
University of Nebraska - Lincoln University of Nebraska - Lincoln 

DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln 

Sociology Department, Faculty Publications Sociology, Department of 

5-2004 

Risk Factors for Sexual Victimization Among Male and Female Risk Factors for Sexual Victimization Among Male and Female 

Homeless and Runaway Youth Homeless and Runaway Youth 

Kimberly A. Tyler 
University of Nebraska-Lincoln, kim@ktresearch.net 

Les B. Whitbeck 
University of Nebraska-Lincoln, lwhitbeck2@unl.edu 

Dan R. Hoyt 
University of Nebraska-Lincoln, dhoyt2@unl.edu 

Ana Mari Cauce 
University of Washington 

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/sociologyfacpub 

 Part of the Sociology Commons 

Tyler, Kimberly A.; Whitbeck, Les B.; Hoyt, Dan R.; and Cauce, Ana Mari, "Risk Factors for Sexual 
Victimization Among Male and Female Homeless and Runaway Youth" (2004). Sociology Department, 
Faculty Publications. 35. 
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/sociologyfacpub/35 

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Sociology, Department of at 
DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln. It has been accepted for inclusion in Sociology Department, 
Faculty Publications by an authorized administrator of DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln. 

https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/sociologyfacpub
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/sociology
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/sociologyfacpub?utm_source=digitalcommons.unl.edu%2Fsociologyfacpub%2F35&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/416?utm_source=digitalcommons.unl.edu%2Fsociologyfacpub%2F35&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/sociologyfacpub/35?utm_source=digitalcommons.unl.edu%2Fsociologyfacpub%2F35&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages


Published in Journal of Interpersonal Violence 19:5 (May 2004), pp. 503–520;  
doi 10.1177/0886260504262961 Copyright © 2004 Sage Publications; published on behalf  

of American Professional Society on the Abuse of Children. Used by permission. 
 http://jiv.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/19/5/503

The Seattle Homeless Adolescent Research and Education Project (SHARE) is  
supported by the National Institute on Alcohol Abuse & Alcoholism (AA10253-05).

Risk Factors for Sexual Victimization  
Among Male and Female Homeless  

and Runaway Youth

Kimberly A. Tyler,1 Les B. Whitbeck,1 Dan R. Hoyt,1  
and Ana Mari Cauce 2

1 University of Nebraska–Lincoln
2 University of Washington

Corresponding author — Kimberly A. Tyler, University of Nebraska–Lincoln,  
Department of Sociology, 717 Oldfather Hall, Lincoln, NE 68588-0324;  

email ktyler2@unl.edu

Abstract
Risk factors associated with the likelihood of being sexually victimized by a stranger 
or friend/acquaintance since being on the street was examined among 372 homeless 
and runaway youth. Young people were interviewed on the streets and in shelters 
by outreach workers using a systematic sampling strategy. Youth who engaged in 
more high-risk behaviors were expected to be at greater risk for sexual victimization 
by both known and unknown assailants. Results indicated that for females, running 
from home for the first time at an earlier age was associated with sexual victimiza-
tion by both a stranger and friend/acquaintance. However, engaging in deviant sub-
sistence strategies, survival sex, and grooming predicted being sexually victimized by 
a friend/acquaintance. For males, survival sex and grooming predicted stranger sex-
ual victimization, whereas sexual orientation was associated with sexual victimization 
by a friend/acquaintance. Overall, 35% of the sample had been sexually victimized. 

Keywords: sexual victimization; perpetrators; homeless youth 

Runaway and homeless youth experience high rates of victimization 
on the streets (Hoyt, Ryan, & Cauce, 1999; Janus, McCormack, Burgess, 
& Hartman, 1987). Even though risk factors such as participating in devi-
ant subsistence strategies (e.g., robbing, conning), affiliating with deviant 
peers, and using alcohol or drugs are associated with sexual victimiza-
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tion while out on the street (Tyler, Hoyt, Whitbeck, & Cauce, 2001; Whit-
beck & Hoyt, 1999), less is known about how specific risk factors impact 
males and females individually. In addition, little research to date has fo-
cused on the perpetrators of sexual victimization of homeless youth. As 
such, we know little about the young person’s relationship to the perpe-
trator. Knowing the types of perpetrators and the risk factors associated 
with sexual victimization for males and females has important implica-
tions for providing intervention to these youth. 

