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The data reported in the article describe the attitudes of teenagers to problems concern-
ing sexual violence and aggression. Given the lack of any national systems that could 
monitor negative factors in the teenage environment, including sexual aggression, spe-
cial value lies in the data obtained through questionnaires, as these data allow us to evalu-
ate the prevalence of such factors, and they also describe the typical lifestyles of modern 
Russian teenagers.

The main objective of the study was to describe the age dynamics and gender specif-
ics of teenagers’ attitudes toward the problem of sexual aggression: its prevalence, prob-
able reasons for it, ways of dealing with such situations.

This article is based on data from a research project conducted in 2012 in the Kras-
noyarsk region. The research particularly addressed various aspects of schoolchildren’s 
sexual behavior and their attitudes toward sexual violence. The main research method 
was a paper questionnaire. It was administered to 1,540 children in the 7th, 9th, and 11th 
grades.

The results showed that every tenth teenager indicated the presence of sexual-vio-
lence victims in their circle. According teenagers’ opinions about the reasons for sexual 
violence the main reasons are “bad luck,” “provocative appearance,” “carelessness”. The 
majority of teenagers will seek help in case of rape. 

The answers of teenagers who have sexual experience regarding possible solutions 
for sexually traumatic situations show their readiness to take responsibility for their be-
havior and its consequences, as well as for their mental and physical health. In this respect 
sexual experience can be viewed as an indicator of teenagers’ personal and psychological 
readiness to lead a grownup life independently of their parents.

To sum up, analyzing schoolchildren’s replies, even to those questions that were not 
asked directly but in oblique form, allows us to conclude that the teenage environment in-
volves an aggressive (unlawful) component, which usually appears to be a “hidden layer” 
of interpersonal relations in the microsocial circle of a schoolchild. As a result, the threat 
of becoming a victim of bullying (ostracism) can block a teenager’s search for help.

Keywords: puberty, prevalence of sexual aggression, reasons for sexual aggression, sup-
port for victims of sexual violence, demographic and socially stratified factors
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introduction
The data reported in the article describe the attitudes of teenagers to problems con-
cerning sexual violence and aggression. Nowadays in Russia there is a high level of 
teenage crime and deviant behavior and a high rate of teenage suicides (Spravochnoe 
izdanie, 2009). At the same time, if information about law violations (delinquent 
behavior) is acknowledged by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, cases of violence and 
sexual aggression are often undisclosed (Argunova, 2005). 

The importance of the problem of sexual aggression during puberty is con-
firmed by several sociopsychological research projects. For instance, teachers’ 
opinions about the reasons for aggressive behavior showed a considerable increase 
in reasons connected to sexual background (“sexual attraction toward the opposite 
sex,” “feelings of jealousy toward a competitor”), specifically during puberty, be-
tween 7th and 9th grades (Sobkin & Fomichenko, 2014).

In relation to this topic it is important to notice also the information environ-
ment of a modern teenager. In accordance with the Law for the Protection of Chil-
dren from Information Able to Harm Their Health and Development (Federal Law 
of the Russian Federation, no. 436-FZ of 2010-12-23), a rating system was imple-
mented. These ratings regulate the extent to which audiences of various ages may 
be exposed to sexual content. However, they are directed to information produc-
ers. For parents and children they function only as guidance. Moreover, they have 
hardly any influence on whether teenagers themselves consume these information 
products, be it by watching television or films or using the Internet. Because for 
most teenagers erotic content is highly attractive (Obrazovanie i informatsionna-
ya kultura, 2000; Tolerantnost v podrostkovoy subkulture, 2000), its being officially 
marked combined with the absence of efficient mechanisms of social control can 
even enhance its consumption.

Given the lack of any national systems that could monitor negative factors in 
the teenage environment, including sexual aggression, special value lies in the data 
obtained through questionnaires, as these data allow us to evaluate the prevalence of 
such factors, and they also describe the typical lifestyles of modern Russian teenagers.

