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A Longitudinal Examination of the Consequences of Sexual Victimization
for Rural Young Adult Women
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Judith R. Vicary
The Pennsylvania State University
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This longitudinal study examined the consequences of sexual victimization in a sample of 237 young adult women from a
rural community. Of the total sample, 71 (30%) reported experiencing some type of unwanted sex. Multiple regression was
used to examine the effects on psychosocial adjustment of unwanted sex that occurred through nonviolent coercion and vio-
lent coercion, respectively, controlling for prior psychological adjustment. Results indicated that women who reported phys-
ically violent sexual coercion exhibited poorer psychological and social/relational adjustment than either nonvictimized
women or women who had experienced nonviolent forms of sexual coercion. Additionally, nonviolent sexual coercion was
associated with higher sexual depression, compared with nonvictimized status. A second set of regressions compared adjust-
ment outcomes for women reporting four types of sexual coercion: (a) internal psychological pressure, (b) substance-relat-
ed coercion, (c) external psychological manipulation, and (d) violent coercion. Controlling for earlier psychological adjust-
ment, women who had unwanted sex because of either violent coercion or external psychological manipulation reported
lower levels of psychological adjustment than women who had unwanted sex because of internal psychological pressure or

substance-related coercion.

Sexual victimization is a pervasive problem for women
today. According to the National Crime Victimization
Study, in the United States women ages 12 years and older
report 500,000 rapes and sexual assaults annually
(Bachman & Saltzman, 1995). The psychosocial conse-
quences of sexually victimizing experiences merit particu-
lar attention, as it is widely believed that sexual victimiza-
tion has implications for how a woman feels about herself
and her life, and how she behaves subsequent to victimiza-
tion. Numerous studies have demonstrated associations
between victimization and psychological, social, and rela-
tional adjustment outcomes. However, most prior research
on this topic has been limited by one of three shortcomings.

First, although some studies have examined sexual victim-
ization longitudinally, most have not controlled for
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adjustment prior to sexual victimization experiences and
thus cannot disentangle the effects of sexual victimization
from effects of prior psychological adjustment. In many
cases, controlling for adjustment prior to victimization was
not possible because the sample was recruited and followed
only after the women were victimized (Murphy et al., 1988;
Siegel, Golding, Stein, Burnam, & Sorenson, 1990). Second,
although some studies have identified different types of sexu-
al victimization, few studies have examined the differential
effects of these distinct coercive experiences on women’s
adjustment. Third, few studies examine the impact of sexual
victimization within community samples of women, instead
of college or clinical samples (George, Winfield, & Blazer,
1992; Zweig, Barber, & Eccles, 1997). The current study
addressed these three limitations by utilizing a community
sample of rural women who had been previously surveyed as
adolescents. As adults, the women reported diverse types of
victimization, making it possible to examine the conse-
quences of different types of sexually victimizing experi-
ences, while controlling for adjustment prior to victimization.
Based on the prior literature on sexual victimization, three
types of adjustment outcomes were considered: (a) mood, (b)
self-perceptions, and (c) social/relational adjustment.

Mood Outcomes of Sexual Victimization

Women who have been sexually victimized often report
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higher levels of depression (Miller, Monson, & Norton,
1995; Muehlenhard, Goggins, Jones, & Satterfield, 1991;
Siegel et al., 1990; Zweig et al., 1997). For instance, ado-
lescent females who reported unwanted sexual activity
were more likely than other females to exhibit symptoms
of depression (Erickson & Rapkin, 1991). For adult
women, Mackey et al. (1992) examined reports of depres-
sive symptomology from a sample of 69 rape victims. Of
those women, 11% reported severe depression, 29%
reported moderate to severe depression, 21% reported mild
to moderate depression, and 40% were minimally or not
depressed.

Feelings of anger and hostility are also greater among
women who report sexual victimization. Adolescent
females who had unwanted sexual experiences reported
difficulty controlling their anger (Erickson & Rapkin,
1991), while young adult women who were sexually
coerced reported greater levels of anger than women who
were not coerced (Zweig et al., 1997). It may also be com-
mon for women to feel anger toward the perpetrator of the
sexual coercion (Muehlenhard et al., 1991).

Self-Perception Outcomes of Sexual Victimization

Sexual victimization has been linked to lower self-esteem,
although this link has not been shown consistently. In a
number of studies, women who reported victimization also
reported lower self-esteem than women without a history
of victimization (Jehu & Gazan, 1983; Murphy et al.,
1988; Resick, 1993; Zweig et al., 1997). However, longi-
tudinal studies indicate that the negative effects on self-
esteem tend to dissipate over time (Murphy et al., 1988).
Moreover, some studies find no relationship between sex-
ual victimization experience and reports of lower self-
esteem (Miller et al., 1995). Thus, self-esteem may be
affected by sexually victimizing experiences, but the
strength and persistence of this effect is unclear.

Sexual victimization may also be related to a woman’s
body image. Although this relationship has not been exam-
ined directly, weight and eating problems have been linked
to sexual victimization experiences. Erickson and Rapkin
(1991) reported that adolescent females who experienced
unwanted sexual activity were more likely to report weight
problems than those who did not have these experiences.
Kearney-Cooke (1988) reported that a high percentage of
bulimic women have been sexually abused. She suggested
that sexually victimizing experiences and the powerless-
ness that is often felt by women who experience victim-
ization may be important contributing factors to the devel-
opment of eating disorders. Because of this, it is plausible
that some body image disturbances may be connected to
sexual abuse episodes (Kearney-Cooke, 1988).

Social/Relational Adjustment Qutcomes of Sexual
Victimization
Social and relational adjustment is another area in which

sexually victimized women display problems (Resick,
1993). Zweig et al. (1997) reported that women who had
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experienced sexual coercion were more likely to report
social isolation than women who had not been victimized.
Moreover, some women have reported a fear of intimate
relationships or an avoidance of relationships in response
to a sexually abusive experience (Jehu & Gazan, 1983).
Finally, women who have been sexually victimized some-
times report problems with their romantic relationships,
particularly if the perpetrator of the victimization was a
romantic partner. Christopher (1988) reported that being
pressured into sexual activity in the early stages of a rela-
tionship was especially likely to result in decreased quali-
ty of that relationship.

Additionally, sexual victimization seems to affect
women’s ability to have healthy and satisfying sexual rela-
tionships (Kilpatrick, Best, Saunders & Veronen, 1988,;
Resick, 1993). Some studies show that women who have
been sexually victimized reported lower levels of sexual
satisfaction and pleasure than women who have not been
victimized (Siegel et al., 1990; Zweig, 1995). Many fac-
tors may relate to this decrease in sexual satisfaction.
Some women report a general decrease in sexual interest
following sexual assaults (Siegel et al., 1990). Also, a rape
experience may lead a woman to associate sex with vio-
lence, resulting in “flashback” experiences during volun-
tary sexual encounters (Wiehe & Richards, 1995).