The purpose of the current study is twofold. First, this research looks 
individually at risk factors associated with sexual victimization for home-
less males and females. Risk factors include the amount of time youth 
spend on the street, their participation in risky, deviant behaviors, and 
their personal characteristics. Second, this study tests the likelihood of 
males and females being sexually victimized by a known person (i.e., 
friend and/or acquaintance) versus an unknown person (i.e., stranger) 
since being on their own. 

Background
Individuals with deviant lifestyles are at risk for becoming victims 

themselves because much of their contact takes place with other offend-
ers (Baron, 1997; Hagan & McCarthy, 1997; Lauritsen, Laub, & Sampson, 
1992). Lauritsen and colleagues (1992) pointed out that adolescent victims 
and offenders do not constitute mutually exclusive groups. The “princi-
ple of homogamy” (Sampson & Lauritsen, 1990) holds that individuals 
who have characteristics similar to offenders are more likely to come into 
contact with these people and as a result, are more likely to be victimized. 
Because runaway and homeless youth frequently engage in delinquent 
activities, (Hagan & McCarthy, 1997; Kipke, Montgomery, Simon, Unger, 
& Johnson, 1997), they are likely to be at high risk for victimization. 

Perpetrator research on the general population finds that female vic-
tims often know their assailant. In a community sample of women, Ull-
man and Siegel (1993) found that the majority of perpetrators were ac-
quaintances. Similarly, Koss and colleagues’ (1988) study of college 
women revealed that the overwhelming majority of sexual perpetrators 
were acquaintances. Acquaintances often include nonromantic relation-
ships such as casual friends (Koss, Dinero, Seibel, & Cox, 1988). 

Although little research has addressed perpetrators of street youth, 
both strangers and friends/acquaintances are likely victimizers. It is 
possible that strangers pose more of a threat to homeless youth than to 
those in the general population because these youth spend so much of 
their time on the street, thereby increasing visibility. One study of home-
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less youth found that 60% of respondents reported being victimized by 
either a friend or an acquaintance, suggesting that many of the people 
with whom street youth affiliate are the same persons who are victim-
izing them (Baron, 1997). Other studies of similarly aged youth, albeit 
not specific to homeless populations, have also found the perpetrators to 
be peer groups, especially among adolescents with behavioral problems 
(Schwartz, McFadyen-Ketchum, Dodge, Pettit, & Bates, 1999). 

Theoretical Framework 
Based on a sample of 372 homeless youth in Seattle, the current study 

uses victimization theories to individually examine the likelihood of males 
and the likelihood of females being sexually victimized by a stranger or 
friend/ acquaintance since being on their own. Victimization theories are 
useful for studying homeless and runaway youth because they take into 
account the social context of daily street life and the resources and sur-
vival needs that youth bring to this context. Specifically, lifestyle-expo-
sure theory (Hindelang, Gottfredson, & Garofalo, 1978) and routine-ac-
tivity theory (Cohen & Felson, 1979) argue that the lifestyles and daily 
routines of people’s everyday lives are related to differential exposure to 
dangerous places and people, which creates the potential for crime op-
portunities and therefore for increased victimization. Homeless youth are 
expected to be particularly vulnerable to sexual victimization for several 
reasons. First, they spend a lot of time on the street, which makes them 
highly visible. Second, they engage in high-risk behaviors, which is likely 
to put them in close proximity to potential offenders. Third, those who 
are “offender” victims are less likely to go to the police (Sampson & Lau-
ritsen, 1990) because they may have had previous encounters with the 
law or they may believe that they or their complaints will not be taken 
seriously. If potential offenders think that they will not be reported by 
homeless youth, this makes these young people particularly vulnerable. 
Finally, certain characteristics of the youth, such as their physical appear-
ance or sexual orientation, may put them at increased risk. 

Hypotheses 
Homeless adolescents who spend more time on the streets are at greater 

risk for victimization (Hoyt et al., 1999; Whitbeck & Hoyt, 1999). Spend-
ing time on the street is associated with participation in dangerous activ-
ities (Janus et al., 1987; Kufeldt & Nimmo, 1987), which increases the risk 
for victimization. Also, those who leave home for the first time at an early 
age may have fewer street survival skills and less experience, making them 
more susceptible to victimization. Being on the streets increases one’s ac-
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cessibility to crime in addition to increasing the likelihood of contact be-
tween oneself and potential offenders (Miethe & Meier, 1994). Moreover, 
because personal victimization is associated with the amount of time spent 
in public places, especially at night (Hindelang et al., 1978), runaways are 
at further risk because much of their time is spent on the streets. There-
fore, it was expected that adolescents who leave home for the first time at 
an early age and those who run from home numerous times are highly “ac-
cessible” and at greater risk for sexual victimization by a stranger. 

