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RESUME

La coercition sexuelle (CS), définie comme ’utilisation de manipulation, de
menaces, et de pression psychologique et physique dans le but d’obtenir des relations
et/ou activités sexuelles avec un(e) partenaire non-consentant(e), semble Etre un
phénomene fréquent chez les couples adultes. Tant les femmes que les hommes
peuvent commettre et étre la cible de coercition sexuelle. En effet, 13% & 43% des
femmes et 18% & 30% des hommes rapportent étre victimes de coercition sexuelle
selon différentes études. Malgré que plusieurs recherches aient exploré la coercition
sexuelle, les études antérieures ont rarement examiné la coercition selon la
perspective de chacun des membres du couple. La présente thése de doctorat
documente la coercition sexuelle et les facteurs de risques associés selon une
perspective dyadique. Le but de cette recherche est d’identifier le taux de CS selon les
deux partenaires des couples, ainsi que de développer des modeles de prédiction de la
victimisation et perpétration de la CS chez les femmes et les hommes.

Le premier chapitre de cette thése portera sur 1’état des connaissances au sujet
de la CS, certains facteurs de risques associés, ainsi que les théories des scripts
sexuels et de la dissonance cognitive. Plus spécifiquement, 1’agression sexuelle vécue
en enfance, la victimisation et la perpétration de CS dans les relations amoureuses
antérieures, ainsi que la motivation sexuelle seront explorées en tant que facteurs
prédicteurs possibles.

Le deuxiéme chapitre porte sur les résultats de notre premiére étude évaluant
le taux de coercition sexuelle chez les couples. Plus spécifiquement, cette étude a
examiné les taux de victimisation et de perpétration de CS, I’accord entre partenaires
face a la présence de CS, ainsi que le degré de réciprocité parmi un échantillon de 222
couples hétérosexuels. Les taux de CS dans les relations amoureuses passées ont
aussi été explorés. Les résultats ont démontré qu’au-dela de 50% des couples ont
rapporté avoir vécu de la CS dans leur relation amoureuse. Plus spécifiquement, 25%
des couples rapportaient de la victimisation chez la femme seulement, 10%
rapportaient de la victimisation chez les hommes seulement, et 20% des couples
rapportaient que la CS était réciproque. De plus, les résultats ont démontré que moins
de 30% des couples étaient en accord quant a la présence de la CS au sein de leur
relation amoureuse. Par ailleurs, les hommes et les femmes rapportaient généralement
plus de CS dans leurs relations amoureuses passées qu’au sein de leur couple actuel.
Ceci semble appuyer la théorie de la dissonance cognitive qui stipule que les gens ont
tendance a minimiser les incidents de coercition sexuelle dans leurs relations
actuelles, mais qu’ils seraient plus objectifs et rapporteraient plus facilement de la CS
dans leurs relations antérieures. Il est aussi possible que la présence de CS ait causé la
rupture dans les relations antérieures. Le chapitre 3 présente les résultats de notre
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deuxiéme €tude visant les modeles de prédiction de victimisation et de perpétration
de coercition sexuelle chez les femmes et les hommes. Notre étude a examiné la
motivation sexuelle (les raisons pour lesquelles les gens ont des relations sexuelles),
ainsi que des antécédents d’agression sexuelle vécue en enfance et de CS dans les
relations amoureuses antérieures comme facteurs de risque pour la victimisation et la
perpétration de CS chez les couples hétérosexuels. Plus spécifiquement, cette étude a
exploré si les motifs sexuels de pouvoir, la réduction du stress, la pression du
partenaire, et I’imposition contribuaient a la prédiction de la CS, au-dela de
I’agression sexuelle vécue en enfance et des antécédents de CS. Les résultats
suggérent que 1’agression sexuelle vécue en enfance était un prédicteur significatif
seulement pour prédire les comportements coercitifs chez les femmes, tandis que les
antécédents de CS prédisaient la victimisation et la perpétration de CS chez les
hommes seulement. La CS réciproque chez les couples, quant a elle, permet de
prédire la victimisation et la perpétration de CS tant chez les femmes que chez les
hommes. Les résultats démontrent aussi que la motivation sexuelle du pouvoir était
un facteur prédicteur significatif pour la perpétration de la CS, tandis que la
motivation d’imposition était un facteur prédicteur significatif pour la victimisation
chez les femmes et les hommes. La motivation de la pression du partenaire, par
contre, s’est avérée &tre un prédicteur significatif seulement pour la victimisation
chez les femmes. Ces résultats démontrent la pertinence de la théorie des scripts
sexuels pour mieux comprendre le phénomeéne de la CS.

Le dernier chapitre résume les résultats des deux études, présente une
discussion critique de leur apport théorique et clinique et propose des pistes quant a la
conduite des études futures. En somme, la présente thése démontre que les
antécédents d’agression sexuelle vécue en enfance et de coercition sexuelle
augmentent les risques de revictimisation et de reperpétration de CS dans le couple.
Les résultats démontrent I’'importance d’investiguer la coercition sexuelle du point de
vue des deux partenaires dans un couple, ainsi que de considérer la motivation
sexuelle en tant que facteur prédicteur, afin de mieux cerner la problématique.
Puisque seulement 30% des couples sont en accord quant a 1’évaluation de la
présence de la CS au sein de leur relation, les résultats suggérent aussi que les
hommes et les femmes doivent étre sensibilisés pour mieux reconnaitre les
comportements de coercition sexuelle. Par ailleurs, les programmes de prévention
devraient cibler davantage les jeunes dés les premiéres relations amoureuses pour
réduire les risques de coercition sexuelle dans leurs relations amoureuses futures,
ainsi que la revictimisation et la reperpétration y étant associés.

Mots-clés : accord inter-partenaire, agression, coercition sexuelle, couples,
motivation sexuelle, reciprocité, victimisation.




ABSTRACT

Sexual coercion (SC), defined as using manipulative psychological and
physical tactics to obtain sexual activities from an unwilling partner, is a prevalent
problem affecting women and men alike. Indeed, studies on victimization and
perpetration of sexual coercion have generally reported victimization rates of 13% to
43% for women, and 18% to 30% for men. However, these rates have generally been
obtained using responses from individuals rather than from both members of couples.
This doctoral dissertation examines sexual coercion and associated risk factors within
a dyadic perspective. The purpose of this research is to document the rate of sexual
coercion from the perspective of both partners, as well as to develop predictive
models for female and male victimization and perpetration.

The first chapter of this dissertation reviews the current knowledge
concerning sexual coercion, the associated risk factors, as well as the theories of
sexual scripts and cognitive dissonance. More specifically, childhood sexual abuse
(CSA), SC victimization and perpetration in previous relationships, as well as sexual
motivation are reviewed as potential predictors of SC.

Chapter 2 presents the results of study 1 on the rate of sexual coercion in
heterosexual couples within the framework of cognitive dissonance. More
specifically, this study examined the rate of SC victimization and perpetration, inter-
partner agreement concerning its occurrence, as well as its degree of reciprocity
within a sample of 222 heterosexual couples. SC within previous romantic
relationships for both partners was also examined. Results showed that over one in
two couples reported experiencing some SC. More specifically, 25% of couples
reported female victimization only, 10% reported male victimization only, and 20%
reported reciprocal SC. Moreover, less than 30% of couples agreed on the occurrence
of sexual coercion within their ongoing relationship. Conversely, both men and
women reported more SC victimization within previous relationships than in their
current one. This lends support to cognitive dissonance theory which proposes that
men and women may minimize coercive events that are occurring in the present
relationship, but be more objective regarding past coercive relationships. It may also
be possible that the presence of sexual coercion may have led to the break-up of the
past relationships, thus inflating the report of SC in previous relationships.

Chapter 3 presents the results of study 2 that aimed to develop predictive
models of sexual coercion victimization and perpetration for women and men. Our
study investigated sexual motivation, or the reasons people engage in sexual
activities, as well as a history of CSA and previous experiences of SC, as possible
risk factors for current SC victimization and perpetration within a sample of
heterosexual couples. Specifically, this study examined whether sexual motives,
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namely power, stress relief, partner pressure and imposition, contributed unique
variance to the prediction of sexual coercion beyond that accounted for by past CSA
and SC events. Results suggest that CSA was only a significant predictor of female
SC perpetration, whereas male SC victimization and perpetration were predicted by
SC victimization and perpetration in previous relationships. Coexisting or reciprocal
sexual coercion within couples also predicted SC victimization and perpetration for
both genders. Further, findings demonstrated that power motives were significant
predictors of SC perpetration, and imposition was a significant predictor of SC
victimization for both genders. However, partner pressure was significant only for
female SC victimization. These results lend support to the theory of traditional sexual
scripts, for both male and female participants.

The final chapter consists of a general discussion focusing on the theoretical
and clinical implications of the findings, as well as future directions for research. In
summary, the results of this thesis suggest that revictimization and reperpetration are
significant concerns for both partners in couples who have experienced sexual abuse
or coercion in the past. Moreover, they demonstrate the important value of obtaining
data from both partners to provide a relational perspective of sexual coercion, as well
as examining sexual motivation as a valuable predictive factor. Considering that only
30% of the couples agreed on the presence of SC in their relationships, findings
suggest that men and women need to be more sensitized to recognizing sexually
coercive behaviours. Finally, preventative measures need to be offered early in dating
relationships to reduce the risk of SC, and subsequent revictimization and/or
reperpetration.

Keywords: couples, perpetration, sexual coercion, sexual motivation, victimization
inter-partner agreement; reciprocity.



CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION




Women and men have been in sexual relationships since the beginning of
time. Whether it is to fulfill the need for intimacy, physical pleasure, power,
reproduction, or just to avoid potential conflict, sexual interactions have played a
prominent part in couple relationships. Accordingly, the quality of sexual interactions
may influence couple adjustment and satisfaction (Impett, Peplau, & Gable, 2005;
Lawrance & Byers, 1995; Williams & Frieze, 2005). As much as sexuality can be
used to bring two people together, it can also be a source of conflict for many. More
specifically, in instances of coercive sexuality, it can be devastating.

Sexual coercion (SC), defined as making an unwilling person engage in
sexual activity through the use of manipulative psychological or physical tactics
(Teten, Hall, & Capaldi, 2009), often occurs between men and women who know
each other, who are dating or who are in serious long-term relationships (Struckman-
Johnson, Struckman-Johnson, & Anderson, 2003). Although socially perceived in the
majority of cases as involving female victimization and male perpetration, studies
have found that women and men can both be the perpetrator and/or the target of
sexual coercion (Krahé, Scheinberger-Olwig, & Bieneck, 2003; Russell & Oswald,
2002; Spitzberg, 1999; Struckman-Johnson, 1988; Struckman-Johnson et al., 2003).

While studies conducted in the past decades have proven to be useful for
understanding some aspects of sexual coercion, they have generally had several
limitations. First, the majority of studies on sexual coercion have either investigated
sexual coercion experiences in past relationships or with the current partner, but not
both. Second, when sexual coercion has been examined within relationships, only one
member of the dyad has been surveyed. Therefore response rates have rarely been
compared within couples. Consequently, prior reported prevalence rates may be
inaccurate. Indeed, prevalence rates often vary depending on who is asked; victims
generally report experiencing more coercion than perpetrators report inflicting
(Anderson & Sorensen, 1999; Johnson & Sigler, 2000; Kolivas & Gross, 2007;
Struckman-Johnson et al., 2003). Some researchers may interpret this result as

meaning that perpetrators underreport the use of sexual coercion, or that the




perceptions of both parties do not coincide. Therefore, to our knowledge, the
prevalence of coercion perpetration and victimization of both partners and the
accuracy of their reports have never been studied systematically. Thus a clear picture
of the extent to which SC may be reciprocal within couples has not yet been
established.

Research to date has examined various factors related to the occurrence of
either SC victimization or perpetration, but rarely both simultaneously. Moreover,
empirical reports have failed to present a more global understanding of sexual
coercion within the context of a history of childhood sexual abuse (CSA), previous
sexual coercion experiences and sexual intentions. Indeed, some studies suggest that
CSA and previous experiences of sexual coercion may increase the risk of sexual
coercion, whereas sexual motivation, or the reasons people engage in sexual
activities, may provide a better understanding of sexually coercive behaviours (Hill,
2003). The dearth of research examining coercive behaviours and victimization
simultaneously may be to blame for the inconsistent relations found between some of
the factors and sexual coercion. For instance, CSA and previous sexual coercion
experiences may be associated differently with current sexual coercion. These
discrepancies highlight the need to provide additional data in this regard.

The purpose of the present research was two-fold. The first aim was to
address the above limitations by examining and comparing the reported rates of
victimization and perpetration of sexual coercion from the perspective of both
partners in romantic relationships. The results may provide guidelines for the design
of targeted prevention and intervention programs. A second important goal of this
study was to develop a predictive model of SC victimization and perpetration within
young adults’ romantic relationships. Current sexually coercive behaviours were
examined in conjunction with possible predictors such as the participants’ possible
childhood sexual abuse, sexual coercion experiences in previous relationships, as well

as sexual motivation.




Theoretical Framework and Objectives
The following section will present the current state of knowledge concerning
coercion within the context of sexual negotiation. More specifically, two theoretical
models will be presented to understand sexual coercion within couples: the traditional
sexual scripts model (Byers, 1996; Simon & Gagnon, 1986) and the cognitive
dissonance theory (Festinger, 1957). Lastly, the roles of predictive factors such as

CSA, previous experiences of SC, and sexual motivation will be explored.

Defining Sexual Coercion

Sexual coercion encompasses all unwanted sexual activities perpetrated
against a person (Adams-Curtis & Forbes, 2004). It can include sexual touching,
sexual assault and forced intercourse. Although rape and sexual assault have been
used interchangeably as meaning forced unwanted sexual intercourse against the will
of the victims (Parrot, 1999), some studies and laws establish a distinction between
the two (Anderson & Savage, 2005). Empirically, rape has often been defined as
forced non-consensual intercourse (penile-vaginal, penile-anal), whereas sexual
assault involves unwanted sexual activities and contact other than intercourse
(Spitzberg, 1998).

Sexual coercion has had varying definitions throughout published research
studies, depending on the researchers’ classification of coercive behaviours and the
measures used (Emmers-Sommer, 2002). Generally, sexual coercion is defined as
making another person engage in sexual activity despite his or her unwillingness to
do so (Spitzberg, 1998) by using various manipulative tactics such as psychological
pressure (questioning the partner’s orientation, insisting, continual argument, and
insulting) and physical pressure (pinning a person down, using physical force or even
a weapon). Some studies have conceptualized sexual coercion as being part of a
continuum of sexual compliance which begins from non-consensual unwanted sexual
attention leading up to sexual assault or forced intercourse (Littleton & Axsom, 2003;

Meyer et al., 1998; Ryan, 1988; Spitzberg, 1998). Based on this definition, sexual




coercion encompasses most adult unwanted sexual experiences. For the purpose of
the present thesis, the review of the literature will focus on partner rather than
stranger sexual coercion. Furthermore, sexual coercion will refer to unwanted sexual
activity since the age of 14, to focus on sexual experiences involving dating or

romantic partners during adolescence and adulthood.

Female Victims, Male Perpetrators

Men are generally perceived as being more sexually aggressive than women —
a statement that is supported by numerous studies (e.g. Christopher, Madura, &
Weaver, 1998; Hamby, 2005; VanderLaan & Vasey, 2009). In a review of 120
studies on sexual coercion, Spitzberg (1999) found that approximately 13% of
women had experienced forced intercourse in their lifetime, and 25% had been
victims of coercion. Although rape prevention programs and traditional beliefs often
present sexual aggression as a crime committed by strangers, women are more likely
to be sexually victimized by people they know intimately (Koss, Gidycz, &
Wisniewski, 1987; Meyer, Vivian, & O’Leary, 1998; Stanko, 1997). Koss, Dinero,
Siebel and Cox (1988) found that date rapes did not occur only on first dates; most
occurred within steady long-term relationships. Indeed, it seems more socially
acceptable for men to be entitled to sex with their long-term partners, and less
acceptable for women to refuse (Margolin, Moran, & Miller, 1989).

In an American survey examining unwanted sexual experiences of women,
34% of a random sample (N = 602) reported being victims of sexual coercion by their
partners (Basile, 2002). In this study, sexual coercion was more broadly defined to
include partner imposed and self-imposed pressure, such as thinking that sex is
expected after receiving a gift or after a romantic situation. Consequently, the
reported coercion rate may have been inflated because it included situations where
women felt they had to have sex with their partners out of personal guilt, rather than
being directly coerced by their partner. Accordingly, the guilt and sense of duty seem

better fitted as a motive for sex rather than a coercive strategy. Indeed, the current




study will examine various sexual motives to further explore their role as potential
factors associated with the perception and experience of sexual coercion.

O’Sullivan, Byers and Finkelman (1998) examined the prevalence of sexual
coercion in a random sample of university students and found that 42.5% of women
had experienced some form of sexual coercion and 20% of men reported using
sexually coercive tactics. Verbal pressure and arguments were the coercive tactics
most often reported as used by the males to obtain sex play and intercourse.

Meyer and colleagues (1998) examined men’s sexually aggressive behaviour
by collecting data from both partners, in clinical and community samples, on the use
of coercion by the husband towards the wife. This enabled the researchers to
compare both spouses’ reports of sexual aggression from the husband. In this study,
sexual aggression was defined as unwanted sexual activities obtained through the use
of verbal or psychological pressure up to and including use of physical force (Meyer
etal., 1998). The results show that both members of clinical couples reported similar
rates of husbands’ perpetration of sexual coercion (35-36%) in the previous year
(Meyer et al., 1998). In comparison, husbands from the community couples reported
engaging in more coercion than their wives reported (23% vs. 13.5%). Thus, the
discrepancies in couples’ reports of sexual coercion decreased as the rate of sexual
coercion increased. It is possible that more frequent or severe sexual coercion may be
harder to downplay or ignore for either partner, whereas milder sexual coercion may

be more ambiguous and overlooked in non-violent couples (Perry & Fromuth, 2005).

Male Victims, Female Perpetrators

Although a greater number of studies have examined female victimization,
male targets of sexual coercion do exist (Emmers-Sommer & Allen, 1999; O’Sullivan
et al., 1998; Russell & Oswald, 2002). In their study on the prevalence rate of sexual
coercion within a student sample, O’Sullivan et al. (1998) found that 18.5% of male
participants reported experiencing sexual coercion from a woman in the previous

year. Similarly, Larimer, Lydum, Anderson, and Turner (1999) reported an overall




20.7% prevalence rate in the past year. In both studies, verbal pressure and attempted
sexual intercourse following the use of drugs or alcohol were the coercive tactics
most often reported to be used by women. In their study of men, Russell and Oswald
(2002) found that almost 44% of their sample (N=117) reported being victims of
sexual coercion from a female partner in their lifetime. These men reported that their
partners used mild physical tactics (14.5%), verbal tactics (11.6%), or both (17.5%) to
obtain sex.

Krahé et al. (2003) examined the prevalence of men’s unwanted sexual
interactions. They recruited 400 males from a variety of public settings in Germany,
and asked them to complete anonymous questionnaires. Results suggested that
25.1% to 30.1% of the heterosexual male participants reported experiencing non-
consensual sexual activity with a woman at least once in their lifetime. The
participants also reported a similar prevalence rate (23.5-23.9%) for attempts at
making them unwillingly engage in sexual activities. The most commonly reported
unwanted sexual activities were kissing and petting, and to a lesser extent, intercourse
and oral sex. Considering the rates of incidence and prevalence reported in these
studies, it seems that men do experience unwanted non-consensual sex at rates similar
to those found in women (Krah¢ et al., 2003). However, the lack of comparison with
their female partner’s perception of the activities may decrease or inflate the reported
prevalence rate. Consequently, further research on both partners’ experiences is
needed to examine and compare the severity of experienced coercion for men and
women. Only by obtaining the reports and perceptions of both partners within a

relationship can the frequency rates be accurately measured.