Outcomes Related to Different Types of Sexually
Victimizing Experiences

There is some evidence that the type of victimization a
woman experiences is related to her reaction to the experi-
ence. However, only a small number of studies have com-
pared the effects of different kinds of victimization experi-
ences, and, like many of the studies presented previously,
most have relied on cross-sectional data. Findings have
been mixed.

Some studies indicate that women who are coerced by
psychological means have worse outcomes than those who
are physically coerced. Mynatt and Allgeier (1990) found
that women who were coerced into sexual activity by psy-
chological manipulation reported more severe adjustment
problems than women who were coerced by physical
means. Similarly, Zweig et al. (1997) found that women
who were pressured into having sex reported more
depressed mood and more social anxiety than either
women who reported violent coercion or women who
reported no coercion. Using the same categories of coer-
cion, Zweig (1995) found a similar pattern, with women
who were pressured into sex reporting lower levels of sex-
ual satisfaction than women who were violently coerced or
women who were not coerced.

Other researchers have found the opposite pattern of
results. Siegel et al. (1990) reported that participants who
had been physically threatened during their sexual assault
were more likely to report sexual problems, fear, and
depression than those who were pressured by persuasion.
Thus, the evidence supports the idea that physical and psy-
chological coercion elicit varying degrees of problems, but
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the evidence is mixed concerning which type of experience
is most debilitating.

The Present Study

The current study sought to extend the prior literature in
several ways. First, we investigated the psychological
effects of sexual victimization in longitudinal analyses that
included controls for earlier psychological adjustment.
Based on prior findings, we hypothesized that both violent
and nonviolent sexual coercion would be associated with
poorer psychological and social/relational adjustment
compared to no victimization. Second, we identified four
distinct subtypes of coerced sex and compared adjustment
outcomes for women who had experienced different sub-
types. Our concern in these latter analyses was whether
distinct types of sexual coercion differentially affected
women’s subsequent adjustment.

We employed a broad definition of sexual victimization:
Any instance of unwanted intercourse was regarded as an
instance of coercion and sexual victimization. This
approach is consonant with many previous studies (e.g.,
Erickson & Rapkin, 1991; Himelein, 1995; Himelein,
Vogel, & Wachowiak, 1994; Koss, Gidycz, & Wisniewski,
1987; Muehlenhard & Cook, 1988), but other researchers
argue that some instances of unwanted intercourse are con-
sensual and should not count as victimization (O’Sullivan &
Allgeier, 1998).! Our goal was not to resolve this definition-
al issue but rather to examine the effects of different types of
unwanted sex empirically in order to determine which kinds
of experiences are most debilitating for women.

Analyses focused on sexual victimization experiences
that occurred during adolescence and young adulthood.
This period of the lifespan was selected because victim-
ization is most likely to occur during this age range.
According to the National Crime Statistics, women ages
16 to 24 are 3 times more likely than women of other ages
to be raped (Harlow, 1991). Similar to the approach taken
in the National Health and Social Life Survey, which dif-
ferentiated between prepubertal and postpubertal victim-
ization (Laumann, Gagnon, Michael, & Michaels, 1994),
subjects who experienced victimization prior to age 12
were excluded from analysis.

METHOD
Design

The present study was part of a larger ongoing project
examining developmental issues for rural youth during ado-
lescence and young adulthood. The design of the original
study was a longitudinal cohort-sequential design (Baltes,
Reese, & Nesselroade, 1977) where three cohorts (the sev-
enth, eighth, and ninth grade classes in 1985) from
one rural school district were followed for the past 14
years. Data collection began in junior high and occurred

'We thank an anonymous reviewer for bringing this concern to our attention.
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annually throughout high school; periodic follow-ups were
conducted during the post high school years, for a total of
eight waves of data.

PROCEDURE

During the fall of each school year, students were divided
by gender for one class period, and trained project members
administered written surveys (Crockett, Bingham, Chopak,
& Vicary, 1996; Vicary, Klingamen & Harkness, 1995).
Confidentiality was emphasized. Adolescents whose par-
ents did not allow them to participate were excluded from
data collection. Incentives for participation were offered
through raffle items, such as tickets to football games.

In 1995, participants were contacted again for an eighth
wave of data collection. Members of all three cohorts were
mailed a survey assessing educational experiences, work
experiences, romantic partnerships, parenting, psychologi-
cal adjustment, substance use, and sexual experiences.

SAMPLE

The original sample included junior high students from one
rural public school district in the eastern United States. The
school district included two junior high schools, each with
grades seven, eight, and nine (Crockett et al., 1996). All par-
ticipants were Caucasian and living in a geographically iso-
lated rural area. This area was considered to be economical-
ly and educationally deprived when data collection began in
1985 (Vicary, 1991). Of the eligible female students in 1985,
96% participated in the study (Vicary et al., 1995).

The analyses reported in this paper are restricted to
women who participated in both Survey 8 and in the adoles-
cent portion of the study at Grade 9. In total, 249 women par-
ticipated in Survey 8, representing 71% of the female sam-
ple. Seven women were excluded from analysis because they
reported childhood sexual abuse (victimization before age
12).2 In addition, five women were excluded from analysis
because of inconsistent reports of sexual victimization that
could not be resolved; these women were excluded to avoid
misclassification. Therefore, the sample for this study includ-
ed 237 women (68% of the total female sample).’

In order to test for bias related to differential attrition, the
adolescent data for individuals who participated in
Survey 8 (n = 237) were compared to those who did not par-
ticipate in Survey 8 (n = 92). A series of r-tests
was conducted to compare mean differences on several

“Women were asked if they were ever forced to have sex. If they responded
that they had, they then answered the age at which the first forced sexual experi-
ence occurred. Women who reported a forced experience before age 12 were not
included in the sample, because the current study was limited in scope to adoles-
cent and young adult victimization.

’If data for Grade 9 adjustment variables were not available for women who
reported unwanted sexual experiences at young adulthood, then these data were
imputed. In total, data were imputed for Grade 9 adjustment variables for 9 vic-
timized women. If women participated in the study during Grade 7, 8, or 10, then
their own data from one of these grades were substituted for the missing Grade 9
scores. Four women who reported sexual victimization did not have data from
any grade listed previously, and were therefore excluded from regression models
controlling for adolescent adjustment.
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Grade 9 variables, including frequency of drunkenness, fre-
quency of sexual intercourse, antisocial behavior, gender
role attitudes, emotional tone, self-esteem, school grades,
quality of peer relationships, quality of family relationships,
and mother’s education. Based on these tests, the attrited
group had a significantly higher frequency of drunkenness
(M =2.17 vs. M = 1.81), #307) = 2.66, p < .05, and sexual
intercourse (M = 1.91 vs. M = 1.59), #(306) = 2.35, p < .05,
at Grade 9 than the group who participated in Survey 8,
along with significantly lower school grades (M = 5.90 vs.
M = 6.25), 1(304) = -2.06, p < .05. These differences sug-
gest that the women who participated at Survey 8 were
somewhat better adjusted than the attrited group.

