
[image: Cover: Sexual Coercion in Dating Relationships, edited by E. Sandra Byers, PhD and Lucia F. O’Sullivan, PhD, published by Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group.]


Sexual Coercion in Dating Relationships




Sexual Coercion in Dating Relationships

E. Sandra Byers, PhD

Lucia F. O’Sullivan, PhD

Editors


[image: Logo: Published by Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group, New York and London. Routledge is an imprint of Taylor and Francis Group, an Informa business, Taylor and Francis Group.]





Sexual Coercion in Dating Relationship has also been published as Journal of Psychology & Human Sexuality, Volume 8, Numbers 1/2 1996.


© 1996 by The Haworth Press, Inc. All rights reserved. No part of this work may be reproduced or utilized in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, microfilm and recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.


The development, preparation, and publication of this work has been undertaken with great care. However, the publisher, employees, editors, and agents of The Haworth Press and all imprints of The Haworth Press, Inc., including The Haworth Medical Press and Pharmaceutical Products Press, are not responsible for any errors contained herein or for consequences that may ensue from use of materials or information contained in this work. Opinions expressed by the author(s) are not necessarily those of The Haworth Press, Inc.


Reprinted 2009 by Routledge

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Sexual coercion in dating relationships / E. Sandra Byers, Lucia F. O’Sullivan, editors.

p. cm.

"Also ... published as Journal of psychology & human sexuality, volume 8, numbers 1/2, 1996"—T.p. verso.

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 1-56024-815-7 (thp: alk. paper).—ISBN 1-56024-844-0 (pbk.: alk. paper)

1. Acquaintance rape. 2. Acquaintance rape—Psychological aspects I. Byers, E. Sandra. II. O’Sullivan, Lucia F.

HV6558.S493 1996

362.88〲3—dc20

96-7979

CIP

DOI: 10.4324/9781315800981








[image: ]


[image: ]


[image: ]




About the Editors

E. Sandra Byers, PhD, is Professor of Psychology at the University of New Brunswick in Fredericton and a Clinical Psychologist in private practice. The author or co-author of nearly 40 journal articles, Dr. Byers has served as consulting editor for the Canadian Journal of Human Sexuality, the Journal of Sex Research, and the Journal of Psychology & Human Sexuality. In the past, she has been the Director of the Muriel McQueen Fergusson Centre for Family Violence Research at the University of New Brunswick and President of the Canadian Sex Research Forum. A current fellow in the Society for the Scientific Study of Sexuality and member of the Advisory Board for the Sex Information and Education Council, Dr. Byers recently led a sexology delegation to Russia and Estonia.

Lucia F. O’Sullivan, PhD, is a Social Psychologist and Postdoctor ate Research Fellow at the HIV Center for Clinical and Behavioral Studies in the Department of Psychiatry at Columbia University. The author and co-author of numerous articles and chapters on the topics of sexual coercion and influence, communication, and gender roles in relationships, Dr. O'Sullivan was awarded the Society for the Scientific Study of Sexuality (SSSS) Authorship of Best Student Research. A board member of Planned Parenthood and a reviewer for The Journal of Sex Research and other scientific journals, she has served as reviewer, chair, and presenter of papers at SSSS and American Psychological Association (APA) meetings. Dr. O’Sullivan has also participated in nationally-syndicated radio series on sexual decision-making within intimate relationships.




Sexual Coercion in Dating Relationships Contents


	Foreword
Naomi B. McCormick, PhD





	Introduction
E. Sandra Byers, PhD

Lucia F. O’Sullivan, PhD


	How Well Does the Traditional Sexual Script Explain Sexual Coercion? Review of a Program of Research
E. Sandra Byers, PhD


	An Examination of the Attitudes Underlying Sexual Coercion Among Acquaintances
Jacquelyn W. White, PhD

Patricia L. N. Donat, PhD

John A. Humphrey, PhD


	Gender Differences in Responses to Discrepancies in Desired Level of Sexual Intimacy
Lucia F. O’Sullivan, PhD

E. Sandra Byers, PhD


	Coercive Heterosexual Sexuality in Dating Relationships of College Students: Implications of Differential Male-Female Experiences
Matthew Hogben, MA

Donn Byrne, PhD

Merle E. Hamburger, PhD


	Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder Among College Student Victims of Acquaintance Assault
Catalina M. Arata, PhD