Many homeless adolescents engage in high-risk behaviors (Hagan & 
McCarthy, 1997; Whitbeck & Hoyt, 1999), which expose them to offend-
ers, thus increasing their risk for victimization. Adolescents involved in 
deviant activities are at greater risk for assault compared to nondelin-
quents (Lauritsen, Sampson, & Laub, 1991). Many studies have found 
that approximately 25% of homeless youth have engaged in survival sex, 
which is trading sex, often as a means of survival, for food, money, or a 
place to stay (Greene, Ennett, & Ringwalt, 1999; Kipke et al., 1997; Kral, 
Molnar, Booth, & Watters, 1997). Trading sex leads to high visibility and 
puts homeless youth in dangerous and vulnerable situations with little or 
no protection from violent customers and others who may try to exploit 
them. This may include either strangers and/or friends/acquaintances. 
Engaging in risky sexual behaviors is linked to victimization among 
homeless adolescents (Whitbeck & Hoyt, 1999). 

Substance abuse has been linked to an increased risk for victimization 
among homeless adolescents (Hoyt et al., 1999). In one study of homeless 
youth, 75% of respondents reported being under the influence of alcohol or 
drugs while engaging in sex (Kral et al., 1997). Street youth also have high 
rates of alcohol and drug use and indicate hanging out with peers who re-
port weekly use (Kipke et al., 1997; Koopman, Rosario, & Rotheram-Borus, 
1994). Studies of college women have found that almost half of the victims 
had been drinking before being sexually assaulted. Women who had been 
raped by a stranger were more likely to report having used drugs and/
or alcohol compared to women who were raped by an acquaintance (Koss 
et al., 1988). Individuals who are intoxicated may appear more vulnera-
ble and also may take fewer precautions to avoid victimization (cf. Felson, 
1997). Being intoxicated around friends and/or in the presence of strangers 
may increase their chances for sexual victimization. 

Based on the above findings, it was hypothesized that homeless 
youth who engage in deviant subsistence strategies, associate with de-
viant peers, have high rates of drug use, and engage in survival sex are 
more likely to be sexually victimized by both friends/acquaintances and 
strangers. 
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Youth with well-kept physical appearances may be more likely to be 
chosen as potential victims independent of anything they do because 
their attractive appearance may be a characteristic that is congruent with 
the needs and motives of the sexual offender (Finkelhor & Asdigian, 
1996). Following this, it was expected that those with well-kept physical 
appearances would be more likely to be at risk for sexual victimization 
by a friend/acquaintance or stranger. 

Homeless gay, lesbian, and/or bisexual (GLB) youth are often isolated 
from friends and family members. Many have experienced physical and/
or sexual abuse perpetrated by family and/or peers, and many are asked 
to leave home when their sexual orientation is revealed (Savin-Williams, 
1994). Once on the streets, they, like other homeless youth, are at risk due 
to their participation in high-risk behaviors but may be at additional risk 
due to their sexual orientation. GLB youth also engage more frequently 
in survival sex compared to other homeless youth (cf. Kipke et al., 1997; 
Pennbridge, Freese, & MacKenzie, 1992), and participating in survival 
sex is linked to sexual victimization (Whitbeck & Hoyt, 1999). Kipke and 
colleagues (1997) found that homeless GLB youth were 3 times as likely 
to have engaged in survival sex (Kipke et al., 1997). In terms of gender, 
Kruks (1991) found that 72% of homeless male youth who reported en-
gaging in survival sex were gay or bisexual, whereas among homeless fe-
male youth, only 8% involved in survival sex were gay or bisexual. Based 
on these findings, it was hypothesized that GLB youth would be more 
likely to be sexually victimized by both strangers and friends/acquain-
tances compared to non-GLB youth. 

