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ABSTRACT 
Objectives: Despite the high prevalence of sexual violence among young and adolescent 
women in Nigeria, there is a paucity of studies on the extent of sexual violence among ado-
lescent girls, especially unpartnered girls, and the role of parental violence. This study 
assesses the prevalence of self-reported sexual violence and the influence of exposure to 
parental violence among unpartnered adolescent girls (aged 15–19) in Nigeria.
Methods: The women’s data (n¼ 5,145) from the 2013 and 2018 Nigeria Demographic and 
Health Surveys were pooled and analyzed with descriptive analysis and multinomial logistic 
regressions.
Results: Of all adolescent girls, 5.65% had ever experienced sexual violence, 94.09% said 
they never did, and 0.26% did not respond. Adolescent Girls exposed to parental violence 
were more likely to have ever experienced sexual violence than the unexposed girls (aRRR¼
1.90; 95% CI: 1.29–2.79).
Conclusion: Interventions to prevent sexual violence among adolescent girls should sensi-
tize parents on the potential negative implications of parental violence for their daughters’ 
wellbeing.
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Introduction

Sexual violence denotes any sexual or other acts 
perpetrated against a person with force or 
directed at their sexuality, irrespective of the vic-
tim’s relationship with the perpetrator (WHO, 
2019). In Nigeria, where there are over 21 million 
adolescent girls aged 10–19 (Department of 
Economic and Social Affairs (DESA), 2017), 26% 
of adolescent girls (aged 13–24) have experienced 
sexual violence (Nguyen et al., 2021). Many of 
these cases tend to be unreported by adolescent 
girls to avoid feeling guilty, shame, and the social 
stigma associated with being a victim of sexual 
violence (Nguyen et al., 2021). Adolescent girls 
who experience sexual violence are at risk of 
sexually transmitted infections (STIs), unwanted 
pregnancy, unsafe abortion, and other sexual and 
reproductive health issues (Hoft & Haddad, 2017; 
Lang et al., 2011; Wagman et al., 2009). Also, 

they are at risk of adverse psychological implica-
tions such as depression, suicidal thoughts, and 
damaged self-esteem (Iyanda et al., 2021; Li et al., 
2016; Marcos et al., 2020; Oksanen et al., 2021).

Being married is highly revered in Nigeria—it 
is viewed as a marker of responsibility and 
maturity in most cultures (Nduonofit & Nwala- 
Cadger, 2015). Marriage places expectations on 
women, including marital or sexual fidelity 
(Smith, 2010). The expectations are culturally and 
religiously backed, thus limiting women’s involve-
ment in extra-marital affairs. The honor that 
marriage confers often discourages men from 
making love and sexual advances toward married 
women. Owing to moral expectations, most cul-
tures believe that sexual intercourse should only 
occur within marriage. It is not far-fetched that 
various sexual practices and risky sexual behav-
iors are more prevalent among unmarried 
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women, especially unmarried adolescent girls in 
Nigeria (Adedini et al., 2021).

In Nigeria, a recent study found that unmar-
ried adolescent girls are more likely to use con-
doms inconsistently (or not use any modern 
contraceptive), engage in multiple sexual partner-
ships, and have sex before 18 years than other 
unmarried girls aged 20–24 (Adedini et al., 
2021). Sexual violence experience is linked to 
risky sexual behaviors among adolescent girls 
(Benti & Teferi, 2015; Beyene et al., 2019; De 
Veauuse Brown et al., 2022; Seutlwadi et al., 
2015). Hence, it is reasonable to hypothesize that 
the risk of sexual violence is higher for adolescent 
girls involved in risky sexual behaviors. 
Nonetheless, little is known about the extent of 
sexual violence experience and its correlates 
among unmarried adolescent girls in Nigeria.

