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Abstract
This study explored females’ adolescent experiences with sexual aggression, using event-level data.
A community sample of women, ages 18–30 years (N = 319), were interviewed regarding their most
recent unwanted sexual experience. Incidents were categorized as occurring during adolescence (ages
14–17) or adulthood (after age 18). Preliminary statistical comparison of adolescent and adult
incidents revealed differences in perpetrators, type of aggression, preceding activities, and location
of assault. Qualitative analytic techniques were then used to identify the contexts in which adolescent
victimization occurred, as well as the factors contributing to adolescent vulnerability. Four contexts
in which adolescents were sexually victimized emerged: Within Intimate Relationships, At Parties/
Social Gatherings, Abuse by Authority Figures, and While Alone with a Friend. Thematic analysis
revealed that inexperience with sex and dating, lack of guardianship, substance use, social and
relationship concerns, and powerlessness contributed to adolescent vulnerability within these
contexts.

Unique Aspects of Adolescent Sexual Victimization Experiences
Adolescent females are at elevated risk of experiencing sexual aggression. Findings from
national surveys indicate that almost half (46%) of the women who reported experiencing rape
were first raped prior to age 18, with over 33% of victims experiencing rape between the ages
of 12 and 17 years (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2000). Despite the prevalence of sexual assault
perpetrated against adolescent females, the factors that make adolescence a time of unique
sexual risk are not well understood. Much of the research on sexual victimization has focused
on college or community samples of young adult women. Such research has provided valuable
insights into the factors that contribute to the sexual victimization of young adult women (e.g.,
Abbey, 2002, Gidycz, Hanson & Layman, 1995; Testa & Livingston, 1999). However, given
the social and developmental differences between young adult women and adolescent girls, it
is unclear whether these findings generalize to adolescents. The current study sought to identify
factors that contribute to adolescent vulnerability to sexual aggression through the use of
qualitative data analytic techniques. Sexual aggression was defined as unwanted sexual contact,
verbal sexual coercion, and attempted or completed rape.

Adolescent vulnerability may be understood within the framework of Lifestyle/Routine
Activities theories. Such theories hold that risk of victimization of any sort (i.e., robbery,
physical assault, sexual assault) is associated with lifestyles (including demographics) and
routine activities that increase an individual’s exposure to a potential offender (e.g., Lauritsen,
Laub, & Sampson, 1992; Mustaine & Tewksbury, 2002). Lifestyle and routine activities have
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also been conceptualized as environmental factors that expose or protect potential victims from
victimization, such as family structure and guardianship (Finkelhor & Asdigian, 1996). Such
theories hold that adolescents who engage in delinquent or illicit activities, such as drinking
or drug use, are at increased risk of victimization (Lauritsen et al., 1992) through lack of societal
protections and increased exposure to potential perpetrators. Because risk behaviors are illegal
or unsanctioned, they typically take place in contexts that are unsupervised, isolated, and
include substance using peers (Small & Kerns, 1993; Warshaw, 1988). For adolescent girls,
drinking in the presence of deviant peers increases the likelihood of encountering an aggressive
male or being perceived as sexually unconventional (Metzler, et al., 1994).

In addition to environmental or behavioral factors associated with adolescent victimization
(both sexual and non-sexual), Finkelhor and Asdigian (1996) emphasized the importance of
“target congruence,” or personal characteristics of the victim that have some congruence with
the needs or motives of the offender. Target congruence consists of three dimensions, which
influence the selection of a suitable target by a perpetrator. Target vulnerability suggests that
perpetrators perceive the potential target has limited capacity to resist or deter victimization.
Target gratifiability specifies that victims are in possession of qualities or attributes desired by
the offenders. Lastly, target antagonism refers to the victim’s qualities, possessions, or
attributes that arouse anger or jealousy in the offenders. Of these three dimensions, Finkelhor
and Asdigian (1996) found that target vulnerability and gratifiability made unique contributions
to predicting adolescent sexual assault risk.

An unexplored application of Finkelhor and Asdigian’s theory would suggest that adolescent
females, as a group, may exhibit characteristics of target vulnerability and gratifiability that
increase their risk for sexual victimization. Although target congruence is not exclusive to
adolescence, adolescents as a group may be at high risk of experiencing sexual aggression
because of the interaction between high target congruence and environmental factors, such as
increased socializing and reduced supervision. For example, because youth is associated with
beauty and burgeoning sexuality in our culture, perpetrators are likely to view adolescent girls
as desirable targets (i.e., target gratifiability). Adolescent girls may also be perceived by
potential perpetrators as more vulnerable due to their smaller size, sexual naïveté, lack of
resistance strategies, inexperience with substance use, or reluctance to seek help for fear of
social or disciplinary repercussions.

Adolescent development, environmental factors, and target congruency may interact in other
ways to elevate adolescent vulnerability to sexual aggression. Because adolescent girls are just
beginning to explore heterosexual relationships and experiment with sexual activity (Brooks-
Gunn & Paikoff, 1997; Graber, Brooks-Gunn & Galen, 1998), they commonly have
relationships of shorter duration than adult women. Their desire for romance and sexual naiveté
may result in increased time spent with males with whom they are not well acquainted.
Adolescent sexual experimentation often occurs in unsupervised contexts that are explicitly or
implicitly sexual in nature (e.g., dates or parties). Increased social interaction in these
potentially sexual contexts is likely to increase their exposure to sexually aggressive males
who may be friends, acquaintances, and strangers. Due to their inexperience with dating and
sex, adolescent girls may misinterpret a male’s flirtatious behavior or fail to recognize cues
that he will become sexually aggressive. Imbalances in physical size, strength, or social status
also may make it difficult for girls to refuse unwanted advances from aggressive males (Brooks-
Gunn & Paikoff, 1997).