Method 

Procedure 
It is well established that it is not possible to randomly sample home-

less populations (Wright, Allen, & Devine, 1995) because unbiased enu-
meration is not realistic. Therefore, young people were interviewed us-
ing a systematic sampling strategy that maximized locating homeless 
and runaway youth in metropolitan Seattle. This strategy employed both 
street intercepts and locale interviewing. The locales, which provided 
homeless youth with services, were contacted to obtain permission to 
give interviewers access to youth. Interviewers work through the local 
service agencies to create greater access to youth and minimize the im-
pression of an intrusive researcher in that they collect data and serve as a 
referral source for those services that may be requested by young people 
in crisis. Young people were interviewed over a period of 2 years (Febru-
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ary 1996 to February 1998) by outreach workers who were trained youth 
workers with considerable experience interviewing and interacting with 
this group of young people. Many had served as interviewers on a prior 
study of homeless and runaway youth, and they were very knowledge-
able with areas of the city where youth could be located and had prior ex-
perience working with young people in these settings. Furthermore, in-
terviewers were very familiar with local street cultures and were already 
known and trusted by many of the runaways. 

Interviewers approached all available youth who passed through or 
were at the locale and appeared to be between the ages of 13 and 21. In 
the state of Washington, adolescents can be considered emancipated at the 
age of 13 (described below). Street intercepts were made by approaching 
youth in the areas of the city frequented by homeless and runaway adoles-
cents. These street intercept interviews were conducted at numerous loca-
tions such as coffee houses and restaurants. In addition to solicitations by 
the interviewers, youth also were recruited through flyers posted in the lo-
cal agencies and group informational meetings held at the agencies. 

Youth were first administered a brief “eligibility” interview. If deemed 
to be eligible, the study and procedures were explained and informed con-
sent was obtained from interested youth. Eligible youth were between 13 
and 21 years of age, spoke English, and did not, at the time of the interview, 
have a stable residence, have a viable home to which they could return, 
and were not physically in the custody of the state. Youth staying at fos-
ter care or temporarily housed with family were also eligible. If the youth 
had been on the streets less than 1 week, parental permission was obtained 
prior to the interview. This was done by obtaining parental contact infor-
mation from the youth, and then parents/guardians were telephoned by 
project staff who explained the study to them and obtained modified in-
formed consent. In the state of Washington, adolescents can be considered 
emancipated at the age of 13. In addition to meeting this age criterion, how-
ever, youth were considered emancipated only if they were judged as hav-
ing no significant contact with parents, including no longer being finan-
cially dependent on them, and if they did not spend any time at home for 
a week prior to the interview. If the youth met all these criteria, they were 
considered emancipated and were allowed to provide sole consent. 

Respondents were informed that they could refuse participation, re-
fuse single questions, or stop participating in the interview at any time. 
If young people agreed to participate and complete consent forms, in-
terviewers took the youth to a quiet, private location to conduct the in-
terview. Due to the length of the questionnaire, the interview was con-
ducted in two parts on separate days. Each section took approximately 
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1.5 to 2 hours to complete. The youth were paid $10 for each section, with 
a $5 bonus for completing both sections. Thus, they were offered $25 for 
the entire completed interview. The Institutional Review Board at the 
University of Washington approved this study. 

Measures 
Age at first run was a single item that asked adolescents how old they 

were when they left home for the first time (Mean = 13.3 years). 
Number of times run was a single-item measure that asked respon-

dents the total number of times that they had ever run away from home 
(Mean = 9.5 runs). 

Hard drug use was measured using 11 items in which respondents 
were asked about frequency of use of drugs such as cocaine/crack, acid, 
mushrooms, ecstasy, and heroin/opium during the past 6 months. Due 
to skewness, each of the 11 items were dichotomized (0 = no use, 1 = used 
the substance at least once) and then summed. The composite measure 
for hard drugs ranged from 0 to 11, with a mean of 3.2. Cronbach’s alpha 
for the 11 dichotomized items was .83. 

Deviant subsistence strategies was measured using 6 items that fo-
cused on different tactics adolescents may have used since being on the 
street (e.g., shoplifting, conning, mugging) to survive. Due to skewness 
of the individual items, each indicator was dichotomized (0 = never and 
1 = at least once) and then a count was done to form a scale of devi-
ant subsistence strategies. Deviant peers was measured using 13 items 
in which young people were asked, for example, if any of their close 
friends had ever sold drugs, used drugs, sold sexual favors, or threat-
ened and/or assaulted someone with a weapon (0 = no; 1 = yes). The 13 
items were summed and the composite scale ranged from 0 to 13. Cron-
bach’s alpha is .87. 

Survival sex was a single item that asked respondents how often they 
had traded sex since being on their own. Due to skewness, the item was 
dichotomized (0 = never traded sex, 1 = traded sex at least once). 