Methods
This article is based on data from a research project conducted in 2012 in the Kras-
noyarsk (Russia) region. The aim was to study teenagers’ attitudes toward various 
forms of deviant behavior (smoking, drinking alcohol, using drugs), as well as their 
orientation toward a healthy lifestyle. The research particularly addressed various 
aspects of schoolchildren’s sexual behavior and their attitudes toward sexual vio-
lence. The main research method was a paper questionnaire. It was administered to 
1,540 children in the 7th, 9th, and 11th grades within the framework of a research 
program that had been started in 2002 (Sobkin, Abrosimova, Adamchuk, & Bar-
anova, 2005a, 2005b).

Results
Analysis of the official Ministry of Internal Affairs statistics from 2004 to 2008 
shows that on average more than 8,000 crimes classified as rape or as attempted 
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rape are registered per year (Spravochnoe izdanie, 2009). Specifically, more than 
10% of these crimes are committed by underage children or with their direct par-
ticipation. However, the official statistics do not reflect the real situation in this 
area. Experts in criminal psychology note that these crimes have high latency, 
which causes most of them to stay unreported. There are two types of latency of 
a sexual crime: “artificial” and “genuine.” Artificial latency is caused by mistakes 
in law proceedings and low-quality police work. The official statistics are based 
solely on the number of suits filed in court. However, from 1997 to 2003 there was 
a distinct increase in suits that were rejected by the court — from 1.45 to 2.8 rejec-
tions for every four reported rapes. In other words, of four rape reports only about 
one results in a lawsuit. The second type of latency, genuine latency, occurs when a 
victim, because of such factors as fear of publicity and lack of faith in law enforce-
ment, does not report rape or attempted rape to the police. A prosecutors’ office 
survey revealed that only 10–15% of victims press charges (Argunova, 2005). Thus, 
the actual number of such crimes surpasses the official statistics many times over. 
It can also be supposed that situations where underage children are involved have 
high genuine latency because of the age of the victims.

Considering the high prevalence of such crimes, we asked our respondents a 
number of questions about them. One question asked the respondents to estimate 
the presence of sexual-violence victims in their circle (“Is there anyone among your 
classmates who has ever been raped or sexually attacked?”). Every tenth teenager 
indicated the presence of such victims (11.0%). Among the boys the percentage who 
were aware of these victims was considerably higher than among the girls (14.4% 
and 8.2%, respectively, р < .05). Among children who had had a sexual experience, 
the percentage of awareness was almost three times higher than among those who 
had never had such an experience (19.9% and 7.3%, respectively, р < .001).

Special attention was given to analyzing why, from the teenagers’ standpoint, 
someone could become a victim of sexual violence. These situations and their 
causes are often the objects of psychological research (Barbaree & Marshall, 2008; 
Hall, 1996; Hird, 2000; Jezl, Molidor, & Wright, 1996; Koss & Oros, 1982). The 
main reasons given by the teenagers were “bad luck,” “provocative appearance,” 
“carelessness” (Table 1). The data show that the girls more often than the boys gave 
“carelessness” and “provocative behavior” as the reasons.

table 1. The teenagers’ opinions about the reasons for sexual violence (%)

Reasons average Boys girls р

Was just unlucky (was in the wrong 
place in the wrong time) 32.8 33.1 31.9 –

Provocative looks 32.3 31.3 33.1 –
Carelessness (entering an elevator with 
unknown people, walking alone in the 
street at night)