Adolescent target vulnerability also may be increased through participation in risky behaviors,
such as underage drinking or illicit drug use (Baker & Rosenthal, 1998; Champion et al.,
2004; Mezzich, et al., 1997). Jackson, Cram, and Seymour (2000), found that half of the
adolescent females in their sample who reported having an unwanted sexual experience were
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victimized at parties, with 27% of these girls attributing the incident to their alcohol or drug
use. Alcohol consumption can interfere with risk perception, particularly in high-conflict
situations where there also is a potential for positive outcomes, such as establishing a romantic
relationship (Murphy, Monahan & Miller, 1998; Testa, Livingston, & Collins, 2000). In
addition, adolescents’ inexperience with alcohol use may contribute to over-consumption with
a substantial proportion of rapes occurring when the victim is passed out or incapacitated
(Mohler-Kuo, Dowdall, Koss, & Wechsler, 2004; Testa, Livingston, VanZile-Tamsen &
Frone, 2003). Even if a girl does not drink to the point of intoxication, she may indirectly
increase her risk of unwanted sexual advances if males perceive her as more sexually available
by virtue of having any alcohol or being in a drinking context (George, Gournic & McAffee,
1988).

Although Lifestyle/Routine Activities theorists agree that the contexts or situations in which
the offender and potential target are situated are important in predicting assault risk (e.g.,
Lauristsen et al., 1992), to date, they have not been systematically examined. The risk factors
operating within these contexts also are not well understood. Testa and Livingston (1999)
conducted a qualitative examination of contexts in which young adult women experienced
sexual aggression. However, given the potential differences in lifestyles/routine activities and
target congruence between adolescent girls and adult women, it is logical to assume that the
contexts in which adolescents experience sexual victimization may not be the same as those
of adults and warrant further investigation. For example, adult women are more likely than
adolescent girls to be in stable, long-term relationships, making it less likely that they are out
socializing with unfamiliar males in potentially sexual contexts. Consistent with this, research
shows that adult women are most likely to experience sexual victimization from an intimate
partner, whereas adolescents are most likely to be victimized by acquaintances (Tjaden &
Thoennes, 2000).

The purpose of the current study was to qualitatively explore some of the factors that may
increase vulnerability to sexual aggression during adolescence. The goals of this study were
to: (a) identify the contexts in which adolescents experience sexual aggression; and (b) identify
the factors within these contexts that contribute to adolescent vulnerability to sexual
aggression. We focused on the vulnerability aspect of target congruence exclusively because
it would be impossible to determine what qualified as target gratifiability without offender
reports. Women’s descriptions of unwanted sexual experiences that occurred during
adolescence were examined using qualitative data analytic techniques. We sought an
understanding of the situations in which adolescents are sexually victimized, including the
circumstances surrounding victimization events and the factors that contribute to adolescent
vulnerability. Use of qualitative data analytic techniques allow for in-depth examination of
events surrounding the incident from the women’s perspectives. Although we made no specific
hypotheses, we anticipated that inexperience with sex, dating, and substance use as well as
reduced supervision would emerge as possible contributors to adolescent vulnerability.

Although the primary focus of the paper was qualitative, we also tested some hypotheses
derived from previous literature to confirm our assertion that there are differences between
adult and adolescent sexual victimization experiences. First, given that adolescent girls tend
to be less sexually experienced and have relationships of shorter duration, we expected that
adolescent girls would be less likely than adult women to know their perpetrator well or to
have had previous consensual sexual relations with him (Livingston et al., 2004; Tjaden &
Thoennes, 2000). Next, we hypothesized that adolescent girls would be more likely than adult
women to be victimized after spending time in social settings such as parties, while adult
women would be more likely than adolescents to be victimized in their homes (Jackson et al.,
2000). Alcohol use has been implicated in both adolescent and adult sexual victimization,
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therefore we examined victim and perpetrator substance use. However, we made no specific
hypotheses regarding these relationships.

Method
Sample

Random digit dialing of households in Buffalo, NY and its immediate suburbs in Erie County,
between May 2000 and April 2002, was used to identify women 18–30 years of age for a study
of alcohol use, sexual behavior, and sexual victimization among young women. Women who
completed the telephone screening were recruited to participate in a prospective study on
women’s social experiences. In-person interviews were completed with 1,014 women, or 61%
of eligible women identified. This completion rate is comparable to surveys conducted solely
by telephone (e.g., Simon et al., 2001).

As part of the in-house interview, women who indicated experiencing any sexual victimization
since age 14 as measured by the Sexual Experiences Survey (SES), were also asked to complete
a brief event-based interview focused on the unwanted sexual experience. From the sample of
1,014 women, 383 (37.8%) responded positively to one or more items on the SES indicating
some sexual victimization since age 14. Of these, 14 women were not interviewed for various
reasons (e.g., they declined participation, technical difficulties).

Subsequent analyses involved 369 women who completed interviews regarding their most
recent incident of sexual assault. On average, these women were 24.05 (SD = 3.57) years of
age at the time of the interview and most were unmarried (74.1% never married, 3.3% separated
or divorced). Approximately 76% were Caucasian and 15.5% were African-American. There
were very small percentages of Hispanic (3.0%), Asian (1.6%), Native American (.5%), and
women of mixed or other background (3.0%). Consistent with local demographics, median
income was $40,000 and 91% were high school graduates (compared to 89% of 18–34 year
old women in Erie County). Most were employed either full-time (46.9%) or part-time (31.1%).

Procedure
Age eligible women were asked to participate in a longitudinal study of women’s social
experiences, consisting of three waves of data collection at 12 month intervals. Only data
collection procedures relevant to the current study will be described here. Initial participation
involved a two-hour session conducted at the Research Institute on Addictions (RIA), located
in downtown Buffalo, which included completing computer-administered questionnaires and
a face-to-face confidential interview involving personality, alcohol and drug use, and sexual
experiences. Women were paid $50 for their participation. Upon arrival at RIA, women were
provided with an explanation of study procedures and informed consent was obtained. Wave
1 data reported in the current study were collected using a computer-assisted self interview
(CASI). Interviewers remained in the room to provide technical assistance if needed, but they
sat across the room to allow privacy. All interviews were conducted by trained female
interviewers between the ages of 25 and 35.