The relationship between parental violence and 
sexual violence among adolescent girls has been 
documented (Ward et al., 2018). An aspect of par-
ental violence is interparental violence or intrapar-
ental, which, according to Xyrakis et al. (2022), can 
deprive children of quality and adequate parental 
care. Lack of parental care can increase adolescent 
girls’ risk of depression or experiencing mental 
health challenges that can lead to adopting some 
coping mechanisms and social vises like drug/sub-
stance abuse and binge drinking. This situation can 
expose adolescent girls to the risk of being drugged 
and sexually assaulted by their male peers 
(Gialopsos, 2017). Another aspect of parental vio-
lence is parent-to-child violence, which may be 
physical. The religious and cultural theory discusses 
the culture of child beating and maltreatment in 
Africa, often justified as an effective measure to 
instill discipline in children (Lancaster & Gelles, 
1987). Adolescent girls being maltreated (by their 
parents) may suffer psychological challenges 
(including depression and low self-esteem), thus 
making them vulnerable to sexual perverts pretend-
ing to offer help as well as sexual pressures from 
their boyfriends, which may result in sexual abuse. 
However, there is a paucity of studies on the role 
of parental violence in the experience of sexual vio-
lence among unpartnered adolescent girls (who are 
vulnerable to sexual and reproductive health risks) 
in Nigeria.

This study assessed (a) the prevalence of self- 
reported sexual violence and (b) the relationship 
between exposure to parental violence and self- 
reported sexual violence among unpartnered ado-
lescent girls in Nigeria. In line with the sustainable 
development goal (SDG) target 5.2 (Department 
of Economics and Social Affairs (DESA), 2019), 
this study generated additional insights to support 
interventions to prevent and reduce sexual vio-
lence against young women in Nigeria.

The opportunity framework

This study is underpinned by the Opportunity 
Framework developed by Gialopsos (2017) in the 
context of a college environment. This framework 
is based on the idea that the factors associated 
with sexual violence are lifestyle behaviors, suit-
ability (as a target for victimization), and capable 
guardianship (Cohen & Felson, 1979; Gottfredson, 
1981; Miethe & Meier, 1994). Although capable 
guardianship can be regarded as the use of a 
weapon by a target against external abuse, 
Gialopsos (2017) posits that guardianship also 
encompasses the role of others, such as friends, 
staff, faculty, and bystanders, in ensuring the pro-
tection of college girls against sexual victimization 
especially in situations where young girls are 
intoxicated and vulnerable. Guardianship is noted 
to be important to protecting college girls from 
stalking victimization (Fisher et al., 2002).

In this study, we extended the concept of cap-
able guardianship to include parenting. By provid-
ing instructions and advice to their adolescent 
daughters, parents demonstrate capable guardian-
ship in shaping their daughters’ perceptions, atti-
tudes, confidence, behaviors, and decision-making 
ability. Just as friends, teachers, school authorities, 
and bystanders are essential in protecting adoles-
cent girls from sexual victimization, parents can 
also watch their daughters and step in to protect 
them from events that may expose them to sexual 
violence. Besides, by providing adequate sex edu-
cation, parents can guard their adolescent daugh-
ters on how to deal with sexual pressures from 
their boyfriends (Teitelman et al., 2008), which 
can reduce their risk of being sexually abused.

Interparental violence has implications for capable 
guardianship and children’s well-being. Interparental 
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violence can strain parent-to-child relationships— 
especially when such violence leads to a parent with-
holding child support (Liversage, 2022)—and hinders 
quality parenting (Knickerbocker et al., 2007). 
Women experiencing spousal violence may experi-
ence emotional challenges that can hinder them 
from catering to the needs of their children (Katz, 
2019). Interparental violence can prevent adolescent 
girls from accessing proper sex education from their 
parents as they engage in (non-marital) sexual rela-
tionships. Considering the importance of sexual edu-
cation in helping adolescent girls resist sexual 
pressures (Teitelman et al., 2008), adolescent girls 
experiencing interparental violence (and, as a result, 
lack parental care) may find it challenging to discuss 
sexual topics with their parents, including how to 
resist sexual pressures and avoid sexual abuse outside 
their homes. In addition, interparental violence may 
lead to marital dissolution and broken home; adoles-
cent girls in such broken homes may suffer from 
poor guardianship, be neglected, and be susceptible 
to sexual violence from sexual perverts pretending to 
offer them affection (Finkelhor, 1980; Sanyal, 2002).