The women ranged in age from 12 to 16 years (M = 14)
at Grade 9 and from 21 to 26 years (M = 23) at Survey 8.
Seventy-nine percent of the women lived in rural areas at
the time of follow-up; the remaining women lived in sub-
urban areas (7%), urban areas (12%), or on military bases
(1%). Level of educational attainment varied: 6% of the
women had not finished high school, 6% had completed
their GED, 27% had graduated from high school, 12% had
received technical training after high school, 20% had com-
pleted some college, 26% had graduated from college, and
3% had received graduate or professional training.

At Survey 8, 41% of the women were married, 14%
were engaged, 4% were divorced/separated, 40% were sin-
gle, and 1% were remarried. Among the 94 single women
who were not engaged, 16% were living with their part-
ners, 22% were in steady, committed relationships, and
19% were in casual dating relationships. Almost all the
women in the sample identified themselves as heterosexu-
al (99%). One woman identified herself as bisexual and 2
reported they were uncertain about their sexual orientation.
Ninety-five percent (n = 222) of the women reported hav-
ing experienced sexual intercourse.

MEASURES

Measures used in the current study are listed below. Self-
esteem and emotional tone were measured in Grade 9 and
in young adulthood. All other measures were assessed only
in young adulthood. Scale scores were computed by aver-
aging item scores for that measure. A scale score was only
generated for individuals who answered at least 75% of the
items in that scale. Higher scale scores reflect higher lev-
els of the latent construct of interest.

For established measures, scale validity was reported by
the scale author. For measures created or adapted for the
current study, convergent and discriminant validity coeffi-
cients were estimated by correlating the scale score of
interest with items or scales in the survey that assessed sim-
ilar or opposing constructs. For scale reliability, estimates
of internal consistency (i.e., Cronbach’s alpha) were com-
puted using the present sample.

Mood

Emotional tone. Adolescents’ emotional well-being was
assessed with the Emotional Tone subscale of the Self-
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Image Questionnaire for Young Adolescents (SIQYA;
Petersen, Schulenberg, Abramowitz, Offer, & Jarcho,
1984). This 11-item measure assesses positive mood (hap-
piness) and negative mood (anxiety and depression). An
example item is “Most of the time I am happy.” The
response scale is a 6-point Likert-type scale ranging from
1 = Very strongly agree to 6 = Very strongly disagree.
Responses are averaged so that higher scores indicate
more positive mood. Construct validity was estimated
through factor analysis and through correlations with other
self-image scales (Petersen et al., 1984). For the present
sample, Cronbach’s alpha was .87 for Grade 9 females and
.91 for the young adult women.

Depression. The 6-item Kandel Depression Inventory
assessed how much respondents were bothered by symp-
toms of depression over the past year (Kandel & Davies,
1986). An example item is “Feeling unhappy, sad, or
depressed.” Responses ranged from 1 = Much to 3 = Not at
all. Kandel and Davies (1986) reported evidence of scale
validity and adequate test-retest reliability. Cronbach’s
alpha was .78 for the young adult women in the present
sample.

Anger. The measure of anger was based on scales
assessing anger and hostility developed by Derogatis and
Melisaratos (1983) and McCrae and Costa (1989). An
example of the 8 items is “I am easily annoyed or irritat-
ed.” Responses ranged from 1 = Very strongly agree to 6 =
Very strongly disagree. To examine construct validity, this
scale was correlated with conflict in romantic relation-
ships: r = .37 for verbal conflict and r = .36 for physical
conflict. Cronbach’s alpha was .84 for the young adult
women.

Self-Perceptions

Self-esteem. The 10-item Rosenberg Self-Esteem Inventory
was used to measure self-esteem (Rosenberg, 1965). An
example item is “I wish I could have more respect for
myself.” The response scale ranged from 1 = Strongly agree
to 4 = Strongly disagree. Construct validity was examined
by Rosenberg (1965) and found to be acceptable.
Cronbach’s alpha was .86 for Grade 9 females and .91 for
the young adult women.

Body image. Body image was assessed using a subscale
of the SIQYA (Petersen et al., 1984). This scale includes 8
items assessing how participants’ perceive their bodies. An
example is “Most of the time I am happy with the way I
look.” Responses ranged from 1 = Very strongly agree to 6
= Very strongly disagree. To examine validity, this scale
was correlated with Rosenberg self-esteem scores, r = .56.
Cronbach’s alpha was .80 for the young adult women.

Social/Relational Adjustment

Assertiveness. The dating and assertion measure used in
this survey was adapted from a scale designed by
Levenson and Gottman (1978) to assess social compe-
tence. Five items were used from the original scale and
three additional items were included. Responses ranged
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from 1 = Never to 4 = Almost always. The assertiveness
subscale contained four items, such as how often partici-
pants can “say ‘no’ when you feel like it.” To examine
validity, assertiveness was correlated with self-esteem, r =
.50. Cronbach’s alpha was .77 for the young adult women.

Intimacy competence. Intimacy competence was also
assessed using the dating and assertion measure adapted
from Levenson and Gottman (1978). The subscale consist-
ed of three items; for example, how often the respondent
can “accurately sense how a member of the opposite sex
feels about you.” To examine validity, this scale was corre-
lated with the item “I really don’t know how to make a seri-
ous relationship work,” r = —.46, and with the item “T am
sure that I can have a satisfying intimate relationship,” r =
47. Cronbach’s alpha was .81 for the young adult women.

Sexual esteem. Sexual esteem was assessed using three
items from a subscale created by Snell and Papini (1989).
An example item is “l am a good sexual partner.”
Responses were recorded on a 7-point scale ranging from 1|
= Strongly disagree to 7 = Strongly agree. To examine
validity, sexual esteem was correlated with Rosenberg self-
esteem scores, r = .45. Cronbach’s alpha was .88 for the
young adult women.

Sexual depression. Sexual depression was assessed
using two items from another subscale created by Snell
and Papini (1989). An example item is “I am disappoint-
ed about the quality of my sex life.” Responses were
recorded on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 = Strongly dis-
agree to 7 = Strongly agree. To examine validity, sexual
depression was correlated with Kandel depression scores,
r = .34. Cronbach’s alpha was .70 for the young adult
women.

Current romantic relationship quality. Relationship qual-
ity was assessed by a series of questions asking about posi-
tive affect in relationships. Some of these items were adapt-
ed from The Relationship Questionnaire by Braiker and
Kelley (1979) and some were developed by project staff. An
example of these items is ‘““To what extent do you love your
partner at this stage?”” Responses ranged from 1 = Not at all
to 7 = Very. Anchors varied with the specific quality being
asked. To examine validity, this scale was correlated with
the Dyadic Cohesion Scale (Spanier, 1976), r = .62.
Cronbach’s alpha was .92 for the young adult women.