Upon completion of the CASI questionnaires, women who responded positively to any item
on the computer-administered Sexual Experiences Survey, a measure of unwanted sexual
experiences, also completed a confidential face-to-face interview with a female interviewer.
Using a semi-structured interview format, interviewers focused on the respondents’ most recent
incident of sexual aggression. Interviews were tape recorded and transcribed.
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Measures
Sexual aggression experiences—Sexual victimization was assessed using an 11-item
modified version of the Sexual Experiences Survey, with demonstrated external validity (Testa,
VanZile-Tamsen, Livingston, & Koss, 2004). The original SES (Koss, Gidycz, & Wisniewski,
1987) consists of 10 behaviorally specific items that assess unwanted sexual contact, verbally
coerced intercourse, attempted rape, and rape experiences. In the revised version, the wording
of several items was modified to improve clarity. Items describing completed or attempted
sexual intercourse “because a man gave you alcohol or drugs” were modified to specify that
substances were given “without your knowledge or consent” to make them conform more
closely with legal statutes (Gylys & McNamara, 1996). We also added an 11th item assessing
whether unwanted sexual intercourse had occurred when the woman was passed out or
incapacitated by alcohol or drugs (see Testa, Livingston, VanZile-Tamsen, & Frone, 2003).
Women were asked about sexual victimization experiences occurring since age 14. Type of
victimization was categorized according to the most severe type of aggression experienced: no
victimization (0), contact (1), sexual coercion (2), attempted rape (3), or rape (4). Women who
responded positively to an item were then asked how old they were when they experienced the
target event on the most recent occasion if there was more than one.

Event-Based Interview—Women who endorsed at least one item on the SES were asked
in audio recorded semi-structured, face-to-face interviews to report on the most recent incident
of sexual aggression, which may have involved rape, attempted rape, coercion, or unwanted
sexual contact. Women were asked to describe the target experience in their own words. They
also answered a series of questions to clarify the details of the experience, including the date
of the incident, their relationship to the perpetrator and how well they knew him, whether they
had ever had consensual sexual intercourse with the perpetrator prior to the incident, what they
were doing prior to the incident, where it occurred, and their own and the perpetrator’s
substance use during or immediately preceding the incident (see Livingston, Buddie, Testa, &
VanZile-Tamsen, 2004).

Results
Characteristics of Incidents of Adolescent vs. Adult Sexual Victimization–Preliminary
Analyses

To confirm that adolescent incidents of sexual aggression do in fact differ from those of adults,
as a preliminary step, we examined quantitative data obtained as part of the event-based
interview (n = 319). Sexually aggressive incidents reported in the SES were categorized as
occurring during adolescence if the respondent was between 14 and 17 years of age at the time
of the most recent experience (n = 112) and as adult victimization if the incident occurred at
age 19 years or later (n = 207)1. On average, the most recent incident took place 4.6 (SD =
3.79) years prior to the interview. Given that all of the women were at least 18 years old at the
time of the interview, as expected, the length of time between the incident and the interview
was longer for those occurring during adolescence (M = 7.24, SD = 3.89) than for those
occurring in adulthood (M = 3.13, SD = 2.84, t (317) = 10.78, p < .01). Chi square analyses
were used to compare characteristics of adult and adolescent incidents. Standardized residuals
were calculated to determine which cells significantly differed in these analyses. A
standardized residual with an absolute value greater than 2 (M = 0; SD = 1) indicates that the

1Incidents occurring at age 18 were excluded from the analyses (n = 50), because 18 years of age marks a transition from adolescence
to adulthood in our society. Reported incidents occurring at age 18 were equally split between those incidents that appeared qualitatively
similar to adolescent incidents (i.e., occurring during high school years) and incidents reported in adulthood (i.e., occurring in work
contexts, at college). Inclusion of 18-year olds in the adult category did not significantly change the results reported here.
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observed count differs significantly from the expected count and is a major contributor to the
chi square result (Zemper, 1997). Results are shown in Tables 1 and 2.

The type of aggression experienced by adolescents did not differ from those of adults, with
one exception. Women victimized as adolescents were significantly less likely than those
victimized as adults to report experiencing verbal sexual coercion (19.6% vs. 39.6%). Rates
of other types of victimization were similar, with a trend toward adolescent incidents involving
more unwanted sexual contact than adult incidents (24.1% vs.15.0%). There were no ethnic
differences (Caucasian vs. non-Caucasian) in rates of adolescent versus adult incidents or type
of victimization experienced.

As expected, adolescent girls were more likely than adult women to be victimized by a
perpetrator with whom they were less acquainted, such as a stranger, acquaintance, or a friend
(53.6% vs. 40.7%). Adult women were more likely than adolescents to be victimized by a
current or former male intimate partner (55.6% vs. 36.6%). Consistent with this, adult incidents
also were more likely than those of adolescents to involve a perpetrator with whom the woman
had a prior history of consensual sexual intercourse (55.8% vs. 16.0%). As hypothesized,
adolescents were more likely than adults to have been at parties or social gatherings prior to
the aggressive incident (26.8% vs. 13%), whereas adults were more likely than adolescents to
experience sexual aggression after being in a bar (17.4% vs. 3.6%). Although the majority of
sexual aggression took place in a home setting (75.8% adults, 57.1% adolescents), as
anticipated, adolescents were more likely than adults to experience aggression outside of the
home, particularly at parties (17.9% vs. 5.3%). Substance use by perpetrator and victim did
not differ by group.

Qualitative Analysis of Adolescent Sexual Victimization Events
The preceding statistical comparisons confirmed that there are significant differences between
adolescent and adult sexual victimization experiences. Previous research has examined the
contexts in which adult women experience sexual aggression (see Testa & Livingston, 1999).
The current study sought to extend these findings by examining the contexts of adolescent
sexual victimization using qualitative data analytic techniques to identify the contexts in which
adolescents were victimized. Because we were interested specifically in understanding
adolescent sexual victimization, only transcripts describing unwanted sexual experiences that
occurred during adolescence were included in the qualitative analysis. Of the 112 women who
reported experiences that took place between the ages of 14 and 17 years, three refused to be
tape recorded and three transcripts could not be used either because the tape was inaudible or
because the respondent failed to provide sufficient detail to allow for reliable coding. This
resulted in a final sample of 106 women reporting at least one experience of sexual aggression
in adolescence.