On the other hand, drawing from the social 
learning theory (Bandura, 1971), adolescent girls 
may learn from the violence between their 
parents and the consequences. They may view 
such violence as normal between couples or peo-
ple in sexual relationships, especially if punitive 
measures are not taken against the offending par-
ent. Based on this, adolescent girls may end up 
in and tolerate abusive (non-marital) sexual rela-
tionships outside their homes.

In contrast, based on cultural practices in 
Nigeria and many African countries, parents 
often perpetrate child beating to discipline their 
children (Lancaster & Gelles, 1987). Such parent- 
to-child violence may harm children’s physical 
and mental well-being, considering that child 
maltreatment has been linked to anxiety disorder 
and suicidal behavior, psychosis, and substance 
abuse among children (Cicchetti & Toth, 2016). 
Hence, maltreated adolescent girls may resort to 
suicidal behaviors and drug abuse or be in the 
company of fellow male drug users who may take 
advantage of them.

Concerning risky sexual behaviors—a lifestyle 
factor in the opportunity framework—there is a 
stand against sexual immorality in Nigeria. Risky 

sexual behaviors range from multiple sexual part-
nerships, early sexual debut, inconsistent condom 
use, consumption of substances in sexual rela-
tionships, and transactional sex (Dingeta et al., 
2012; Kassa et al., 2016; Olaoye & Agbede, 2022). 
Furthermore, risky sexual behaviors are associ-
ated with the risk of sexual violence among ado-
lescent girls because studies have found that early 
sexual debut and multiple sex partners to be 
related to sexual violence (Benti & Teferi, 2015; 
Beyene et al., 2019; De Veauuse Brown et al., 
2022; Seutlwadi et al., 2015).

On the other hand, young girls’ risky sexual 
behaviors may indirectly determine their expos-
ure to sexual violence through parental violence. 
Young girls are cautioned against sexual immor-
ality; their sexual behaviors can attract scolding 
and beating, which is assumed by parents (in 
many Nigerian cultures) as a potent way of cor-
recting children. Risky sexual behaviors may also 
lead to interparental violence because, in some 
cultures in Nigeria (e.g., the Yoruba culture), 
mothers are often accused (by fathers) of being 
responsible for their children’s waywardness 
(Familusi, 2012). Therefore, adolescent girls 
engaging in risky sexual behaviors may experi-
ence parental violence, which can negatively 
affect their psychological well-being, increase 
their disposition to social vises and drug abuse, 
and make them vulnerable to sexual perverts out-
side their homes.

Concerning target suitability, adolescent child-
ren’s risk of experiencing sexual violence is not 
solely attributable to their lifestyles and behaviors 
but to other attributes, making them easy targets 
(Finkelhor & Asdigian, 1996). Poverty has been 
linked to social and health vulnerabilities (Njoku 
& Akintayo, 2021). Studies have documented that 
the quest to escape poverty often predisposes 
poor girls to transactional or paid sex (Mensah, 
2020). In the conflict-affected northern region of 
Nigeria, girls from poor households are more 
likely to engage in transactional sex for survival, 
even with the backing of their parents (Njoku & 
Akintayo, 2021). The quest for survival predis-
poses young girls to sexual abuse (outside their 
homes) from security personnel and aid workers 
(Njoku & Akintayo, 2021).
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Furthermore, household poverty promotes 
intimate partner violence or spousal violence 
(Barrington et al., 2022). Evidence shows that 
interparental violence reduces child support, thus 
forcing children into child labor (such as street 
hawking and/or paid sex), thus predisposing 
them to sexual violence outside their homes 
(Akpan & Oluwabamide, 2010).

Based on the Opportunity Framework, we 
hypothesized that exposure to parental violence 
was positively associated with the experience of 
sexual violence among unpartnered adolescent girls 
after controlling for risky sexual behaviors, wealth 
index, and other socio-demographic variables.