Barry R. Burkhart, PhD


	College Men’s Reactions to Hypothetical Forceful Sexual Advances from Women
David Struckman-Johnson, PhD

Cindy Struckman-Johnson, PhD


	Sexism, Erotophobia, and the Illusory “No”: Implications for Acquaintance Rape Awareness
Mary Krueger, PhD


	A Cognitive Ecological Model of Women’s Response to Male Sexual Coercion in Dating
Paula S. Nurius, PhD

Jeanette Norris, PhD


	Beyond “Just Saying No”: Dealing with Men’s Unwanted Sexual Advances in Heterosexual Dating Contexts
Charlene L. Muehlenhard, PhD

Sandra L. Andrews, PhD

Ginna K. Beal, MSW, BCSW





	Index





Foreword

Good sexuality research should be subversive. It should challenge the way we conceptualize experience and as Michelle Fine (1992) suggests, unearth “secrets . . . disrupt[ing] prevailing notions of what is inevitable and natural" (pp. 21-22). To do our job well, we must recognize that science, especially sexual science, is inherently political. Instead of hiding behind an academic wall of pseudo-objectivity and tasteless, scentless fascination with scholarly minutiae, we must be activists. Let us make our science courageous, investigating the big issues and not the safe ones. Let us use science to liberate, applying our studies to the twin goals of increasing human pleasure, however unfashionable this seems in a period of self-righteous denial, while chipping away at the oppressions that some reactionary groups would like to keep silent. But, in fighting the good fight, let us not forget that we are scientists first and instruments of social change second. As good scientists, we need to improve our theories, develop superior methodologies, and put our ideas to the test. Rhetoric is insufficient. Activism in the absence of solid theory and empirical data is misguided. Important issues deserve and require both serious study and a healthy dose of skepticism about our work.

Sexual coercion is one of the most important issues studied by sexuality researchers. This volume answers my challenge to sexologists by tackling a big issue, sexual aggression and intimidation in intimate relationships, with the best tools presently available to social and health scientists. Coercive intimate relationships have always existed but until the final quarter of this century, victims were expected to suffer in silence. Sexual aggression and intimidation, so the myth went, was a rare and criminal event involving strangers—others, outsiders, those lacking education and social privilege. It was not something that involved people we knew; it was not something that could hurt us. It was not something that happened between people who cared about each other, people who knew each other, people who lived together, people who had relationships. Today we know better, thanks to the excellent research of the contributing authors of this collection and their colleagues across the globe.

As Edward Laumann, John Gagnon, Robert Michael, and Stuart Michaels (1994) document in their comprehensive U.S. survey, nearly 22% of American women report having been forced to have sex by a man. In contrast, only 2% of the men reported being forced to have sex by a man, slightly more than 1% of the men said that a woman forced herself sexually on them, and only a handful of women (0.3%) indicated that a woman pushed them into having sex (pp. 335-338). Consistent with a growing body of serious studies, Laumann and his colleagues found that an astonishing 96% of all forced sex experiences are with perpetrators who the victim knows: 19% are acquaintances; 22% are persons the respondent knew well; 46% were individuals with whom the respondent was in love; 9% were spouses. We have met the enemy and it is us!

Sexual coercion in dating relationships is not a feminist myth. Nor is it a tool of unscrupulous “liberal” researchers seeking funding for frivolous work. Sexual coercion is a serious social, psychological, and medical problem, affecting almost one in four North American women. Sexual coercion robs women of their sexual autonomy and in many cases causes long-term damage to their health, ability to experience pleasure, self-confidence, and sense of well-being. Yet, as I write, recurrent efforts are underfoot to silence the voices of those who have experienced sexual coercion again. Serious scientific studies, like those reported in this volume, are needed to keep this from happening!

I celebrate the courage of the authors and editors of this collection, all renowned researchers and clinicians, for pulling their mutual talents together to create this excellent publication describing the latest research on sexual coercion in dating relationships! I celebrate, too, the theoretical and methodological richness of these articles. Here, sexual scientists tackle, not just the problem of coercion, but problems with coercion research. All good skeptical inquirers question how the framing of our studies may influence and even distort our results, how men imagine they would experience female sexual coercion, the extent to which script theory explains (and doesn’t explain) sexual predation and victimization, women’s cognitive strategies for coping (or self-blame) after coercive experience, the dynamics of dating disagreements and the dilemma of turning down a partner’s sexual advances when the relationship is highly valued, and the type of attitudes which best predict men’s sexually aggressive behavior. Perhaps the most remarkable thing about these excellent articles is the thread of optimism that remains despite the depressing topic. Each author applies empirical data and theoretical insight constructively to chip away at oppression, acknowledging the strength of women who have experienced sexual coercion while struggling to eliminate sexist assumptions that deny women sexual autonomy and pleasure.