Procedures outlined by Miles and Huberman (1994) and Spradley (1980) were used to analyze
the data in a multi-stage process. Initial coding of the transcripts consisted of identifying and
labeling salient information (e.g., presence of peers, perceived intoxication, involvement in
illicit activities). Coding schemes were refined through discussion, and when appropriate,
initial codes were combined, re-labeled, or eliminated. Schemes selected for elimination were
found in only one or two of the transcripts and appeared to be unrelated to other schemes found
throughout the interview data. Relationships between coded information were further explored
to develop taxonomies and themes. In each stage of the analytic process, data were coded
independently by the authors, discussions were conducted about the coding schema,
disagreements were resolved by consensus, and new interviews were analyzed to double-check
the established coding schema.
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Contexts in Which Adolescents Experienced Sexual Aggression–Qualitative Analysis
Our first analytic goal was to identify the contexts or settings in which adolescent females
experienced sexual aggression. To accomplish this goal, the first and fourth authors
independently read and coded a random sample of 25 transcripts. Context categories were
determined by the dominant characteristics of the situation and were mutually exclusive. Only
one context was assigned per transcript. After establishing the context categories and further
refining the coding scheme, the same two authors independently read and coded a second
random sample of 25 transcripts. Kappa agreement for context category assignment was .83.
Kappa values of .80 or above are considered to indicate good agreement beyond chance
(Neuendorf, 2002). Disagreements were resolved through discussion. The first author then
coded the remaining transcripts using the agreed-upon context categories. Four context
categories in which adolescent females experienced sexual aggression emerged. These context
categories, in order of frequency, included: (a) Within Intimate Relationships (39.6%); (b) At
Parties/Social Gatherings (35.8%); (c) Abuse by Authority Figure (17%); and (d) While Alone
with a Friend (7.5%).

Within Intimate Relationships—Most frequently, adolescents experienced sexual
aggression in the context of spending time with boyfriends or romantic dates. This context was
expressed in nearly 40% (n = 42) of the transcripts. As revealed by the preliminary quantitative
analysis, incidents occurring with boyfriends/dates during adolescence involved perpetrators
with whom the women were not well acquainted. For example, in the adolescent incidents,
women did not always classify their perpetrators as “boyfriends,” but often described them as
casual or first dates. Within this context, the boyfriends/dates typically aggressed in one of four
situations, thus, we created a taxonomy consisting of four sub-categories to characterize
different aspects of boyfriend/date aggression. These included incidents that occurred while
the couple was spending time alone being intimate (n = 20), during or after a party (n = 9), in
an abusive relationship (n = 9) and following a break-up (n = 4).

Incidents categorized as being intimate with a boyfriend/date were consistent with traditional
views of dating aggression. In these situations, the young couple was spending time alone
together in an intimate situation, typically on a “date” (e.g., at the movies), or at one of their
homes. The aggression was usually preceded by consensual sexual activity, such as kissing,
which progressed to a point beyond the girl’s comfort zone. The male used verbal or physical
pressure to convince her to go further. In the second sub-category, nine incidents involved
boyfriends/dates who aggressed either during or following time spent with the girl at a party
or a bar. This category was similar to the previous one in that it involved consensual sexual
activity prior to the aggression. However, these incidents differed from the intimate situations
in that the couples were in settings that were less private and intimate prior to the incidents and
substance use was mentioned by each of the girls as contributing to the incident. All of the
perpetrators and nearly all (n = 7) of the girls were drinking in these situations.

There also were nine women who described having unwanted sex within the context of an
established, abusive relationship. Incidents were categorized as abusive if the woman indicated
that her boyfriend/dating partner physically assaulted her, was controlling, manipulative or
verbally abusive. Nearly all incidents involved completed intercourse (4 coercion, 4 rape, 1
attempted rape). The rapes/attempted rape involved extreme physical force, such as hitting or
choking the victim to force her into submission. There was no consistent pattern of substance
use for either the perpetrators or the victims in this category, and unlike the preceding sub-
categories, these assaults were not typically preceded by intimacy or consensual sexual
activities. Related to this, four incidents involved perpetrators who were same-aged ex-
boyfriends. All four of these incidents involved completed sexual intercourse occurring in the
process of or following a break-up. Three of the four involved extremely violent rapes. These
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women believed that the perpetrators’ violent outbursts were vengeful responses to their
termination of their relationships with the men. For example:

I think that he was pissed off that I finally broke it off. I think it was a way to control
me… I had finally gotten out of it, I had beaten him in the mental thing and it really
upset him. I think this was his way …of showing me ‘I’ll get you somehow’.

As represented in this woman’s story, these cases often involved some level of abuse, at least
psychologically, that had prompted them to terminate the relationships.

At Parties/Social Gatherings—The second most common situation in which adolescent
girls experienced sexual aggression was in the context of parties or social gatherings with peers.
This context was coded in nearly 36% (n = 38) of the transcripts. The potential for sexual
interest was often implicit in these contexts. Members of the opposite sex come together in
these contexts to mingle, flirt, drink, and get acquainted. The majority of these incidents
involved substance use by the perpetrator (n = 31, 81.6%), the victim (n = 29, 76.3%), or both.
Unlike the Within Intimate Relationships context, perpetrators and victims in this category
were not romantically involved. Perpetrators were generally not well known, tending to be
acquaintances or someone the girls just met. Two sub-categories were identified within this
context: sexual aggression arising from opportunistic or predatory males (n = 28, 73.7%) or
evolving out of consensual sexual activity (n = 10, 26.3%).

In opportunistic situations, males took advantage of an opportunity to make sexual advances
or to force sex upon a female in a social setting. This included grabbing or groping a girl at a
party or bar, using verbal pressure to convince an intoxicated girl to have sex, or having sex
or attempting to have sex with a girl who was too intoxicated to resist. In situations coded as
predatory, the women believed that the males orchestrated the situation to create an opportunity
to aggress. This included encouraging the female to drink to the point of intoxication,
deliberately isolating her (e.g., offering her a ride home), or more rarely, slipping alcohol or
drugs into her beverage to incapacitate her without her knowledge. Opportunistic and predatory
incidents were similar in that the males appeared to see the girls as sexually available by virtue
of being in the social context, regardless of the girls’ alcohol consumption. These incidents
were not preceded by consensual sexual activity. Although all types of aggression were
represented in this context, the majority of the opportunistic incidents were rapes (n = 16,
59.3%).