Sexual Coercion Within Couples

Sexual activities and intercourse often occur as part of the natural evolution of
a romantic or dating relationship (Spitzberg, 1998), however each partner may have
their own perception of its necessity. Monson, Langhinrichsen-Rohling and Binderup

(2000) used vignettes of a man sexually coercing his partner and they manipulated



their relationship status (strangers, newly dating, steady dating, or married) and their
sexual history (previous intercourse or not). The researchers found that as the
relationship between the victim and perpetrator became closer, the respondents were
less likely to oppose the coercion. This was also true for couples who were described
as having had intercourse together previously. Thus, sexual precedence may increase
social and relationship tolerance for sexual coercion and create an expectation of
sexual intercourse within established couples. Consequently, this may lead partners
to feel obligated to have unwanted sex because they think they cannot refuse it, or
they fear abandonment from their partner. Unfortunately, this may inadvertently
reduce their desire for further sexual contact.

Victims and perpetrators may underreport events because of forgetfulness or
outright concealment (Caetano, Schafer, Field, & Nelson, 2002). Moreover, they
may also have difficulty perceiving the behaviours as coercive because they continue
their sexual relationship (Craig, 1990). Indeed, sexual coercion by males often seems
to be accepted as part of sexual relationships (Spitzberg, 1998) because sexual
stereotypes present men as sexual predators and women as resistors. Furthermore,
violence is often more easily recognized when it is extreme, whereas the subtle forms
are more difficult to label as coercion (Caetano, Field, Ramisety-Mikler, & Lipsky,
2009). Hence, coercion is often only identified when resistance is present (Harney &
Muehlenhard, 1991; Littleton & Axsom, 2003). Lim and Roloff (1999) examined
people’s perception of forced sex in various hypothetical scenarios. They found that
respondents did not label the forced intercourse as sexual coercion when the tactics
used were non-violent, but they did perceive the behaviour as inappropriate.

Considering that sexual coercion is prevalent in long-term relationships, it is
surprising that very few studies have examined this subject within couples and from
the perspective of both partners. One of the rare exceptions is a study by Caetano et
al. (2009) that examined intimate partner violence within White, Black and Hispanic
couples. Using the Revised Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS2), they interviewed both
partners of 1,025 couples and found that 12.7% to 24.4% of couples reported




experiencing sexual coercion; White couples reported the least and Black couples
reported the most. More specifically, female victimization occurred in 10.5% to
19.0% of the couples while male victimization occurred in 5.0% to 13.0%. In
addition, Caetano and colleagues (2009) found that there was a low agreement rate
between partners on the occurrence of SC, varying from 16 to 26% for female
victimization and 7 to 10% for male victimization. Moreover, the severity of the
sexual coercion was the only factor associated with an increased level of couple
agreement for female victimization. Unfortunately, this study did not examine
reciprocity of sexual coercion within the couples.

Mutual sexual coercion or reciprocity has been rarely examined in empirical
studies. In fact, reciprocity of violence has only been explored within the larger
context of intimate partner violence, which includes physical and psychological
violence. A recent study examining individual university students (N = 609) found
that 87% of respondents reported some intimate partner violence in their relationship
and within these violent relationships, 86.3% of the participants reported that it was
reciprocally violent (Préspero, 2008). They reported experiencing varying degrees of
psychological violence (86%), physical aggression (47%) and sexual coercion (30%).
Unfortunately, this study only obtained responses from one member of the couple and
the rate of reciprocity specific to sexual coercion was not examined.

In summary, results from previous individual and couple studies highlight the
need to obtain the perspective of both members of couples to truly achieve a
comprehensive view of sexual coercion. Likewise, gaining a better understanding of
sexual coercion within the context of a relationship between two partners could lead
to more effective prevention and treatment programs. From a conceptual standpoint,
sexually coercive behaviours can be generally understood within the theoretical
framework of traditional sexual scripts (Byers, 1996; Simon & Gagnon, 1986) and

the cognitive dissonance theory (Festinger, 1957).
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Traditional Sexual Scripts

Traditional sexual scripts refer to the socially expected gender roles. In the
traditional sexual script, men are presented as the persistent initiators of sex, always
searching for new and frequent sexual opportunities (Byers, 1996; O’Sullivan &
Byers, 1993). In contrast, women are expected to not want sex and have the mission
of preventing or decreasing the men’s access to sex (Metts & Spitzberg, 1996;
O’Sullivan & Byers, 1992). From this perspective, men trying to obtain consent or
coercing women for sex seems almost acceptable because these behaviours
correspond to the man’s role in the traditional script. Likewise, the woman has to
resist the man’s advances so that she will not appear promiscuous. Thus, men may
not perceive their sexual advances as being truly unwanted, but merely resisted by
women who want to seem proper (Hamby & Koss, 2003). Indeed, traditional sex
roles have been associated with a higher acceptance of rape myths (Spitzberg, 1998).
Conversely, these gender stereotypes also allow for women to coerce men (Anderson
& Savage, 2005) because men are perceived as always wanting sex. Consequently,
men cannot refuse any opportunity to engage in sexual activities with a woman
(Anderson & Sorensen, 1999) and therefore they can never have unwanted sex.
Given the belief that men always want sex, there is no reason to even try to ask for
their consent — their gender implies it. This suggests that the traditional sexual scripts
may also make unwilling men prone to sexual coercion from women. Thus, sexual
coercive perpetration and victimization can be present in sexual interactions for both
men and women.

Another outcome of the traditional sexual scripts is that the traditional sexual
assault scenario is expected to involve a stranger attacking a woman in a dark alley
while she tries to fight him off, rather than a situation that can occur between two
people who know each other or who are in a relationship. As a result, sexually
coercive behaviours within couples may not be perceived as problematic by one or

both partners. This may explain in part why these behaviours are under-investigated.
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The sexual script model has been frequently used as a backdrop to understand
sexually coercive experiences and behaviours of women and men. Empirically, it has
been supported, but other intra-individual factors must be taken into account in order
to examine numerous facets of sexual coercion in romantic relationships from

multiple standpoints.

Cognitive Dissonance Theory

Cognitive dissonance theory (Festinger, 1957) postulates that people may
modify their thoughts or behaviours if these do not coincide with their self-
perceptions. Men and women may change their self-perception, the situation or their
perception of the situation to decrease the lack of congruency between their
experience and their self-image. In other words, if a person sees himself/herself as a
non-coercive partner, he or she may perceive their partner’s actions as consent or
token resistance rather than resistance. Similarly, refusals from a partner with whom
sexual activity has already occurred or during passionate sexual activities may not be
respected as easily as refusals displayed at the beginning of a new relationship or a
sexual encounter. Likewise, if a person feels that they would never stay in an abusive
relationship, they may minimize their victimization. Thus, men and women alike
would minimize the occurrence of a negative and coercive experience if it does not
coincide with their image of a loving relationship.

Cognitive dissonance theory may help explain why some partners within a
sexually coercive couple may not perceive the behaviours as coercive. Within a
current relationship, partners are more likely to downplay the coercion so their choice
of staying in the relationship can be compatible with their perception of themselves.
Similarly, cognitive dissonance may vary depending on the proximity of a situation:
when a coercive relationship is discontinued, the same coercive behaviours may be
perceived or remembered as being more coercive because the person has distanced
themselves from the relationship and their partner. Thus, it would be anticipated that
the SC would be more openly and readily admitted to after the relationship has ended.
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Consequently, individuals in current relationships that are coercive may report less
coercion than they would with regard to their previous coercive relationships.
Although traditional sexual scripts and cognitive dissonance theory provide
frameworks for understanding sexual coercion, specific variables may also play a role
in its occurrence. The following section will examine a number of factors derived
from empirical work conducted in the past two decades that may be used to predict

sexually coercive behaviours.

Predictors of Sexually Coercive Behaviours

Numerous theories have been proposed to explain the phenomenon of sexual
coercion, and more specifically to predict revictimization and reperpetration. The
traditional sexual script suggests that many social and individual expectations, such
as gender roles, can influence sexual behaviours. Men may be more likely to be
coercive in their sexual initiations, whereas reluctant women may be more likely to
be sexually coerced. Moreover, the social learning theory (Bandura, 1977) posits that
people may learn how to behave in various situations by observing the behaviors of
others or through direct experiences. For instance, a victim of sexual coercion may
learn that using coercive tactics will help in obtaining sexual activities from others,
and/or that coercion victimization is part of the “normal” sexual script. Likewise,
perpetrators of sexual coercion may learn that SC tactics help them obtain sexual
activities, and thus continue such behaviours and become more vulnerable to being
victimized through normalization of sexual coercion (Enosh, 2007). Consequently,
the variables suspected to be the strongest predictors of coercive sexuality are
childhood sexual abuse and previous experiences of sexual coercion victimization
and perpetration. Research also suggests that sexual motives, or the reasons people
engage in sexual activities, may predict sexual behaviours (Cooper, Shapiro, &
Powers, 1998; Hill, 2003). Indeed, a recent study by Hill (2003) demonstrates that
sexual motivations may explain sexually coercive interactions. Consequently, these

variables need to be considered and investigated within the context of both male and




13

female victimization as well as perpetration to gather a better understanding of sexual

coercion in its relational dimension.

Childhood sexual abuse. Childhood sexual abuse generally refers to
unwanted sexual activity with an adult or an older child occurring in childhood. CSA
may involve touching, such as molestation, as well as intercourse (Arata, 2000;
Banyard, Arnold, & Smith, 2000). Numerous studies have examined CSA as a risk
factor for sexual revictimization and sexually offending during adulthood (for a
review, see Classen, Palesh, & Aggarwal, 2005). While results suggest that past
sexual abuse can be a predictor for future revictimization, it is not a consistent
predictor of sexual coercion perpetration. Survivors of CSA may become more
vulnerable to sexual coercion through oversexualization of relationships or their
reliance on inadequate coping skills.

Koss and Dinero (1989) found that women who had experienced CSA had a
greater chance of experiencing sexual coercion. Likewise, in a study of female
college students, Gidycz, Coble, Latham and Layman (1993) found that victims of
CSA were more than twice as likely to be sexually revictimized as adults than non-
victims (32% vs. 14%). However, Banyard et al. (2000) found no significant link
between CSA and later SC within their sample of collegiate women.

In a study of male adults, King and Woollett (1997) found that 60% of the
male respondents who reported experiencing sexual coercion, had also been victims
of CSA. Likewise, a similar study found that CSA increased by four times men’s risk
of being sexually assaulted by women in adulthood (King, Coxell, & Mezey (2000).
In contrast, a study of risk factors for male sexual coercers found that a history of
CSA did not predict perpetration of coercion as an adult (Carr & VanDeusen, 2004).
However, Senn, Desmarais, Verberg and Wood (2000) found that men with a history
of sexual victimization were more likely to become sexually coercive as adults.

These inconsistent results suggest that other factors may be affecting the associations
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between CSA and sexual coercion, such as type of CSA and frequency of SC
perpetration in various relationships.

In a recent multinational study of 7,667 female and male university students
within 38 culturally diverse sites worldwide, Hines (2007) examined revictimization
for men and women. She found that both genders, regardless of nationality, were at
greater risk of sexual coercion victimization in their current or most recent
relationship if they had previously experienced CSA.

In summary, although some studies have established links between CSA and
sexual coercion victimization or perpetration, the associations have not been
consistently found. The conflicting results may be due to the absence of studies
examining both victimization and perpetration of sexual coercion for both partners in
relationships in association with CSA experiences, as well as factors regarding
intentions. These limitations clearly argue for the need to pursue this line of inquiry.
The current study aimed to identify factors which may better explain the role of
sexual abuse history in the occurrence of adult sexual coercion. Two such potential

factors will be explored: previous sexual coercion experiences and sexual motivation.

Previous experiences of sexual coercion. Previous sexual coercion can
encompass experiences of victimization and/or perpetration. Generally, studies on
sexual revictimization tend to focus on CSA as a predictor of future sexual
victimization. Of those studies that do examine adolescent or adult sexual coercion
revictimization, many focus on female victims and male perpetrators only. Similarly,
perpetration studies often focus on male perpetrators and female victims.

Studies and empirical reviews have found that previous SC victimization is an
important risk factor for subsequent SC victimization for women (Gidycz et al., 1993;
Gidycz, Hanson, & Layman, 1995; Himelein, 1995; Rich, Gidycz, Warkentin, Loh, &
Weiland, 2005; Turchik, Probst, Irvin, Chau, & Gidycz, 2009; Vézina & Hébert,
2007). Women who experience SC in their early relationships may not develop the

skills to negotiate sexual interactions, or they may inadvertently learn that they cannot
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refuse sexual advances (Himelein, 1995), thus making them more vulnerable to SC.
Using prospective designs examining female victimization, Gidycz and colleagues
(1993, 1995) found that women were more at risk of experiencing sexual coercion
victimization during follow-ups at nine weeks and up to nine months later. Rich et al.
(2005) assessed sexual abuse histories and psychosocial functioning at two times in a
sample of 551 female college students. They found that sexual victimization in
adolescence predicted sexual victimization during the two month follow-up period.
Moreover, the severity of the earlier sexual assault predicted the similar severity of
the sexual assault reported at follow-up. Likewise, in a longitudinal study of 100
women, Himelein (1995) found that precollege sexual victimization in dating
situations significantly predicted sexual victimization during dating in college. Thus,
in summary, these studies have all found that prior sexual coercion victimization in
adolescence significantly predicted SC victimization in later years for women.

A longitudinal study examining college men found that CSA doubled the risk
of perpetrating SC, but that adolescent SC perpetration increased the risk of
reperpetration in college by up to four times (White & Smith, 2004). Moreover, SC
perpetration in adolescence was a significantly greater predictor for college SC in
men who had not experienced CSA, whereas CSA victims who had not perpetrated
SC in adolescence were less likely to perpetrate SC in college. These results suggest
that previous sexual coercion experiences may be important risk factors of current SC
experiences independent of CSA histories. Indeed, previous SC may provide a viable
explanation for the inconsistent findings to date. In addition, examining prior SC may
also improve understanding regarding the developmental course of sexually coercive
behaviours. Examining SC in previous relationships may indeed shed light on
whether the SC behaviours are specific to certain partners or whether it develops into

a consistent behaviour pattern within all romantic relationships.

Sexual motivation. Motivation is the drive to do something. Human

behaviour is rarely without motive and sexual behaviour is no exception (Boul,
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Hallam-Jones, & Wylie, 2009). In sexual motivation, it is the reason for wanting or
accepting to have sexual relations (Impett & Peplau, 2003) or the increased interest in
fulfilling a goal through sexual behaviour (Hill & Preston, 1996). Sexual motivation
is a fairly new concept in the domain of sexual negotiation, yet it seems very
promising for understanding sexual coercion and consent. For instance, a person
having sex can be motivated by a desire to feel physical pleasure, whereas another
person can engage in the same behaviour and be motivated by a need to feel
emotionally attached. The displayed sexual behaviours are identical, but the need
fulfilled is different in each case. Accordingly, recent studies suggest that sexual
motivation may be useful for understanding sexually coercive behaviours (Hill,
2003).

Impett and Peplau (2002) investigated the reasons why women consent to
unwanted sexual activity with their partners, and the relation of consent with both
attachment style and relationship commitment. They asked 125 women who reported
having previously consented to unwanted sex, why they chose to do so. The 12
possible reasons were : 1) to promote intimacy, 2) to satisfy partner, 3) to avoid
tension, 4) felt obligated because already had sex , 5) pattern of regular sex, 6)
curiosity, 7) did not want to reject partner, 8) to gain experience, 9) fear that partner
would end relationship, 10) worried that partner would not be interested in her
anymore, 11) easier than saying no, and 12) did not want to spoil the mood. They
found that anxiously attached women tended to feel more committed to their
relationship and correspondingly, were more willing to consent to unwanted sex.
Conversely, the more avoidant women felt less committed and therefore less willing
to consent to unwanted sex. The most common reasons to consent to unwanted
sexual activity were to satisfy partner, to promote intimacy, to avoid rejecting partner
and to avoid tension. However, the more anxious a woman was, the more she
consented to avoid tension, keep her partner’s interest, and because of feelings of
obligation. On the other hand, avoidance was related to consenting out of obligation,

as a regular pattern of sex, or because it was easier than saying no. Thus sexual
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motivation is not only related to the behaviours themselves, but also to the
consequences of that behaviour.

In a related study on types of sexual motivation, Impett et al. (2005) found
that people who had sex to enhance their relationships rather than to avoid negative
consequences reported more positive emotions and satisfaction with their
relationships. Conversely, those having sex because of avoidant motives reported
more negative emotions, which increased the probability of the couple separating.
Interestingly though, approach and avoidant motives affected the relationships
independently, in that there was no direct link between both dimensions. One
limitation of this study is that it did not use any of the existing sexual motivation
questionnaires, but rather asked a limited number of unvalidated questions regarding
each of the two types of motives. Consequently, motives of power, pleasure, stress
relief, as well as partner focused versus self-focused motives were not examined. A
second limitation is that motives were not examined in relation to the use of coercive
sexual behaviours. Furthermore, motives of both partners were not measured to
investigate possible correlations.

Cooper et al. (1998) developed a measure of sexual motivation in a series of
studies using university and community samples. The subscales included: 1) pleasure
(enhancement of pleasure), 2) intimacy (to get closer to partner), 3) coping (to deal
with distress), 4) self-affirmation (to prove one’s self), 5) partner pressure (to avoid
rejection), and 6) peer pressure (to avoid rejection). Using a sample of 1666 young
adults, they found that men endorsed all motives more strongly than women, with the
exception of intimacy which was equally endorsed by both genders. Moreover,
participants in exclusive relationships were more likely motivated by intimacy rather
than coping and partner pressure. Cooper and colleagues also examined the role of
sexual motives on the occurrence of risky sexual behaviours and hypothesized that
sexual behaviours would be best understood in terms of needs they fulfilled. The
researchers found that enhancement of pleasure, coping, and partner pressure motives

were associated with more negative outcomes (ie. unplanned pregnancies) and greater
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risk-taking, whereas peer pressure and self-affirmation motives were related to less
frequent and a later onset of sexual experiences. In addition, sexual motives were
significant predictors of risky sexual behaviours and accounted for more than double
the variance as did the demographic variables (gender, age, race and socioeconomic
status) in regression analyses. The results also suggested that partners in
relationships may both influence each other’s sexual behaviours through their
individual goals and motives.

Hill (2003) also examined sexual motivation in relation to reported sexual
coercion perpetration by men and women. He found that contrary to results from sex-
offender studies, sexual desire and hostile sexual beliefs were not associated with
increased SC perpetration, but that sexual motives were significant predictors of SC
perpetration. It was postulated that power motives would be related to SC
perpetration for both genders, however the results indicated that only coercive men
endorsed more motives of power, whereas sexually coercive women tended to
endorse more motives of stress relief. These differences may reflect the traditional
sexual scripts for both genders, although it was not specifically addressed in the
study.

Sexual motives are generally understood as a drive to perform a behavior, thus
it follows that they have been examined in association with active perpetration of
sexual coercion. Although sexual motives cannot cause sexual victimization, it is
possible that certain types of motives may increase the risk of SC. More specifically,
despite the lack of previous studies, it is hypothesized that men and women who
report being sexually motivated by partner pressure would be more likely to report
sexual coercion victimization. This may be a possible consequence of precedence, in
that an initiating partner who obtains sexual consent from a less than eager partner
may not perceive a refusal from the same partner. Moreover, traditional sexual
scripts may influence reluctant women and men to acquiesce to sexual demands from
their partners, thus increasing the risk of sexual coercion victimization when they

refuse.
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In summary, our review of the literature suggests that there is an important
gap in the study of sexual coercion in its relational dimension. More specifically,
there is a need to examine SC within couples from the perspective of both members
as possible victims and perpetrators to truly ascertain the rate of occurrence and
degree of reciprocity of SC. Similarly, studies on CSA, previous sexual coercion
experiences and sexual motivation all suggest that these factors may play an
important role in predicting, and consequently preventing further SC. Accordingly,
the current study will consider these variables while addressing the limitations of

previous studies.

Objectives and Hypotheses

Drawing its participants from a university sample, this thesis had two main
objectives: 1) to investigate the rate and perception of sexual coercion in
heterosexual couples as reported by both members of the dyad; 2) to develop a
predictive model of sexually coercive victimization and perpetration for both women
and men in heterosexual relationships, by examining the predictive value of CSA, SC
in previous relationships, and sexual motivation. More specifically, the objectives of
this thesis are presented in detail in two articles.