Sexual Victimization

For the present study, measures of sexual victimization
focused on intercourse. The type of intercourse was not
specified (i.e., vaginal intercourse, oral intercourse, or anal
intercourse). The intent was to include women who had
experienced victimization other than through vaginal
intercourse, but to exclude experiences such as forced kiss-
ing or forced sexual exposure.

Unwanted sex. To identify unwanted sexual experi-
ences, participants were asked, “Have you ever had sexual
intercourse with someone when you didn’t want to?” If
participants answered yes, they answered questions
regarding the type of sexual victimization they had experi-

Consequences of Sexual Victimization

enced. The sexual experience was intentionally not called
rape or sexual assault, because some women may not be
willing or able to label their experience in those terms
(Koss, 1985). Additionally, Koss (1993) encouraged
researchers to use behaviorally focused questions when
studying victimization in order to increase a woman’s
recall of an event or willingness to report it. Women were
also not asked if they had consented to the unwanted expe-
rience. Because the focus of this study was on the conse-
quences of unwanted sexual experiences, the issue of con-
sent was not central. A woman may “consent” under pres-
sure, but still feel violated or compromised by the experi-
ence. Thus, all unwanted experiences were included even
though some of these experiences could have been con-
sensual (O’Sullivan & Allgeier, 1998).

Types of sexual coercion. Respondents were asked
whether they had ever had unwanted sex for 11 specific
reasons (see Appendix A). They were instructed to check
all the reasons that applied to them. This measure was
adapted from two existing measures developed by
Muehlenhard and Cook (1988) and Koss and Oros (1982).

Women were divided into four categories based on the
most severe type of sexual coercion experienced.* In order
of increasing severity, these included: internal psychologi-
cal pressure (items 10 and 11—e.g., “You felt obligated”),
substance-related coercion (items 1, 2, and 3—e.g., “You
were so drunk or stoned that you were unaware of what
was going on”), external psychological manipulation
(items 8 and 9—e.g., “The other person threatened to end
the relationship”), and threat or actual use of violence by
the perpetrator (items 4, 5, 6, and 7—"The other person
used physical violence [for instance, slapping, hitting]”).
For example, a woman who reported both substance-relat-
ed coercion and external psychological manipulation was
classified into the external psychological manipulation cat-
egory. Some may argue that internal psychological pres-
sure does not represent a form of sexual victimization
given the large number of individuals who have sex out of
a sense of obligation or in order to please the other person
(O’Sullivan & Allgeier, 1998). This category was included
in the present analysis because, regardless of the circum-
stances leading up to the event, women identified these
events as unwanted sexual experiences. As stated earlier,
one goal of this study was to determine how different
unwanted experiences impact psychosocial adjustment.

RESULTS

Seventy-one women (30.0%) reported having an experi-
ence of sexual victimization. Using the four categories
described previously, 25 (35.2%) reported internal

“To check the validity of the specified hierarchy of severity, these results were
compared to those based on an alternative ordering that ranged from internal psy-
chological pressure to external psychological manipulation to substance-related
coercion and finally to violent coercion. The results were almost identical to those
reported here: Both sets of analyses indicated that external psychological manip-
ulation and violent coercion are associated with poorer outcomes than internal
psychological pressure and substance-related coercion.
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Table 1. Correlations Between Young Adult Outcome Variables
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Self-  Emotional Sexual Sexual Body Intimacy Quality of
esteem tone Depression esteem depression  image Anger Assertive competence romantic rels

Self-esteem 1.00 67* —-.55% AS5* -33* S56%  —49* .50* 31* 23%
Emotional tone 1.00 -.56* 37* -31* 60*  —65*% A40* .19% 22%
Depression 1.00 —-33* 34 -.39* 48* —.34* —13* -17*
Sexual esteem 1.00 —45%* 39%  _34% 41* 37* 33*
Sexual depression 1.00 —.28% .30% —-.18* —.18% =27*
Body Image 1.00 —.44* 31* .16* .10

Anger 1.00 —20% -13 -.26%
Assertiveness 1.00 37* 20%
Intimacy competence 1.00 48%
Quality of romantic relationships 1.00

*p<.05.

psychological pressure, 16 (22.5%) reported substance-
related coercion, 11 (15.5%) reported external psychologi-
cal manipulation, and 19 (26.8%) reported violent coercion
by the perpetrator. Again, these classifications represent the
most severe type of coercion a woman reported, since many
women reported multiple experiences of sexual victimiza-
tion: 37 reported one type, 22 reported two types, 10 report-
ed three types, and 2 reported all four types of victimization
experiences. The mean numbers of unwanted sexual expe-
riences reported by the four category types were: internal
psychological pressure = 1.00, substance-related coercion
= 1.53, external psychological manipulation = 2.30, and
violent coercion = 2.37. A regression including dummy
variables and a multi-parameter hypothesis test was con-
ducted to compare the number of different kinds of coer-
cion experienced by women in the four coercion categories.
This analysis indicated that significant differences existed
between all combinations of groups except the external
psychological manipulation group and the violent coercion
group (R?=.52, p <.001).

Information on unwanted sexual intercourse and the cir-
cumstances surrounding it were combined to create an
overall victimization status for each woman. Categories
included: never victimized (n = 156, 68.7%), violently
coerced to have sex (i.e., coerced by the threat or actual use
of violence, n = 19, 8.4%), and nonviolently coerced to
have sex (i.e., had sex because of internal psychological
pressure, substance-related coercion, or external psycho-
logical manipulation, n = 52, 22.9%). Ten women who did
not respond to the initial question on sexual victimization
were excluded from analysis.

Preliminary Analyses

The intercorrelations among the young adult measures of
psychosocial adjustment are provided in Table 1. The cor-
relation coefficients ranged in absolute value from r = .10
to r = .67, (median r = .33), suggesting some degree of
overlap among outcome variables, particularly those
reflecting negative affect (emotional tone, anger, and
depression) and self-perceptions (self-esteem and body
image). The two adolescent adjustment variables were also
strongly intercorrelated (r = .72).

Each of the adolescent adjustment variables was signifi-
cantly associated with most of the young adult adjustment
indicators. Grade 9 self-esteem was significantly correlated
with all 10 outcome variables (r’s ranged from —.14 to .34)
and Grade 9 emotional tone was significantly associated with
8 of the outcome variables (r’s ranged from —.24 to .29).

Relation of Violent and Nonviolent Victimization to
Psychosocial Adjustment

Multiple regression was used to examine the effects of sex-
ual victimization on each young adult adjustment indica-
tor, controlling for adolescent adjustment. Four women
who did not have adolescent data were excluded from the
regression models; this included 2 women from the inter-
nal psychological pressure group, 1 woman from the sub-
stance-related coercion group, and 1 women from the
external psychological manipulation group.