The second sub-category included 10 incidents that occurred within the context of engaging
in consensual sexual activity at a party or informal social gathering. All perpetrators were same-
aged peers who were not well known by the girls. For example, there were three incidents in
which the girl and her female friend(s) each paired off with a different male to engage in some
consensual sexual activity (e.g., kissing, fondling). Such encounters are often referred to as
“hook ups,” which are casual sexual encounters (that may or may not involve sexual
intercourse) between two people who are acquaintances or strangers, often occurring only once
(Paul & Hayes, 2002). In these cases, sexual activity escalated to a point where the male wanted
to go further than the female. Alcohol was a factor in half of these incidents, usually at parties
more so than at informal social gatherings.

Abuse by Authority Figures—This context category includes 18 incidents in which a girl
was assaulted by a male relative or other authority figure, typically someone five or more years
older than she. In these situations, older males took advantage of the adolescent’s youth and
inexperience, as well as the inherent power differential accorded by their status or age. For
example, one girl was repeatedly raped by her mother’s male friend who told her mother that
he was hiring her daughter to do odd jobs at his home. Once in his home, the girl was isolated
and vulnerable to his repeated attacks. Perpetrators included male relatives or household
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members (n = 5), friends/boyfriends of the girls’ parents (n = 4), adult males in homes where
the girls were babysitting (n = 3), an assistant coach (n = 1), and strangers (n = 3). There were
two perpetrators who were approximately the same age as their victims, including a male cousin
who was babysitting her younger siblings, and a “godbrother” (i.e., an unofficial foster brother
residing in the household). None of the females used substances prior to the incident; however,
11 of the 18 believed that the perpetrators had consumed alcohol.

While Alone with a Friend—Eight cases occurred when a female was alone in a seemingly
non-sexual situation with a male peer, usually a friend. Typically they were watching TV,
playing a video game, or just hanging out talking when the male made an unexpected sexual
advance. The female did not perceive it to be a sexual situation, and there was no history of
prior sexual involvement or sexual interest. These situations caught the girls off guard because
they liked, trusted and did not regard the perpetrators as potential sex partners. One woman
recounts:

We were just hanging out at his house one day and it just kind of happened. He wanted
sex and I didn’t. [We were] playing Nintendo… He just kept leaning over and flirting
a little bit more than usual. Touching my leg and kissing me on the cheek.

Vulnerability Factors
In the second stage of the analysis we focused our coding efforts on identifying vulnerability
themes that emerged in the women’s accounts of adolescent victimization. This allowed us to
gain insight into the factors or mechanisms that contribute to adolescent vulnerability within
the contexts identified in the first stage of the analyses. Thematic analysis was conducted by
the first and second authors, using procedures similar to those described above. After
establishing and refining the thematic coding scheme, inter rater agreement was calculated for
a randomly selected sub-sample of 25 transcripts. Six vulnerability factors emerged from the
analyses. Kappa ranged from .75 to 1.0 for the six vulnerability factors. Disagreements were
resolved through discussion. The first author coded the remaining transcripts using the agreed-
upon coding schema. Five vulnerability factors were identified in the thematic analyses: (a)
lack of guardianship; (b) inexperience with sex and dating; (c) substance use; (d) social and
relationship concerns; and (e) powerlessness. These factors were not mutually exclusive in that
more than one vulnerability factor may have been present in any given transcript. Table 3
presents the frequency of each vulnerability factor within the four contexts described above.

Lack of guardianship—Seventy-three percent of the transcripts (n = 77) revealed that
adolescent girls experienced sexual aggression in situations in which there was no parental or
authority supervision or protection. Although most of the women’s descriptions implied that
incidents of sexual aggression occurred in unsupervised contexts, we coded situations as lack
of guardianship only in cases where lack of adult protection or controls emerged as a factor
directly contributing to vulnerability. Some situations were seemingly innocent at the outset.
For example, six of the women described situations in which they were assaulted when they
were in an isolated situation with no protection, such as waiting for a bus or walking home
alone. These incidents are consistent with traditional views of stranger rape. All of these
incidents involved violent rapes and occurred under conditions that could not have been
anticipated by the girls. The only identifiable risk factor was that the girl was isolated and the
perpetrator(s) took advantage of the situation to assault her. Perpetrators in these situations
were strangers or males not well known by the girls, with the exception of one girl who was
abducted and raped by an ex-boyfriend. For example, three girls (in separate incidents) were
abducted and assaulted by strangers as they were outside walking by themselves. Their inability
to drive, combined with their increasing participation in activities independent of their parents,
makes them vulnerable to situational isolation as they move between home, school, and other
activities on foot or bicycle.
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More often, lack of guardianship played a role in assault when the adolescent spent time in
situations that were illegal, unsanctioned for adolescents, or done without parental knowledge
or consent. Being in an illicit or unsanctioned situation contributed to vulnerability by
increasing the adolescents’ involvement in risk behavior, associating with deviant or high risk
males, and through lack of parental or societal protection. Examples of illicit situations included
being alone in a bedroom with a male, underage drinking, drug use, sexual activity, associating
with individuals engaging in illegal activity, having or attending a party/social gathering when
parents were away, going to an older male’s apartment, isolating self from group to be alone
with a male, lying to parents about whereabouts or activities, or sneaking out of the house.
Several women reported that as adolescents they were reluctant to seek help or get out of the
situation leading up to their assault because they feared the consequences, such as getting
caught by their parents or being unable to get home. The following examples illustrate
situations in which the adolescent girls deceived their parents to spend time in high risk settings.
The first girl was raped by a male co-worker while attending a hotel “party”:

[H]e picked me up and brought me there and I didn’t drive and my mom didn’t know
about it, so I couldn’t just say, ‘hey, pick us up.’ I was lying about it in the first place.
I kind of got myself in a situation where I couldn’t get out of it. I made the wrong
choice.

Another described how she went to the apartment of an older male against her parent’s wishes:

We were alone and he was six years older than me. He worked for my dad and my
dad told me not to go anywhere near him. He [father] didn’t know I was hanging out
with him, so it was against my parents’ wishes and I had to be sneaky.

Incidents that involved lack of guardianship were mostly found within the At Parties/Social
Gatherings (n = 37, 48.1%) and Within Intimate Relationships (n = 30, 39.0%) contexts (see
Table 3).