Methods

Data source

This study utilized a cross-sectional design by 
analyzing the 2013 and 2018 Nigeria 
Demographic and Health Surveys (NDHS). 
NDHS involved a two-stage stratified cluster 
sampling. It provides reliable and accurate data 
that enables the computation of nationally repre-
sentative estimates of demographic and health 
indicators in Nigeria among women aged 15–49 
(National Population Commission – NPC & ICF, 
2019). From the two surveys—in which 41,821 
women in the 2018 NDHS and 38,948 women in 
the 2013 NDHS—adolescent girls’ (aged 15–19) 
data were extracted (from the Individual Recode 
(IR)), pooled and analyzed to increase the sample 
size and enhance statistical precision 
(Friedenreich, 1993; Smith-Warner et al., 2006). 
A similar approach has been used in previous 
studies (Babalola, 2011; Okunlola et al., 2022; 
Solanke et al., 2018). From the women inter-
viewed in the two surveys, a sample of women 
was randomly selected to answer questions from 
the domestic violence module. Information about 
this approach is published elsewhere. From this 
sample of women, a weighted size of 5,145 
unpartnered adolescent girls (aged 15–19 with 
complete data for all the variables in this study: 
1,430 and 3,715 girls in 2018 and 2013, respect-
ively) was considered in this study. In this study, 
unpartnered means those who had never been in 

a marital union or cohabited. Only 70 (1.36%) 
unpartnered adolescent girls had missing data.

Ethical considerations

Approval to analyze the data was obtained from 
the DHS Program (https://dhsprogram.com/data/ 
dataset/Nigeria_Standard-DHS_2018.cfm?flag=1). 
According to the DHS Program, two approvals 
were gotten before the commencement of the data 
collection in Nigeria: one from the ICF review 
board in the United States with the approval num-
ber (ICF IRB FWA00000845) and the second one 
from the National Health Research Ethics 
Committee in Nigeria with the approval number 
(NHREC/01/01/2007). Before interviewing the eli-
gible respondents, they were provided with both 
verbal and written consent forms.

Measures

The outcome variable was self-reported sexual vio-
lence. Respondents were asked if they were ever 
forced to perform unwanted sexual acts. Those 
who said they had ever been forced to perform 
such acts were categorized as the (1) “Ever experi-
enced” group. Those who said they had never 
been forced were considered the (0) “Never expe-
rienced; others who refused to or did not respond 
were classified as (2) “Refused to respond.” Those 
who said they had never experienced sexual vio-
lence constituted the base outcome.

The primary explanatory variable was parental 
violence, measured by combining exposure to 
interparental violence and experience of violence 
from parents (violent parenting). Women who 
responded in the affirmative to the question of 
whether “respondent’s father ever beat her moth-
er?” were categorized as exposed (1), otherwise, 
nor exposed (0). Parent-to-child violence was 
measured using two yes-or-no questions about 
(a) whether the respondent’s mother has 
physically hurt her, and (b) whether the 
respondent’s father has physically hurt the 
respondent. The responses to the two questions 
on interparental violence and parent-to-child 
violence were summed and categorized as (1) 
exposed to parental violence (if the scores were 
greater than 0) and (0) not exposed (if the 

628 D. A. OKUNLOLA ET AL.

https://dhsprogram.com/data/dataset/Nigeria_Standard-DHS_2018.cfm?flag=1
https://dhsprogram.com/data/dataset/Nigeria_Standard-DHS_2018.cfm?flag=1


scores were equal to 0). The following were the 
variables statistically controlled for:

1. Risky sexual behaviors: This variable was derived 
by summing the responses to questions on (a) 
age at first sex ((1) less than 15 years and (0) 15 
years and above), (b) total lifetime sex partners 
((0) one sex partner and (1) multiple sex part-
ners) and (c) contraception history (based on 
the question on the pattern of contraceptive use: 
(0) ever used and (1) never used). While restrict-
ing the sample to girls who stated that they had 
ever had sex, the three binary variables were 
summed, thus resulting in scores ranging from 0 
(not in any risks but had had sex) to 3 risky sex-
ual behaviors. This coding was modified so that 
adolescent girls who said that they had never 
had sex constituted the (0) “abstained or no- 
risk” group, girls who were not in any risky 
groups (but stated that they had had sex) consti-
tuted (1) low-risk group, and those in one or 
more risky groups were categorized as the (2) 
high-risk group. Unlike previous studies that 
measured risky sexual behaviors in dichotomous 
terms or studied each of them separately 
(Odimegwu & Somefun, 2017; Okafor & Obi, 
2005; Okeke & Odelola, 2018; Okunlola et al., 
2020), our approach to operationalizing risky 
sexual behaviors was based on the fact that 
sexual behavior is a continuum with the risky 
sexual behaviors on the higher end and those 
that are sexually inexperienced on the lower end 
(Cort & Tu, 2018; Ajayi & Okeke, 2019).