The first article entitled “Sexual Coercion Victimization and Perpetration in
Heterosexual Couples: A Dyadic Investigation” (Brousseau, Bergeron, Hébert &
McDuff, 2011) has been published in the journal Archives of Sexual Behavior. This
study, presented in chapter 2, examined and compared the reported rates of
victimization and perpetration of SC, and its degree of reciprocity from the
perspective of both partners in current romantic relationships. The rates were also
compared with the participants’ reports of SC in previous relationships. It was
postulated that there would be differences in reports of SC of both members of
couples. Based on studies of SC victimization in individuals, we predicted that
women and men would report experiencing more SC than their partners would report

perpetrating, regardless of gender. It was also expected that the majority of coercive
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couples would report reciprocal sexual coercion, similar to results found in studies of
intimate partner violence (O’Leary, Slep, Avery-Leaf, & Cascardi, 2008; Prospero,
2008). Furthermore, it was hypothesized that participants would report more coercion
within previous relationships as opposed to within their current one. This hypothesis
was based on the cognitive dissonance theory (Festinger, 1957) which postulates that
men and women would minimize the occurrence of a bad experience if it does not
coincide with their image of a loving relationship. Consequently, individuals in
current relationships that are coercive may report less coercion than in their previous
coercive relationships.

The goal of the second article, entitled “Sexual Coercion Within Mixed-Sex
Couples: The Roles of Sexual Motives, Revictimization, and Reperpetration”
(Brousseau, Hébert, & Bergeron, in press), was to examine the predictive factors
related to the couple’s experience of sexual coercion. This paper has been
provisionally accepted for publication by the Journal of Sex Research. More
specifically, using hierarchical logistic regressions, we examined the roles of CSA,
SC experiences in previous relationships, and sexual motivation, in the occurrence of
sexual coercion within intact mixed-sex couples. It was predicted that CSA and
experiences of SC in previous relationships would increase the likelihood of SC in
current relationships. Moreover, we explored whether sexual motivation of each
member of a dyad contributed to the prediction of SC perpetration and victimization,
above and beyond the possible contributions of CSA and previous SC experiences.
More specifically, it was anticipated that the partner pressure motive would predict
sexual coercion victimization, whereas power and stress relief motives would predict

SC perpetration.

Method
The methodology for the study is explained in detail in the articles 1 and 2 of
the thesis. The data collection was conducted as part of a larger study on sexual

negotiation within couples. Although the sample size for study 1 consisted of 222




21

mixed-sex couples, for study 2 we chose to limit the sample to couples in which at
least one partner was 35 years old or younger. This inclusion criterion enabled us to
have a more homogenous sample in order to examine sexually coercive behaviours in
younger couples before the behaviours have become entrenched in their interactions.
This research was made possible by a research fellowship from the Centre de
Recherche Interdisciplinaire sur les Problémes Conjugaux et les Agressions

Sexuelles financed by le Fonds de recherche sur la société et la culture (FQRSC).

Measures

The testing was performed using a battery of self-report questionnaires. The
questionnaire booklet included measures of three different variables: 1) Demographic
Data, 2) Sexual Motives, and 3) Sexual Coercion Victimization and Perpetration. All

measures were administered in French.

Translation of questionnaires. The measure of sexual coercion
victimization and perpetration had an existing validated French version that was used
for this study. However, the other measures needed to be translated. Questionnaires
were translated from English using the back translation method to ensure content and
conceptual equivalence when used with a French-Canadian population (Brislin, 1970;
Geisinger, 1994). English versions of the questionnaires were first translated into
French by a bilingual person, and the French translation was then translated back into
English by a second person. Thereafter, the two English versions were compared to
examine if the comprehension and content were the same. Any discrepancies
between the versions were discussed and rectified if necessary. Furthermore, the
French versions of the questionnaires were then discussed with a committee
comprised of doctoral students and experts in the field of sexuality research. Any
additional inconsistencies or difficulties were changed to improve the comprehension
or the content of the questions. Lastly, the French questionnaires were submitted to a

dozen students (male and female) in a pilot study to get their feedback on these
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measures. To ensure that the French translations of the questionnaires maintained
their good psychometric properties, factor analyses were performed using the full
sample (N = 222) to ensure that conceptual structures were maintained, and each

measure’s reliability (internal consistency) was evaluated using Cronbach’s alpha.

Sexual motivation. Various dimensions of sexual motives were measured
using adaptations of two measures: the Affective and Motivational Orientation
Related to Erotic Arousal (AMORE; Hill & Preston, 1996) and the Sex Motives Scale
(SMS; Cooper et al., 1998). Although the AMORE has good psychometric properties,
items on this scale are often redundant. During our pilot work, respondents often
complained about the length of this questionnaire. Considering the fact that the
AMORE and the SMS measure some similar motives and some different motives, it
was decided to include only the self-power, partner power and stress relief subscales
from the AMORE. Furthermore, these 10-item subscales were reduced to five items
each to lighten the reading and comprehension of the questionnaire. Factor analysis
allowed us to select the items that loaded best for each subscale without reducing
their validity and reliability. Cronbach’s alphas for the self-power, partner power,
and stress relief subscales were .90, .93, and .94 for the ten item scales. When
reduced to five items, Cronbach’s alphas became .83, .92, and .91. These values are
very similar to the values obtained with the original English scale (Hill & Preston,
1996).

Research Design and Data Analyses

Considering that the main objectives of the present study were to examine the
rate of coercion perpetration and victimization in couples and to develop a predictive
model of sexual coercion, a correlational design using self-report questionnaires was
chosen. This design was deemed the most appropriate to answer our research
questions. Correlational studies allow to examine relations between variables as well

as to identify whether specific independent variables can predict outcome variables.
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Moreover, this study was cross-sectional as it collected retrospective data from the
childhood and previous adult experiences at only one point in time. The results from
these analyses can provide a useful empirical base for future prospective studies

regarding sexual coercion within couples.
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ABSTRACT

Sexual coercion (SC), or making another person engage in sexual activity despite his
or her unwillingness to do so, has been shown to have negative consequences for
victims, namely depression, anxiety, low self-esteem, and a negative view of one’s
sexual self. The goals of the present study were to investigate the rate of SC
victimization and perpetration, inter-partner agreement concerning its occurrence, in
addition to its degree of reciprocity within a sample of 222 heterosexual couples. SC
within previous romantic relationships was also examined. Results showed that less
than 30% of couples agreed on the occurrence of sexual coercion within their ongoing
relationship. Moreover, dyadic responses rather than individual responses provided a
more accurate estimation of the frequency of SC. Over one in two couples reported
experiencing some SC. More specifically, 45% of couples reported female
victimization, 30% reported male victimization, and 20% reported reciprocal SC.
Conversely, both men and women reported more SC victimization within previous
relationships than in their current one. Findings suggest that SC is a common,
pervasive problem within couples and that it is underreported by both victims and
perpetrators, regardless of gender. Consequently, more systematic research,

prevention and intervention efforts are warranted.

KEY WORDS: Sexual coercion; couples; inter-partner agreement; reciprocity.
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INTRODUCTION

Whether for emotional or reproductive purposes, sexual interactions have
always constituted an integral part of the lives of couples. The type and quality of
these interactions and the negotiation that surrounds them have been shown to
influence relationship adjustment and satisfaction (Impett, Peplan, & Gable, 2005;
Lawrance & Byers, 1995; Williams & Frieze, 2005). More specifically, sexual
coercion (SC), or making another person engage in sexual activity despite his or her
unwillingness to do so (e.g., by using verbal pressure or physical force) (Hartwick,
Desmarais, & Hennig, 2007; Spitzberg, 1998), has been shown to have negative
consequences for victims. Indeed, research has documented that victims experience
reactions ranging from moderately upsetting to extremely distressing. Adjustment
difficulties such as depression, anxiety, low self-esteem, and negative sexual self-
perceptions (De Visser, Rissel, Richters, & Smith, 2007; Offman & Matheson, 2004)
often prevent victims from functioning adequately in their day-to-day lives and
engaging in healthy interpersonal relationships. These significant repercussions
underscore the need to broaden our understanding of the actual frequency of SC and
its impact. Despite the fact that coercive sexuality most often occurs in couples as
opposed to between strangers (Koss, Dinero, Siebel, & Cox, 1988; Koss, Gidycz, &
Wisniewski, 1987; Struckman-Johnson, Struckman-Johnson, & Anderson, 2003),
research to date has focused almost exclusively on one member of the dyad rather
than involving both.

Generally speaking, men tend to be more sexually aggressive than women-a
statement that is supported by numerous studies (e.g., Christopher, Madura, &
Weaver, 1998; Hamby, 2005). Sexually coercive men tend to use both consensual and
coercive tactics to obtain access to sex (Hamey & Muehlenhard, 1991).
Correspondingly, sexual precedence plays a role in verbal coercive strategies; men
tend to use threats to leave when sexual access has already been established, whereas

they tend to use positive pressure, such as professing affection or complimenting
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regardless of their true emotions, when a sexual relation has not yet been established
(Livingston, Buddie, Testa, & VanZile-Tamsen, 2004).

In a national survey conducted in the United States in 1997, a random sample
of 602 adult women was questioned about unwanted sexual experiences. Of this
sample, 34% of females had been victims of sexual coercion by their partners (Basile,
2002). O’Sullivan, Byers, and Finkelman (1998) examined the prevalence of SC by
sending anonymous questionnaires to a random sample of university students. Their
final sample size comprised 346 never-married students (216 women and 130 men).
Results showed that 42.5% of the women had experienced some form of SC, and
20% of the men reported using sexually coercive tactics. Women reported that verbal
pressure and arguments were the tactics most often used by their male partners to
obtain sex play and intercourse. Moreover, 18.5% of the male participants reported
having experienced unwanted sexual intercourse with a woman. Similarly, Larimer,
Lydum, Anderson, and Turner (1999) reported an overall 20.7% victimization rate for
males. In both studies, verbal pressure and attempted sexual intercourse following the
use of drugs or alcohol were the coercive tactics most often reported to be used by
women. In a recent study, Krahé, Scheinberger-Olwig, and Bieneck (2003) examined
the prevalence of non-consensual sexual interactions and their impact on male victims
within a sample of community males in Germany. The researchers found that 25.1%
to 30.1% of the 400 heterosexual male participants reported experiencing non-
consensual sexual activity with a woman at least once in their lifetime. The men also
reported a similar prevalence rate (23.5-23.9%) for attempts at making them
unwillingly engage in sexual activities. Also worth noting is that 13% of men
reported being victims of non-consensual sex by a female friend or acquaintance,
11% by a current or ex-partner, but only 6% reported SC from a stranger. In a similar
study in Germany, Krahé, Waizenhofer, and Moller (2003) investigated women’s
reports of sexual coercion perpetration against men. Within their community sample
of 248 women, they found that 9.3% of the women reported using some SC against

men. When compared to the males’ victimization rate, it is clear that females’
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reported perpetration rates were much lower. This variation in rates may be due to
the fact that the women and men were not in relationships together, or that
perpetrators in general report less use of coercion. Consequently, further research on
both partners’ perceptions is needed to examine and compare the severity of
experienced coercion in men and women.

A study by Meyer, Vivian, and O’Leary (1998) examined men’s sexually
aggressive behavior in 252 heterosexual couples seeking marital therapy and 53
community control couples, by collecting data from both partners on the use of sexual
coercion by the husband towards the wife (male perpetrators and female victims).
Results showed that clinical wives and husbands reported similar rates of husbands’
SC (36% vs. 35%) in the previous year; however, correlations between both partner’s
reports were low. In comparison, the wives in the control couples reported a rate of
13.5% of SC by the husband, and the husbands reported a rate of 23%. Thus, it may
be that more severe SC is harder to deny or ignore for either partner in aggressive
couples, whereas milder SC can be overlooked in non-violent couples (Perry &
Fromuth, 2005). Although this study was helpful in examining reported rates of
sexual violence, it neglected to measure the level of sexual coercion used by the
woman, as well as her partner’s perception of it.

In one of the rare studies investigating both partners within married couples
with children, O’Leary and Williams (2006) found that up to 42.8% of the couples
reported female SC victimization and up to 21.4% reported male SC victimization.
These rates were based on the maximum dyadic report, such that at least one partner
had to report its occurrence. O’Leary and Williams (2006) also ascertained that there
was very low inter-partner agreement on the occurrence of sexual coercion (kappa,
.11-.24). A similar study by Ramisetty-Mikler, Caetano, and McGrath (2007)
examining both partners within White, Black, and Hispanic married couples found
that 11-23% of couples reported female SC victimization, and 5.5-13.5% reported
male SC victimization. The SC rates were also based on the reports of at least one

partner, and varied according to the ethnic backgrounds of the couples, with Whites
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reporting its occurrence the least and Blacks reporting the most. However, inter-
partner agreement was not investigated. In addition, none of the aforementioned
studies examined whether there was reciprocal SC within the couples. Lastly, the
victimization and perpetration of SC was only investigated in the current relationship
of participants.

Very little is known about the reciprocity of sexual coercion within couples.
More often than not, studies have examined it within the larger context of intimate
partner violence (IPV), which includes physical and psychological violence within
relationships. A study by Préspero (2008) examining individual university students
(N = 609) found that 87% of participants reported some perpetration of IPV in their
relationship. Moreover, 86.3% of the participants reported being in a reciprocally
violent relationship. Within the sample, participants reported experiencing varying
degrees of psychological violence (86%), physical aggression (47%), and sexual
coercion (30%). Unfortunately, the study did not specifically examine whether SC
was reciprocal in couples or whether victims retaliated with another form of IPV.
Furthermore, responses were obtained from only one member of the couple.

While research conducted in the past 20 years has provided some
understanding of sexual coercion, it is characterized by several limitations. First, the
majority of studies have investigated SC experiences from the perspective of only one
partner. When inter-partner comparisons have been made, it has often involved
unidirectional sexual violence only (female victim with male perpetrator) (e.g., Meyer
et al., 1998). Moreover, of the few studies that have examined SC within couples, all
of them have used the Revised Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS2) SC subscale (O’Leary
& Williams, 2006, Ramisetty-Mikler et al., 2007), which has fewer items and has
demonstrated less reliability than the Sexual Experience Survey (SES; Koss &
Gidycz, 1985; Koss et al., 1987)--a measure designed specifically for the assessment
of SC. Furthermore, prior studies on dyadic SC have solely investigated married or
cohabitating couples (Caetano, Schafer, Field, & Nelson, 2002; Meyer et al., 1998;
O’Leary & Williams, 2006; Ramisetty-Mikler et al., 2007). Thus, there is a need to
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investigate young adult couples instead of older married/cohabitating couples before
violent behaviors become entrenched in their interactions. Another limitation of
previous research is that rates of sexual coercion often vary depending on who is
asked. Regardless of gender, victims generally report more coercion than the
perpetrators (Anderson & Sorensen, 1999; Johnson & Sigler, 2000; Kolivas & Gross,
2007; Struckman-Johnson et al., 2003). In addition, female victimization rates are
generally higher than male victimization rates. Some researchers may interpret this
result as meaning that few men coerce a greater number of women or that men
underreport the perpetration of coercion (Kolivas & Gross, 2007; Spitzberg, 1999).
Another possible explanation is that women and men interpret behaviorally worded
SC questionnaire items differently (Kolivas & Gross, 2007) or they label the actual
behaviors differently according to their own sexual scripts (Hartwick et al., 2007).
Theoretically, it is also possible that cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 1957) would
prevent people from identifying SC as such within their relationships. Thus, reports
of SC may vary according to whether couples are still together or separated. These
assumptions need to be verified in order to assess more accurately the extent of the
frequency and reciprocity of SC, and its implications for couples.

The purpose of the present research was to address the above limitations by
examining and comparing the reported rates of victimization and perpetration of
sexual coercion, and its degree of reciprocity from the perspective of both partners in
current romantic relationships. In addition, the rates were also compared with the
participants’ reports of SC with previous partners.

It was hypothesized that there would be a divergence between partners of a
given couple in their reports of sexually coercive behaviors. Based on previous
studies of SC victimization focusing on individuals, we predicted that women and
men would report experiencing more SC than their partners would report
perpetrating, independent of gender. It was also expected that the majority of coercive
couples would include both members as perpetrators and victims, highlighting the

potentially reciprocal nature of SC, similar to results found in studies of intimate
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partner violence (O’Leary, Slep, Avery-Leaf, & Cascardi, 2008; Préspero, 2008).
Moreover, it was predicted that participants would report more coercion within
previous relationships as opposed to within their current one. This hypothesis was
based on the cognitive dissonance theory (Festinger, 1957) which postulates that men
and women would minimize the occurrence of a bad experience if it does not
coincide with their image of a loving relationship. Consequently, individuals in
current relationships that are coercive may report less coercion than in their previous

coercive relationships.

METHOD
Participants

Student participants were recruited from undergraduate and graduate courses
in a public metropolitan Canadian university at the beginning of the summer and fall
semesters of 2005. Student participants who were currently in a relationship were
asked to invite their partners to participate in the study. Eighty-seven professors from
various departments such as mathematics, marketing, political science, and
psychology were solicited. Recruitment took place in 46 courses, representing a
52.9% acceptance rate from the professors. Overall, we succeeded in recruiting 1214
participants out of a possible 1522 (based on the course enrollment numbers), which
represents a 79.8% response rate from individual students. Follow-up visits were
made one month later to encourage participants to recruit their partners. Seventy
percent of the total sample of participants reported being in a relationship (z = 850),
and our couple response rate was 27.9%. This reduced response rate may be due to
the fact that we had to rely on student participants to recruit their partners for this
study; thus some may have chosen not to solicit them or partners may have chosen
not to participate. The initial sample for the present study consisted of 237 couples.
Because analyses were conducted within couples based on gender (males vs.
females), we had to exclude same-sex couples (n = 15) for this study. Our final

sample size was 222 heterosexual couples.
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Within the couple sample, 97.7% (n = 217) of the females and 99.5% (n =
220) of the men were heterosexual; the rest identified themselves as bisexual. The
mean age for women was 23.73 years (SD=6.04; 18 - 54), whereas the mean age for
men was 25.80 years (SD = 6.85; 18 - 59). Almost all couples (98%) identified
themselves as being in exclusive relationships; of those, 36% were cohabiting and 5%
were married. The mean length of relationship was 32 months (range 3-300 months)
and the average frequency of sexual activity was once a week (76.0 - 77.1%). The
majority of men and women reported 4 to 10 lifetime sexual partners. Participant

characteristics are shown in Table 1.

insert Table I about here

Procedure

The first author provided an overview of the study to students in their
classrooms and explained that its purpose was to examine sexual negotiation within
relationships. They were advised that they were free to choose to participate and that
there were no penalties if they decided not to take part in the study. Participating
students were asked to read and sign a consent form and to return it separately from
the completed questionnaire. Lastly, students were advised that as a compensation for
their participation, they could fill out a ballot for a draw to win one of three prizes of
$500, $200, or $100 dollars. Each individual participant also received a list of
community resources and counselling centers that deal with sexual violence in the
event that the testing caused them some distress. Finally, they were informed that the
first author was also available for a debriefing session upon request.

Students were explained that their questionnaire package contained an
identical questionnaire for their partner. They were asked to give the questionnaire
package to their partner if they thought he/she would be interested in participating
and were instructed to refrain from discussing their answers with each other. Partners

were asked to mail back their signed consent form and their draw ballot separately
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from their completed questionnaires in the pre-addressed postage-paid envelopes
provided. Each pair of couple questionnaire packages was numbered identically (e.g.,
101 and 101B) prior to distribution so as to facilitate the comparison of answers
within couples. This study was approved by our university’s Institutional Review

Board.