Table 2. Means of Outcome Variables by Victimization

Status
Never Nonviolent  Violent
Victimized  Coercion  Coercion
Measure n=156 n=48 n=19
Emotional tone 3.84 3.92 332
(0.8) (0.8) (0.9)
Depression 1.91 2.02 2.14
0.4) 0.5) 0.5)
Anger 3.20 3.21 3.67
0.9 0.9) (1.0)
Self-esteem 3.29 3.28 2.83
0.5) (0.6) 0.6)
Body image 3.78 3.69 3.28
(0.8) 0.7) 0.8)
Assertiveness 3.05 2.99 2.5
(0.6) 0.6) 0.7)
Intimacy competence 291 2.81 2.80
(0.8) 0.8) (1.0)
Sexual esteem 5.72 547 491
(1.2) (1.3) (1.2)
Sexual depression 2.44 3.02 2.95
(1.6) (1.6) (1.6)
Quality of romantic relationship 6.18 5.81 5.45
©0.9) (1.2) (1.4)

Note: Standard deviations are noted in parentheses. Means of young
adult outcome measures.
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Table 3. Parameter Estimates and Associated Standard Errors for Models Relating Adjustment and Victimization Status

Model: Dependent variable F-value R? Parameter Estimate ~ Standard Error p-value

Model: Young adult emotional tone 6.47* .08 .0023
Emotional tone: Grade 9 0.20* .06 .0016
Violent coercion -0.50% .19 .0095
Nonviolent coercion 0.06 13
Violent vs. nonviolent coercion 6.83*a .0096

Model: Young adult depression 5.79* .08 .0008
Emotional tone: Grade 9 -0.10%* .03 .0025
Violent coercion 0.22%* .10 .0303
Nonviolent coercion 0.12+ .07
Violent vs. nonviolent coercion 0.74

Model: Young adult self-esteem 15.18%* 18 .0001
Self-esteem: Grade 9 0.36* .07 .0001
Violent coercion -0.41% 12 .0007
Nonviolent coercion -0.00 .08
Violent vs. nonviolent coercion 9.53* .0003

Model: Young adult body image 5.19% .07 .0018
Self-esteem: Grade 9 0.31%* 11 .0041
Violent coercion —0.44% .19 0219
Nonviolent coercion -0.07 13
Violent vs. nonviolent coercion 3.00+

Model: Young adult sexual-esteem 4.19* .06 .0066
Self-esteem: Grade 9 0.35* .16 .0357
Violent coercion -0.73* .30 .0143
Nonviolent coercion -0.22 .20
Violent vs. nonviolent coercion 2.49

Model: Young adult sexual-depression 4.86* .07 .0028
Emotional tone: Grade 9 —0.35* 13 .0059
Violent coercion 0.47 38
Nonviolent coercion 0.64%* .26 .0160
Violent vs. nonviolent coercion 0.15

Model: Young adult quality of romantic relationship 5.45% .09 .0013
Self-esteem: Grade 9 0.40* 15 .0075
Violent coercion -0.65* 28 0217
Nonviolent coercion -0.34+ .19

Violent vs. nonviolent coercion 0.99

Note. Parameter estimates controlled for Grade 9 adjustment.
* A partial F-Statistic from the Multi Parameter Hypothesis Test.
*p< .05 +p<.10.

Grade 9 self-esteem and Grade 9 emotional tone were
the best adolescent adjustment measures available.
Although they were not optimal control variables for many
of the adjustment indicators, they permitted at least a par-
tial control for prior adjustment. Thus, one or the other was
included in each regression analysis. Because the mea-
sures were highly intercorrelated, it would be inappropri-
ate to include both as controls in the same analysis. As an
initial step, adolescent (9th Grade) emotional tone and
self-esteem were examined separately in simple regression
analyses predicting each of the young adult outcomes. If
either proved significant, it was retained as a control vari-
able in subsequent analyses of that outcome. If both were
significant, the one that was more strongly related to the
outcome was selected as the control variable.

For the regression analyses, the categorical variable of
victimization status was recoded into dummy variables.
The dummy variables for violently coerced and nonvio-
lently coerced were included in the models, with never vic-
timized as the reference group. One less than the total
number of dummy variables were included in each model

to avoid collinearity among the independent variables
(Hardy, 1993). In addition, the violently coerced and non-
violently coerced groups were compared to each other
using a multi-parameter hypothesis test. This joint hypoth-
esis test can be used to test multiple group comparisons
within one regression model without introducing addition-
al independent variables (SAS Institute, 1990). Means and
standard deviations for the three victimization status
groups are in Table 2. The final regression models and the
multi-parameter tests are shown in Table 3. Only results
for outcomes with significant models are presented.
Emotional tone. The model used to predict young adult
emotional tone included Grade 9 emotional tone and
dummy variables for violent and nonviolent coercion.
Grade 9 emotional tone and violent sexual coercion signif-
icantly predicted young adult emotional tone, with vio-
lently coerced women (M = 3.32) reporting lower emo-
tional tone than the never victimized group (M = 3.84).
Additionally, the nonviolent and violent coercion groups
were significantly different, with the violently coerced
group having lower emotional tone than the nonviolent
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coercion group (M = 3.92). Thus, violent coercion was
associated with worse emotional tone than either no vic-
timization or nonviolent coercion.

Depression. The model used to predict young adult
depression included Grade 9 emotional tone along with
violent and nonviolent sexual coercion. Grade 9 emotional
tone and violent coercion significantly predicted young
adult depression. The positive relationship between violent
coercion and depression indicated that the violently
coerced group (M = 2.14) reported greater depression than
the never victimized group (M = 1.91).

Self-esteem. The model used to predict young adult self-
esteem included Grade 9 self-esteem and dummy variables
for violent and nonviolent coercion. Grade 9 self-esteem and
violent coercion significantly predicted young adult self-
esteem; that is, the violently coerced group (M = 2.83) had
lower adult self-esteem than the never victimized group (M
=3.29), even with prior self-esteem controlled. Additionally,
the violently coerced group had significantly lower self-
esteem than the nonviolently coerced group (M = 3.28).

Body image. The model used to predict young adult
body image included Grade 9 self-esteem and dummy
variables for violent and nonviolent coercion. Grade 9 self-
esteem and violent coercion each significantly predicted
young adult body image. The relation between violent
coercion and body image was negative, indicating that the
violently coerced group (M = 3.28) had lower body image
than the never victimized group (M = 3.78).

Sexual esteem. Grade 9 self-esteem, violent coercion,
and nonviolent coercion were used to predict young adult
sexual esteem. Both Grade 9 self-esteem and violent coer-
cion significantly predicted young adult sexual esteem. The
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relation of violent coercion to sexual esteem was
negative, indicating that the violently coerced group (M =
4.91) had lower sexual esteem than the never victimized
group (M = 5.72).

Sexual depression. The model used to predict young
adult sexual depression included Grade 9 emotional tone
and dummy variables for violent and nonviolent coercion.
Grade 9 emotional tone and coerced sex each significantly
predicted young adult sexual depression. The positive rela-
tion between nonviolent coercion and sexual depression
indicated that the nonviolent coercion group (M = 3.02)
had higher sexual depression than the never victimized
group (M = 2.44).