Inexperience with sex and dating—Lack of experience with dating and sex emerged as
the second most common contributing factor to sexual aggression, expressed in 55.7% (n =
59) of the transcripts. Inexperience was most often coded as a contributing factor in the Within
Intimate Relationships context (n = 31, 52.5%) and also was common in the At Parties/Social
Gatherings context (n = 20, 33.9%; see Table 3). In cases involving inexperience, the women
indicated that, as adolescents, they had been unsure of what was expected of them sexually,
when to set sexual limits, or how to respond when the sexual activity exceeded their comfort
levels. They specifically indicated that their lack of experience contributed to their
vulnerability. Confusion and ambivalence about sex were commonly expressed in these
transcripts as well. For example, one woman who was fondled by a date at age 15 reported:

I just remember feeling very anxious about it. As a young kid, I don’t know exactly
what I was feeling. It was a new experience that I wasn’t comfortable with.... I think
I was just a little naive. When I finally had the courage to say, ‘no, I don’t want this,’
then he did stop.... I didn’t make it clear when he started. … I don’t think maybe I
knew what his intentions were and what I wanted.

The women described how, as inexperienced adolescent girls, they often failed to see situations
as sexual, misinterpreted males’ intentions or sent signals that were not intended to be sexual.
The women’s statements illustrated adolescents’ naive misperceptions of situations that most
adults would likely see as having obvious sexual overtones. For example one woman described
how she was surprised when a male friend verbally pressured her into having sex when she
stayed in his dorm room to avoid going home drunk: “I had planned on staying overnight, but
I hadn’t planned on that.” Another woman describes an early dating experience at age 15:
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I didn’t realize his parents weren’t home. He was really the first boyfriend I ever had
and so he wanted to go up to his bedroom to show me something he got for Christmas
and he started kissing me and I was very uncomfortable with it and I tried to push him
away, but he just kept coming back so I finally made up an excuse and left.

In recalling the incident, many women expressed a belief that the teenage boys were
uncontrollably driven by hormones to pursue sexual experience. “He was a lustful creep. He
was a teenager at the time. Probably in the beginning of sexual experiences and he perceived
me as being the one that would go along with it.” However, it is unclear as to whether or not
they believed this at the time of the incidents and if so, how, if at all, it impacted their behavior.

Inexperience also appeared to be a factor in situations involving dating or socializing with older
males. Twelve women reported experiences with males who were five or more years older than
they at the time of the incident. The women’s narratives suggested their inexperience in
assessing potentially dangerous situations as they failed to recognize the men’s sexual
intentions when they were invited into their homes or bedrooms. Older males often facilitated
sexual interactions by providing females with drinks or drugs. The woman who had been seeing
her father’s employee against her parents’ wishes describes her experience:

We were at his house watching a movie. He bought me alcohol. We started fooling
around. He initiated it and I had never had sex before and it came to that point and I
didn’t want to and he was really pissed off at me. We got into a fight and he pushed
me down and I freaked out and stuff and he got pissed and drove me home.

Lack of experience also played a role in keeping adolescent girls in abusive dating relationships.
Women who had been in abusive relationships indicated that they thought the abusive behavior
was a normal part of an intimate relationship with a man. As one woman put it, “I don’t think
I knew any better.... At the time, I thought that’s how boyfriends and girlfriends should be
together.” Another woman who was raped by an abusive boyfriend explained:

[I] had sex with him two or three times after that (the initial rape) only because he
pressured me into it. It certainly wasn’t enjoyable for me and finally, I smartened up
and realized that this wasn’t a normal relationship and broke it off with him.

Substance Use—Substance use by the perpetrator, the girl, or both was the third most
frequently mentioned vulnerability factor, expressed in 53.8% (n = 57) of the transcripts.
Incidents were coded for substance use only in cases where the woman indicated that the
substance use played a role in the incident through its effects on his or her own behavior. Based
on this criteria, nearly two-thirds (n = 67, 63.2%) of the perpetrators and almost half (n = 45,
42.5%) of the females in this sample were using alcohol and/or drugs at the time of the incident.
Alcohol was the substance used by nearly all in this category, with only 3 women and 6 men
using drugs exclusively (usually marijuana). The male’s substance use was identified as a
contributing factor in just under half of the transcripts (n = 51, 48.1%) and was coded most
often within the At Parties/Social Gatherings context (see Table 3). The women who described
substance use as a factor in their assault believed that the perpetrator’s substance use increased
his sex drive and made him more aggressive or bold. For example, one woman said, “Mostly
I believe it was the alcohol. It kind of got out of control. He was fine when we first met.”
Another stated: “I think he was less inhibited. He wanted something and he was going to get
it. Or maybe he felt more sexy or more alluring when he was drunk. I don’t know.”

Thirty-six (34%) women indicated that their own substance use contributed to the incident.
They believed that the perpetrators misinterpreted their substance use as a signal of their
availability, or that their intoxication affected their ability to resist. The majority of these
incidents occurred in the At Parties/Social Gatherings contexts (see Table 3). Women who felt
their intentions had been misinterpreted by their assailants mentioned that their substance use
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made them friendlier or more outgoing: “I was probably more flirty than I should have been
in the beginning.” Another stated: “Because I’m more outgoing when I drink… [He] probably
figured I was easy.”

Women also indicated that substance use impaired their ability to fully understand what was
happening or effectively resist the male’s advances: “I just felt so drunk and I didn’t know
what I was doing…” Another woman stated: “…I had no control over my body… I couldn’t
even find the words to verbalize anything.” Several believed that the males recognized their
vulnerability and capitalized on it to obtain sex: “He knew I was tripping and stoned, so I think
he played on that a little bit - took advantage.” There were 12 cases in which adolescent females
were assaulted while sleeping or passed out at a party. Most of the perpetrators in the 12
incidents were male acquaintances; however, in three of the cases the perpetrators were
boyfriends. In a few of these cases where the adolescent females had not been drinking to
incapacitation, they were able to fight off their attackers. However, most often, the females
had passed out from overuse of alcohol and/or drugs and were unable to resist upon awakening.
There were also two cases of rape in which the victims were incapacitated after drinking what
they believed were non-alcoholic sodas. These women suspected that their perpetrators had
put alcohol or drugs into their drinks without their knowledge.