Measures

Each questionnaire booklet included measures of sociodemographic
information, as well as sexual coercion victimization and perpetration.
Sociodemographic information

This section included general questions concerning gender of the respondent,
sexual orientation, age, culture, relationship status, length of current relationship, age
at first sexual intercourse, current and desired frequency of sexual activities, and
number of sexual partners.
Sexual coercion victimization and perpetration

The experience of SC victimization and perpetration was measured using the
Sexual Experience Survey (SES; Koss & Gidycz, 1985; Koss et al., 1987). This
questionnaire was originally created by Koss and Oros (1982), but has since been
modified (Koss & Gidycz, 1985; Koss et al., 1987). The SES is a widely used self-
report questionnaire focusing on sexually coercive experiences. It contains
behaviorally worded questions to enable researchers to measure SC without labelling
it as sexual violence. Answers were provided in a yes-no format. The SES has
demonstrated good validity, internal consistency and test-retest reliability (Koss &
Gidycz, 1985; Koss et al., 1987; Testa, VanZile-Tamsen, Livingston, & Koss, 2004).
The 15-item French translation of the SES, as used by Poitras and Lavoie (1995), was
chosen because of its language and its modification which includes women and men
as both possible victims and perpetrators of SC. In this format, the 15 items were
administered twice, once to measure victimization and once to measure perpetration.

Furthermore, the item which measured the use of threat or force to obtain oral or anal
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intercourse was modified so that oral and anal sexual violence were measured as
separate items, thus creating a 16-item scale. A similar separation of the two items
was used in a recent study involving the SES (Abbey, Parkhill, & Koss, 2005).

In order to measure sexual coercion within participants’ current relationship
and in other possible relationships since the age of 14 years old, the SES items were
presented in a table format. For each item, participants were asked to respond to two
questions: (1) Has the behavior occurred with their current partner? and (2) Has the

behavior occurred with other partners since the age of 14?

Data Analytic Strategy

For both males and females, the SES victimization and perpetration data were
computed in three ways. Aside from the score for each item, we calculated
dichotomous subscale scores and a dichotomous total scale score to reflect whether
the respondent had reported the occurrence of any of the coercive behaviors with their
current partner and within previous relationships. Furthermore, couple coerciveness
was computed using the reports from at least one partner. The categories were: no
coercion reported by either partner, only female victimization reported, only male
victimization reported, and reciprocal SC.

Frequency analyses were conducted to examine prevalence rates of SC within
couples and since the age of 14. Chi-squares and #-tests were used to identify any
group differences. Moreover, chi-squares were performed to investigate inter-partner
agreement for within-couple data. Kappas and the percentage of agreement are
reported because the kappa is a measure that can be biased when investigating

situations of low rates of report (Feinstein & Cicchetti, 1990).

RESULTS
Descriptive Statistics
Paired #-tests were performed to evaluate gender differences on sexual and

demographic variables. Results indicated no significant gender differences in reported
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frequency of sexual relations with the partner. However, gender differences were
noted in the participants’ age (for women, M = 23.71, SD = 6.05; for men, M =
25.80, SD = 6.87, #(219) =-7.75, p < .001), and the desired frequency of sexual
relations (for women, M = 2.42, SD = .66; for men, M =2.17, SD =.71, #(218) =
4.37, p <.001; a greater score indicates less desire). Moreover, women reported
having their first sexual intercourse at a younger age than the men (for women, M =

16.64, SD = 2.66; for men, M = 17.26, SD = 2.43, #(219) =-2.89, p < .01).

Rate of Sexual Coercion Within Couples

The reported frequency rates for sexual coercion victimization within the
heterosexual couples were similar for both genders. The rate of overall female
victimization was 30.6% according to the reports of the women, and 27.0% according
to the men. When asked about overall male victimization, men reported a rate of
20.3%, whereas women reported a rate of 17.1%. Inspection of subscale scores
suggests that unwanted sexual contact and verbal SC were the two most common
types of SC reported by both male and female victims and perpetrators, as opposed to
the rape and attempted rape subscales. Moreover, examination of item endorsement
revealed that: (1) unwanted kissing and touching because of verbal pressure and
arguments, and (2) unwanted sexual intercourse because perpetrator was too excited

to stop were the most reported events for both men and women (see Table II).

insert Table II about here

Reciprocity of Sexual Coercion Within Couples

Results showed that almost one in four couples (24.8%) reported only female
victimization by the male partner, and 9.5% reported only male victimization by the
female partner. Reciprocal SC, that is victimization and perpetration by both the male
and female partner, was reported by 20.3% of the couples. In total, 54.5% (n = 121)

of the 222 couples reported experiencing some sexual coercion.
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Inter-partner Agreement on Sexual Coercion Within their Relationship

While the rates of sexual coercion were similarly reported by both male and
female participants, we needed to verify whether partners actually agreed on the
occurrence of sexual coercion within their couple. As a baseline, we examined the
extent to which couples agreed whether consensual sexual activities had ever
occurred within their relationship. There was very good agreement from both partners
on consensual sexual activity and sexual intercourse (94.5% and 98.2%,
respectively). However, when examining each SC item individually, partner
agreement was much lower. Six of the men’s items and two of the women’s items
could not be analyzed because they were not endorsed often enough. Consequently,
significant couple agreement was found for only one of the possible 16 SES items for
each gender: 1) male victim of unwanted sexual contact by means of verbal pressure
(6/38 = 15.8%, kappa = .20, p = .003), and 2) female victim of unwanted intercourse
because partner was too excited to stop (12/58 = 20.7%, kappa = .22, p =.001).

Since specific events or occurrences can be recalled differently by partners
within a couple (Moffitt, Caspi, Krueger, Magdol, Margolin, Silva, et al., 1997), an
analysis of agreement was performed using the SES subscale scores as well as the
dichotomized total score. Results of these analyses are presented in Tables III and IV.
For the overall occurrence of any sexually coercive behavior, there was a moderate
but significant level of agreement between partners within a same couple (28.0% for
female victimization, 25.8% for male victimization). Moreover, when examining
rates of SC reported from either partner (column 4 in Tables III and IV), the female
victimization rate increased from 30.6%, as reported by the women, to 45.0%, and

male victimization rate increased from 20.3%, as reported by the men, to 29.8%.

insert Table III about here

insert Table IV about here
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Underreporting of Sexual Coercion

Compared to the overall rates reported by the couples, both victims and
perpetrators underreported SC. When comparing the dyadic rates with the individual
reports of both partners, we used the correction factor proposed by Szinovacz and
Egley (1995). To calculate the extent of the underreporting, we divided the overall
couple SC incidence rate by the individual (victim and/or perpetrator) rates.
Correction factors above 1.00 indicate a greater level of underreporting. Thus, the
female and male victimization correction factors would both be 1.47 (45.0/30.6 and
29.8/20.3, respectively). Likewise, perpetration correction factors would be 1.74 for

women and 1.67 for men.

Incidence of Sexual Coercion in Previous Relationships

Frequency analyses were conducted to obtain the men and women’s rates of
sexual coercion victimization and perpetration in previous relationships since the age
of 14 (see Table V). The overall female victimization rate was almost double that of
the men’s victimization rate. Conversely, men’s overall perpetration rate was almost
double of that reported by women. Chi-square analyses were performed to investigate
differences between rates of SC reported in previous relationships as opposed to
current relationships. Results demonstrated that SC victimization rates for both
genders were significantly greater in previous relationships (x*(1) = 43.15, p <.001
for female and x*(1) = 11.57, p < .001 for males). However, perpetration rates were
only significantly greater in previous relationships for men (1) =7.95, p <.001).

Frequencies analyses to examine reciprocal SC in previous relationships
showed that, within the female sample, 43.4% (95) reported being victims only, 1.4%
(3) reported being perpetrators only, and 19.2% (42) reported being both. Within the
male sample, the rates were 10.1% (22), 15.6% (34), and 24.8% (54), respectively.

insert Table V about here
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DISCUSSION

The present study sought to examine the rate of sexual coercion in ongoing
heterosexual relationships based on both partners’ reports, as well as its occurrence in
previous relationships. The level of agreement between partners was also
investigated, as was the reciprocity of coercion. Findings suggest that over 50% of
couples reported experiencing some type of SC within their current relationship.
Although female victimization was the most common form of coercion within
couples, 20% of the couples reported reciprocal SC. Despite the high rate of SC, less
than 30% of couples agreed on its occurrence and it was generally underreported by
both victims and perpetrators. Conversely, when investigating sexual coercion |
experiences in previous relationships, both women and men reported a significantly
greater rate of victimization and perpetration as compared to the rates they reported
for their ongoing romantic relationship. Moreover, women reported more

victimization and men reported more perpetration or reciprocal SC.

Sexual Coercion Within Couples

When examining prevalence rates within ongoing relationships, close to a
third of women and one out of five men reported being victims of SC from their
partners, whereas one out of five women and one out of four men reported
perpetrating SC. There was some divergence between partners’ reports of sexual
coercion within their couple, but the difference was not significant. Therefore, the
findings did not support the hypothesis that victims disclose more coercion than the
perpetrators divulge within couples. Moreover, when combining reports from both
partners within a given couple, the rates of SC victimization increased to 45.0% for
the females and 29.7% for the males. This suggests that even in early adulthood, an
important number of couples are experiencing SC. These dyadic results were similar
to those of O’Leary and Williams’ (2006) for the female victimization rate (42.8%),
but not for the male victimization rate (21.4%). This difference regarding male

victimization results may be due to the fact that our sample was for the most part
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drawn from a university population whereas theirs was a community sample, or
related to the different measures used to assess SC. Nevertheless, the dyadic results of
the present study suggest that individual measures of sexual coercion may be biased
towards underestimating the extent of its occurrence. Consequently, obtaining the
perspective of both partners may be important when evaluating inter-partner coercion
within experimental and clinical settings. The participants’ awareness that their
partner is also answering the same questionnaires may encourage or influence
individuals to be more honest.

Although individual sexual coercion rates were similar between victims and
perpetrators in this study, agreement analysis revealed that less than a third of couples
who experienced SC agreed on its occurrence in their romantic relationship. This low
agreement rate may be due to the fact that the couples in our sample tended to report
milder coercive behaviors such as unwanted sexual contact or verbal coercion as
opposed to more serious offences like rape or attempted rape. Less severe coercion
may be susceptible to more ambiguous interpretation by both partners in that one may
perceive it as coercive whereas the other may perceive it and label it as sexual
negotiation. Consequently, each partner may interpret the ambiguous sexual events
according to their own sexual scripts, its impact on them, and the context of the
situation. Participants may also remember events that were disturbing to them more
than their partners who may not feel an event was necessarily coercive or upsetting.
Indeed, Meyer et al. (1998) found that couples who were more physically and
sexually violent had a higher rate of inter-partner agreement than less violent couples,
suggesting that more extreme violence may be harder to misinterpret than less severe
coercion.

The investigation of reciprocal sexual coercion revealed that over half of the
couples in our sample reported some SC in their relationship, but only one in five
reported mutual SC. Within our sample, unilateral female victimization was more
prevalent, affecting one out of four couples. The hypothesis of reciprocity within

most sexually coercive couples was, therefore, not supported. This suggests that SC is
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still a greater concern for women than men, and sexually coercive couples are not as
prone to reciprocity as physically or psychologically violent couples (O’Leary et al.,
2008; Prospero, 2008). It is plausible that a victim of SC, especially female, would
not necessarily react or defend herself by being sexually coercive, but rather by using
psychological or physical aggression. Another possible interpretation is that sexual
scripts still encourage male initiation of sex, which may make them vulnerable to
being perceived as a perpetrator in ambiguous situations of mild SC.

Despite discrepancies in agreement, findings also suggest that sexual coercion
is underreported by individuals. Overall, victims and, to a larger extent, perpetrators,
underreported coercive incidents. Indeed, the dyadic victimization rates were, on
average, 1.5 times greater and the dyadic perpetration rates were 1.7 times greater
than individual reported rates. Therefore, the perpetrators underreported SC to a
greater extent than victims. Using the same calculation method, O’Leary and
Williams (2006) found a similar correction factor for male perpetration rates (1.51)
with their sample of community couples. However, unlike our study, they found that
female perpetration rates should be corrected by a factor of 2.43. Their large
correction factor for female perpetrators may be due to the fact that the community
couples had children; thus, there may be a stronger desire to minimize and
underreport coercion by these mothers than within our sample of women.
Nevertheless, these findings suggest that both victims and perpetrators may be
reluctant to label themselves as coercive or victimized. Cognitive dissonance may
prevent participants from objectively identifying their relationship with their partner
as coercive. In light of these findings, it may be prudent to consider that rates of SC
obtained from previous studies investigating individuals may be underestimations of
the actual prevalence. Correspondingly, in the absence of data from both partners, the
individual respondent rates could be multiplied by the above correction factors to

obtain more accurate prevalence rates in future studies.
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Sexual Coercion in Previous Relationships

Sexual coercion victimization rates in previous relationships were
significantly greater for both genders, as were perpetration rates for men, than the
rates reported within their current relationship. These findings support our hypothesis
that participants would report more coercion within previous relationships than within
their current romantic relationship. One possibility is that participants who have
experienced SC within previous relationships may choose to avoid coercive partners
in their current relationship. Another possibility is that participants may reinterpret
SC within their current relationship as less serious as a means to justify why they
were still engaged in a relationship with their partner (Arriaga, 2002). Conversely,
they may be more willing to acknowledge and report sexually coercive incidents
when a relationship is terminated. In such situations, participants may feel less
obligated to minimize incidents of SC and they may experience less cognitive
dissonance associated with it. Thus, participants may be more capable and/or willing
to label coercive behaviors as such only once the relationship is over. Lastly, it is
possible that rates of sexual coercion increase near the end or during the breakdown
of a relationship. In this case, partners may become less emotionally attached and use
less healthy communication and sexual negotiation skills during conflicts.
Considering that our sample involved intact couples, this is also a possible
explanation for lower rates of coercion within current couples.

Interestingly, although we found that both victims and perpetrators, regardiess
of gender, reported similar rates of sexual coercion within their ongoing relationship,
this finding was not replicated for measures of SC since adolescence. Indeed, females
reported being victims of SC (62.8%) more than perpetrators (20.5%), whereas males
reported more perpetrating (40.4%) than victimization (35.2%). These results were
similar to those of previous studies measuring individuals’ past experiences with SC. .
The gender differences in prevalence rates may be due to the participants’ greater
objectivity associated with their distancing of the events, as mentioned previously. It

may also reflect the participants’ sexual scripts. It is possible that women may be
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more apt to remember unwanted sexual activities they were unable to prevent,
whereas men may remember more sexual “conquests.” Future studies should examine
couple and past SC within the context of sexual scripts (Simon & Gagnon, 1986) to
explore this possibility.

One finding that did remain fairly consistent with regard to sexual coercion in
current and past relationships was its reciprocal nature. Similarly to the ongoing
couples’ data, about one in four women and men reported being both victims and
perpetrators of SC (19.2% and 24.8%). However, these results need to be interpreted
with caution because they do not necessarily reflect mutual SC within specific
previous relationships. Consequently, it is possible that the participants were victims
in some relationships and perpetrators in others. Ideally, future studies would
examine whether mutually coercive partners persistently enter into reciprocally

coercive relationships.

Limitations and Implications

The present research was not without limitations. Because the administration
of the partner questionnaires was not done simultaneously, it is not possible to
ascertain whether confounding factors might have influenced their responses. Indeed,
partners may have discussed their answers together. Another limitation is that past
sexual coercion rates may be greater due to the number of previous relationships
considered and the length of time involved. Ideally, future studies should examine SC
within each one of the participants’ relationships to get a clearer picture of their
experiences. Lastly, the use of a university sample as opposed to a clinical or
community sample may limit the extent of our understanding of more severe forms of
SC.

Despite these limitations, the findings of the current study have important
theoretical implications. Firstly, the finding that participants reported less frequent
and severe sexual coercion within their current relationships than in terminated

relationships lends support to the cognitive dissonance theory (Festinger, 1957).
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Minimization or reinterpretation of SC as coaxing or seductive behaviors may help
victims cope with otherwise negative situations. However, this may also prevent
them from leaving their partner or getting help (Arriaga, 2002). Moreover,
participants may be more tolerant of milder SC and interpret it as “normal” and
reportable, whereas cognitive dissonance and social desirability may prevent them
from reporting severe SC. Likewise, the low rates of agreement on the occurrence of
SC suggest that neither member of a couple can truly objectively report or recall SC
in their relationship, but rather presents their interpretation of it according to their
beliefs, sexual scripts, and need for low cognitive dissonance. Furthermore, results
indicated that the majority of couples were not reciprocally sexually coercive. The
implication of this finding is that SC may be better understood within the more global
intimate partner violence or common couple violence context (Johnson, 1995, 2001).
Indeed, women are still at greater risk of being victims of SC in their relationships
and they may retaliate or attempt to defend themselves using psychological or
physical aggression rather than reciprocate sexual coercion.

Further studies need to continue to involve both partners within couples to
better understand the extent of SC. Moreover, a longitudinal study examining
coercive tactics during the courting, the committed, and the dissolution stages of
relationships would allow for a better understanding of whether SC is consistent
within some relationships or whether situational factors increase its occurrence.
Observational studies could also shed light on these issues. Finally, future studies
should examine the factors associated with mutually sexually coercive couples versus
unidirectional coercive couples.

Clinically, findings show that sexual coercion was underreported by both
victims and perpetrators, thereby underscoring the need for clinicians to assess and
intervene with both members of the couple experiencing SC. More specifically,
sexual negotiation tactics of couples need to be addressed systematically in therapy so

as to identify underreported sexual coercion.
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Table I
Participant Characteristics (N = 222 couples)
Women Men
Characteristics n % n %
Age
18-20 66 29.9 33 14.9
21-30 135 61.1 154 69.7
31-40 12 54 22 9.9
41-60 8 3.6 12 5.4
Student Status
1% year undergraduate 91 41.0 26 11.8
2" 3™ year undergraduate 79 35.6 44 19.9
4™ year undergraduate-M.A. 26 11.7 15 6.8
Non-student 26 11.7 136 61.5
Frequency of sex
Once a day 21 9.5 23 10.4
Once a week 168 76.4 172 715
Once a month 26 11.8 20 9.0
Less than once a month 5 23 7 3:1
Desired frequency of sex
Much more 14 6.4 40 18.1
A bit more 105 47.7 104 47.1
Same 96 43.6 77 34.8
Less 5 23 0 0.0
Age of first sexual intercourse
11-15 77 34.8 44 19.9
16-17 80 36.2 84 38.0
18-19 36 20.9 62 28.0
20-24 16 72 28 12.7
25 and over 2 0.9 3 1.4



Number of sexual partners
One
2-3
4-10
11-20
More than 20

47
55
75
31
13

2].3
24.9
33.9
14.0
59

4]
51
84
26
20

18.5
23.0
37.8
11.7
9.0

51




Table II

Prevalence of Sexual Coercion Within Current Couples per Item

¥

Female Female Male Male
Sexual Experience Survey items p
victim perpetrator victim perpetrator

Unwanted Sexual Contact Subscale

g‘;:;:t:g sexualactivity dueto 45 13900y 18(8.1%) 26 (11.7%) 27 (12.2%)

&‘g?:fflzza‘fg] SEHYIY o o 1(0.5%) 2 (0.9%) 2009%)  1(0.5%)

Unwanted sexual contact due to

T ra—— 7 (3.2%) 11 (5.0%) 13 (5.9%) 14 (6.3%)

o ;’i‘:;d Sl csatt iRy 2 (0.9%) 2 (0.9%) 2009%)  1(0.5%)

gh“;:i':fgoiz:“a' Bontuct nsing 1(0.5%) 0 (0.0%) 2009%)  1(0.5%)
Attempted Rape Subscale

A : ;

p}:;'esrir::ztleg)fce: PRI 1 (0.5%) 1 (0.5%) 1 (0.5%) 1 (0.5%)

Attempted penetration using 6 (2.7%)

alcohol or drugs 4 (1.8%) 4 (1.8%) 1 (0.5%)
Verbal Sexual Coercion Subscale

Unwanted sexual intercourse

because initiator was too excited 43 (LR (B3 IS E1) Sn{la:0e4)

Unwanted sexual intercourse

because initiator threatened to 0 (0.0%) 1 (0.5%) 0 (0.0%) 2 (0.9%)

leave

Unwanted sexual intercourse

because initiator used lies or false 8 (3.6%) 9 (4.1%) 4 (1.8%) 13 (5.9%)

statements

Unwanted sexual intercourse 5 o " o 5

because initiator used arguments LA GL2-9%) TH2%) I3 @)

Unwanted sexual intercourse

because initiator used his/her 2 (0.9%) 1 (0.5%) 0 (0.0%) 2 (0.9%)

authority




Rape Subscale
Unwanted sexual intercourse
because initiator used alcohol or 3 (1.4%)
drugs
Ur}wanted sexual intercourse 0 (0.0%)
using force
Unwanted anal sex using force 1 (0.5%)
Unwanted oral sex using force 1 (0.5%)

0 (0.0%)

0 (0.0%)

0 (0.0%)
0 (0.0%)

0(0.0%)

0 (0.0%)

0 (0.0%)
0 (0.0%)

o

3 (1.4%)

1(0.5%)

1 (0.5%)
1 (0.5%)

Note. Subscale scores are presented in the first two columns of Tables III and IV.
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Table 111
Agreement Concerning Female Victimization Within Couples by Subscale and Total
Score on SES
asriale Miile repit Reported by  Agreement on
Type of either partner  occurrence of
: report of of Kappa
Coercion nfirtio st for female female
= = AR victimization  victimization
Unwanted
Sexual 45 (20.3%) 35(15.8%) 68(30.7%)  12/68 (17.6%) .15*
Contact
Attempted 4 s 0
Rt 5(2.3%) 7 (3.2%) 11 (5.0%) 1/11 (9.1%) NV
Verbal
Sexual 53(23.9%) 47 (21.2%) 80 (36.4%) 20/80 (25%)  .23%**
Coercion
Rape 5(2.3%) 4 (1.8%) 8 (3.7%) 1/8 (12.5%) NV
Total report
of at least

one incident 68 (30.6%) 60 (27.0%) 100 (45.0%)
of sexual
coercion

28/100 (8.0%) .21**

Note. SES = Sexual Experience Survey.
NV = Not valid because some cells had a count less than 5.
*h< 05 "p < .01. % < (0],
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Table IV
Agreement Concerning Male Victimization Within Couples by Subscale and Total
Score on SES
Male report Reported by ~ Agreement on
Type of ¥ rzef)nr?lgf either partner  occurrence of ~ Kappa
Coercion . O_f ) . P foriilra for male male
victimization PEIPEAUON o isation  victimization
Unwanted
Sexual 33(14.9%) 28 (12.6%) 50 (22.6%) 11/50 (22.0%) .26***
Contact
g“empted 1(05%)  5(23%) 6 (2.8%) 0 (0.0%) NV
ape
Verbal
Sexual 25(11.3%) 23 (10.4%) 41 (18.5%) 7/41 17.1%)  .21**
Coercion
Rape 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 0(0.0%) -
Total
report of
at least
one 45(20.3%) 38(17.1%) 66 (29.8%)  17/66 (25.8%) .28***
incident of
sexual
coercion

Note. SES = Sexual Experience Survey.

