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Adolescents’ attitudes towards sexuality and sexual abuse – a comparative study

Young people’s sexuality – a source for concern?

What kind of attitudes and experiences related to sexuality do we find among young people in their late teens? How are their attitudes related to sexual behaviour close to the border of being offensive and actual acts of sexual offence? Do ordinary youth report about sexual behaviour that correlate with their reported attitudes towards sexual behaviour? The reasons to ask these and similar questions are many. First we still miss the answers. Second there are frequent reports in media about “shocking” sexual behaviour presented as common among young people. Such reports very often lack a substantial base of knowledge from research or they may be strongly exaggerated presentations of research findings. Even so these report get much attention and may lead to worries and concern in the general population and create conceptions among young people themselves about what is normal or usual in the area of adolescent sexuality. Third the non-conforming sexual behaviour among young people may be of such an the extent and frequency that it represent a hazard to the psychological or physical well being of a considerable part of them. And fourth if we think that there is anything to prevent in the sexual behaviour and attitudes among young people then we have to know more specifically what the targets for such preventive measures should be. 

What do we know about adolescent sexuality in a Nordic context?

Young people’s sexual behaviour has been the topic of several Nordic studies (Træen, 1993; Edgardh, 2001). Stages in sexual development (Jakobsen, 1997), use of birth controll pills and condoms (Træen, Lewin & Sundet, 1992) and age at first vaginal intercourse (Edgardh, Lewin & Nilsson, 1999) are among the topics that has been studied. However evidence based knowledge about what is common and uncommon, non-normative and normative in young people´s sexual behaviour and attitudes is still lacking in a Nordic and North-European context. Especially do we have little knowledge about their attitudes towards sexually non-conforming and abusive behaviour.

Adolescents may be in a vulnerable position concerning their development of sexual behaviour and identity (Jakobsen, Rise, Aas & Andersen, 1997). 

Research from a North-American cultural context suggests that young people experience considerable tension and conflict with respect to their developing sexuality  (Moore, 1999, p.64). There is no reason not to believe that this is also the case within a Nordic context. Peer pressure has been mentioned as one aspect of this culture contributing to the tension (Feldman, Rosenthal, Brown & Canning, 1995). And the rumours about their unrestrained sexual life may itself have an effect on the sexual behaviour of young people or their conception of what is usual and unusual sexual behaviour among adolescents. The role of cultural norms has also been brought to attention through studies of non-normative sexual transitions among adolescents such as early initiation to sexual intercourse. In a study by Costa et al. (1995) adolescent unconventionality, as defined by rejection of societal norms and a propensity to engage in non-conforming behaviour such as delinquent acts, problem drinking and drug-taking, was associated with early sexual intercourse among White and Hispanic adolescents. Adolescent unconventionality may also be read into statistical findings from the United States showing that a substantial proportion of cases of sexual abuse and sexual violence are done by young people between the age of 15 and 24 years (Davis & Leitenberg, 1987). This could be explained by the fact that the age from 15 to 24 is the period where people are most sexually active. But it could also be that non-conforming norms and attitudes are prevalent in the adolescent population leading to unconventional and rule-breaking behaviour in different life areas such as sexual behaviour. Non-conforming behaviour in the sexual area can be seen as a part of a general picture where the frequency of non-conforming, rule-breaking and criminal behaviour is at its peak among young people. 

Early initiation of sexual behaviour and problem behaviour

Several studies have indicated a connection between non-conforming sexual behaviour among young people and problematic behaviour in other areas. Flannery, Rowe and Gulley (1993) reported that male and female early maturers engaged more in sexual activity and delinquent behaviour than late maturers. A study by Rosenthal and Smith (1997) of 522 Australian adolescent at the age of 15 or 16 from middle-class families indicated links between problem behaviours such as excessive substance use, and use of sexually explicit material, and the belief that sexual experience should occur relatively early. Studies done within an American cultural context reveal that attitudes accepting pressure and force in sexual relations are quite widespread among young men (Davis & Leitenberg, !987; Hanson & Thornton, 2000). Some studies from the same cultural context  indicate a correlation between such attitudes among men and the likelihood of committing rape (Blumberg & Lester, 1991; Ward, 1995).

