitudes expressed by an individual will again be connected to him or her. But attitudes do also reveal the individuals’ perception of- and the individuals’ way of understanding a set of phenomenon that at any time constitutes the culture. The different attitudes represent sets of phenomenon that are part of the current culture. It is about individuals’ relatively persistent ways of  thinking, feeling and acting in response to a phenomenon. At the same time there are notions of a culture comprising a large set of existing phenomenon, beyond the apprehensions of the individual.

Over time an awareness has developed that both persons to become sexual offenders and persons never to become one can have common traits when various dimensions are measured. There are American studies showing that among boys and young adult men there are some that are sexually attracted by children, and given certain preconditions, they are inclined to have sex with children. Other studies show that attitudes towards accepting pressure and force in sexual relations are quite widespread among young men. American studies have pointed out that there is a correlation between such attitudes among men and the likelihood of committing rape. Empirical research and theory in the field support the hypothesis that certain attitudes among youth can be related to insulting sexual behaviour and sexual abuse towards children or other youth. The purpose of this study was to see whether these particular attitudes can be found among ordinary youth, and whether the appearance of such attitudes can be related to acts of sexual offence and an expressed interest for sexual activities with children.

The young adults in our sample were asked questions about their sexual experiences. Many girls in the sample had been forced to do unwanted sexual activities. Several explained that the incident had been forced through with threats, physical abuse or rape. Very few of the boys report similar stories. Those reporting incidences of unwanted sex claimed it usually happened with mild forms of pressure. Some of the boys in the sample confessed having forced somebody to do sexual acts they believe would not have happened otherwise. The survey confirm one of our hypothesis, that the majority of the incidences of unwanted sex happen to girls in the age group 15-19, while the sexual offender is a young adult man in the age groups 15-19 or 20-24.

We used attitude scales comprising attitudes towards sexual abuse of children (ATSA), attitudes towards stereotypical sex roles, attitudes towards rape and attitudes towards romantic love.  The survey included a vignette presenting a story where a young man, 19 years old, does sexual advances towards a girl aged 14. The question from the vignette is whether the young mans’ intentions should be considered an act of sexual offence or not. The survey should also trace some of the youths’ characteristics. The young men and women were asked to rate the degree to which they identified with some masculine and feminine characteristics by reporting a score from 1 through 7. Finally, the youth were asked an essential question for the study, the hypothetical probability of having sex children.

The main pattern revealed by the survey reflect a large degree of “normality” or socially accepted behaviour. Most boys and girls are in disfavour of stereotypical sex roles, the majority find it unacceptable to have sex with a child, and most find it unacceptable with rape or any kind of pressure or physical force in sexual relationships. The majority does also relate sex life to romantic stable relationships. With respect to the vignette, the majority of the boys and girls in the sample attribute the responsibility for the incidence to the boy being the oldest and being the one doing the sexual advances. 

But despite a picture of quite reassuring averages for the whole sample, we find clear differences in the average scores between boys and girls. The scale measuring the attitudes towards adults having sex with children emphasised four different dimensions: Having sex with a child is not a criminal act. Children are autonomous sexual individuals. Children can not be trusted in cases of sexual assault. A tendency to neglect the injuries caused due to sexual abuse of children by adults. The responses to these four dimensions of attitudes towards sex with children revealed clear differences in average measures for boys and girls. The boys are significantly less disagreeing to these statements than the girls are. By moving to the vignette, the boys attribute considerably less responsibility to the boy for his sexual advances than what the girls do. 

The questions identifying the youths’ feminine and masculine characteristics show somewhat surprising results. While there are no differences between the young adult men and women in identifying with masculine characteristics, the girls willingly identify with feminine characteristics while, for the most part, the boys do not ascribe to such traits.

Some boys and a smaller group of girls could hypothetically imagine themselves having sex with a child. A somewhat larger group of boys (59) than girls accepted the idea of having sex with a child 14 years old or younger. One aim of the study was to see how this group of boys answered the set of questions on attitudes compared to the group of boys rejecting the idea of having sex with a child. We find clear differences between the two groups of boys on several attitude questions. The boys that accepted the hypothetical idea of having sex with a child were less disagreeing on some of the attitudes that theoretically could be related to a higher probability of committing acts of sexual offence. They were less likely to consider sexual activities with a child as a criminal act. They were less inclined to think that sexual activities with a child is damaging for the child, and they were more likely to consider children as autonomous individuals fully understanding the implications of taking part in sexual relationships with adults. Besides, this group of boys would more easily put the responsibility for an incident of rape on the victim itself. 

Was there any connection between associating with various attitudes? We did a correlation analysis based on the whole sample, to find relations between how our informants associated with some attitudes and with the categories of femininity and masculinity. We found a positive correlation between accepting attitudes towards sexual abuse of children and attitudes accepting rape and stereotypical gender roles. On the other hand we found a negative correlation between attitudes accepting sexual abuse of children and identifying with feminine characteristics, between attitudes accepting sexual abuse and not to attribute responsibility to the victim in an abusive situation (the vignette). We also found a positive correlation between attitudes accepting rape and attitudes accepting sex-role stereotypes, a negative correlation between attitudes accepting rape and identifying with feminine characteristic, and a negative correlation between attitudes accepting rape and not to attribute responsibility to the victim in an abusive situation (the vignette).

We explored the same set of correlations for the group of boys (59) indicating a hypothetical probability of having sex with a child. We found the same positive correlation between attitudes  accepting sexual abuse of children and attitudes accepting rape. We did also find a negative correlation between accepting attitudes towards sexual abuse of children and an association with feminine characteristics, and a negative correlation between accepting attitudes towards sexual abuse of children and not to attribute responsibility to the victim in an abusive situation (the vignette). We found a positive correlation between accepting attitudes towards rape and stereotypical gender roles and a negative correlation between accepting attitudes towards rape and not to attribute responsibility to the victim in an abusive situation (the vignette). 

The result that some young persons indicate a hypothetical likelihood of having sex with children while some do not, reveal differences in attitudes towards accepting acts of sexual offence. The first group express attitudes that are less disagreeing towards sexual abuse. Further, we can see some connections between these attitudes. To generate/have an accepting attitude in one area seem to involve accepting attitudes in other areas and the combination can have importance for abusive behaviour. The results can indicate that among some adult men there are attitudes that have importance for the risk of committing acts of sexual violations towards children or other youth. 

The survey is a tool for the goal to prevent offending sexual behaviour by youth. The results reveal two important implications: 1. Accepting attitudes towards sexual abuse of children and accepting attitudes towards abuse were combined with little support of behaviour like caring, being friendly, tenderness and consideration of other peoples’ opinions. To bring boys and young adult men into arenas of the society where such behavioural factors are important tools for social interaction, could in the long run lead them to associate with such behavioural characteristics. A desirable result could be fewer young adult men to commit offending sexual activities. 2. Some boys express less disagreement with attitudes emphasising the girls’ or woman’s responsibility to control men’s sexual advances, and where sexual advances only to a low degree is based on mutual consensus. This realisation is instrumental for a need to involve young adult men in discourses of societal desirable forms of sexual interactions, based on reciprocity and mutual decisions. The discourses must to a certain degree be influenced by normative guidelines. It is suggested that sexual relations are something that evolves based on expectations formed by the participants, that a sexual relationship is something that has to be constructed within a relationship characterised by reciprocity, mutual respect and equality between the partners.  Finally, and not the least, that child sexuality and adult sexuality must be considered two separate phenomenon.      
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