NV = Not valid because some cells had a count less than 5.

**p <.01. ***p < .001.




Table V

Prevalence of Sexual Coercion Within Previous Relationships
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Type of Female report  Female report  Male report of  Male report of
Coercion of of perpetration  victimization perpetration
victimization

Unwanted

Sexual 123 (56.4%) 36 (16.4%) 56 (25.6%) 78 (35.8%)

Contact

Attempted i "

R 44 (20.2%) 7 (3.2%) 7 (3.2%) 14 (6.4%)
ape

Verbal Sexual "

Cosndon 108 (49.5%) 28 (12.8%) 50 (22.8%) 68 (31.2%)

Rape 33 (15.1%) 8 (3.7%) 4 (1.8%) 5(2.3%)

Total (Any

sexual 137 (62.8%) 45 (20.5%) 77 (35.2%) 88 (40.4%)

coercion)
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Abstract
Research suggests that a history of childhood sexual abuse, and previous experiences
of sexual coercion, may predict sexual coercion victimization and perpetration. More
recently, sexual motivation has been found to correlate with both consensual and non-
consensual sexual activity. However, sexual motivation has not been examined in
association with previous experiences of abuse and sexual coercion. The current
study aimed to investigate childhood sexual abuse, previous sexual coercion
experiences and sexual motives of both partners as possible risk factors for current
sexual coercion victimization and perpetration within a sample of 209 mixed-sex
couples. We examined whether power, stress relief, partner pressure and imposition
motives contributed unique variance to the prediction of sexual coercion beyond that
accounted for by past CSA and sexual coercion events. Using hierarchical logistic
regressions, four predictive models were examined for both male and female sexual
coercion perpetration and victimization. Results show that childhood sexual abuse
was only a significant predictor of female sexual coercion perpetration, whereas male
sexual coercion victimization and perpetration were predicted by sexual coercion
victimization and perpetration in previous relationships. Findings also demonstrate
that power motives were significant predictors of sexual coercion perpetration, and
imposition was a significant predictor of sexual coercion victimization for both

genders. Theoretical and intervention implications of these results are discussed.

Keywords: couples, perpetration, sexual coercion, sexual motivation,

victimization
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Sexual Coercion Within Mixed-Sex Couples:

The Roles of Sexual Motives, Revictimization, and Reperpetration

Sexual interactions are generally an integral part of romantic relationships.
Partners may choose to engage in sexual activities for a variety of reasons and to
fulfill different needs, whether it is for intimacy, pleasure or to avoid rejection.
Unfortunately, sexual negotiation between committed partners may be fraught with
conflict. In fact, up to 50% of couples may experience some form of sexual coercion
(Brousseau, Bergeron, Hébert, & McDuff, 2011; O’Leary & Williams, 2006). In
recent years, sexual coercion has been shown to be associated with many negative
physical and psychological consequences for the victims, such as unplanned
pregnancies, post-traumatic stress symptoms and depression (Arata & Burkhart,
1996; De Visser, Rissel, Richters, & Smith, 2007; Gidycz, Coble, Latham, &
Layman, 1993; Zweig, Barber, & Eccles, 1997). Although childhood sexual abuse
and previous experiences of sexual coercion have been linked with sexual coercion
victimization or perpetration, studies still present conflicting results (e.g., Classen,
Palesh, & Aggarwal, 2005; Gidycz, Hanson, & Layman, 1995; Hines, 2007; Testa &
Dermen, 1999). The dearth of research examining sexually coercive behaviors and
victimization simultaneously, from the perspective of both partners, and within the
context of sexual intentions, may be responsible for the inconsistent relations found
between childhood sexual abuse and past and current sexual coercion experiences.
Indeed, studies indicate that sexual motivation, or the reasons people engage in sexual
activities, may predict distinct sexual behaviors and their consequences (Cooper,
Shapiro, & Powers, 1998; Hill, 2003). More specifically, a study by Hill (2003)
investigated how sexual motives correlated with perpetration of sexual coercion and
found that male perpetrators of sexual coercion reported more motives of power and
female perpetrators were more likely to report motives of stress relief. However, this
study was limited by the fact that it did not control for known antecedents of sexual

coercion — childhood sexual abuse and previous sexual coercion experiences.




61

Consequently, the current study aimed to address the above limitations by
investigating current sexual coercion victimization and perpetration from the
perspective of both partners within mixed-sex couples. More specifically, childhood
sexual abuse, sexual coercion experiences in previous relationships and sexual
motives of both partners were examined as possible risk factors of current sexual
coercion. In the present study, sexual coercion referred to any occurrence of

unwanted sexual activity with a romantic partner since the age of 14.

Sexual Coercion Within Couples

Sexual coercion is generally defined as making another person engage in
sexual activity despite his or her unwillingness to do so. The sexual activity may
include kissing, fondling, and/or penetrative sex (oral, vaginal or anal). Sexually
coercive tactics may vary from psychological pressure and manipulation, such as
insisting, continual argument, and lying, to physical pressure, such as pinning a
person down, using physical force or threatening harm to one’s partner (Spitzberg,
1998). They may also include taking advantage of an intoxicated partner who is
unable to resist sexual advances. These tactics are used to obtain compliance from the
victims. Thus, sexual coercion is not limited to unwanted kissing or forced
intercourse, but rather encompasses the spectrum of all coercive sexual behaviors and
tactics from unwanted sex play to severe sexual assault.

Sexual coercion by males often seems to be accepted as part of sexual
relationships (Spitzberg, 1998) because traditional sexual scripts (Simon & Gagnon,
1986) often present men as sexual predators and women as resistors. In this
perspective, men trying to obtain consent or coercing women for sex seems almost
acceptable because these behaviors correspond to the man’s role in the traditional
script. Conversely, these gender stereotypes also allow for women to coerce men,
regardless of the degree of violence used (Anderson & Savage, 2005). In this
perspective, if men always want sex, then they cannot logically refuse any

opportunity to have sex with a woman and thus they can never have unwanted sex
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(Anderson & Sorensen, 1999). Based on the traditional sex scripts, it seems logical
that sexual coercive behaviors and victimization can be present in sexual negotiation
for both men and women in romantic relationships. Indeed, recent studies have
demonstrated that sexual coercion may be reciprocal between partners (Brousseau et
al., 2011; O’Leary & Williams, 2006). Moreover, sexual coercion victimization is
often predicted by sexual coercion perpetration and vice versa for both men and
women (Harned, 2002; Muifioz-Rivas, Graiia, O’Leary, & Gonzalez, 2009).

Sexual Motivation

Sexual motivation, or the reasons for having sex (Impett & Peplau, 2003), can
be conceptualized as the interest in fulfilling a need or obtaining a goal through
sexual behavior (Hill & Preston, 1996). Considering that most romantic relationships
involve sexual interactions, it seems important to examine what motivates partners to
engage in sexual behaviors. Two theories have been developed to understand
motivations for sexual behaviors: approach-avoidance motives (Cooper et al., 1998)
and dispositional sexual motives (Hill & Preston, 1996). Within an approach-
avoidance theoretical framework, the various sexual motives may be understood in
terms of approaching positive, or avoiding negative, consequences which may be
internal or external (Impett & Peplau, 2003; Impett, Peplau, & Gable, 2005). For
instance, a person having sex without a condom can be motivated by a desire to
increase his/her own physical pleasure, whereas another person can engage in the
same behavior and be motivated by a need to avoid rejection from a partner. The
overt behaviors are identical, but the need fulfilled is different in each case. The
dispositional theoretical framework, on the other hand, casts sexual motives as
intrinsic, which means sexual behaviors are pursued to obtain psychological
gratification or incentives related to their motives (Hill & Preston, 1996). For
example, a person sexually motivated by power may experience increased sexual
arousal and pleasure when exerting control over a partner in sexual interactions.

However, this psychological gratification is not necessarily obtained by exerting
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control in other general types of interactions; the gratification comes from having the
opportunity to express power and dominance during sexual interactions with the
partner.

A study by Impett et al. (2005) examined the role of sexual motives in
romantic relationships within a university sample. Students who were in a
relationship completed daily surveys on their sexual interactions and sexual motives.
The authors found that when participants reported engaging in sex for approach
motives (i.e. intimacy, pleasure), they reported feeling positive emotions and more
relationship satisfaction, whereas if they reported having sex for avoidance motives
(i.e. to avoid conflict), they reported more negative feelings and less relationship
satisfaction.

Using a sample of 1,666 young adults, Cooper et al. (1998) examined the role
of sexual motives in the occurrence of risky behaviors and postulated that sexual
behaviors would be best understood in terms of goals or needs they serves. They
found that enhancement of pleasure, coping, and partner pressure motives were
associated with more negative outcomes (e.g., unplanned pregnancies) and greater
risk-taking, whereas peer pressure and self-affirmation motives were related to less
frequent and a later onset of sexual experiences. Indeed, sexual motives were
significant predictors of sexual risk behaviors and accounted for more than double the
variance compared to the demographic variables. Moreover, results suggested that
partners in relationships may influence each other’s sexual behaviors through their
individual goals and motives. However, this study did not examine sexual motivation
in association with previous experiences of childhood sexual abuse or sexual
coercion.

Studies suggest that sexual motivation may also be useful for understanding
sexually coercive behaviors (Cooper et al., 1998; Hill, 2003; Impett & Peplau, 2002,
2003). Hill (2003) used the Affective and Motivational Orientation Related to Erotic
Arousal Scale (AMORE; Hill & Preston, 1996) to examine intrinsic sexual motives in

relation to reported sexual coercion perpetration by men and women. He found that
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sexual desire and hostile sexual beliefs were not associated with increased sexual
coercion, but that sexual motives were significant predictors of sexual coercion
perpetration. Although it was hypothesized that power motives would be related to
sexual coercion perpetration for both genders, the results indicated that this was only
true for men and that sexually coercive women were more likely to report motives of
stress relief. Moreover, Hill suggested that for both women and men, proclivity to
sexual coercion was not necessarily related to intentions to cause harm or humiliation
to a partner, but rather motivated by a need to feel in control or reduce distress in
sexual interactions. Nevertheless, this study did not examine sexual motives in

relation to sexual coercion victimization.

Childhood Sexual Abuse

Childhood sexual abuse generally refers to unwanted sexual activity occurring
in childhood with an adult or older child, which may involve touching, such as
molestation, up to and including intercourse (Arata, 2000; Banyard, Arnold, & Smith,
2000). Various studies have examined childhood sexual abuse as a risk factor for
revictimization and sexual violence during adulthood (for a review, see Classen et al.,
2005; Hines, 2007); however, results are not consistent across genders. Survivors of
CSA may become more vulnerable to sexual coercion through oversexualization of
relationships or their reliance on inadequate coping skills. Moreover, gender
differences may be due to the survivors’ perceived gender roles or sexual scripts.

The bulk of studies have focused on female childhood sexual abuse and
sexual revictimization in adulthood. Recent reviews suggest that childhood sexual
abuse is generally associated with sexual revictimization for women (Classen et al.,
2005) but some exceptions have been found. In a study of 219 female university
students, Banyard et al. (2000) found no significant link between childhood sexual
abuse and sexual coercion victimization in the past year. The conflicting data may be
due to the timeline used for measuring sexual coercion, as some studies used lifetime

sexual coercion rates, whereas Banyard et al. measured sexual coercion within the
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previous year. Indeed, childhood sexual abuse may be associated with more proximal
sexual coercion victimization, such as in earlier romantic relationships, whereas
current sexual coercion victimization may be better predicted by previous sexual
coercion.

Few studies have examined childhood sexual abuse as a risk factor for male
victimization. King and Woollett (1997) found that more than half (60%) of the male
respondents who reported experiencing sexual coercion as adults, had also been
sexually victimized during childhood. In another study of males in the general
population, King, Coxell and Mezey (2000) found that 3% of the men in their sample
had experienced sexual assault as an adult, and almost half of the perpetrators were
women, Results also indicated that childhood sexual abuse increased by four times
the men’s likelihood of being sexually assaulted as adults, and that younger rather
than older men were more likely to report being victims of sexual assault (King et al.,
2000). Socially and empirically, male victims of childhood sexual abuse have often
been considered to be at greater risk for perpetrating sexual coercion (Thomas &
Fremouw, 2009). A study by Senn, Desmarais, Verberg and Wood (2000) found that
men with a history of sexual victimization had a greater chance of being sexually
coercive as adults. However, in another study of risk factors for male sexual coercion,
a history of childhood sexual abuse did not predict perpetration of coercion as an
adult (Carr & VanDeusen, 2004).

Sexual Coercion in Previous Relationships

Numerous theories have been proposed to explain the phenomenon of sexual
coercion, and more specifically to predict revictimization and reperpetration. The
social learning theory (Bandura, 1977) posits that people may learn how to behave in
various situations by observing the behaviors of others and the associated
consequences. Learning can also be achieved through direct experiences. For
instance, a victim of sexual coercion may learn that using coercive tactics will help in

obtaining sexual activities from others, and/or that coercion victimization is part of
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the “normal” sexual script. Likewise, perpetrators of sexual coercion may learn that
sexual coercion tactics help them obtain sexual activities, and thus continue such
behaviors and become more vulnerable to being victimized through normalization of
sexual coercion (Enosh, 2007). Victimization, thus, may teach perpetration, whereas
perpetration may desensitize people to sexual coercion, and reduce their own personal
boundaries.

Previous studies examining sexual coercion revictimization and reperpetration
have generally focused on female victims and male perpetrators only. In an empirical
review, Vézina and Hébert (2007) reported that previous sexual coercion
victimization was an important risk factor for subsequent sexual coercion
victimization for women. This conclusion was further corroborated by two
prospective studies examining female sexual coercion victimization (Rich, Gidycz,
Warkentin, Loh, & Weiland, 2005; Turchik, Probst, Irvin, Chau, & Gidycz, 2009).
Both studies found that prior sexual coercion victimization in adolescence
significantly predicted sexual coercion victimization at follow-up. Furthermore, Rich
and colleagues (2005) found that the severity and type of previous sexual coercion
tended to be similar to the sexual coercion severity at a 2-month follow-up. Thus,
verbal sexual coercion predicted verbal sexual coercion, and physical sexual coercion
predicted physical sexual coercion.

In a longitudinal study examining college men, White and Smith (2004) found
that childhood sexual abuse doubled the risk of perpetrating sexual coercion, and that
adolescent sexual coercion perpetration increased the men’s risk of perpetrating
sexual coercion in college by up to 4 times. Moreover, adolescent sexual coercion
perpetration was a significantly better predictor for college sexual coercion in both
childhood sexual abuse survivors and non-childhood sexual abuse victims. This
suggests that previous sexual coercion experiences may be important risk factors for
current sexual coercion experiences independent of childhood sexual abuse histories,
thus providing a possible explanation for the inconsistent associations to date.

Furthermore, examining prior sexual coercion may also provide an opportunity to
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investigate the course of sexual coercion and whether it is specific to certain partners
or whether it develops into a consistent behavior pattern within all romantic

relationships.

Current Study

In summary, although some studies have established relations between
childhood sexual abuse and sexual coercion victimization or perpetration,
inconsistencies remain. This can be attributed in part to the diversity in definitions of
childhood sexual abuse used, as well as the varying time frames for measuring sexual
coercion. Moreover, the lack of studies examining both women and men as victims
and perpetrators of sexual coercion in relationships precludes gaining a broader
understanding of sexual abuse as a risk factor for sexual coercion within
relationships.

The goal of the current study was to examine the roles of childhood sexual
abuse, sexual coercion experiences in previous relationships, and sexual motivation,
in the occurrence of sexual coercion within intact mixed-sex couples. It was
hypothesized that childhood sexual abuse and previous experiences of sexual
coercion would increase the likelihood of sexual coercion in current relationships.
Furthermore, considering the explanatory value of sexual motives in sexual
interactions, we examined whether sexual motives of each participant contributed to
the prediction of sexual coercion perpetration and victimization, above and beyond
the possible contributions of childhood sexual abuse and previous sexual coercion
experiences. More specifically, based on previous studies, it was anticipated that the
partner pressure motive would predict sexual coercion victimization, whereas power

and stress relief motives would predict sexual coercion perpetration.
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Method

Participants and Procedure

Participants were both members of 209 heterosexual couples recruited within
a larger study on sexual negotiation. At least one member was a university student, 35
years old or younger. Questionnaire booklets were distributed to undergraduate and
graduate students during classes. They were told that the study examined sexual
negotiation within couples and were asked to read and sign a consent form if they
chose to participate. Student participants who were currently in a romantic
relationship were also encouraged to invite their partners to participate, and were
given identical booklets and consent forms for their partners to complete and return
by mail. The mean age of our sample was 22.6 years (SD 3.52, 18-37) for women and
24.6 years (SD 4.46, 18-42) for men. The mean relationship duration was 28 months
(SD 22.8, range 3-108), and 98% of the couples described their relationships as

exclusive.

Measures

Demographic data. The demographic questionnaire included general
questions on gender of respondent, sexual orientation, age, relationship status,
duration of current relationship, age at first sexual intercourse, current and desired

frequency of sexual activities, and total number of sexual partners.