2. Socio-economic factor: Wealth index (poorest 
(1), poorer (2), middle (3), richer (4), and rich-
est (5)) was used to measure household wealth/ 
poverty. The DHS Program computed the 
wealth index (National Population Commission 
– NPC & ICF, 2019).

Studies have shown that socio-demographic vari-
ables—which include religious affiliation, ethnicity, 
previous attendance of school, and level of educa-
tion—can predict violence against girls, including 
sexual violence (Iliyasu et al., 2011; Kunnuji & 
Esiet, 2015; Santelli et al., 2018). Therefore, we con-
trolled for socio-demographic variables such as age 
(in single years: 15 to 19 years), highest level of 

education ((1) no education, (2) primary, (3) sec-
ondary, and (4) higher education).

Culture and religion play essential roles that 
encourage child beating among parents on the 
pretext of disciplining children (Lancaster & 
Gelles, 1987). Most adolescent children in Nigeria 
practise their parents’ religions. The dominant 
religions are Christianity and Islam, which have 
values that frown on risky sexual behaviors. 
Recent studies in Nigeria suggest that adolescent 
girls affiliated with Christianity are less involved 
in risky sexual acts (Odii et al., 2020; Olorunsola 
et al., 2021). Hence, we assumed that affiliation 
with Christianity might predict a low risk of sex-
ual violence among adolescent girls by discourag-
ing risky sexual behaviors. Therefore, we 
controlled for religion with a focus on adolescent 
girls affiliated with Christianity versus other reli-
gions ((1) Christianity and (0) Islam and trad-
itional/others). We also controlled for ethnicity 
(the three major groups: (1) Hausa/Fulani/ 
Kanuri, (2) Igbo, (3) Yoruba, and (4) others (4)).

We controlled for the potential influences of 
residence ((0) urban (0) and (1) rural) and region 
((1) North-Central, (2) North-East, (3) North- 
West, (4) South-East, (5) South-South, and (6) 
South-West) while also controlling for survey 
year ((0) 2013 and (1) 2018) to control for the 
potential impact of year.

Statistical analyses

A descriptive analysis of all variables was done 
using frequency and percentage distributions. 
This was followed by multivariable analyses using 
the multinomial logistic regression—considering 
the polytomous nature of the outcome variable— 
to examine the relationship between exposure to 
parental violence and experience of sexual vio-
lence. The fitted multinomial logistic regression 
is expressed mathematically as:

Pðy ¼ 1Þ
Pðy ¼ 0Þ

¼ eXbð1Þ (1) 

Pðy ¼ 2Þ
Pðy ¼ 0Þ

¼ eXbð3Þ (2) 

p (y ¼ 1) ¼ The probability of ever experiencing 
sexual violence relative to the base outcome never 
experienced (p (y ¼ 0)).
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p (y ¼ 2) ¼ The probability of not responding rela-
tive to the base outcome.

e¼Approximately 2.7183
X ¼ Vector of main explanatory variables, e.g., 

exposure to parental violence.
b ¼ Vector of coefficients of main explanatory 

variables.

The ratios of the probabilities in Equations (1) and 
(2) are the relative risk ratios (RRR) (StataCorp, 
2015). All the relative risk ratios (RRR) were tested 
against 5% level significance; their 95% confidence 
intervals were also computed. The “svy, subpop” 
command in the Stata software was used to weight, 
restrict all analyses to the target sample, and compute 
valid regression standard errors (StataCorp, 2015).

Results

Descriptive analysis

Table 1 shows that 5.65% of unpartnered adoles-
cent girls had ever experienced sexual violence. 
Slightly above one-fifth (25.47%) of girls were 
exposed to parental violence. Less than one-fifth of 
girls engaged in risky sexual behaviors (i.e., low risk 
(4.41%) or high risk (14.04%)). Close to one-quar-
ter of girls resided in poor households (24.55%).