These research findings give reasons to ask what is regarded as legitimate and illegitimate, conforming and non-conforming expressions of and interests in sexual matters among young people in a Nordic context? What kind of attitudes and experiences related to sexuality do we find among young people? To what degree is it accepted to use any kind of force to involve a partner in sexual acts? How young is it acceptable for a partner to be in relation to the age of the other one? How frequent is their use of pornography and child-pornography in magazines, film-videos and on the Internet? What are their attitudes towards and experiences with any kind of commercial or survival sex (Greene, Ennett & Ringwalt, 1999)? 

By asking these questions, we come across several complex issues: The line between socially accepted sexual behaviour and sexual abuse may be difficult to draw. So is any attempt to classify children and young adults. Who is a child and who is a young adult in this particular context? When do young people define sexual acts between individuals on the border between childhood and adulthood as sexually abusive? What are their experiences of being abused or abusing others and what are their attitudes on these areas? What are the connections between attitudes and behaviour in cases of sexual misconduct? How do youths’ attitudes relate to the kind of sexual behaviour they report to be involved in? The answers to these and similar questions would be of great importance if we want to decide on if there are reasons to implement preventive measures and if we want to know what topics should be the target of such measures. Preventive efforts for example aimed at protecting pre-pubertal or pubertal adolescents from negative consequences of an early sexual debut must also address the attitudes and willingness of older adolescents to have sex with their much younger peers. We need to identify older adolescents who would consider having sex with a younger adolescent, and what characterizes them. 

The NOVA study

A Norwegian study of 703 young people between the age of 18 to 20 was done to explore some of these questions (Mossige, 2001) – the NOVA study. A questionnaire was developed to measure attitudes, behaviours and experiences related to sexual behaviour and personal characteristics. All respondents were students in the last grade of senior high school in Oslo, Norway. 
Empirical research and theory in the field support a hypothesis that certain attitudes among young people can be related to offensive sexual behaviour and sexual abuse towards children and adolescents. The purpose of the Norwegian study was to see whether such attitudes can be found among ordinary young people, and whether the acceptance of these attitudes can be related to acts of sexual offence, to expressed interests in sexual activities with young adolescents and children, to experiences with selling sexual services, or to other non-conforming sexual activities. 

What did we measure?

The study investigated the hypothetical likelihood of having sex with a child of different ages (LSC). The responses to these hypothetical likelihood questions could indicate the presence or absence of sexual interest in children and young adolescents. 

The following attitude scales were used in the study: Attitudes towards sexual abuse of children, ATSA (Briere, Henschel & Smiljanich, 1992). Attitudes towards stereotypical sex roles, own sex role satisfaction and rape myth acceptance were assessed by three scales developed and validated in North-American studies (Burt, 1980). Attitudes towards romantic love were measured on a scale developed by the research group inspired by Gidden´s (1992) concepts about sex separated from romantic love. Degree of identification with masculine and feminine characteristics was measured on a scale developed by Bem (1974).

The survey included a vignette where the respondents were asked to rate a sexual advance from a young man towards a 14-year old girl regarding who was responsible and who was to blame. Included were also questions about their sexual experiences as non-consenting or forced sex, experiences of selling or buying sex, and questions about consumption of pornography in books/magazines, video and on the Internet. The questionnaire was first used in a pilot-study on a class of young students in senior high-school  (18 years of age) to test if the questions were unclear and if the group thought it was not too difficult emotionally or else to answer them. We only received positive reactions from the students.