Grooming was a two-item indicator, which the interviewers responded 
to regarding the appearance of the youth. The two items included: “What 
was your impression of this youth’s physical appearance: facial and body 
features?” and “What was your impression of this youth’s physical ap-
pearance: grooming, dress, and cleanliness?” Possible responses for these 
two items ranged from 1 (very unattractive) to 5(very attractive). The two 
grooming items were summed such that the higher the score, the more 
well-kept or pleasing the physical appearance. The bivariate correlation 
between these two items was .47. 
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Sexual orientation was dichotomized into two groups (0 = heterosex-
ual; 1 = gay, lesbian, bisexual). 

The dependent variable was created by combining two variables: sex-
ual victimization and relationship to perpetrator. The sexual victimiza-
tion variable consisted of six items that focused on whether respondents 
had any unwanted or unpleasant sexual experiences with people since 
they had been on their own. For example: “Has anyone forced you to 
do something sexual?” and “Has anyone had you touch them sexually 
when you didn’t want to?” (see appendix for all the questions). Cron-
bach’s alpha for the six sexual victimization items was .81. Due to skew-
ness, a dichotomous measure of sexual victimization was created (0 = 
never been sexually victimized and 1 = have been sexually victimized at 
least once). The “relationship to perpetrator” question asked adolescents 
who were sexually victimized, “Since you’ve been on your own, who 
was the person who most often did these things to you?” Response cate-
gories included: 1 = friend, 2 = someone you know (acquaintance), and 3 
= stranger. To test specific hypotheses, three categories were created for 
the dependent variable by combining the sexual victimization variable 
and the perpetrator variable. The first category was computed by select-
ing those who had been sexually victimized and when the perpetrator 
was a stranger (category 3 above). The second category of the depen-
dent variable was computed by selecting those who had been sexually 
victimized and when the perpetrator was a friend/acquaintance (cate-
gories 1 and 2 from above were combined). Friends and acquaintances 
were grouped into one category because we were interested in whether 
young people were being victimized by someone they know or someone 
they have had no previous interactions with (i.e., stranger). The final cat-
egory of the dependent variable consisted of those adolescents who had 
not been sexually victimized, and they are used as the reference cate-
gory in the model. 

Data Analysis 
Multinomial logistic regression (MLR) in SPSS (Version 10.1) was used 

to run two separate models, one for males and one for females, to exam-
ine risk factors associated with the likelihood of being sexually victim-
ized by a stranger or friend/acquaintance since being on their own. MLR 
is an extension of standard logistic regression analysis to include more 
than two categories in the dependent variable. One group is selected as 
the reference group, and each of the remaining groups is compared to the 
reference group in separate logistic regression models that are estimated 
simultaneously (DeMaris, 1992). In the present study, the baseline group 
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consists of youth who were not sexually victimized, and the other two 
groups consist of youth who were sexually victimized by (a) a stranger 
or (b) a friend/acquaintance. Although homeless females are victimized 
sexually at a higher rate compared to homeless males (Cauce et al., 2000; 
Weisberg, 1985), little is known about the importance of risk factors asso-
ciated with sexual victimization for each sex in relation to different per-
petrators; therefore, separate models are run for males and females. The 
purpose is not to compare males and females across models but rather 
to look at these two groups individually to assess risk. Both models con-
trolled for the effects of age. 

Results 

Participants 
A total of 372 adolescents were interviewed. Just more than half of 

the sample was male (n = 203; 54.6%). Ages ranged from 13 to 21, with 
a median of 17 years. In terms of race, 48% were White, 6% were African 
American, 5% were Native American, 3% were Hispanic, and 2% were 
Asian. Thirty- six percent of the sample was biracial or multiracial. A to-
tal of 81 youth (22%) identified as GLB. Eleven percent of youth reported 
trading sex at least once (9% and 13% for males and females, respec-
tively). In terms of sexual victimization, 14% indicated that the perpetra-
tor was a stranger and 21% reported that the perpetrator was a friend/
acquaintance. Sixty-five percent of these young people had not experi-
enced sexual victimization since being on the street. Of the approximate 
392 youth who were approached for an interview, 372 met eligibility re-
quirements and were interviewed, resulting in an overall response rate of 
95%. Young people may have been ineligible due to their age, not meet-
ing our definition of homeless, or being incapable of doing an interview 
(e.g., being “high”) at the time. 