Quality of current romantic relationship. The model
used to predict the quality of romantic relationships
included Grade 9 self-esteem and dummy variables for
violent and nonviolent coercion. Grade 9 self-esteem and
violent coercion significantly predicted young adult quali-
ty of romantic relationship. The negative association
between violent coercion and relationship quality indicat-
ed that the violently coerced group (M = 5.45) had lower
quality relationships than the never victimized group (M =
6.18). According to this model, violent coercion predicted
young adult relationship quality, controlling for adolescent
reports of self-esteem.

To summarize, these analyses revealed numerous
effects of sexual victimization, especially victimization
resulting from violent coercion. Violent coercion was asso-
ciated with poorer functioning in the areas of emotional
tone, depression, self-esteem, body image, sexual esteem,
and quality of romantic relationships, whereas nonviolent
coercion was associated with greater sexual depression.

Table 4. Means of Young Adult Outcomes by Type of Sexual Victimization Experience

Internal Substance External
Psychological Related Psychological Violent
Pressure Coercion Manipulation Coercion
Measure n=23 n=15 n=10 n=19
Emotional tone 3.89 433 3.39 332
0.6) (0.8) 0.6) 0.9)
Depression 2.08 1.86 2.12 2.14
0.5) (0.5) 0.5) 0.5)
Anger 3.34 2.80 3.51 3.67
(0.8) (1.2) 0.5) (1.0)
Self-esteem 3.33 3.54 2.79 2.83
0.5) 0.5) 0.5) (0.6)
Body Image 3.78 3.83 3.27 3.28
(0.6) 0.9) 0.3) (0.8)
Assertiveness 3.05 3.17 2.60 2.75
0.7 (0.6) 0.4) 0.7)
Intimacy competence 3.86 2.96 2.44 2.80
0.9) 0.6) 0.9) (1.0)
Sexual esteem 5.20 6.04 5.23 491
(1.0) (1.6) (1.4) (1.2)
Sexual depression 324 2.50 3.30 295
(1.6) (1.5) (1.7) (1.6)
Quality of romantic relationship 597 5.89 5.30 5.45

(1.2)

(1.1) (1.1) (1.4)

Note. Standard deviations are noted in parentheses. Means of young adult outcome measures.
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Furthermore, women who reported violent coercion
showed poorer emotional tone and self-esteem than
women who reported only nonviolent forms of coercion.

Type of Coercion and Subsequent Adjustment

A similar analysis strategy was used to determine the rela-
tive impact of different types of sexual coercion on
women’s adjustment. First, adolescent emotional tone and
self-esteem were examined in simple regression models,
with the most highly predictive variable retained in subse-
quent analyses. Next, the adjustment control variable and
dummy variables representing substance-related coercion,
external psychological manipulation, and violent coercion
(with internal psychological pressure as the reference
group), were included in models predicting young adult
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outcomes. Multi-parameter hypothesis tests were employed
to compare the remaining three groups with each other.
Means and standard deviations of the outcome variables by
type of victimization appear in Table 4. Results of signifi-
cant regression models are summarized in Table 5.
Emotional tone. The model used to predict young adult
emotional tone included Grade 9 emotional tone, sub-
stance-related coercion, external psychological manipula-
tion, and violent coercion. Violent coercion significantly
predicted young adult emotional tone. The latter effect was
negative, indicating that women who had experienced the
threat or use of physical violence (M = 3.22) reported
poorer emotional tone than those who had experienced
only internal psychological pressure to have sex (M =
3.89). In addition, women who had experienced substance-

Table 5. Parameter Estimates and Associated Standard Errors for Models Relating Adjustment and Type of Sexual

Victimization
Model: Dependent variable F-value R? Parameter Estimate Standard Error p-value
Model: Young adult emotional tone 5.39% .26 .0009
Emotional tone: Grade 9 0.22+ 12
Substance related coercion 0.43+ 25
External psychological manipulation -0.34 .30
Violent coercion -0.49* 24 .0446
Substance vs. external psychological 5.76%2 .0194
Substance vs. violent coercion 11.95% .0010
External psychological vs. violent coercion 0.25
Model: Young adult anger 3.15% 17 .0202
Emotional tone: Grade 9 -0.29* .14 .0421
Substance related coercion —0.53+ .30
External psychological manipulation -0.04 .35
Violent coercion 0.21 .28
Substance vs. external psychological 1.67
Substance vs. violent coercion 5.50% .0222
External psychological vs. violent coercion 0.49
Model: Young adult self-esteem 8.93% 37 .0001
Self-esteem: Grade 9 0.42* 13 .0025
Substance related coercion 0.20 .16
External psychological manipulation —0.43* .19 0277
Violent coercion —0.43* .16 .0075
Substance vs. external psychological 9.56* .0030
Substance vs. violent coercion 13.44% .0005
External psychological vs. violent coercion 0.00
Model: Young adult assertiveness 241+ 13
Self-esteem: Grade 9 0.23 .16
Substance related coercion 0.11 .20
External psychological manipulation -0.39+ .23
Violent coercion -0.26 .19
Substance vs. external psychological 4.00* .0500
Substance vs. violent coercion 3.02+
External psychological vs. violent coercion 0.32
Model: Young Adult Sexual-esteem 1.77 .10
Self-esteem: Grade 9 0.12 35
Substance related coercion 0.84+ 43
External psychological manipulation 0.06+ 49
Violent coercion -0.27 40
Substance vs. external psychological 2.14
Substance vs. violent coercion 6.13* .0160
External psychological vs. violent coercion 0.44

Note. Parameter estimates controlled for Grade 9 adjustment.
2 A partial F-Statistic from the Multi Parameter Hypothesis Test.
*p<.05 +p<.10.
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related coercion (M = 4.33) reported higher emotional tone
than women who had experienced external psychological
manipulation (M = 3.39) or physical violence (M = 3.22).

Anger. The model for young adult anger included Grade
9 emotional tone and the three coercion dummy variables.
Grade 9 emotional tone predicted young adult anger, but
the three dummy variables were not significant, indicating
that the women in these groups did not differ from those
who had experienced only internal psychological pressure.
However, the multi-parameter hypothesis test revealed a
group difference between the substance-related coercion
group and the violent coercion group. Women who experi-
enced violent coercion (M = 3.67) reported higher levels of
anger than women who experienced substance-related
coercion (M = 2.80).

Self-esteem. The model used to predict young adult self-
esteem included Grade 9 self-esteem and dummy variables
for substance-related coercion, external psychological
manipulation, and violent coercion. Three of the indepen-
dent variables, Grade 9 self-esteem, external psychological
manipulation, and violent coercion significantly predicted
young adult self-esteem. Specifically, women who experi-
enced either external psychological manipulation (M =
2.79) or violent coercion (M = 2.83) reported lower self-
esteem than women who only experienced internal psy-
chological pressure (M = 3.33). Additionally, women who
experienced violent coercion or external psychological
manipulation reported lower self-esteem than those who
experienced substance-related coercion (M = 3.54).