Results

The main pattern revealed by the survey reflects a large degree of “normality” or socially accepted behaviour. Most boys and girls were not in agreement with stereotypical sex roles. The majority found it unacceptable to have sex with a child, to rape or commit any kind of pressure or physical force in sexual relationships. The majority also related sex to romantic love and stable relationships. With respect to the vignette, the majority of the boys and girls attributed responsibility for the incident to the boy as the oldest and the most active in making sexual advances towards the girl. The total sample of boys were significantly more in agreement with attitudes accepting sex with children, stereotypical sex roles, rape myths, less in accordance with claims about romantic love, and less inclined to attribute responsibility to the offender, compared to the total sample of girls.

Many girls in the sample reported having been exposed to sexual acts that they did not want to be part of. Several of the girls explained that these sexual acts had been forced upon them with threats or physical force. Some reported having been raped. Very few of the boys report similar experiences. Boys reporting incidences of unwanted sex claimed it usually occurred through milder forms of pressure. Some of the boys in the sample admitted having forced somebody to a sexual act they think not would have occurred otherwise. The survey confirms that the majority of incidences of unwanted sex happen to girls at the age 15-19, while the sexual offender is a young man a few years older at the age 15-24.

19.1 % of the boys (and a small minority of the girls 2,9 %) reported some likelihood of having sex with a young adolescent 13-14 years of age. This subgroup of boys, analyzed by bivariate logistic regression, reported more frequent use of pornography, had friends with an interest in child- and violent pornography, reported more alcohol related problems, more non-sexual antisocial behavior, and poorer psychosocial adjustment than boys with no LSC. Indications of a more frequently reported history of being sexually abused as a child were also found.

We explored how this subgroup of boys responded to the set of questions on attitudes compared to the group of boys rejecting the idea of having sex with a child. We found significant differences between the two groups of boys on several attitude scales. The boys accepting the hypothetical idea of having sex with a child were more in agreement with 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 regard children as autonomous individuals fully understanding the implications of consenting to take part in sexual activities with adults, and they were more likely to attribute responsibility for an incident of rape to the victim.

Some interesting co-variations between the presence of the acceptance of different attitudes were found. Respondents with an accepting attitude towards sexual abuse of children tended to report accepting attitudes towards rape, stereotypical gender roles and to attribute responsibility to the victim in an abusive situation (the vignette). On the other hand those identifying with feminine characteristics neither tended to report attitudes accepting sexual abuse of children or attribute responsibility to the victim in an abusive situation (the vignette). Interestingly no significant correlations were found between degree of identification with masculine characteristics and scores on any of the other attitude scales. While a significant difference were found between girls and boys concerning to what degree they identified with feminine characteristics no such difference appeared in relation to how both sexes identified with masculine characteristics. The results do answers some of the questions we put forward. The answers indicate important target areas for possible preventive measures. Especially among some of the boys there seem to be a need to increase their awareness about accepting the others borders, about consenting sex and how the involvement of a young partner can have serious consequences for the partner and be a threat to consenting sex.    

Motives for implementing such a study on a regional basis

The study were presented at a meeting in November 2002 with a network of researchers connected to the regional co-operation on the IT-Network Children at Risk under the Council of the Baltic Sea States. It was discussed if and how the presented study could be of relevance in other countries in the region. The results of the NOVA-study indicate several good reasons for replicating a similar study on a regional basis:

1. A survey like this increases our knowledge on how a large group of young persons think about sex, gender roles and abuse.

2. It increases our knowledge on sexual experiences and attitudes around sex that influence young persons’ behaviour on the sexual arena. 

3. It adds knowledge regarding young persons’ experiences of and attitudes towards commercial sex. 

4. The results will be an important tool in identifying target areas in the efforts to prevent young persons offending sexual behaviour. Implemented in several different countries the study would give us a solid base for common efforts and for a discussion on what kind of attitudes that would be important to influence and modify among young people in the area of sexuality. 

5. It would also help professionals and policy makers understand how one should proceed in doing this in order to promote a sexual behaviour among young people influenced by an understanding of sexual relationships characterised by reciprocity and that sexual advances towards children should not take place. The findings from the research would assist practitioners in understanding how young persons at risk of abusing children see child sexuality in relation to adult sexuality. It would enable preventive efforts to concentrate on the group of young persons that are most likely to develop into abusive behaviour.