25.5 20.9 29.2 .0004

Loss of self-control because of alcohol 
or drugs 17.1 17.9 15.9 –

Provocative behavior 17.0 15.0 19.4 .03
Other 1.3 2.2 0.7 .008
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Age dynamics were most visible regarding “provocative looks.” Among the 7th 
grade boys, 20.5% gave this reason, while 37.0% of the 9th-grade boys did (p = .02). 
Among the girls, the split was 26.7% and 35.7%, respectively (р = .02). We can 
conclude that as children grow up their attitude toward clothing becomes more 
pronounced, along with their belief that appearance may cause sexual aggression. 
Notably, the sharp increase of such answers corresponds with the distinct physical 
changes of teenagers at this time. And among the girls age-based dynamics also 
played a role in regard to the other reasons they gave for violence. Thus, “provo-
cative behavior” was marked in the 7th grade by 13.4% and in the 11th grade by 
20.5% of the girls. “Loss of self-control because of alcohol and drugs” became the 
most prevalent reason given by the schoolgirls in the 9th grade (22.0%). Compara-
tively, among the 7th- and 11th-grade girls, this reason was given by 13.4% and 
11.4%, respectively. At the same time, “carelessness” as a reason declined in im-
portance: among the 7th-grade girls it was given by 35.0%, and among 11th-grade 
girls, by only 25.9% (p ≤ .05).

Special interest was directed to the difference between the answers of the teen-
agers who had and those who did not have sexual experience. Those who led a 
sexual life much more often believed that sexual aggression might be caused by 
“provocative looks” — 38.7%; for those who did not have sexual experience, the 
figure was 29.3% (р = .0002). The teenagers who did not have sexual experience 
more often gave “carelessness” as a reason (27.9%) than did those who led a sexual 
life — 18.7% (р = .0003). In other words, the teenagers who led a sexual life were 
more inclined than those without sexual experience to explain sexual aggression by 
the behavior of the victim than by circumstances or carelessness about safety. 

With sexual violence, the most important topic is the provision of legal, psy-
chological, and medical aid to the victim. The difficulties are, first, that society has 
no fixed attitude toward victims of sexual violence and, second, that because of 
serious trauma not every victim is able to apply for help. In this regard, we looked 
with special attention at the judgments the teenagers made about whether a victim 
should report violence and the reasons they gave for not doing so.

To the question “If a rape took place, should the victim report it?” 70.7% of 
the answers were positive. Among the girls the percentage of positive answers was 
higher than among the boys: 76.0% and 64.1%, respectively (р = .0001). Of the re-
spondents, 4.2% (6.7% of the boys, 2.3% of the girls; р = .0004) thought you should 
tell nobody about what happened. Every fourth (25.1%) respondent found it hard 
to give a definite answer. Generally the data indicate that the majority of the teenag-
ers were oriented toward asking for help in case of rape.

The reasons of those respondents who thought that you should not ask for any-
one’s help were diverse (Table 2). There were clear differences between the replies of 
the girls and those of the boys. For the boys the most important reason was “shame 
and humiliation” because of the rape (26.0%, for the girls — 17.1%, р = .05). The 
girls were more inclined to explain that the reason was fear of publicity, “every-
body will know” (33.3%, for the boys — 19.0%, р = .01). Thus, the boys accentuated 
personal humiliation; the girls cared more about the social rejection of the victim. 
Notably, age-related dynamics were visible regarding only one option: “It will cause 
negative reactions from people (mockery, blame, insults, etc.).” In the 7th grade this 
reason was given by 30.8% of the teenagers, but by the 11th grade this percentage 
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declined to 21.3% (р = .05). In general the data shown in Table 2 indicate that fear of 
becoming a victim of bullying does not let adolescents seek psychological support.

table 2. The teenagers’ reasons for why a victim of rape should not apply for help (%)

Reason average Boys girls p

It will cause negative reactions from people 
(mockery, blame, insults, etc.) 25.0 22.0 26.8 –

Everybody will know it [the rape] happened 27.2 19.0 33.3 .01
No one will be able to help and understand 
anyway 19.4 13.0 23.6 .02

It is humiliating and shameful to be a victim 
of rape 21.1 26.0 17.1 .05

It is a personal problem and you should deal 
with it yourself 15.9 21.0 12.2 .04

Other 4.3 7.0 1.6 .03

Finally, we asked the teenagers where to apply for help if a rape takes place 
(Table 3). Most of the teenagers (66.2%) thought that in case of rape the first thing 
you should do is tell your parents. Every fifth teenager (19.9%) believed that you 
should visit a medical clinic. Only 5.9% would trust this problem to a close friend. 
Thus, regardless of the growing importance of interpersonal intimacy, the teenag-
ers were most inclined to discuss the subject of sexual violence with their parents. It 
is from parents that schoolchildren seek protection, support, and understanding in 
a difficult situation of personal humiliation. This finding, in our opinion, clearly il-
lustrates the special importance of parent-child relationships during adolescence.