Assertiveness. The model used to predict young adult
assertiveness included Grade 9 self-esteem and dummy
variables for substance-related coercion, external psycho-
logical manipulation, and violent coercion. A significant
difference was found between the substance-related coer-
cion and external psychological manipulation groups, indi-
cating that women in the substance-related coercion group
(M = 3.17) had higher levels of assertiveness than women
who had experienced external psychological manipulation
(M =2.60).

Sexual esteem. The model used to predict young adult
sexual esteem included Grade 9 self-esteem and dummy
variables for substance-related coercion, external psycho-
logical manipulation, and violent coercion. A significant
difference was found between the substance-related coer-
cion and violent coercion groups, indicating that women in
the substance-related coercion group (M = 6.04) had high-
er sexual esteem than women who had experienced physi-
cal violence (M = 4.91).

In summary, these analyses revealed differences in the
adjustment levels of women who experienced different
types of sexual coercion. Compared to those who experi-
enced only internal psychological pressure, women who
were violently coerced reported poorer emotional tone and
self-esteem, whereas women who were psychologically
manipulated reported poorer self-esteem. Compared to
those who reported substance-related coercion, women
who reported violent coercion had lower emotional tone,
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self-esteem, and sexual esteem along with higher levels of
anger; women who experienced external psychological
manipulation reported lower emotional tone, lower self-
esteem, and lower assertiveness.

DISCUSSION

The present study provides strong support for the notion
that sexual victimization has implications for how a
woman subsequently feels about herself and her life. The
finding that women who reported unwanted sexual experi-
ences exhibited poorer psychological and social/relational
adjustment reinforces the results of prior studies that have
linked sexual victimization to lower self-esteem (Murphy
et al., 1988; Zweig et al., 1997), increased depression and
anger (Erickson & Rapkin, 1991; Siegel et al., 1990;
Zweig et al., 1997), and problems with romantic relation-
ships (Jehu & Gazan, 1983). However, in contrast to earli-
er studies, the present study included controls for adoles-
cent psychological adjustment, yielding stronger evidence
for the causal role of sexual victimization in producing
negative outcomes.

The present findings extend the range of psychological
dimensions that have been linked to sexual victimization:
Body-image, sexual esteem, and sexual depression all
appeared to be affected by sexual coercion. These findings
also suggest avenues for future research. For example,
some previous studies have linked sexual victimization to
weight problems (Erickson & Rapkin, 1991) and eating
disorders (Kearney-Cooke, 1988). The present findings
suggest the need to examine the possible mediating role of
poor body image in these relationships. Similarly, the find-
ing of lower sexual esteem and higher sexual depression
among coerced women parallel the relationships that have
been previously identified between victimization and
reduced sexual interest and satisfaction (Siegel et al.,
1990; Zweig, 1995). At the same time, it should be noted
that several adjustment indicators were strongly intercor-
related (e.g., self-esteem, emotional tone, and body
image). The evidence of shared variance between these
indicators suggests that they may not all represent truly
distinct outcomes.

Results of the initial regressions, which compared
women who were never victimized with those who were
violently coerced and those who experienced some nonvi-
olent form of coercion, raise an important caveat. With
only one exception, all of the significant differences
between victimized and nonvictimized women involved
women who had been violently coerced. Moreover, in two
instances (for self-esteem and emotional tone) women who
were violently coerced exhibited significantly lower well-
being than women who had experienced nonviolent forms
of coercion. These results suggest that violent coercion has
more pervasive and powerful effects on women’s psy-
chosocial adjustment than coercion that does not involve
violence or the threat of violence. Given this pattern, it
would seem critical to distinguish violent coercion from
other forms of sexual coercion in future research.
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Prior studies have yielded inconsistent findings about
the relative impact of violent and nonviolent victimization
on women’s adjustment. Consonant with the present
results, Siegel et al. (1990) reported that women who were
physically threatened during their sexual assault experi-
ence were more likely to report depression and anger prob-
lems than women who were pressured by persuasion. In
contrast, Zweig and colleagues (1997) reported that
women who were pressured to have sex had higher depres-
sion and anger scores than women who were forced to
have sex. Finally, Mynatt and Allgeier ( 1990) reported
that women who were coerced by psychological means
reported lower levels of adjustment than women coerced
by physical means. However, women who suffered greater
physical injury also reported lower levels of adjustment
than women who did not suffer physical injury. Thus, the
severity of the negative consequences following violent
coercion (and possibly the relative impact of violent coer-
cion and psychological manipulation) may depend on
whether physical injury occurred.

The inconsistent findings may also reflect differences in
measures. For example, Zweig et al. (1997) asked partici-
pants if they had experienced sexual victimization using
yes/no questions about rape, sexual abuse, and sexual
assault, and a frequency count of intercourse experiences
in response to pressure. It is not clear what kinds of coer-
cion (violent or nonviolent) actually occurred during these
victimizing episodes. In contrast, the study by Siegel et al.
(1990) and the present study used more specific questions
to assess the nature of the experience. For example, partic-
ipants reported information such as whether or not the per-
petrator threatened them with a weapon, held them down,
or used verbal humiliation. Notably, the two studies using
more specific questions found similar patterns, despite the
different samples studied (rural in the present study; urban
in the Siegel et al. study).

The second set of regressions, which provided more
detailed information on the effects of different kinds of
sexual coercion, revealed that violent coercion is not the
only type of sexual coercion with detrimental psychologi-
cal effects. These regressions compared the effects of
internal psychological pressure, substance-related coer-
cion, external psychological manipulation, and violent
coercion to determine which kinds of experiences were
more debilitating. The results of these analyses indicate
that where significant differences emerge, violent coercion
and psychological manipulation are both more debilitating
than either internal pressure or substance-related coercion.
Compared to the latter groups, violently coerced women
showed poorer functioning in six instances and psycholog-
ically manipulated women showed poorer functioning in
four instances, indicating that the effects of violent coer-
cion may be somewhat more pervasive. However, in no
case did the adjustment of violently coerced women differ
significantly from that of psychologically manipulated
women. Thus, one form of nonviolent coercion (i.e., exter-
nal psychological manipulation) appears to be as psycho-
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logically debilitating as violent coercion. This indicates a
need to distinguish both violently coerced and psycholog-
ically manipulated women in future research. Moreover,
these groups of women may need to be targeted for inter-
vention, since they seem to suffer the most in terms of psy-
chological well-being.

Why might women who are violently coerced and
women who are psychologically manipulated be similarly
affected psychologically and suffer more adverse conse-
quences than women who experience only internal psy-
chological pressure or substance-related coercion? One
explanation is that this is an artifact of the way we con-
structed our categories for types of coercion.’ Specifically,
we classified women based on the most severe form of
coercion experienced, which meant that women in the
more severe categories could potentially have experienced
more forms of coercion. If the number of types of coercive
experiences was the critical factor producing the findings,
we would have expected violently coerced and psycholog-
ically manipulated women to have experienced signifi-
cantly more different kinds of coercion than the other two
groups. Although this pattern was obtained, additional
findings refute that explanation—the substance-related
coercion group also experienced significantly more types
of coercion than the internal psychological pressure group;
however, they did not experience worse outcomes. Thus,
although we cannot entirely rule out this explanation, it
seems unlikely.