Childhood sexual abuse. Two items measured whether participants had ever
been victims of unwanted sexual touching or intercourse by an adult or older child,
before the age of 14. For the purpose of analyses, the responses were dichotomized to

reflect the presence of at least one incident of childhood sexual abuse or its absence.

Sexual motivation. Various dimensions of sexual motives were measured
using adaptations of two measures: the Affective and Motivational Orientation
Related to Erotic Arousal Scale (AMORE; Hill & Preston, 1996) and the Sex Motives
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Scale (SMS; Cooper et al., 1998). Select subscales from both questionnaires were
administered to measure different aspects of sexual motivation.

The AMORE is a 62-item self-report questionnaire which was developed
within the theoretical framework of dispositional motives. This theory posits that
different types of psychological gratification are obtained from sexual interactions
with a partner. The AMORE measures eight categories of intrinsic sexual motives: 1)
feeling valued by the partner; 2) showing value for one’s partner; 3) stress relief; 4)
nurturing the partner; 5) feeling powerful, 6) feeling the partner’s power; 7)
experiencing pleasure; and 8) procreating (Hill & Preston, 1996). Respondents must
indicate how true each statement is for them, using a 5-point Likert scale ranging
from 1 (not at all true ) to 5 (completely true). The questionnaire is scored using the
mean score for each subscale. These subscales have demonstrated good convergent
and discriminant validity, as well as good reliability (Hill & Preston, 1996; Schachner
& Shaver, 2004).

The SMS is a 29-item survey which loads on six types of motives, divided
into approach (AP) and avoidance (AV) motives, as well as categorized as self-
focused (S) or other-focused (O): 1) Intimacy (OAP), 2) Pleasure (SAP), 3) Self-
Affirmation (SAV), 4) Coping (SAV), 5) Peer Pressure (OAV), and 6) Partner
Pressure (OAV). Respondents must indicate how often they engage in sexual
activities because of each of the motives. Possible answers are on a 5-point Likert
scale ranging from 1 (never or almost never) to 5 (always or almost always). The
SMS has demonstrated good reliability and validity (Schachner & Shaver, 2004).

The AMORE and SMS subscales have a number of similar and highly
correlated subscales (Schachner & Shaver, 2004). For this reason, redundant
subscales between the AMORE and the SMS were eliminated. The final measure of
motives included only the self-power, partner power and stress relief subscales from
the AMORE (a .80 - .93), as well as the SMS approach motives subscale of pleasure,

and the avoidance motives subscales of self-affirmation and partner pressure (o .70 -
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.87). The AMORE procreation motive was not administered because it was not
deemed pertinent to the research goals and SMS peer pressure subscale was removed
after pilot testing because items were rarely endorsed within this university sample.
One dimension that seemed to be missing from both surveys was imposition,
such as having sexual relations out of obligation (Impett & Peplau, 2002; Zweig,
Crokett, Sayer, & Vicary, 1999) or because one feels that it is one’s duty as a partner
in a couple. Because guilt and imposition may be used in sexual coercion, a 5-item
subscale was created to reflect such avoidant motives. An example of this imposition
subscale is: “How often do you have sex because you feel guilty if you refuse your
partner’s request?” Factor analysis demonstrated that the five items loaded well on

this new imposition subscale and had a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.70.

Sexual coercion victimization and perpetration. The experience of sexual
coercion victimization and perpetration was measured using a 16-item gender-neutral
version of the Sexual Experiences Survey (SES; see Brousseau et al., 2011; Koss &
Gidycz, 1985; Koss, Gidycz & Wisniewski, 1987; Poitras & Lavoie, 1995). The SES
has been widely used and has demonstrated good psychometric properties (Koss &
Gidycz, 1985; Koss et al., 1987; Testa, VanZile-Tamsen, Livingston, & Koss, 2004).
The SES measures four types of sexual coercion: 1) unwanted sexual contact, 2)
verbal sexual coercion, 3) attempted rape, and 4) rape. The tactics assessed include
the use of physical pressure and verbal pressure, as well as taking advantage of the
victim’s intoxication to obtain sexual activities or intercourse with an unwilling
partner. The SES also includes two items that assess the use of a position of authority
as a coercive tactic. For this study, the measure was modified to encompass taking
advantage of the victim’s dependence on the perpetrator, to reflect possible
relationship imbalances (i.e. financial dependence) in couples. Examples of items
include: 1) Have you ever given in to sex play (fondling, kissing, or petting, but not
intercourse) when you didn’t want to because you were overwhelmed by the other

person’s arguments and pressure? 2) Have you ever had sexual intercourse when you
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didn’t want to because the other person threatened to leave? 3) Have you ever had
the other person attempt sexual intercourse (get on top of you, attempt penetration)
when you didn’t want to by taking advantage of your intoxication, or giving you
alcohol or drugs, but intercourse did not occur?, and 4) Have you ever had sexual
intercourse when you didn’t want to because the other person threatened you or used
some degree of physical force (twisting your arm, holding you down, etc.) to make
you? For the current study, women and men reported separately whether they had
ever experienced or perpetrated behaviors of sexual coercion within past relationships
since the age of 14 years old, and within their current relationship. Women and men’s
victimization and perpetration scores were dichotomized to reflect whether sexual

coercion was reported.

Data Analyses

For the purpose of this study, women and men’s self-reports were used to
assess their sexual coercion victimization and perpetration rates. Frequency analyses
were conducted to examine rates of childhood sexual abuse and sexual coercion
experiences. Bivariate correlations were performed to examine the degree of
association between variables and to verify for multicollinearity. Finally, hierarchical
logistic regressions' were performed to investigate the value of sexual motives,
childhood sexual abuse and previous experiences of sexual coercion, as well as
reciprocal sexual coercion, within a predictive model of sexual coercion victimization

and perpetration within current relationships.

Results
Descriptive Statistics
On average, the couples engaged in sexual intercourse once a week (range =
once a day to never). The mean age for the men and women’s first sexual intercourse
experience was 17 years old (SD = 2.36, and 2.19, respectively). Over a third of

women and men (33.9 and 37.8%, respectively) reported having had 4-10 sexual
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partners, whereas almost a quarter of them (24.9% and 23.0%) reported 2-3 partners

in their lifetime.

Childhood Sexual Abuse and Sexual Coercion Experiences

Analyses of frequencies showed that 18% (37) of the women reported
experiencing childhood sexual abuse, as opposed to 9.6% (20) of the men. When
examining sexual coercion experiences in previous relationships, 62.0% of women
and 35.0% of men reported being victims, whereas 20.9% of women and 40.5% of
men reported perpetrating sexual coercion. In contrast, 31.1% of women and 19.6%
of men reported sexual coercion victimization within their current relationship.
Reported perpetration rates in their current relationships were 16.7% and 27.8%,
respectively.

In general, victims and perpetrators reported less severe sexual coercion
within their current relationship, such as unwanted sexual contact and intercourse due
to arguments and verbal pressure, rather than attempted or completed sexual
intercourse due to threat or use of physical force (for a detailed description see
Brousseau et al., 2011) . Indeed, 30.6% of women and 19.6% of men reported mild
sexual coercion victimization, whereas 15.8% of women and 27.8% of men reported
mild sexual coercion perpetration. In contrast, less than 5% of participants reported
severe sexual coercion victimization and perpetration (0.5% to 4.3%) in their current
relationship. Within previous relationships, 57.9% of women and 34.0% of men
reported being victims of mild sexual coercion, whereas 23.4% of women and 4.8%
of men reported severe sexually coercive experiences. Past mild and severe sexual
coercion perpetration rates were 19.1% and 4.8% for women, and 39.7% and 6.2%

for men, respectively.

Correlations
Bivariate correlations among the motives, childhood sexual abuse and the

measures of sexual coercion in previous relationships and within the current
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relationship are presented in Table 1. Self-power and partner power were highly
correlated (.64, p < .000) with each other, and both correlated positively with
perpetration of coercion for both genders. To prevent multicollinearity problems,
scores for both power motives were combined into a single power motive score
before performing logistic regressions for both men and women. Intercorrelations
between demographic variables and the dependant variables were also calculated, but

no significant associations were found.

Predictive Models of Sexual Coercion

Hierarchical logistic regressions were performed to investigate whether
childhood sexual abuse, previous sexual coercion and sexual motives would
contribute to the prediction of sexual coercion victimization and perpetration in
current relationships (Tables 2-5). The regressions were conducted separately for
women and men. In each model, four blocks of variables were entered. The first
block included childhood sexual abuse, while the second block included sexual
coercion victimization and perpetration in previous relationships since the age of 14.
Childhood sexual abuse was entered separately from sexual coercion history to
identify the possible influence of each different experience. The third block consisted
of coexisting sexual coercion within the current relationship; when predicting sexual
coercion victimization, perpetration was included as a predictor and vice versa. This
block was added to control for the fact that sexual coercion within relationships can
sometimes be reciprocal between partners (Brousseau et al., 2011), and that recent
studies have found that perpetration of sexual coercion is predicted by victimization
from the partner and vice versa for both genders (Enosh, 2007; Harned, 2002;
Mufioz-Rivas et al., 2009). The fourth block included the sexual motives: stress relief,
pleasure, self-affirmation, imposition, partner pressure, and the combined power
motives, in order to examine their predictive value and whether they explained a
unique portion of the variance, over and above that explained by previous abusive

experiences.
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Female sexual coercion victimization. A hierarchical logistic regression
demonstrated that the first two blocks (childhood sexual abuse and previous sexual
coercion) did not contribute significantly to the predictive model of female sexual
coercion victimization (Table 2). Women’s perpetration of sexual coercion in their
relationship (Block 3) was associated with an increased risk of victimization and
accounted for 8% of the variance. At the final step, current perpetration, as well as the
motives of partner pressure, imposition and stress relief independently contributed to
the prediction of female sexual coercion victimization. The odds ratios suggest that
women’s perpetration of sexual coercion in their relationship is associated with an
increased risk of female victimization by almost six times. Moreover, imposition and
partner pressure motives are associated with an increased risk of victimization,
whereas stress relief motives decreased the risk of victimization. Furthermore, adding
the sexual motives variables in the block represented a significant contribution and
explained an additional 22% of the variance in the predictive models, over and above

the other factors.

Female sexual coercion perpetration. The hierarchical logistic regression
for female perpetration of sexual coercion demonstrated that all four blocks
contributed significantly to the predictive model. Block 1 (childhood sexual abuse)
accounted for 6% of the variance while variables relating to sexual coercion in
previous relationships (added in block 2) accounted for 6% of the variance. Variables
regarding coexisting sexual coercion added in block 3 accounted for 9 % of the
variance, whereas the final block (sexual motives) accounted for an additional 12% of
the variance in female perpetration of sexual coercion (Table 3). At the final step,
childhood sexual abuse and current sexual coercion victimization were significant
risk factors for women being sexually coercive. Furthermore, motives of power were
associated with an increased risk of perpetration whereas pleasure motives decreased

perpetration.
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Male sexual coercion victimization. The hierarchical logistic regression
demonstrated that the first block (childhood sexual abuse) did not contribute
significantly to the predictive model of male sexual coercion victimization (Table 4).
Previous sexual coercion (block 2) accounted for 23% of the variance, whereas
variables relating to coexisting sexual coercion entered in block 3 accounted for 9%
of the variance. Moreover, the sexual motives (block 4) explained an additional 14%
of the variance in this model, over and above that explained by the other variables. At
the final step, previous sexual coercion, current perpetration, as well as the motive of
imposition, independently contributed to the prediction of male sexual coercion
victimization. The odds ratios suggest that sexual coercion victimization in previous
relationships increased the risk of current male victimization by 20, whereas current
perpetration increased it by a factor of three. Perpetration within previous
relationships, however, was linked to a reduced risk. Moreover, the imposition sexual
motive increased the risk of male sexual coercion victimization, whereas the partner

pressure motive was not a significant predictor.

Male sexual coercion perpetration. The predictive model for male
perpetration of sexual coercion was significant and accounted for 28% of the
variance, with 11% of it explained by the sexual motives (see Table 5). The
hierarchical logistic regression demonstrated that childhood sexual abuse in the first
block did not contribute significantly to the predictive model of male sexual coercion
perpetration. Previous sexual coercion (block 2) accounted for 6% of the variance,
whereas the variable related to coexisting sexual coercion in block 3 accounted for
10% of the variance. At the final step, previous sexual coercion perpetration, current
sexual coercion victimization, and the motive of power independently contributed to
the prediction of male sexual coercion perpetration. The odds ratios suggest that
perpetration of sexual coercion in previous relationships and current victimization

were associated with a greater risk of perpetrating in the current relationship. The
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sexual motive of power increased men’s risk of behaving coercively, whereas the

stress-relief motive was not a significant predictor.

Discussion

The current study examined four predictive models of sexual coercion within
current relationships, namely female and male victimization and perpetration. The
aim of the study was to investigate the role of childhood sexual abuse, sexual
coercion histories and sexual motivation in predicting the occurrence of sexual
coercion within mixed-sex relationships. The study provides an important
contribution as it focused on individual as well as relational risk factors associated
with current sexual coercion. Results suggest that, contrary to our hypotheses,
childhood sexual abuse was only a significant predictor of female sexual coercion
perpetration, whereas previous sexual coercion experiences predicted current sexual
coercion for men only. Indeed, current male victimization and perpetration were
predicted by similar experiences in previous relationships. Results from this study
also suggest that sexual motives are significant predictors of sexual coercion
victimization and perpetration for both women and men, and explain a unique portion
of the variance over and above childhood sexual abuse and antecedents of sexual
coercion factors. Indeed, the power motives were significant predictors of
perpetration, and imposition was a significant predictor of sexual coercion
victimization for both genders. Partner pressure, however, was only a significant
predictor for female sexual coercion victimization, and stress relief was not a

significant predictor of sexual coercion perpetration.

Predictive Models of Sexual Coercion within Current Relationships

All predictive models in this study were significant, explaining an average of
28-46% of the variance in sexual coercion outcomes, which suggests that these
variables can be considered as risk factors for current sexual coercion victimization

and perpetration within mixed sex couples. Moreover, sexual motives provided a
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unique contribution explaining between 11-23% of the variance, over and above
childhood sexual abuse and sexual coercion experiences.

The female sexual coercion models presented interesting results regarding
victimization, perpetration and sexual motives. The reported rate of childhood sexual
abuse for women (18%) was similar to that found in other studies (Hébert, Tourigny,
Cyr, McDuff, & Joly, 2009; Pereda, Guilera, Forns, & Gémez-Benito, 2009). For
women, childhood sexual abuse was associated with an increased risk of perpetrating
sexual coercion within current relationships. These findings are consistent with social
learning theory, in that women victims may come to learn to use sexually coercive
behaviors and they may react to experiences of childhood sexual abuse by viewing
sexual relationships as adversarial (Anderson, 1996; Krahé, Waizenhofer, & Méller,
2003). Moreover, consistent with the results of Banyard et al. (2000), childhood
sexual abuse was not associated with an increased likelihood of current sexual
coercion victimization. Nevertheless, previous studies have found an association
(Classen et al., 2005). A possible explanation for the inconsistencies is that more
severe childhood sexual abuse may be more predictive of revictimization; however,
our limited sample size prevented us from performing analyses based on severity of
abuse. In contrast to Banyard et al., previous sexual coercion did not predict current
sexual coercion experiences in the current relationship. Considering the high
prevalence of previous sexual coercion victimization (62.0%) for women, the
experience may be too frequent to be of predictive value for current sexual coercion.
Indeed, sexual coercion victimization may be less predictable and more “random” for
women (Harned, 2002). Nevertheless, current sexual coercion experiences were
predicted by coexisting sexual coercion in the relationship, such that current
victimization predicted perpetration and vice versa. This could imply that sexual
coercion may be reciprocal in coercive couples (Brousseau et al., 2011).

Sexual motives, for their part, were significant predictors of current sexual
coercion experiences. Having sexual relations because of partner pressure and

imposition was associated with an increased the risk of sexual coercion victimization
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for women. In relationships in which the man frequently pressures the woman to have
sex, she may be more likely to be motivated to frequently agree to sex in order to
reduce the pressure; when she does refuse sex, the man may go further in his attempts
to convince her and engage in sexual coercion. Consequently, women may fear
greater repercussions or more severe sexual coercion if they refuse sexual advances
from their partner. Therefore, avoidant sexual motives are associated with sexual
coercion victimization for women. Women experiencing sexual coercion may tend to
feel obligated to engage in sexual activities with their partner to avoid conflict or
negative consequences. However, their need to please their partner and fulfill their
perceived “duty” may put them at greater risk of unwanted sex. This is further
reflected in the finding that stress relief motives decreased the risk of sexual coercion
victimization. Thus, self-focused and intrinsic motives may put women in a less
submissive role. As for female perpetrators, they were likely to endorse more power
and less pleasure motives. These results are contrary to Hill (2003), who found
coercive women reported more stress relief motives. However, they are in line with
previous findings obtained for men which support the notion that their proclivity to
sexual coercion may be related to a drive to fulfill their need for control in sexual
interactions (Hill, 2003).

Although the rate of childhood sexual abuse for men was also similar to that
found in other studies (Hébert et al., 2009; Pereda et al., 2009), male childhood
sexual abuse was not a significant predictor for sexual coercion victimization or
perpetration within the couple. This result is contrary to the findings for women and
to findings from other studies (King et al., 2000; King & Woollett, 1997; Schatzel-
Murphy, Harris, Knight, & Milburn, 2009; Senn et al., 2000). This may be due to the
fact that the rate of reported childhood sexual abuse was too low in the current
sample. Previous studies have also found that childhood sexual abuse alone is not
directly predictive, but rather that the childhood sexual abuse — sexual coercion
perpetration and victimization link may be moderated by other variables such as

family factors and other types of abuse, as well as the developmental stage of the men
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(Daigneault, Hébert, & McDuff, 2009; Schatzel-Murphy et al., 2009; Thomas &
Fremouw, 2009). Moreover, as with the findings for women, the predictive value of
childhood sexual abuse may be more pronounced in cases of more severe CSA.
When examining sexual coercion in previous relationships, men’s
victimization and perpetration of sexual coercion were associated with an increased
likelihood of experiencing the same type of sexual coercion within their current
relationship. This finding suggests that men’s coercive behavior or victimization
tends to repeat itself throughout their relationships. Thus, in line with the theories of
social learning and sexual scripts, their sexual coercion experiences may strengthen
their sexual scripts, which encourage male sexual experiences, and reinforce their
sexual behaviors. This is further supported by the finding that male sexual coercion
victims were more likely than male non-victims to report having sex because of
imposition, or self-imposed obligation, rather than partner pressure, which partly
supports our hypotheses for sexual victimization. This seems to substantiate the
traditional sexual script theory that men should always be ready and willing to have
sex; therefore being sexually victimized would decrease their perceived self-value as
a sexual partner and increase the pressure they place on themselves to prove their
masculinity in a sexual manner. Likewise, when examining male perpetration, the full
model was similar to the results of Hill (2003) and Zurbriggen (2000) in that the
coercive men endorsed more power motives. Thus, coercive men may intrinsically be
aroused by controlling their partner during sexual interactions. Within the context of
traditional sexual scripts, this behavior may be perceived as congruent with a
masculine self-identity. However, similar to results found by Gidycz, Warkentin, and
Orchowski (2007), the risk of sexual coercion perpetration was also increased in men
who reported sexual coercion perpetration in previous relationships. Within the
current relationships, male victimization was also predicted by current perpetration,
and vice versa, which also suggests that sexual coercion tends to be reciprocal within

couples.
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In summary, the results suggest that the operation of avoidant motives (i.e.
imposition and partner pressure) is associated with an increased risk of victimization
for men and women. Previous studies have demonstrated that engaging in sexual
activities due to avoidant motives may reduce relationship well-being (Impett et al.,
2005), which may further reduce the resisting partners’ desire for sexual interactions
and possibly increase the initiating partners’ use of coercive tactics, thus creating a
vicious cycle of sexual coercion. Nevertheless, due to the correlational nature of the
present data, we cannot infer whether experiences of sexual coercion influenced the
avoidant sexual motives or whether avoidant motives possibly create a vulnerability

to sexual coercion.