Females 
Of the total sample, 23% of females have experienced sexual victimiza-

tion on at least one occasion since being on the street. Table 1 (columns 1 
and 2) revealed that for those young women who were sexually victim-
ized, the perpetrator reported most often was a male acquaintance (41%). 
The second most frequent perpetrator was a male stranger (34%), fol-
lowed by a male friend (23%). Clearly, the overwhelming majority of per-
petrators (98%) of female sexual victimization were men. 
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Males 
A total of 11% of males reported being sexually victimized on at least 

one occasion since being on the street. Table 1 (columns 3 and 4) re-
vealed that strangers were listed most frequently (56%). Acquaintances 
were reported as the second most common perpetrator (32%), followed 
by friends (12%). Interestingly, 29% of all sexual perpetrators of young 
men were female. However, the majority of sexual victimizers of home-
less males were still men. 

Multivariate Results 
Separate MLR models were estimated for females and males, but both 

are presented in Table 2. Collinearity did not appear to be a problem in 
any of the models because variance inflation factors (VIFS) were all well 
below 10 (Kleinbaum, Kupper, Muller, & Nizam, 1998). 

Females 
The results for females are reported in the first two columns of Table 

2. Predictors of stranger sexual victimization revealed that age was sig-
nificant (Exp.[B] = 1.72). That is, for each year increase of age, the odds of 
females being sexually victimized by a stranger increased 72%. The ear-
lier that young women ran away from home, the more likely they were 

Table 1: Perpetrators Who Sexually Victimized Female Youth and Male Youth 
(by Perpetrator Gender) 

                                                           Female (N = 83)                        Male (N = 41) 
Perpetrator and Gender 	   Number 	 % 	 Number 	 % 

Stranger 
   Male 	 28 	 33.7	  21 	 51.2 
   Female 	 0 	 — 	 2 	 4.9 
   Total 	 28 	 33.7 	 23 	 56.1 
Friend 
   Male	  19 	 22.9 	 2 	 4.9 
   Female 	 2 	 2.4 	 3 	 7.3 
   Total 	 21 	 25.3	  5 	 12.2 
Acquaintance 
   Male 	 34	  41.0	  6 	 14.6 
   Female 	 0 	 — 	 7 	 17.1 
   Total 	 34 	 41.0	  13	 31.7 
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to have been sexually victimized by a stranger (Exp.[B] = 0.78). That is, 
when running away 1 year earlier, the odds were 22% higher of being 
sexually victimized by a stranger. Finally, females who reported higher 
rates of hard drug use were also more likely to have been sexually vic-
timized by a stranger (Exp.[B] = 1.28). That is, for each unit increase in 
different type of drug used, the odds of females being sexually victim-
ized by a stranger increased 28%. 

Predictors of friend/acquaintance sexual victimization of females (see 
Table 2, column 2) revealed once again that age and age at first run were 
significant. Deviant subsistence strategies, survival sex, and grooming 
were all significantly associated with friend/acquaintance sexual victim-
ization (p < .05) based on a one-tailed test in the hypothesized direction. 
Females who trade sex were almost 5 times more likely to have been sex-
ually victimized by a known assailant (Exp.[B] = 4.81). For each unit in-
crease in deviant subsistence strategies, the odds of being sexually vic-
timized by a friend/acquaintance were 40% higher (Exp.[B] = 1.40), as 
were those with a well-kept physical appearance (Exp.[B] = 1.39). 

Males 
The results for males (see Table 2, columns 3 and 4) revealed that sur-

vival sex and grooming were both positively associated with stranger sex-
ual victimization. Males who sold sex were more than 6 times as likely to 
have been sexually victimized by a stranger (Exp.[B] = 6.32). Also, young 
men with well-kept physical appearances were more than 1.5 times as 
likely to have been victimized by an unknown assailant (Exp.[B] = 1.65). 
Or put another way, for each unit increase in grooming, the odds of males 
being sexually victimized by a stranger increased 65%. 

The results for friend/acquaintance sexual victimization indicated that 
sexual orientation was the strongest predictor. Young men who self-iden-
tified as gay or bisexual were more than 5 times as likely to have been 
sexually victimized by a friend/acquaintance (Exp.[B] = 5.77). Based on 
a one-tailed test in the hypothesized direction, the more times males ran 
away from home, the more likely they were to have been sexually victim-
ized by a known assailant (Exp.[B] = 1.03). 