There was often overlap between being in an unsupervised/illicit situation and substance use.
For example, when the victim had used substances, the perpetrator had usually used substances
as well, and the substance use typically occurred in an illicit/unsupervised situation, such as a
party. The following is an example of a girl who had lied to her parents about sleeping at a
friend’s so that she could go out drinking with a male friend and his acquaintance. She could
not return home because she had lied to her parents, so she decided to spend the night with her
friend’s acquaintance, whom she had just met.

I was sleeping in his bed because I snuck out of my house and I couldn’t stay with
my one friend so I ended up over there… I think he used the alcohol to get me drunk
because he was a virgin and he wanted to have sex with somebody and he found the
perfect opportunity. Me, at his house sleeping over, drunk, passed out on the bed…

Social and relationship status concerns—Concerns about the relationship, the
perpetrator’s feelings, or social status were expressed as a factor in nearly 21% (n = 22) of the
transcripts. When the perpetrator was a male friend, the female expressed concerns about his
feelings: “I kind of felt like I would hurt his feelings if I said ‘no’ and at the time I didn’t want
to. I liked him. I thought he was cool.”

The transcripts also revealed that being in a romantic relationship carried social status for
adolescent females. Maintenance of this status was very important and appeared to contribute
to vulnerability, particularly in cases of verbal sexual coercion: “I just kind of figured if I didn’t,
we’d start arguing or fighting or he’d leave. I didn’t want that. I wanted to have a boyfriend.”
Dating a male of high social status was particularly desirable. One woman described her failed
struggle to preserve her virginity while also maintaining a relationship with her popular
boyfriend:

I had never had sex before and he was very insistent that if I was going to be his
girlfriend we had to have sex. I was a sophomore, he was a senior. He was on the
wrestling team and very popular and quite a catch. So after dating for a couple of
months, which in high school is a long time, I was afraid he would break up with me.
So I told him, ok fine, we would have sex. Well, we got to the point where he drove
his car up to this lookout point. When we got there I told him that I had changed my
mind. He told me it was too bad, that we were going to have sex whether I wanted to
or not. It wasn’t my choice at that point.
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Powerlessness—Although adolescence is a time of moving towards adult roles, liberties,
and activities, adolescents are still minors and as such, they lack social and legal power. They
are also usually physically smaller and weaker than adult men. These physical and social
limitations render them vulnerable to abuse by adult men or other authority figures. There were
13 cases (12.3%) in which adolescent girls were assaulted by family/household members or
other authority figures. All of these incidents were classified as Abuse by Authority Figure
contexts (see Table 3). In these cases, adolescents were placed in situations, sometimes
unwittingly by a parent, where they had little or no power. The girls were in situations where
they should have been safe, such as at home, school or babysitting. Perpetrators were typically
known adult males who were in positions of authority by virtue of being older family members,
parents’ friends/boyfriends, or employers (including men whose children they babysit). One
woman describes how at the age of 15, she was misled and assaulted by a man who claimed
he wanted her to babysit his son: “[H]e wanted me to babysit for him, so he took me to his
house and his son was never there. That’s how he got me over there.” From the women’s
perspectives, these situations were unavoidable.

Discussion
This study was unique in its focus on understanding experiences of adolescent sexual
victimization from the perspective of the women who had experienced sexual aggression as
adolescents. There has been little prior research to study why adolescent girls are at heightened
risk of experiencing sexual victimization and to understand the circumstances surrounding their
victimization. The current study sought to address these gaps in the literature using qualitative
analysis to identify the situations and factors that place adolescent girls at increased risk.

Consistent with Lifestyles/Routine Activities theory, results of the qualitative analysis revealed
that adolescent girls are at risk of sexual victimization when they spend time in unsupervised
contexts and engage in risky behavior, such as drinking at a party where there are no supervising
adults present. However, our results also indicate that adolescent vulnerability is not limited
to participation in delinquent behavior. Several adolescent girls were victimized in contexts
that appeared to be outwardly safe, such as babysitting or playing a video game with a friend.
These findings provide support for Finkelhor and Asdigian’s (1996) argument that lifestyle
and environmental factors alone do not explain all forms of victimization. Target congruence,
particularly, the dimension of target vulnerability, plays a role in determining risk.

Our findings suggest that there are developmental influences on target vulnerability. In this
study, inexperience with sex and dating, social and relationship status concerns, and
powerlessness emerged as vulnerability factors. These factors are also a function of the
adolescent’s cognitive, emotional, social, and experiential developmental status. For example,
inexperience with sex and dating may affect an adolescent’s ability to resist or deter unwanted
advances in several ways. Although risk inherent in a situation may be apparent to an adult,
an inexperienced adolescent girl may not recognize situations in which a male will make a
sexual advance or may not know how to handle that advance when it happens. Adult women
would be likely to recognize that being in a bedroom alone with a male could be interpreted
as sexual interest, and should be avoided if that interest is not there. In contrast, an adolescent
girl may believe that a male wants to get to know her better and go willingly into a bedroom
with him, without awareness of the sexual innuendo. In addition, our findings indicated that
concerns about social norms, the male’s feelings, threats to social acceptance, or fears of loss
of affiliation with a popular male could put adolescent girls at risk for unwanted sexual
advances.

Developmental factors and target vulnerability interact with lifestyle or environmental factors
to increase risk of victimization. Teens seek and receive increasing independence from their
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parents during adolescence, thereby expanding their social lives beyond the home and family.
Subsequently, they spend more time without parental supervision. They also do not drive, and
may be exposed to potential perpetrators as they move between home, school, and other
activities on foot or bicycle, or when they accept rides from males who may use the opportunity
to aggress. Adolescent activities, be they related to school, work, or socializing increase
adolescent girls’ exposure to a variety of males, some of whom have the potential to be
aggressive. Reduced supervision also provides opportunities to engage in illicit activities, such
as drinking, drug use, and sexual behavior that increase adolescent girls’ vulnerability. Fears
about getting caught may also deter her from resisting or removing herself from the situation.
In sum, adolescent females make attractive targets for sexual aggression because they are
relatively naive, trusting, and subject to social pressure. They are also relatively physically,
legally, and socially powerless. These factors conspire to make adolescence a uniquely risky
time for girls.