Limitations and Implications

The present study involves some limitations that must be taken into account
when interpreting the results. First, women and men were not directly compared in
the analyses; therefore no clear conclusions can be drawn about gender differences.
Secondly, the frequency analyses suggest that the women and men tended to
experience mild non-physical sexual coercion in their current relationship, rather than
severe physical sexual coercion. This is consistent with other studies which have
found that the majority of participants report more verbal sexual coercion than
physical sexual coercion (Struckman-Johnson, Struckman-Johnson, & Anderson,
2003; VanderLaan & Vasey, 2009). Findings must be interpreted within this context,
bearing in mind that research on intimate partner violence has found that minor
coercion can lead to more severe abuse. Therefore, mild sexual coercion needs to be
examined not only as a problematic phenomenon per se, but also as a possible
precursor to more severe intimate partner violence. Likewise, considering that
participants were in ongoing relationships, the partners may have more expectations
of sexual interactions than newly dating partners (Enosh, 2007) and partners who

resist sexual overtures may have been less direct in refusing sexual advances in order
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to maintain the integrity of the relationship. Consequently, sexual negotiation in
established relationships may be prone to miscommunication.

Another limitation of this study is that the measure of past sexual coercion
examined sexual coercion in previous relationships rather than consider all sexual
coercion experiences since the age of 14. As such, participants may not have reported
all significant sexually coercive experiences that they may have experienced or
perpetrated with strangers or acquaintances.

Moreover, considering the number of factors included in the models, the
sample size is relatively small. Ideally, these models should be retested with a larger
sample size and possibly using strategies such as structural equation modeling that
can better identify the associations between the factors. We chose to include couples
in which at least one partner was 35 years old or younger to obtain a more diverse
sample. Consequently, recruiting partners enabled us to have access to respondents
who were not university students. This may be a limitation for comparison purposes,
but it is also a strength in that it allows for more generalization to a broader span of
younger couples.

Nevertheless, our findings suggest that sexual coercion is a complex
phenomenon which is influenced by a number of factors such as childhood sexual
abuse, sexual coercion in previous relationships and sexual motivation. Moreover, the
results lend support to the theory of traditional sexual scripts, for both male and
female participants. The women experiencing sexual coercion reported more partner
pressure and imposition as their sexual motives than female non-victims. Female
sexual coercion perpetrators, on the other hand, reported more sexual motives of
power and less motives of pleasure, again demonstrating that female perpetrators may
be drawn to sexual interactions with a partner as an opportunity to express power
sexually, rather than physical sexual pleasure. Within the sexual script theory, these
coercive women may even view their sexual coercion behaviors as a “favor” to their
partners (Hill, 2003), regardless of their partners’ willingness. Alternatively, women

may behave sexually coercively as a way of trying to connect emotionally with their
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partners (Schatzel-Murphy et al., 2009). The victimized men, on the other hand, were
more motivated by self-imposed sexual obligation, and the male perpetrators reported
more motives of power, thus reflecting the stereotypes of females as gatekeepers and
males as sexual predators.

Finally, above and beyond previously investigated factors, sexual motivation
was a significant predictor of sexual coercion victimization and perpetration within
current relationships for both women and men. For the men, only imposition was a
significant predictor for sexual coercion victimization, whereas imposition and
partner pressure were associated with sexual coercion victimization for the women.
This study suggests that male victims may impose sexual pressure on themselves
whereas women victims may tend to have sex because of partner pressure and
because of a sense of duty. Indeed, men and women may interpret sexual interactions
and experiences differently; thus, a single model for victimization and perpetration of
coercion is not sufficient to account for gender specificities. Moreover, the current
models suggest that previous sexual coercion victimization and perpetration
experiences for men are predictive of future sexual coercion victimization and
perpetration. Therefore, it seems crucial to develop early intervention initiatives
designed for adolescents engaging in their very first romantic relationship.
Intervention and prevention programs focusing on sexual motivation and on
dismantling sexual stereotypes could help young women and men understand what
drives them to have sex and to explore other outlets to fulfill their needs in order to

reduce the risk of sexual coercion in their romantic relationships.
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Footnotes
'Post-hoc mediation models were tested for both women and men sexual
coercion victimization and perpetration, to examine whether early coercion
experiences mediated the relationship between motives and current coercion
experiences. No significant mediation effects were found; therefore the mediation

models are not presented.
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Table 2
Hierarchical Logistic Regression Predicting Female Sexual Coercion Victimization by
Partner

— 8 Odds Block Model Model
Ratio ¥ df sig ¥ df sig. Variance

Block 1—Sexual abuse 0.70 1 .41 070 1 41 01
history
CSA 33 39 1.38
Block 2—Previous SC 446 2 .11 516 3 .16 .04
CSA 29 40 1.34
Past SC victimization -34 35 71
Past SC perpetration 83 .39 2.28
Block 3—Reciprocat SC 1231 1 .00 1747 4 .00 A2
CSA .03 43 1.03
Past SC victimization -33 36 72
Past SC perpetration 58 42 1.78

Current SC perpetration 1.48*** 43 438

Block 4—Sexual motives 3899 6 00 56.45 10 .00 .34
CSA 30 .50 1.35
Past SC victimization -41 40 .67
Past SC perpetration .69 49 1.99

Current SC perpetration 1.76%¥* 51 579

Stress relief -49* 24 .62
Pleasure 4] 36 1.5]
Self-affirmation -.56 33 57
Partner pressure 2,13%** 67 8.40
Imposition 1i29%* 48 3.62
Power -22 26 .80

Note. n=205. CSA = Childhood sexual abuse; Past SC victimization = Reported sexual coercion victimization in
previous relationships since the age of 14; Past SC perpetration = Reported perpetration of sexual coercion in
previous relationships since the age of 14; Current SC perpetration = Reported perpetration of sexual coercion in
the current relationship; Stress relief = coping with distress; Pleasure = enhancement of pleasure; Self-affirmation
= to prove one’s self; Partner pressure = to avoid rejection; Imposition = having sex because you feel that it is
your duty or obligation; Power = the combined AMORE subscales of Self-Power and Partner Power.

*p <.05, ¥*p < .01, ***p < 001
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Table 3
Hierarchical Logistic Regression Predicting Female Sexual Coercion Perpetration with
Partner

Odds Block Model Model
Predictor B S.E.

Ratio ¥ df sig ¥ df sig. Variance
Block 1—Sexual abuse 696 1 .01 696 1 .01 .06
history
CSA 1:19** 43 3.28
Block 2—Previous SC 753 2 .02 1448 3 .00 A2
CSA 1.10* 45 3.00
Past SC victimization -.15 49 .86
Past SC perpetration 1.26%* 47 3.51
Block 3—Reciprocal SC 12.16 1 .00 26.64 4 .00 21
CSA 1.08* A48 2.95
Past SC victimization -.05 S 95
Past SC perpetration 1.05* .50 2.87

Current SC victimization [A7%%% 43 4.35

Block 4—Sexual motives 16.11 6 .01 42.75 10 .00 33
CSA 1.14* 52 3.14
Past SC victimization .04 .54 1.04
Past SC perpetration 72 93 2.05

Current SC victimization L3 D2 5.62

Stress relief .34 28 1.40
Pleasure -1.10** 40 33
Self-affirmation 18 41 1.20
Partner pressure -1.03 5 36
Imposition -.35 54 1
Power .69* 31 2.00

Note. n=205. CSA = Childhood sexual abuse; Past SC victimization = Reported sexual coercion victimization in
previous relationships since the age of 14; Past SC perpetration = Reported perpetration of sexual coercion in
previous relationships since the age of 14; Current SC victimization = Reported victimization of sexual coercion
in the current relationship; Stress relief = coping with distress; Pleasure = enhancement of pleasure; Self-
affirmation = to prove one’s self; Partner pressure = to avoid rejection; Imposition = having sex because you feel
that it is your duty or obligation; Power = the combined AMORE subscales of Self-Power and Partner Power.

*p <.05, **p <.01, ***p < .001
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Table 4
Hierarchical Logistic Regression Predicting Male Sexual Coercion Victimization by Partner

Predictor B S.E. oyt i Model o
Ratio ¥ df sig ¥ df sig. Variance

Block 1-—Sexual abuse 20 1 .65 20 1 65 .00
history
CSA -29 65 75
Block 2—Previous SC 31,50 2 .00 31.70 3 .00 23
CSA -48 .70 .62
Past SC victimization 2.35%*%* 48 10.50
Past SC perpetration -.51 46 .60
Block 3—Reciprocal SC 13.80 1 .00 4550 4 .00 32
CSA -.89 77 41
Past SC victimization 2.52%%% .50 1237
Past SC perpetration -81 49 44

Current SC perpetration 1.59% %% 44 493

Block 4—Sexual motives 2174 6 .00 6724 10 .00 46
CSA -1.60 .94 20
Past SC victimization 2i90%x% .61 19.90
Past SC perpetration -1.12% b 33

Current SC perpetration 1.19% :51:  -8:30

Stress relief 17 27 118
Pleasure -.03 40 .97
Self-affirmation 47 :35 1.60
Partner pressure 64 .67 1.89
Imposition 1.02%* 48 278
Power 10 34 111

Note. n=204. CSA = Childhood sexual abuse; Past SC victimization = Reported sexual coercion victimization in
previous relationships since the age of 14; Past SC perpetration = Reported perpetration of sexual coercion in
previous relationships since the age of 14; Current SC perpetration = Reported perpetration of sexual coercion in
the current relationship; Stress relief = coping with distress; Pleasure = enhancement of pleasure; Self-affirmation
= to prove one’s self; Partner pressure = to avoid rejection; Imposition = having sex because you feel that it is
your duty or obligation; Power = the combined AMORE subscales of Self-Power and Partner Power.

*p <.05, ¥*p <.01, ***p < .001
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Table 5
Hierarchical Logistic Regression Predicting Male Sexual Coercion Perpetration with
Partner

Variables g SE i e i Madel
Ratio Y df sig ¥ df sig. Variance

Block 1—Sexual abuse 1.97 1 .16 197 1 .16 .01
history
CSA .70 49 2.02
Block 2—Previous SC 7.59 2 .02 9.56 3 .02 .07
CSA .78 .50 2.18
Past SC victimization 19 38 1.21
Past SC perpetration .80* 34 222
Block 3—Reciprocal SC 1514 1 .00 2470 4 .00 A7
CSA 1.00 52 292
Past SC victimization -53 45 .59
Past SC perpetration 1.04** 40 2.83

Current SC victimization L70¥%% 44 545

Block 4—Sexual motives 17.67 6 .01 42.38 10 .00 28
CSA 71 55 2.03
Past SC victimization -37 A7 .69
Past SC perpetration 92* 42 2.51

Current SC victimization 1.22% 49 3.39

Stress relief 28 22 1.32
Pleasure -.07 34 93

Self-affirmation A48 28 1.61
Partner pressure 29 62 1.34
Imposition .04 42 1.04
Power PHo* 27 1.69

Note. n=201. CSA = Childhood sexual abuse; Past SC victimization = Reported sexual coercion victimization in
previous relationships since the age of 14; Past SC perpetration = Reported perpetration of sexual coercion in
previous relationships since the age of 14; Current SC victimization = Reported victimization of sexual coercion
in the current relationship; Stress relief = coping with distress; Pleasure = enhancement of pleasure; Self-
affirmation = to prove one’s self; Partner pressure = to avoid rejection; Imposition = having sex because you feel
that it is your duty or obligation; Power = the combined AMORE subscales of Self-Power and Partner Power.

*p <.05, ¥*p < 01, ***p <.001
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GENERAL DISCUSSION
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Sexual coercion, defined as using manipulative psychological and physical
tactics to obtain sexual activities from an unwilling partner, is a prevalent problem
affecting women and men alike. Previous studies have investigated sexual coercion
victimization and perpetration as perceived by individuals, but rarely from the
perspective of both partners involved. Consequently, the reported prevalence rates
may have been biased according to the respondents’ gender as well as his or her role
in the interaction (victim versus perpetrator). Moreover, numerous studies have
examined risk factors associated with sexual coercion, but results have been
inconsistent. These inconsistencies were further exacerbated by the fact that studies
often only investigated one gender, victims only, or perpetrators only. This gap in
empirical studies clearly needed to be addressed.

The present doctoral research examined the rate of, and risk factors associated
with, sexual coercion in a sample of heterosexual couples. Specifically, this research
investigated the perception of both partners as victims and perpetrators of sexual
coercion within their current relationships, in addition to examining childhood sexual
abuse, sexual coercion experiences in previous relationships, and sexual motivations
as potential predictors of sexual coercion victimization and perpetration.

This chapter will offer a summary and a discussion of the main results of the
two studies in relation to the objectives of the research: 1) to investigate the rate and
perception of sexual coercion in heterosexual couples as reported by both members of
the dyad; and 2) to develop a predictive model of sexual coercion victimization and
perpetration for both women and men in heterosexual relationships, by examining the
predictive value of childhood sexual abuse, sexual coercion in previous relationships,
and sexual motivation. This will be followed by a discussion of the theoretical and
clinical implications of the findings, as well as the strengths and limitations of the

studies. Lastly, suggestions for future studies will be presented.
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Study 1: Sexual Coercion Within Couples

In study 1, the rate of SC victimization and perpetration was investigated, as
well as its reciprocity and the level of inter-partner agreement within 222 mixed-sex
couples recruited in a university setting. Individual reports of SC were examined, and
then compared to rates obtained when combining reports from either partner within
couples. It was postulated that women and men would report experiencing more SC
victimization than their partners would report perpetrating, regardless of gender.
Moreover, it was hypothesized that the majority of coercive couples would report
reciprocal sexual coercion. It was also anticipated that women and men would report
more sexual coercion within previous relationships as opposed to within their current
one.

In general, the results demonstrated that the majority of couples reported less
severe sexual coercion within their current relationship, such as unwanted sexual
contact or verbal sexual coercion, as opposed to forced intercourse or attempted rape
(0% - 3.2%). The individual results showed that 30% of women and 20% of men
reported experiencing sexual coercion in their current relationship, and that the
associated perpetrators reported similar rates of SC. Therefore the hypothesis that
victims would report more SC was not confirmed. This suggests that perpetrators do
not necessarily downplay SC and victims do not necessarily over-report its
occurrence. Thus variations in prevalence rates reported in previous individual studies
may be more due to samples or measures of SC. Nevertheless, this result is similar to
that found in a study of intimate partner violence within couples by Caetano, Field,
Ramisety-Mikler and Lipsky (2009), in which men did not report less perpetration
than female victims reported experiencing in their relationships.

When taking into account the reports from either partner, sexual coercion
victimization rates almost doubled to 45% for women and 30% for men. This
suggests that sexual coercion was underreported by both victims and perpetrators,
regardless of gender. Thus, men and women may minimize SC in their current

relationships. Another possibility is that due to the less severe nature of SC reported
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within couples, the discrepancies may simply reflect the ambiguity of the reported
incidents. Indeed, some partners may acquiesce to sexually coercive behaviours to
avoid more severe coercion. In such a case, their fear of greater sexual coercion may
inadvertently produce more SC if the coercive partner does not recognize his or her
behaviours as coercive. Likewise, one person may perceive mild sexually coercive
behaviours as sex play, whereas their partner experiences them as SC. Thus,
depending on their perceptions and intentions, partners may both report different
experiences of sexual coercion. Nevertheless, the results do demonstrate that some
partners perceive coercive sexual behaviours in their relationships.

When examining reciprocity of sexual coercion within couples, we found that
only 20% of the intact couples were mutually coercive, such that both the woman and
the man reported being victims and perpetrators of SC in their relationship. Indeed,
25% of couples reported female victimization only. Thus our hypothesis that the
majority of currently coercive couples would be reciprocally coercive was not
substantiated. This may be due to different interpretations of situations by partners, or
more precisely, a tendency to report SC according to sexual scripts such that female
victimization and male perpetration may be easier to identify or acknowledge.
Despite the low frequency rate, women and men reported similar rates of reciprocity
of SC (19%-25%) in their previous relationships, suggesting a possible pattern: Some
men and women who are sexually coercive or who experience SC may increase the
risk of further SC in their relationships, which may lead to a cycle of intimate partner
violence in some couples. In a study of men, Russell and Oswald (2002) found that
13% of their sample reported being perpetrators and victims of SC within their
relationships, which suggests that SC victimization and perpetration in couples may
be associated. Another possible interpretation for the lower rate of reciprocity is that
victims of SC may not retaliate with sexual coercion, but rather comply with sexual
requests as a means to reduce coercive strategies (Davis, Shaver, & Vernon, 2004).
Moreover, female SC victims may retaliate with psychological or physical violence

instead. Indeed, a study of 1,861 Philippino women found that in reciprocally violent
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couples, 18% of the women reported that they were physically aggressive out of
retaliation, and 39% of them had been sexually coerced by their husband (Ansara &
Hindin, 2009). Thus, victims may use other means to counter their SC victimization
which may lead to more general intimate partner violence which includes physical
and psychological abuse.

Results from the first study also revealed that over 50% of the couples in the
sample reported some SC in their current relationship. Despite this high rate, less than
a third of the couples agreed on its occurrence. This again may be due to less severe
incidents of SC not necessarily being interpreted similarly by both partners. Although
we did not measure the frequency of the coercive incidents, our data suggests that SC
is quite prevalent for adult couples recruited within a university setting. Accordingly,
sexual coercion in relationships may be less random than stranger rape, which may
make it more predictable and possibly preventable (Himelein, 1995). Indeed, a
stranger attacking a woman is rarely anticipated, but it is quite easily identified as
rapeforced intercourse. On the other hand, a mildly coercive partner who increases
his/her sexually coercive tactics may be more predictable, but whether it is labelled as
SC is another issue. The results of the first study suggest that SC behaviours are not
necessarily identified as such by both partners, as evidenced by the low inter-partner
agreement rate. This result may be due to the relatively mild SC being reported by the
couples. More frequent or severe SC may be more accurately recalled by both
partners (Caetano et al., 2009) because of its possibly greater impact on the
participants’ lives and its reduced ambiguity. Similarly, cognitive dissonance may
reduce the participants’ perception of SC, if the coercive behaviours do not coincide
with their perceptions of a loving romantic relationship. Men and women may
minimize the coercion and interpret the incidents as token resistance or negotiation.
Likewise, sexual scripts may also play an important part in understanding SC
experiences and perceptions. A study by Turchik, Probst, Irvin, Chau, and Gidycz
(2009) found that women who had previous experiences of SC and had hypothetical

rape scripts more consistent with stranger rapes (outdoors, violent, with a person who
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is not well known) were at a greater risk of reporting revictimization at a 2-month
follow-up. Thus, previous SC experiences and sexual scripts may prevent
participants from identifying risk factors or cues for relationship SC. Similarly, men
are often socialized to initiate sexual activities whereas women are socialized to
impede or respond to sexual advances. These traditional sexual scripts may lead men
to impose sexual activities upon themselves and to pursue all sexual opportunities
that arise, regardless of their personal or their partners’ desire. Likewise, women may
not perceive their own advances as coercive. Thus traditional sexual scripts may
influence sexual interactions for both genders (Dworkin & O’Sullivan, 2005), as well
as increase the risk of SC.

Reports of SC in previous relationships suggested that a staggering proportion
of men and women experienced or perpetrated SC in prior relationships. Similarly to
Muifioz-Rivas, Grafia, O’Leary, and Gonzalez (2009), individual rates of previous SC
experiences suggested that men perpetrated more than women, and women were
victimized more than men. Indeed, over 62% of women and 35 % of men reported
victimization in their past relationships, whereas 21% of women and 40% of men
reported perpetrating SC in their previous relationships. Of even greater concern was
the fact that over 15% of the women reported experiencing forced intercourse. If
victims and perpetrators indeed underreport SC, then this trend is even more
alarming. This finding further supports our hypothesis that men and women would
report more sexual coercion in their previous relationships, although perpetration
rates for women were not significantly different between previous and current
relationships. The generally higher prevalence of SC in previous relationships may be
understood within the framework of the cognitive dissonance theory. This theory
postulates that people may downplay or reinterpret situations that do not coincide
with their self-perceptions. Thus, when in a coercive relationship, they may minimize
its severity, whereas when the relationship is terminated, they may more easily
identify it as SC. This may have serious implications for prevention and intervention

within intact couples that do not separate. Indeed, if victims and perpetrators are not
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able to identify the SC, they may not seek the help they need or leave the relationship
despite its violent aspects. Another possible explanation could be that sexual coercion
was more reported in previous relationships because it was examined using a
cumulative measure of SC within all past relationships, rather than each previous
relationship separately while controlling for the length of the relationships. This may
have inadvertently increased the report of SC, especially if it was the cause of the
break-up in previous dyads. Nevertheless, findings suggest that SC is a common,
pervasive problem in couples and that it is underreported by both victims and

perpetrators, regardless of gender.