Univariate regression analysis

According to Table 2, adolescent girls exposed to 
parental violence were at least twice as likely to 
have experienced forced sexual acts (uRRR¼
2.90; 95% CI¼ 2.02–4.15; p¼ 0.001) than their 
unexposed counterparts.

Multivariable regression analysis

After controlling for the covariates in Table 3, 
exposure to parental violence remained positively 
associated with experience of sexual violence des-
pite the slight reduction in the effect size. Girls 
exposed to parental violence were 90% more 
likely to have ever experienced sexual violence 
(instead of saying otherwise or refusing 
to answer) than their unexposed counterparts 
(aRRR ¼ 1.90; 95% CI ¼ 1.29–2.79; p¼ 0.001) 
(Please see Table A1 in the Appendix).

Discussion

In this study, less than one-tenth of unpartnered 
adolescent girls had ever experienced sexual 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of unpartnered adolescent girls.
Variables Frequency (5,145) Percentage

Experience of sexual violence
Ever experienced 291 5.65
Never experienced 4,841 94.09
Refused/no response 13 0.26

Parental violence
Exposed 1,310 25.47
Unexposed 3,835 74.53

Risky sexual behaviors
Abstained or no risk 4,196 81.55
Low risk 227 4.41
High risk 722 14.04

Wealth index
Poorest 446 8.67
Poorer 817 15.88
Middle 1,140 22.16
Richer 1,268 24.65
Richest 1,472 28.63

Age
15 years 1,617 31.44
16 years 1,117 21.71
17 years 836 16.26
18 years 893 17.35
19 years 682 13.25

Highest educational level
No education 558 10.85
Primary 559 10.86
Secondary 3,910 76.00
Higher 118 2.29

Religion
Christianity 2,944 57.22
Islam/Traditional/others 2,201 42.78

Ethnicity
Hausa/Fulani/Kanuri 1,291 25.10
Igbo 952 18.50
Yoruba 909 17.66
Others ethnic groups 1,993 38.74

Type of place of residence
Urban 2,770 53.83
Rural 2,375 46.17

Region of residence
North-Central 818 15.90
North-East 640 12.44
North-West 1,067 20.73
South-East 781 15.18
South-South 898 17.45
South-West 941 18.29

Survey year
2013 3,715 72.19
2018 1,430 27.81

Table 2. Unadjusted regression of self-reported sexual vio-
lence on exposure to parental violence.
Variable uRRR p-Value 95%CI

(1) Experienced versus (0) never experienced
Parental violence
Exposed 2.899 0.001 2.024 4.152
Unexposed (RC)
(2) Refused/no response versus (0) never experienced
Parental violence
Exposed 0.433 0.444 0.051 3.696
Unexposed (RC)

CI: confidence interval; aRRR: adjusted relative risk ratio; RC: reference cat-
egory. Sample size ¼ 5,145.
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violence. At the same time, the majority said they 
had never experienced sexual violence. The pro-
portion of adolescent girls who had ever experi-
enced sexual violence in this study is higher than 
another study’s findings in Nigeria, where 1.9% 
of adolescent girls experienced either physically 
forced sex or 2.2% experienced pressured sex 
(Evans et al., 2023). However, the fear of shame 
and stigma might have discouraged some girls 
from disclosing their experiences of sexual vio-
lence (Nguyen et al., 2021), thus leading to the 
possibility of an underestimated prevalence of 
self-reported sexual violence. Due to the threat of 
shame and stigma, it is also possible that some 
girls hesitated in reporting their violent experien-
ces and said that they had never experienced sex-
ual violence.

Besides, slightly above one-quarter of adoles-
cent girls were exposed to parental violence in 
this study. Our combined measure of parental 
violence—which comprises interparental violence 
and parent-to-child violence—shows that expos-
ure to parental violence among adolescent girls is 
high and deserves intervention from policy-
makers and non-government organizations in 
Nigeria.

