The research project with the working title ”Commercialisation and sexualisation of adolescence: The right to one’s own life” (Kommersialisering og seksualisering av ungdomstiden: Retten til sitt eget liv) is initiated by several Norwegian NGOs working with children and adolescents, among those Save the Children Norway. Social anthropologist Ingrid Smette, NOVA (Norwegian Social Research), will undertake the study under the direction of Dr.psychol. Elisabeth Backe-Hansen, NOVA. The project will begin in August 2003 and the final report will be published in the autumn of 2004.

The study will focus on adolescents’ own perceptions of what constitutes sexual abuse and sexual pressure. What do they define as criteria of abusive sexual relationships? How does context influence these categorizations and definitions? Two complementing methods will be employed: Focus group interviews on the one hand and research on the Internet on adolescents’ experiences with sexual pressure and sexual abuse in chat rooms on the other. A third and subsidiary source of data will be discussions with adolescent members of the NGOs who have initiated the project.

Focus group interviews with 16-18 year old boys and girls will constitute the principal methodological approach. The interviews will focus on how adolescents understand and categorize various sexual relations, what they consider sexual pressure and how they define sexual abuse. The question of how adolescents perceive and relate to the risk for abuse in “a world apart”, as some adolescents characterize the Internet, will be explored in the focus group interviews, and through a study on the Internet. The Internet study will be methodologically explorative, as research on and about the Internet is still a new field in social research. 

By exploring how adolescents perceive the concept of sexual abuse and sexual pressure on different arenas, the project will hopefully generate knowledge that can be important in a preventive perspective. Relationships that in a Child Rights perspective are unambiguously defined as abusive relationships may not be as unambiguous in young people’s own conceptions. In order to communicate efficiently with adolescents as a group, knowledge about their categories and definitions is crucial. Furthermore, a better understanding of adolescents’ perceptions of risk and risk management will be useful in understanding and preventing risk behavior as well as in identifying particularly vulnerable adolescents. 

This project will complement the comparative study on adolescents’ attitudes to sexual abuse, which is currently being undertaken in North-West Russia and in the Nordic and Baltic countries under the direction of Dr. psychol Svein Mossige, NOVA.