6. The assessment of reported sexual behaviours and attitudes will be done among young people with different cultural norms and social conditions. The study has a very interesting comparative aspect because the results may give us some indications if the reported sexual behaviours and attitudes are the same or vary according to such conditions.   

A revised and extended version of the questionnaire

There were some shortcomings in the NOVA study. The sample - 700 young people – is a relatively small sample considered that some of the phenomena being measured are relatively infrequent such as experiences with sexual abuse or with selling or buying sexual services. The original questionnaire included few questions about experiences with and attitudes towards commercial and survival sex. Some of the applied definitions of a child were too ambiguous and too different from what most people would regard as a child. Questions about and alternative answers to the respondents sexual experiences were too few and not detailed and precise enough to cover the variety of experiences. Some of the questions about social background data as father or mother’s occupation were inaccurate. 

The mentioned shortcomings have been corrected. Most of the attitude scales and the other measures both in the old and in the revised edition are based upon scales that has been used and validated in other studies.

Each national sample is planned to be about 5000 young people between the age of 16 to 18.  In some of the countries the sample size might be adjusted to what is possible in relation to the size of each age-cohort. 

The questionnaire has been extended to include those topics that were lacking or which were insufficiently dealt with. The questionnaire is now available in a revised and extended version in Norwegian, Swedish and  English. It has been checked several times by researchers from Sweden and Norway that the versions are in accordance with each other and have the same meaning. The questionnaire will be translated to the language of each participating country. The reseachers in each country will be responsible for the translation from English. Translating back to English will control the translations. The procedure will secure that each version is in accordance with each other. The identical questionnaire will be used in every country. Only if special conditions such as differences in school system or legislation make it necessary some of the questions will be adjusted to fit with these conditions.

Co-ordination of the project

The co-ordination of the project is appointed to one institute, NOVA where senior researcher/associate professor Svein Mossige, is project co-ordinator. The project is already connected to one research institute in each of the participating countries with the responsibility of implementing the study in that country. The obligations, responsibilities and the rights of each participating institute in relation to the project and its results will be defined and agreed upon on planned research-meetings during 2003. A reference-group that could be called upon in the course of the project to discuss and solve difficulties or controversies that might arise will be established.

The Children at Risk network will have several functions in the project. This established IT-network makes it easy for the project co-ordinator and for the researchers to be continuously in contact with each other for discussions on topics as the development of the project and the implementation of the survey. 

Plan for the project 

Fundings for meetings between the researchers in the network has been applied for from the Nordic Council of Ministers. The application has been sent by Lars Lööf, senior adviser in the Secretariat of the Council of the Baltic Sea States, Children´s Unit in Stockholm. Three meetings with the researchers in the network will take place. The fundings applied for are supposed to cover expences for travel, accomodation and expences with arranging the meetings. A detailed time tabel for the project is described in the application form under the heading ”Tidplan før prosjektets huvudfaser”. In 2003 the preparation and the planning of the project will be done. The implementation of the questionnaire will take place in the automn 2003. The statistical analysis and publication of the results will be done in 2004.

Publication and practical applications of the results

The project and its results will be presented in national reports and at least in one report covering and analyzing the results from every country. There will also be published articles in international scientific journals. The results will also be available on the IT-network Children at Risk. The application of the results in relation to possible preventive measures will be discussed with the participants within  the IT-network Children at Risk within the restricted areas of the network. The project and its results will also be presented and discussed within the Working group for Cooperation on Children at Risk. This group of officials has as its main obligation to identyfy, support and implement cooperation on issues related to children at risk within the Baltic Sea region. The project could be a useful tool in fulfilling  some of these obligations.

Budget

The budget is specified in the application form. The fundings applied for here is only to cover cost for wages and social costs for researchers from Norway (to plan and to assist in doing the statistical analysis of the total material): One month i 2003 and 5 months in 2004, and from each of the three Baltic states: One month for each in 2003 and four month for each in 2004.   
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