Study 2: Predictive Models of Sexual Coercion

In our second study, hierarchical logistic regressions were performed to
identify and develop predictive models of sexual coercion victimization and
perpetration for both women and men. More specifically, the predictive value of
CSA, SC in previous relationships and sexual motivations were examined as possible
risk factors for sexual coercion. It was hypothesized that CSA and experiences of SC
in previous relationships would increase the likelihood of SC in current relationships.
Moreover, we investigated whether the sexual motives of each member of the dyad
contributed to the prediction of SC perpetration and victimization, above and beyond
the possible contributions of CSA and previous SC experiences. Based on previous
studies (Cooper, Shapiro, & Powers, 1998; Hill, 2003), it was expected that the
partner pressure motive would predict sexual coercion victimization, whereas power
and stress relief motives would predict SC perpetration.

Our results show that the four models contributed significantly to the
prediction of SC victimization and perpetration for men and women. Sexual
motivation explained a unique portion of the model variance, over and above CSA
and SC experiences in previous relationships. More specifically, as hypothesized,
power motives were significant predictors of SC perpetration for both genders.

Women and men who are motivated by power may coerce more, or it may be that
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perpetration conditions them to enjoy or seek out more feelings of power. Another
possible interpretation is that coercive men and women may be motivated by power
as a means of obtaining intimacy through physical contact. Indeed, sexual interactions
may provide a means to stay emotionally connected to the partner or reduce distress
(Davis et al., 2004). Previous studies have found that anxiously attached individuals
may use sex to keep partners close to them, whereas avoidant individuals may use sex
to reduce conflict and stress (Davis et al., 2004). Thus sex may be a means to
manipulate the partner, to get what one wants from them or to avoid negative
repercussions.

Partner pressure motives were significant for female SC victimization only,
whereas imposition, or self-imposed obligation, motives were significant predictors
of sexual coercion victimization for both men and women. Our hypothesis regarding
partner pressure motives was therefore only partially supported. This finding suggests
that men and women in relationships may not always engage in sexual activities
because of overt pressure but rather because of an internal sense of pressure.
Unfortunately, this may have a detrimental effect on their relationship and sexual
satisfaction. A study by Impett, Peplau, and Gable (2005) found that participants who
engaged in sex to avoid negative outcomes were less satisfied with their relationships.
Moreover, participants who report more imposition and/or partner pressure motives
may be at an increased risk of victimization and may be complying sexually to avoid
negative outcomes. Another possibility is that SC victims may perhaps only have sex
because of partner pressure or imposition motives as a means to reduce future SC.
They may no longer wish to engage in sexual activities to fulfill other motives with
their coercive partners. Thus, they might perceive most sexual interactions as being
coercive. Participants reporting more motives of imposition may also be more
sensitive to interpreting sexual interactions as coercive, especially if the partner is not
aware of their lack of other, more positive sexual motives.

Childhood sexual abuse was not a consistent predictive factor of SC, thus our

hypothesis was only partially supported. In fact, CSA was only significant in the
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predictive model of female perpetration, suggesting that women who experience CSA
may come to learn to use sex as a means to regain control. The inconsistency of
CSA-related findings may also be due to the influence of adolescent or previous SC
experiences. Indeed, more proximate experiences of sexual violence may play a
more prominent role in predicting current SC. Nevertheless, this is not to say that
CSA does not increase vulnerability to SC and/or teach survivors how to use coercive
tactics to obtain sex. CSA may have a cumulative effect on women and men when
paired with previous experiences of SC, rather than a direct effect (Gidycz, Hanson,
& Layman, 1995). Indeed, CSA victims may have difficulty with sexual boundaries
or be prone to use sexual behaviour to gain attention from partners, which may
increase the risk of SC (Himelein, 1995). Another possibility is that our sample size
did not provide enough power to detect a significant effect in the hierarchical logistic
regressions. It may be that larger samples of participants, such as that used in the
study by Hines (2007), may reflect the truer reality of CSA increasing the risk of
sexual coercion victimization for both men and women. Likewise, the severity of the
CSA experienced may be an important factor in predicting SC. For this study, our
measure of CSA included mild and severe CSA combined. It may be that more severe
CSA (involving penetration, the use of force, a close perpetrator or chronic abuse) has
a greater impact and thus is more predictive of SC for men and women. Indeed,
Lemieux and Byers (2008) did find such an association between CSA severity
(fondling versus penetration) and revictimization in their sample of women.
Unfortunately, due to the sample size and prevalence rate of CSA in the current
study, it was not possible to conduct analyses according to CSA severity.

Although we hypothesized that previous SC would predict current SC, our
results indicated that SC experiences in previous relationships were only predictive of
current sexual coercion for men, but not for women. This result is contrary to the
findings of a longitudinal study which examined female victimization (Himelein,
1995). Himelein found that precollege sexual victimization was positively associated

to sexual coercion victimization within a 32-month follow-up period. Indeed, 38% of
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the women had experienced precollege SC and 29% of them had experienced SC in
the follow-up period. Regardless, our study did find that over 62% of the women did
experience some SC in previous relationships as opposed to 31% of women reporting
victimization in their current relationship. Thus, although previous SC victimization
for women in our study may be too prevalent to be of predictive value, it may be
difficult to completely ignore the influence of previous SC on current SC experiences
for women. Indeed, consequences of adolescent or early SC victimization may play a
part in future vulnerability (Himelein, 1995). Likewise, experiences with non-
coercive relationships may also reduce this vulnerability by teaching proper
negotiation skills.

Lastly, a consistent finding in all the models was that, similarly to results of a
study by Mufioz-Rivas et al. (2009), the risk of victimization and perpetration was
increased if the SC was reciprocal within the relationship. Thus victimization
increased the risk of perpetration within couples and vice versa for both men and
women. This suggests that incidents of sexual coercion within couples must be
addressed as early as possible by mental health professionals in order to prevent

further exacerbation of the problem.

Theoretical and Clinical Implications of the Thesis

From a theoretical standpoint, this thesis lends support to the sexual script and
cognitive dissonance theories. More precisely, results from our first study have
demonstrated that women are still more at risk of SC victimization than men, thus
continuing the traditional sexual scripts of men as aggressors and women as
resistors/victims. CSA and previous SC experiences for men and women may also
solidify beliefs that males are obsessed with sex, whereas women are powerless to
resist or must feign resistance (Byers, 1996). These beliefs may be further
substantiated by experiences of SC in their current relationship and influence women
and men’s sexual motives. Although sexual scripts may change and vary between

people, men may make more efforts to obtain sex and may tire from having their
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sexual advances rejected (Dworkin & O’Sullivan, 2005). Indeed, men still tend to
initiate more, and thus run the risk of being rejected or being perceived as coercive.
Moreover, male initiation is more frequent than female initiation, thus giving the
impression that men want sex all the time. To confound issues further, studies show
that men consistently demonstrate a greater interest in sex than women (Baumeister,
Catanese, & Vohs, 2001). Interestingly, studies on sexual scripts and sexual
negotiation have found that egalitarian initiation makes both partners feel desired
sexually (Dworkin & O’Sullivan, 2005) which can improve relationships and sexual
dynamics. Theoretically, this would also decrease the risks of sexual coercion.
Results from our second study highlight the need for prevention and interventions to
address sexual stereotypes and scripts for both genders. Both women and men must
learn that their genders should not dictate their sexual roles or rights within
relationships. Women and men should be free to initiate or refuse sexual advances as
well as respect their partners to ensure healthier sexual lives and reduce the cycle of
SC.

Likewise, the fact that both victims and perpetrators, regardless of gender,
underreported SC underlines the possibility of cognitive dissonance playing an
important role in the reported prevalence rates of SC. Indeed, whether studying
couples or individuals, researchers must take into account that reports are
underestimations of the true problem and that social desirability is tought to be an '
important confounding factor in sex research (Bell & Naugle, 2007). Further, results
from our study of risk factors associated with SC suggest that single predictive
models for both women and men are not necessarily appropriate. Indeed, we found
that predictive models of SC victimization and perpetration varied by gender. Women
and men may react differently to CSA and previous SC experiences, which in turn
mitigates their behaviours in their current relationships.

Within a clinical perspective, the results from our studies suggest that SC is
underreported by victims and perpetrators, regardless of gender. This suggests that

there may be other factors influencing perception of SC. Indeed, severity and
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repetition of SC, as well as personal sexual scripts may influence couples’
perceptions. This also implies that perpetrators may not necessarily try to conceal SC,
but they may genuinely not perceive their behaviours as coercive. The implication of
this for prevention and interventions is that programs should perhaps further
challenge the gender stereotypes of SC victimization and perpetration so that women
and men may be aware of various SC situations. This may facilitate the identification
of sexually coercive behaviours in themselves and others, and facilitate the
development of more effective targeted intervention and prevention efforts

Results from both studies also demonstrate that reperpetration and
revictimization are important concerns related to sexual coercion. CSA increased the
risk of perpetration of SC for women, and previous SC experiences for men increased
the risk of SC within current romantic relationships. Indeed, our findings indicate that
SC is not a problem related only to acquaintances or dating relationships. From
prevention and intervention standpoints, clinicians need to further examine the
negotiation tactics of both partners to identify possible SC, and they need to intervene
as soon as possible to prevent further victimization and perpetration cycles in future
relationships. Results from this thesis suggest that previous experiences in
adolescence and young adulthood may have serious repercussions on future sexual
behaviours and romantic relationships. Even mild sexual coercion may put couples at
risk for increased relationship violence. In a longitudinal study of men (¥V=201) that
spanned 10 years, Teten, Hall and Capaldi (2009) found that men who use mild
sexual coercion tactics may be at risk for other relationship violence. Platt and Busby
(2009) also suggested that sexual coercion may indicate coercion in other realms of
the relationship. Consequently, experiences of SC may create more victims and
perpetrators, thus continuing a vicious cycle of intimate violence. In the case of men,
SC victims may be prone to more victimization and SC perpetrators may be prone to
more perpetration. For women, CSA may lead to inappropriate sexualized
behaviours and difficulty establishing personal boundaries that render them more

vulnerable to SC victimization and perpetration. Likewise, results also suggest that
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both genders are at risk of experiencing reciprocal SC within their relationships when
a coercive incident occurs. Thus intervention and prevention programs need to target
men and women in early adolescence or adulthood, as well as target sexual coercion
and physical aggression, to address the risks of mild and serious intimate partner
violence. Sexual coercion can indeed be a proverbial slippery slope for intimate
relationships.

Lastly, our results regarding sexual motivation suggest that motives may play
an important role as predictors of SC experiences within couples. This may have
important theoretical and clinical implications. First of all, sexual motives can
provide a better understanding of reasons behind the occurrence of SC within
couples. From a theoretical perspective, the results suggest that motives that are more
avoidant of emotions and less nurturing to relationships tended to be associated with
sexual coercion in the couples. Indeed, power motives were predictive of perpetration
of SC, whereas imposition motives and partner pressure (for women) were predictive
of victimization. Coercive partners may not necessarily seek out sexual opportunities
for the physical pleasure, but rather the control. However, their coercive behaviours
may be inadvertently reinforced by the sexual pleasure obtained by the sexual
activity, thus increasing their likelihood of being coercive. Likewise, if coerced
partners are motivated to have sex by imposition, and their partners are less resentful
or angry after sexual activities, this may further encourage motives of imposition.
Another possibility is that victims of coercion may be prone to having sex out of
imposition or partner pressure as a means to avoid further SC victimization. The
danger with these motives, is that they may increase the likelihood of coercion in
couples. Indeed, a study examining sexual compliance (consent to unwanted sex)
found that women who consented to unwanted sex with their partner increased their
risk by threefold of being physically sexually coerced than women who had never
complied (Krahé, Scheinberger-Olwig, & Kolpin, 2000). This may be due to the fact
that the initiating partners may not recognize when they are being complied with and

when they are being coercive. Indeed, when women and men have sex out of
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compliance, rather than desire, they may seem less enthusiastic (Impett, et al., 2005).
This in turn may create further misinterpretations within the couple. If a partner does
not want to have sex and is being coerced into it, the incident can be construed by the
initiating partner as compliance rather than coercion. Aside from the possibility of
increased risk of SC associated with some motives, the impact on the relationships
must also be considered. Although it was not measured in our study, types of motives
for sexual behaviours in general may affect the quality and duration of relationships.
Indeed, sexual motives associated with avoiding negative outcomes (ie. imposition,
partner pressure) have been associated with lower relationship satisfaction, as
opposed to motives that promote intimacy or positive outcomes in the relationship
(Impett et al., 2005). In other words, when an individual has consensual sexual
relations out of obligation to avoid conflict or sexual coercion, he/she may resent the
initiating partner afterwards, whereas if he/she engages in sex to feel pleasure or love,
it may generate feelings of closeness to their partner and more satisfaction in their
relationship. The same holds true for the perceived sexual motives of the partner
(Impett et al., 2005). Thus, if the influence of sexual motives is significant for
consensual sex, then it may be even more substantial in coercive relationships. From
a clinical standpoint, this suggests that sexual motives in couples need to be
addressed, and interventions should focus on getting partners to examine what they
want to achieve via sexual relations, rather than what they want to avoid. Moreover,
couples need to learn that compliance to unwanted sex may decrease the compliant
partner’s desire for sex which may be even more detrimental to the couple’s sexual

satisfaction.

Strengths and Limitations

One of the important strengths of this doctoral research is that both members
of intact couples were recruited, and therefore both of their perspectives on sexual
coercion within their relationship were obtained, which facilitated the examination of

predictive models for victimization and perpetration for both genders. Moreover,
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obtaining data regarding previous relationships allowed for important comparisons
between current and past SC experiences. Responses from both partners allowed us to
discover that both victims and perpetrators, regardless of gender, underreported
sexual coercion in their relationship. Thus the common assumption that perpetrators
underreport and that victims overestimate SC was not supported. Indeed, as
suggested by Szinovac and Egley (1995), underreporting of SC can be partially
controlled by obtaining responses from both partners. Likewise, similarly to results
from Caetano and colleagues (2009), rates of sexual coercion were almost doubled
when obtaining responses from both partners as opposed to only one.

Unfortunately, obtaining couple data may also be a weakness of our studies.
Participants who are in a relationship and who choose to participate may report less
conflict, and this may be even truer for couples in which both partners participate.
Indeed, couples who may have separated due to SC are not included in the sample;
this sampling bias may reduce our estimate of SC prevalence (Caetano et al., 2009).
Thus our sample may reflect the experiences of better adjusted couples, thus
explaining the lower rate of sexual coercion reported. However, this limitation was
partially countered by obtaining data regarding the participants’ previous
relationships.

The retrospective and cross-sectional design of our study precluded the
inference of causality. Thus, sexual motives may be a cause or consequence of sexual
coercion experiences: sexual motivations may increase the risk of SC, or SC
experiences may cause a shift in the participants’ sexual motivations. Future research
would benefit from having prospective or diary studies to get more accurate
observations of sexual motivations and whether they vary with time and contexts. A
diary method was efficient in the analysis of sexual behaviours of university students
in a recent study by Vannier and O’Sullivan (2008). With the use of handheld
computers to administer daily brief questionnaire, Vannier and O’Sullivan obtained a
95.6% response rate and participants reported a positive experience with this

prospective method. Moreover, a longitudinal or diary method may also allow
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researchers to investigate the timing of sexual coercion within relationships. In our
study, the mean duration of the romantic relationships was three years, however our
measure of sexual coercion did not ask when and how often the coercion occurred,
therefore we are unable to conclude whether SC is more prevalent during earlier
stages of relationships, or whether it is consistently present throughout the
relationship. Moreover, the frequency of the sexually coercive behaviours could have
increased the recognition of the SC by either partner.

Lastly, our university sample precludes generalizability of results to all
couples. Indeed, future studies should examine SC within a larger sample of
community and clinical samples to obtain a broader range of ages, relationship
durations, and relationship adjustment. Moreover, using larger samples could allow
confirmation of our predictive models for SC within couples using more rigorous data

analytic strategies.

Future directions

Research on sexual coercion would benefit from longitudinal studies of
couples to examine causal relations and enable a better understanding of the
associated risk factors. Likewise, sexual coercion in adolescent and young adult
couples needs to be investigated to identify coercive incidents and correlates during
their initial dating experiences. Perhaps sexually coercive couples experience SC at
the beginning of their relationship or during difficult life events only, or consistently
throughout the span of the relationship. Another possibility is that sexual coercion
occurs or is identified as such during the termination phase of the relationships, thus
explaining why prevalence of sexual coercion is higher in previous as opposed to
current relationships. For these reasons, longitudinal studies would help shed some
much needed light on the variables related to the onset, progression and variations of
sexual coercion experiences in committed romantic relationships. Moreover,
prospective designs would allow researchers to examine whether sexual motives

change over time. Indeed, it would be important to clarify whether sexual motivation
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is more a function of the romantic relationship and hence best conceptualized as a
systemic construct, or whether inversely, it is a consistent, stable intra-individual
variable. Future studies should also examine whether both partners in couples have
compatible sexual motives, and whether they accurately perceive each other’s
motives.

Due to the limited sample size, the predictive models were not analyzed by
type of coercive relationship (non-coercive, female only victim, male only victim,
and reciprocally coercive couples), or by severity of the coercive tactics. Different
coercive tactics may be associated with different motives (Abbey, McAuslan,
Zawacki, Clinton, & Buck, 2001). Indeed, a study of men found that coercive men
who used force reported less intimacy sexual motives, than verbally coercive or non-
coercive men, although there were no significant difference between both types of
coercive men on pleasure and dominance sexual motives (Lyndon, White, & Kadlec,
2007). Future studies would benefit from examining such predictive variables for
various types of coercive couples with a larger sample of community and clinical
couples. Ideally, the predictive models would be tested and confirmed using structural
equation modeling to provide more insight on the association between predictive
factors and the outcomes of SC perpetration and victimization. Moreover, the
perceptions of sexual coercion should be examined in relation to the perceived impact
or consequences of the SC incident as well as the severity of childhood sexual abuse.
Another possibility would be to investigate sexual coercive and consensual
behaviours within couples to examine the association between these two types of
behaviour in line with sexual motivation. Lastly, we hope that future studies will
continue to examine sexual coercion within mixed-sex and same-sex relationships to
help shed light on women and men’s labelling of incidents as sexual coercion within
the framework of traditional sexual scripts and cognitive dissonance to allow us to

better intervene and prevent SC in all romantic relationships.
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Conclusion

The main objective of this doctoral research was to add to the empirical
knowledge regarding sexual coercion by examining this phenomenon through the
perspective of both partners involved and by developing predictive models for
victimization and perpetration. The goal of the models was to identify possible
associated factors in order to reduce vulnerability and decrease cycles of abuse, and
not as a means of removing the responsibility from the perpetrators. Indeed,
perpetrators of SC must still be held accountable for their actions.

This thesis represents an original scientific contribution not only in terms of
the novel results it generated but also because of the new questions it posed. To our
knowledge, this study is the first to examine reciprocity of sexual coercion within
couples. Moreover, it has demonstrated the important value of obtaining data from
both partners to provide a relational perspective of sexual coercion, as well as
examining sexual motivation as a valuable predictive factor. Considering that only
30% of the couples agreed on the presence of SC in their relationships, findings
suggest that men and women need to be more sensitized to recognizing sexually
coercive behaviours. Finally, preventative measures need to be offered to youths
involved in their first romantic relationships to reduce the risk of SC, and subsequent

revictimization and/or reperpetration.
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