table 3. The teenagers’ opinions about where to ask for help in case of sexual violence (%)

Where to go for help average Boys girls p

You should let your parents know first 66.2 59.3 71.4 .0001
You should visit a clinic and get checked 19.9 17.2 21.7 .01
You should go to the police 12.5 19.3 11.8 .0001
You should contact a professional psychologist 8.7 8.9 11.8 .04
You can trust this problem only to your closest 
friend 5.9 6.5 6.8 –

You should not tell anyone and should deal 
with the problem yourself 2.0 4.4 1.0 .0001

The answers also reveal gender-related dynamics: the girls more often than the 
boys chose to apply for help to “parents,” a “medical clinic,” or a “psychologist.” The 
boys were more oriented toward going to the “police,” and also they more often 
believed that “you should deal with the problem yourself.” 

In regard to the age-related dynamics. With increasing age the percentage of 
those who chose to go to their parents first declined, and at the same time there was 
an increase in those who chose to visit a medical clinic or a professional psycholo-
gist (Figure 1).
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Thus, between the 7th and the 11th grades we can see growth in the readiness 
of the teenagers to independently solve problems regarding sexual violence with-
out going to their parents. At the same time, as the children were older, there was 
an increase in answers related to physical and mental health (“medical clinic” and 
“professional psychologist”). As for those who chose to ask the “police” for help, 
the percentage did not change significantly. This finding proves that the level of 
the genuine latency of such crimes, which we mentioned previously, is equal for 
younger teenagers and for high school children.

In comparing the answers of the teenagers who did and did not have sexual 
experience (Figure 2), the data show that the teenagers who never had any sexual 
experience were more likely to ask parents for help. At the same time, teenagers 
who had some sexual experience stated that the victim “should deal with the prob-
lem yourself,” “visit a medical clinic,” or “apply to the police.” This information is 
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remarkable because it shows that sexual experience, which is often considered an 
element in teenagers’ testing of grownup life, is connected not only with the viola-
tion of age norms but also with the achievement of a certain personal and social 
maturity. Essentially, the results are evidence of changes in the parent-child rela-
tionship, of an increase in independence, and of an increase in teenagers’ readi-
ness to be responsible for their behavior and its consequences as well as for their 
physical and mental health. In this respect sexual experience may be viewed as an 
indicator of the psychological autonomy of teenagers, of their readiness to separate 
from parents.

conclusion
Modern Russian teenagers encounter displays of sexual aggression not only in the 
media but in real life. Notably, according to our data, teenagers who have sexual ex-
perience indicate that victims of sexual violence are part of their circle three times 
more often that those who do not have such experience. At the same time, teenag-
ers who lead a sexual life are more inclined than their counterparts who have not 
started a sexual life to explain sexual aggression as a result of the victim’s provoca-
tive looks and behavior rather than as the result of unfortunate circumstances or a 
disregard for safety.

The majority of teenagers will seek help in case of rape. The psychological at-
mosphere in a family encourages teenagers to handle the traumatic situation of a 
rape and to ask for help. Teenagers will appeal to parents when they are in need of 
support, consolation, and protection in a critical situation connected with personal 
humiliation.

The answers of teenagers who have sexual experience regarding possible solu-
tions for sexually traumatic situations show their readiness to take responsibility 
for their behavior and its consequences, as well as for their mental and physical 
health. In this respect sexual experience can be viewed as an indicator of teenagers’ 
personal and psychological readiness to lead a grownup life independently of their 
parents.

To sum up, analyzing schoolchildren’s replies, even to those questions that were 
not asked directly but in oblique form, allows us to conclude that the teenage en-
vironment involves an aggressive (unlawful) component, which usually appears to 
be a “hidden layer” of interpersonal relations in the microsocial circle of a school-
child. As a result, the threat of becoming a victim of bullying (ostracism) can block 
a teenager’s search for help.
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