This study revealed that exposure to parental 
violence was positively associated with experience 
of sexual violence. This is consistent with a study 
in South Africa that family violence, including 
violence between parents, was associated with 
sexual violence among adolescent girls (Ward 
et al., 2018). Women experiencing spousal vio-
lence may experience emotional challenges that 
can hinder them from properly taking good care 
of their children (Katz, 2019). Interparental vio-
lence and violent parenting create toxic 

environments that can negatively affect children’s 
psychology and mental health (Xyrakis et al., 
2022). Adolescent girls in such violent homes are 
vulnerable to mental challenges such as depres-
sion and anxiety (Peltonen et al., 2010; Vilari~no 
et al., 2022). Consequently, they are susceptible 
to advances from sexual perverts pretending to 
offer them help and affection. Besides, the risk of 
substance use disorders increases for maltreated 
children (Cicchetti & Toth, 2016). Adolescent 
girls who are victims of parental maltreatment 
may resort to substance abuse and alcohol con-
sumption, putting them at risk of being drugged 
and sexually assaulted by anti-social elements and 
sexual perverts (Kisner, 2014).

In addition, parental violence can predict sus-
ceptibility to abusive sexual relationships among 
adolescent girls. The reason for this can be 
explained through the lens of the social learning 
theory (Bandura, 1971). Children learn from the 
consequences of violence between their parents. 
Without the involvement of law enforcement 
authorities and punitive measures against a vio-
lent parent (which is often the case in Nigeria 
due to sociocultural reasons), they can view mari-
tal violence as being normal among couples 
(Solanke, 2018). Young girls exposed to such vio-
lence may end up in power-laden sexual relation-
ships with abusive boyfriends.

This study has some limitations. We did not 
establish a causal relationship between exposure 
to parental violence and experience of sexual vio-
lence due to the cross-sectional data analyzed. 
This study did not include other adolescent girls 
in the age group 10–14 years because they were 
not considered in the NDHS. Thus suggesting 
that the prevalence of self-reported sexual vio-
lence might be underestimated. Aside from the 
need for future studies to include adolescent girls 
aged 10–14 years in their samples, they should 
employ effective data collection techniques to 
make it convenient for adolescent girls to disclose 
their experiences of sexual violence. Such an 
approach can improve the quality and reliability 
of data on self-reported sexual violence among 
adolescent girls in Nigeria.

Our operationalization of risky sexual behav-
iors was not longitudinal. It did not capture other 
indicators of risky sexual behaviors, one of which 

Table 3. Adjusted regression of self-reported sexual violence 
on exposure to parental violence.
Variable aRRR# p-Value 95%CI

(1) Experienced versus (0) no experience
Parental violence
Exposed 1.897 0.001 1.291 2.789
Unexposed (RC)
(2) Refused/no response versus (0) no experience
Parental violence
Exposed 0.358 0.274 0.057 2.256
Unexposed (RC)

CI: confidence interval; aRRR: adjusted relative risk ratio; RC: reference cat-
egory. Sample size ¼ 5,145. #Model adjusted for risky sexual behaviors, 
wealth index, age, highest level of education, religion, ethnicity, type of 
place of residence, region of residence, and survey year.
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is the consistency of condom use across sex part-
ners, which can reduce their exposure to sexual 
and reproductive health risks. Future studies 
should adopt a longitudinal design and incorpor-
ate other indicators of risky sexual behaviors. 
Further, our measure of parental violence did not 
capture other forms of violence such as verbal, 
emotional, etc. These forms of violence were not 
examined in the analyzed survey data, leaving 
room for future studies to explore.

Despite the above study limitations, we leverage 
the advantage of pooling survey data to boost our 
statistical inferences. Above all, this study contrib-
uted to limited studies on the prevalence of sexual 
violence and the role of parental violence among 
adolescent girls in Nigeria. Insights from this 
study can assist policymakers in tackling violence 
against girls in line with the sustainable develop-
ment goal (SDG) target 5.2 (Department of 
Economics and Social Affairs (DESA),), 2019).