Discussion 

Consistent with previous research (Hoyt et al., 1999; Janus et al., 1987; 
Weisberg, 1985), the current study found that both males and females ex-
perienced sexual victimization since being on the street but that the per-
centage for females was twice that of males (23% versus 11%). For both 
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victimizers of males and females, the majority of perpetrators were men. 
However, 29% of individuals who sexually victimized the young men 
were female. The most likely victimizer for girls was a male acquain-
tance; for boys, it was a male stranger. 

 The current study makes several important contributions to the pau-
city of literature on perpetrators of homeless youth. First, we found that 
the perpetrator who most often sexually victimized these young people 
differed for males and females. Second, youth who traded sex were likely 
to be sexually victimized by different types of assailants; for females, the 
perpetrator was more likely to be a known assailant, whereas for males, 
the perpetrator was unknown. Third, having a well-kept physical ap-
pearance was associated with sexual victimization. Fourth, we found sex-
ual orientation to be a strong predictor of being sexually victimized by a 
known assailant for the young men in this study. Finally, different char-
acteristics and behaviors differentially impact sexual victimization for 
homeless males and females. 

Although a number of hypotheses were not supported, the discussion 
that follows mainly focuses on significant findings. Multivariate analyses 
revealed that for females, running from home at an earlier age was related 
to stranger sexual victimization. It is possible that young women without a 
stable residence to which they can return are likely to spend more time out 
on their own. Being on the street makes them highly visible to potential of-
fenders, thus increasing their risk for sexual victimization. Older females 
were also more likely to have reported stranger sexual victimization. One 
possible explanation is that older females are likely to spend more time out 
on the street rather than in shelters and this again increases their visibil-
ity, thereby making them more vulnerable. Consistent with the literature 
(Hoyt et al., 1999; Janus et al., 1987), spending time on the street is associ-
ated with an increased risk for sexual victimization by a stranger. 

Female youth who reported higher rates of hard drug use were also 
likely to be sexually victimized by a stranger. One explanation is that be-
ing high on drugs is likely to limit young women’s capacity to protect 
themselves. It is also possible that potential offenders see homeless fe-
males as vulnerable when they are high on drugs and therefore they are 
an easy target for sexual victimization. Consistent with the work of oth-
ers (Hoyt et al., 1999), a positive link exists between substance use and an 
increased risk for sexual victimization among homeless adolescents. This 
finding is also congruent with studies of college women that find a posi-
tive association between stranger rape and drug use (Koss et al., 1988). 

In addition to age and age at first run being associated with friend/ 
acquaintance sexual victimization, deviant subsistence strategies was 
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also significant. Homeless youth often have deviant lifestyles, which are 
linked with becoming a victim because much of their contact takes place 
with other offenders. In addition, because youth typically engage in de-
viant behaviors with their friends, this is likely to increase young wom-
en’s chances for sexual victimization by friends or acquaintances, a find-
ing that is consistent with other studies (Baron, 1997; Hagan & McCarthy, 
1997; Whitbeck & Hoyt, 1999). 

Females who traded sex reported being sexually victimized by a 
known assailant. Many homeless youth trade sex, often as a means of 
survival, for food, money, or a place to stay (Greene et al., 1999; Kipke et 
al., 1997; Kral et al., 1997). It is likely that these young homeless women 
have very few resources and limited options. Even though they may not 
be on the streets prostituting for money, many of them may be coerced by 
friends and/or acquaintances into trading sex for food or a place to stay. 
This may explain why survival sex was associated with friend/acquain-
tance sexual victimization but not stranger sexual victimization. Groom-
ing was also positively associated with friend/acquaintance sexual vic-
timization, indicating that young women who have a well-kept and 
attractive physical appearance were more likely to be victims. However, 
grooming was not associated with stranger sexual victimization. It is pos-
sible that unknown assailants do not view well-groomed young women 
as homeless; therefore, they are less likely to be preyed on. 

Young men who traded sex were more than 6 times as likely to be sex-
ually victimized by strangers. For survival purposes, many male youth 
turn to trading sex, which puts them in a vulnerable position. Being out 
on the street and recruiting potential customers makes them highly visi-
ble targets, easily accessible by potential offenders. However, trading sex 
only predicted stranger sexual victimization but not friend/acquaintance 
sexual victimization. One possible explanation is that these young men 
are going outside their circle of friends to obtain what they need. Instead 
of relying on people they know for food, shelter, and the like, they may be 
turning to the street and relying on trading sex with strangers for money. 