Prior to launching the qualitative analysis, we conducted a series of simple statistical
comparisons to determine whether adolescent victimization experiences differed from those
of adults on basic characteristics, such as perpetrators. We hypothesized that adolescent
incidents would involve perpetrators who were less well known and with whom the victim had
no previous sexual history. We also hypothesized that adolescents would be more likely than
adult women to experience sexual aggression outside of the home, following time spent at a
party or social gathering. These hypotheses were supported, confirming our assertion that
adolescent unwanted sexual experiences differ from those of adult women in some meaningful
ways. Although the qualitative analyses did not involve a direct comparison with incidents of
adult sexual victimization, it is possible to draw upon previous research done with young adult
women to highlight what is unique about the adolescent incidents.

Testa and Livingston (1999) conducted a similar qualitative analysis of adult sexual
victimization incidents, using a sample of young adult women (ages 18–35 years). In
comparison to Testa and Livingston’s findings, the current study reveals both similarities and
differences in the situations and circumstances surrounding adolescent sexual victimization.
For example, experiencing abuse or aggression from an authority figure was rare in Testa and
Livingston’s sample, suggesting that this context is more unique to adolescence. This makes
sense because adult women are no longer under the authority of their parents and there is
typically less of a social power differential between an adult woman and older males or
authority figures.

Similar to the adults in Testa and Livingston’s study, adolescent females in the current study
most often experienced sexual victimization in the contexts of romantic relationships, dates,
or after socializing with males at parties or informal social gatherings. However, although these
contexts may appear to be similar on the surface, the factors operating within each of these
contexts can differ considerably for adolescents and adults. For example, although both
adolescent and adult females are most often victimized within the context of a romantic
relationship, the nature of the relationship between the perpetrator and victim is very different
for adolescents than for adults. Unlike adults, adolescents are not typically in long-term
intimate relationships, are more likely to be virgins, are not economically dependent on their
partner, and are less well acquainted with their date or partner than adults. Research has shown
that perpetrator tactics vary based on the degree of intimacy between the victim and perpetrator,
with perpetrators who are less intimate more likely to use force or substances as tactics, while
those who are more intimate rely on verbal persuasion (Cleveland, Koss & Lyons, 1999;
Livingston et al., 2004). This difference may explain the finding in the current study that the
women victimized as adults were more likely than those victimized as adolescents to
experience verbal sexual coercion from an intimate partner.
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Some of the vulnerability factors identified in this study, such as substance use and social
concerns, are not exclusive to adolescence and have been implicated in adult sexual
victimization as well (e.g., Abbey, Zawacki, Buck, Clinton, & McAuslan, 2001; Testa &
Livingston, 1999). However, they may function in unique ways in adolescent incidents. For
example, adolescents are likely to feel conflicted between their desire to be in a relationship
or to experiment with sex, and the social sanctions against engaging in premarital sex. Alcohol
may be used to reduce this conflict by inhibiting the ability to recognize risk or negative
consequences while enhancing the perceived benefits of socializing, flirting, or engaging in
consensual sexual activity (Cooper & Orcutt, 1997). Adolescents who believe that alcohol
promotes sexual behavior may drink or encourage potential partners to drink to increase the
likelihood of intercourse (Cooper, 2002). Lack of experience with drinking also renders
adolescent girls vulnerable to sexual aggression as they may drink to excess, are isolated, or
unwilling to seek help because they are engaging in illicit activity and do not want to be caught.

In sum, although the risk factors for sexual victimization are not necessarily unique to
adolescence, our findings suggest that adolescent risk factors function in distinctive ways that
ultimately result in greater target vulnerability among an adolescent population. This, in
conjunction with adolescent lifestyle factors, and the cultural perception of youth as being
sexually attractive or desirable (i.e., target gratifiability) conspire to make adolescence a
uniquely vulnerable time for experiencing sexual victimization.

The results of this study have several implications for prevention. The women in this study
indicated that they were naive about sexual expectations or ill-equipped to handle unwanted
advances as adolescents. In addition, the prevalence of sexual aggression perpetrated by male
peers (e.g., boyfriends, dates, friends), suggests that boys also are poorly socialized about
acceptable and appropriate behavior in sexual situations. Together these findings suggest that
prevention efforts should focus on helping adolescent girls and boys discuss and negotiate
sexual expectations and limits. Improving parent-teen communication about sex and dating
may better prepare adolescent females (and males) to navigate through dating and sexual
experiences (Jaccard, Dodge, & Dittus, 2002) and also may encourage girls to seek help from
their parents when they find themselves in a dangerous situation with a male, even when they
have been engaged in activities that are not condoned by their parents. On a social level, we
must work to change sexual scripts so that both male and female adolescents understand what
constitutes acceptable sexual behavior and recognize that forced sex is unacceptable in any
circumstances.

Methodological strengths of the study include the use of a representative community sample
and event-based interviews to capture temporal ordering and details of incidents of sexual
aggression. We acknowledge, however, that our sample was limited to a single community of
women who lived in a household with a phone and were willing to participate in a face-to-face
interview at a downtown location. Another limitation is that young adult women were asked
to recall an incident that may have occurred years prior to the interview. Retrospective reports
are dependent on accurate recall; therefore, it is possible that the interview context may have
colored the woman’s recollection or interpretation of her experiences in the current study.
However, we made every effort to minimize these effects by encouraging the respondent to
recall the time period of interest and then eliciting specific cues related to the incident, such as
her relationship to the perpetrator. Research on autobiographical memory indicates that central
features of salient autobiographical events can be recalled reliably, particularly when memory
cues are provided (Maughan & Rutter, 1997).

Future research should focus on adolescent girls’ perceptions of risks associated with dating,
drinking, and sexual behavior, as well as their proficiency at handling unwanted sexual
advances. The women in this study indicated that their recall of the incidents as adults allowed
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them to recognize risks that they did not see when they were adolescents. It may be that
adolescents are aware of the risks, but underestimate the impact of the consequences. They
also may be ill-equipped with risk-avoidant strategies or may feel that the potential benefits
associated with the risky behaviors outweigh the potentially negative consequences. An
understanding of these factors is critical for the planning and implementation of successful
prevention programs to reduce sexual victimization among adolescent girls.
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