Conclusion

This study concluded that less than one-tenth of 
adolescent girls had ever experienced sexual vio-
lence. Most girls said they had never had such an 
experience. About one-quarter of girls were 
exposed to parental violence. Exposure to parental 
violence was positively associated with self- 
reported sexual violence among unpartnered ado-
lescent girls in Nigeria. Interventions to prevent 
sexual violence among adolescent girls should sen-
sitize parents on the potential negative implica-
tions of parental violence for their daughters’ 
wellbeing. Such interventions should encourage 
parents in violent relationships (with their part-
ners) to seek counseling from licensed marriage 
counselors. There is a need for government agen-
cies and non-governmental organizations to pro-
mote social and behavioral change information 
that challenges cultural and religious tenets 
promoting child beating and maltreatment as a 
disciplinary measure. Doing so can improve par-
ent-child relationships and child welfare.
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Appendix

Table A1. Adjusted regression of experience of sexual violence on exposure to parental violence (full 
Table).
Variables aRRR p-Value 95% CI

(1) Experienced versus (0) never experienced
Exposure to parental violence (Ref¼ not exposed)
Exposed 1.897 0.001 1.291 2.789
Risky sexual behaviors (Ref¼ abstained or no risk)
Low risk 2.104 0.101 0.864 5.121
High-risk 4.956 0.000 3.115 7.883
Wealth index (Ref¼ poorest)
Poorer 1.300 0.445 0.663 2.549
Middle 0.978 0.957 0.432 2.213
Richer 1.087 0.849 0.462 2.556
Richest 1.045 0.924 0.419 2.606
Age 1.018 0.788 0.892 1.163
Highest level of education (Ref¼ no education)
Primary 1.017 0.972 0.391 2.646
Secondary 1.136 0.778 0.468 2.758
Higher 0.228 0.076 0.044 1.170
Religion (Ref¼ Islam and others)
Christianity 1.680 0.092 0.918 3.074
Ethnicity (Ref¼Hausa/Fulani/ Kanuri or Beri beri)
Igbo 3.131 0.138 0.692 14.163
Yoruba 1.021 0.976 0.268 3.881
Others 2.313 0.146 0.748 7.156
Type of place of residence (Ref¼ urban)
Rural 0.814 0.377 0.515 1.286
Region (Ref¼North-Central)
North-East 2.515 0.002 1.406 4.499
North-West 0.625 0.517 0.150 2.596
South-East 1.009 0.986 0.363 2.807
South-South 0.810 0.492 0.444 1.479
South-West 1.169 0.699 0.530 2.580
Survey year (Ref ¼ 2013)
2018 1.365 0.112 0.930 2.003
(2) Refused/no response versus (0) never experienced
Exposure to parental violence (Ref¼ not exposed)
Exposed 0.358 0.274 0.057 2.256
Risky sexual behaviors (Ref¼ abstained or no risk)
Low risk 6.424 0.231 0.305 135.177
High-risk 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000
Wealth index (Ref¼ poorest)
Poorer 0.212 0.178 0.022 2.021
Middle 0.089 0.036 0.009 0.853
Richer 0.059 0.124 0.002 2.174
Richest 0.068 0.079 0.003 1.360
Age 0.910 0.721 0.542 1.527
Highest level of education (Ref¼ no education)
Primary 4.136 0.297 0.286 59.740
Secondary 0.957 0.974 0.069 13.363
Higher 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000
Religion (Ref¼ Islam and others)
Christianity 0.399 0.416 0.043 3.664
Ethnicity (Ref¼Hausa/Fulani/ Kanuri or Beri beri)
Igbo 193.113 0.014 2.949 12646.200
Yoruba 11.989 0.070 0.817 175.889
Others 2.999 0.392 0.243 37.046
Type of place of residence (Ref¼Urban)
Rural 5.046 0.047 1.020 24.966
Region of residence (Ref¼North-Central)
North-East 0.499 0.668 0.021 11.963
North-West 1.311 0.777 0.202 8.516
South-East 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000
South-South 0.700 0.508 0.244 2.012
South-West 0.496 0.340 0.118 2.090
Survey year (Ref ¼ 2013)
2018 0.823 0.828 0.141 4.801

CI: confidence interval; aRRR: adjusted relative risk ratio; Ref: reference category. Sample size ¼ 5,145.
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