Well-groomed males were also likely to be sexually victimized by 
strangers. If they are trading sex with strangers or prostituting them-
selves, their appearance may be important to their customers who, in 
some cases, may be the sexual offenders. Consistent with Finkelhor and 
Asdigian (1996), an attractive and well-kept physical appearance is a 
characteristic congruent with the needs of the sexual perpetrator. 

Gay and/or bisexual males were almost 6 times more likely to have 
been sexually victimized by a friend or acquaintance. Many gay and bi-
sexual youth experience unique stressors in their lives linked to their sex-
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ual identity and often suffer ridicule and assault perpetrated by their 
peers (Savin- Williams, 1994). This would explain why gay and/or bi-
sexual males are likely to experience sexual victimization at the hands of 
both male and female friends/acquaintances. Finally, many homeless gay 
and/or bisexual male youth report trading sex (Kruks, 1991), and this ac-
tivity increases the risk for sexual victimization. 

The current findings can be explained by victimization theories. Due to 
limited resources and the need to survive, homeless youth often engage 
in lifestyles and daily routines that expose them to dangerous places and 
people. In addition to their daily routines, spending time on the street 
also exposes them to potential offenders, thus increasing the risk for sex-
ual victimization. Finally, certain personal characteristics of these young 
people are also associated with the risk for sexual victimization by strang-
ers and/or friends/ acquaintances. 

Some limitations should be kept in mind when interpreting these re-
sults. First, results are based on youth self-reports. Second, some of the 
measures are retrospective (e.g., age at first run), which may have re-
sulted in some over-or underreporting. In addition, the frequencies gen-
erated on the perpetrators should be viewed as a low estimate as re-
spondents were only reporting on the person who “most often” sexually 
victimized them rather than indicating multiple types of perpetrators. Fi-
nally, specific details of victimization incidence are limited. 

Future research should focus on the relationships that these young 
people have with other street youth. The fact that many sexual perpetra-
tors are friends indicates the lack of support and trust that is characteris-
tic of these young people’s lives. Knowing more about the specific details 
of their relationships (e.g., Are females trading sex with friends out of ne-
cessity for food or a place to stay? Are the friends who have sexually vic-
timized them the same people that they hang out with? Do they continue 
interacting with these people after being sexually victimized?) would be 
helpful for explaining why victimization is occurring. 

These results have practical implications for those who work with 
homeless and runaway youth. Engaging in high-risk behaviors such as 
drug use, survival sex, and deviant subsistence strategies increases risk 
for victimization. Early intervention for youth who are new to the streets, 
through increased funding for safe-houses, drop-in centers, and espe-
cially for street- based outreach workers, is needed for young people. Be-
ing able to reach these young people and to let them know about poten-
tial opportunities, such as assistance with completing their high school 
education and job training, may save some of them from having to resort 
to trading sex. Increased job opportunities would facilitate getting them 
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off the streets and directly and/or indirectly lower their risk for sexual 
victimization. That is, if these youth had a stable residence, then daily 
survival needs (i.e., finding food and shelter) would not be their first con-
cern and they would be less likely to trade sex and to hang out on the 
streets, which increases their exposure and their risk for victimization. 
Many of these young people have limited resources, and unless we work 
toward getting them off the streets, they will continue to be exposed to 
a dangerous environment and as a result, will continue to be at risk for 
victimization. 

In summary, males and females experience different risks out on the 
street. For females, age, high usage of hard drugs, and age at first run 
predicted stranger victimization, whereas deviant subsistence strategies, 
survival sex, grooming, age, and age at first run predicted sexual victim-
ization by a friend/acquaintance. Among males, trading sex and phys-
ical appearance were associated with stranger victimization, but sexual 
orientation predicted victimization by a friend/acquaintance. It is impor-
tant to examine males and females separately because different risks may 
require unique solutions. 

Appendix

Sexual Victimization Since Being on the Street Questions 

Since being on your own, how often has someone ever . . . 
1. Forced you to do something sexual or messed around with you sexually 

when you didn’t want to. 
2. Had you touch them sexually when you didn’t want to. 
3. Kissed or touched you sexually, like on your butt, breast, or genitals (“pri-

vate parts”) when you didn’t want them to. 
4. Put or tried to put anything or any part of their body into you sexually (like 

into your vagina, butt, or mouth) when you didn’t want them to. 
5. Made you watch them do something sexual when you didn’t want to (e.g., 

masturbate). 
6. Made you show your “private parts” in person or for a camera when you 

didn’t want to. 
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