A second explanation involves self-blame. Self-blame
has been found to mediate the relationship between vic-
timization and negative psychological outcomes, with
higher self-blame being associated with poorer outcomes
(Meyer & Taylor, 1986; Wyatt, Notgrass, & Newcomb,
1990). Moreover, prior research has shown that women
who are raped may feel they played a role in their victim-
ization. Two types of self-blame have been documented for
women who experience rape: (a) Characterological self-
blame is when a woman feels responsible for her victim-
ization due to stable aspects of herself, and (b) behavioral
self-blame is when a woman feels responsible for her vic-
timization due to her own behaviors (Frazier & Schauben,
1994; Meyer & Taylor, 1986). These two types of self-
blame, one that focuses on the woman’s identity and one
that focuses on her behaviors, may be directly related to
later problems with self-perceptions and moods. It is not
known whether women who have been subjected to other
forms of unwanted sexual activity experience similar lev-
els or types of blame, but it is possible that self-blame is
higher among those who have been violently coerced or
psychologically manipulated to have sex than among those
who have experienced only internal psychological pres-
sure or substance-related coercion. Women who experi-
ence pressure from themselves or have experiences while
intoxicated may not feel that they played a role in a vic-

SWe thank an anonymous reviewer for pointing out this confound.
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timizing experience. Examining this possibility could be a
fruitful avenue for future studies.

Yet a third explanation relates to the level of humiliation
and degradation experienced with different forms of sexu-
al coercion. It seems plausible that women who have
unwanted sex because they feel obligated to or want to
please their partner (internal psychological pressure)
might be able to rationalize the experience in such a way
that they do not feel humiliated or degraded. Similarly, a
woman who was so intoxicated that she did not know what
was happening or did not care if she had sex may be able
to reconstruct the event so that the feeling of having been
violated and degraded is minimized. In contrast, such
reconstruction would seem far more difficult for a woman
who recognizes that she was psychologically manipulated
(e.g., made to feel worthless until she submitted) or phys-
ically forced to have sex. Without the psychological buffer
provided by the opportunity to rationalize or reconstruct
the event, these women may experience the full impact of
their humiliation and powerlessness, with detrimental
effects for their psychological well-being. Clearly, this
explanation is only speculative at present and requires
examination in future studies.

The findings also offer additional fuel for the debate over
what constitutes victimization. We chose to consider a
broad spectrum of unwanted sexual experiences under the
rubric of sexual victimization, because we felt it was
important to examine empirically whether different kinds
of sexual coercion have detrimental effects rather than to
assume a priori that certain kinds of unwanted sexual expe-
riences are not debilitating because they do not meet some
external criterion for victimization. In this regard our find-
ings were instructive. We learned that violent coercion,
which most scholars would agree reflects victimization,
was indeed associated with poorer adjustment, but so was
psychological manipulation, which does not meet the legal
definition of rape and which some scholars might discount
as victimization. Equally interesting is the finding that
women who experienced substance-related coercion, some
instances of which do meet the legal definition of rape,
exhibited better psychological adjustment than psychologi-
cally manipulated women and were indistinguishable from
women who reported only internal psychological pressure.
These findings suggest that neither the legal definition of
rape nor the criterion of consent are the key factors in pre-
dicting the psychological impact of unwanted intercourse.

Regarding definitional issues, it may be instructive to
note that differences between victimized (primarily vio-
lently coerced) women and nonvictimized women emerged
in both psychological and social/relational adjustment, but
differences among women experiencing different types of
coercion appeared almost exclusively in the psychological
domain. This suggests that women’s social/relational
adjustment may be similarly affected by different kinds of
sexually coercive experiences, but that psychological well-
being is especially vulnerable to coercion that involves
either violence or psychological manipulation.
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Several limitations need to be considered in interpreting
these results. First, the findings are based on a small number
of women, somewhat limiting our ability to detect associa-
tions between experiences and psychosocial adjustment.
Second, because participants were not asked the age at
which they first had unwanted sexual experiences, it is pos-
sible that some cases of unwanted sexual experience
occurred before Grade 9, when the control variables were
assessed. It is important to note, however, that this limitation
would tend to decrease the chances of finding effects. For
example, if sexual victimization occurred prior to Grade 9
and Grade 9 self-esteem was controlled in models predict-
ing young adult self-esteem, we would have controlled for
some of the effect of interest. Third, we only had precise
adolescent control variables for self-esteem and emotional
tone. Future prospective studies should control for adjust-
ment using the same constructs measured both prior to and
after victimization experiences. Fourth, the intercorrelations
between some of the adjustment indicators were high, sug-
gesting shared variance. This was particularly true for psy-
chological adjustment measures. Thus, we cannot assume
that all the findings reflect distinct relationships. Future
studies might focus on measures of adjustment that are less
closely related. Finally, the four types of sexual coercion do
not represent mutually-exclusive categories. Many women
who experienced the more severe types of sexual victimiza-
tion, such as violent coercion or external psychological
manipulation, also experienced other forms of unwanted
sexual experiences. Our analysis of the number of types of
coercion experienced by women in the four groups suggest-
ed that the number of types of coercion could not explain the
pattern of differences in psychological well-being between
women experiencing different kinds of coercion. Still, we
cannot fully disentangle the effects of multiple experiences
from the type of victimization experienced.

Nonetheless, the current study makes two important
contributions to the existing literature. First, owing to the
inclusion of controls for prior adjustment, a stronger case
can be made that sexual victimization is a harmful experi-
ence for women, with lasting effects on their psychologi-
cal well-being and social adjustment. Second, sexual vic-
timization that involves coercion through violence or psy-
chological manipulation appears to be more detrimental
than other types of unwanted experiences.
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APPENDIX A

MEASURE OF SEXUAL VICTIMIZATION

1. Have you ever had sexual intercourse with someone when you didn’t want to?

__ 1. No (SKIP TO #67)
_ 2. Yes

2. Have you ever had sexual intercourse when you didn’t want to because of the following reasons? (Check all that

apply.)

1. You were so drunk or stoned that you were unaware of what was going on?
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You were so drunk or stoned that you couldn’t do anything to stop the other person?

You were so drunk or stoned that you didn’t care?

The other person used physical violence (for instance, slapping, hitting)?

The other person held you down or made it so you couldn’t leave?

The other person threatened you with a weapon?

You were afraid the other person would use physical violence (for instance, slapping, hitting)?
The other person threatened to end the relationship?

The other person made you feel worthless or humiliated until you gave in?

You felt obligated.

You wanted to please the other person.
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