Naomi B. McCormick, PhD

Department of Psychology

State University of New York at Plattsburgh

Plattsburgh, NY
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Most social scientists consider Eugene Kanin’s 1957 publication of the article “Male aggression in dating-courtship relations” to be the first scientific investigation of sexual coercion in dating relationships. Perhaps the world was not ready to hear about sexual coercion at that time, because other researchers only began to attend to this issue in the late 1970s and early 1980s. Increased research attention was undoubtedly related to the consistent finding of high prevalence rates and damaging sequelae related to sexual coercion. And yet, in many ways the world is still not ready to hear about sexual coercion.

Outside of research and feminist communities, sexual coercion is frequently minimized and too often stereotyped. The words “sexual coercion” (synonymous at times with “sexual aggression” and “sexual as sault”) tend to conjure up a particular image for members of the general public. This image is of a deranged man attacking a woman he does not know in a dark, secluded public setting where she had the poor judgment to be wandering alone; or, similarly, of a man's brutal rape of a woman after breaking into her locked apartment or home. The woman struggles to get free, but the man uses his physical strength to overpower the woman and force her to engage in sexual intercourse. This is the type of sexual coercion that is most frequently depicted in media portrayals. In fact, the general public often does not acknowledge other forms of sexual coercion which are missing these essential ingredients. Even within the criminal justice system, other sexual coercion scenarios are often dismissed as women’s craving for attention, attempts to gain revenge on an unfaithful boyfriend, or plausible coverup for an active sexual life. As has been demonstrated repeatedly in social psychological studies, the general public is reluctant to place blame firmly on the shoulders of the perpetrator and is willing to attribute at least some responsibility to the victim in situations that do not conform to the stereotypic image of sexual coercion.

Researchers first challenged the extent to which this stereotype represents real life experiences of sexual coercion when they chose to assess unreported sexual assaults amongst undergraduate college women. In so doing, they uncovered a number of myths surrounding our understanding of sexual coercion. Most notably, researchers discovered that sexual coercion is not a particularly rare event. Current estimates suggest that anywhere between 22% and 83% of women will experience sexual coercion in their lifetime. In addition, the stereotype reinforces an image of sexual coercion as a crime that is perpetrated by a small group of deranged or “perverted” men. However, research failed to support this belief in the psychopathology of perpetrators. Furthermore, although the most prevalent form of sexual coercion by far is perpetrated by men against women, we now know that some men coerce other men and some women coerce men and other women. Finally, contrary to the stereotype, the perpetrator is rarely a stranger, but is usually an acquaintance of the victim, often someone with whom the victim has an established romantic relationship. Sexual coercion by someone known to the victim has equally, perhaps greater, detrimental consequences for the victim as does sexual coercion by a stranger.

This media-endorsed stereotype of sexual coercion can be considered a reflection of societal values about the types of sexual assaults to be considered most important. Equating sexual coercion with forced intercourse stems from the myth that forced intercourse is the most “serious” form of sexual coercion. Even the use of the term “date rape” connotes this value. In fact, many acts of sexual coercion do not involve penile-vaginal intercourse, and may involve a range of coercive tactics including verbal threats, pressure, deception, and harassment. As with other forms of abuse, the trauma and long-term detrimental consequences for the victim may come more from the sense of powerlessness, stigmatization, and violation of trust than from the actual nature of the forced activity.

Clearly, most researchers and theorists are well aware of the discrepancies between the public image of sexual coercion and the reality of coercive experiences. However, researchers need to challenge some assumptions that continue to guide or influence investigations of sexual coercion. This volume is designed to help researchers challenge some of these assumptions, and to serve as a catalyst for future research and critical thinking in this area. We use the term “sexual coercion” in its broadest sense. Sexual coercion is any form of force or pressure used in an attempt to make a nonconsenting other engage in some type of sexual activity. Our focus is on dating relationships because it is a form of close, intimate relationship that is particularly prone to sexual coercion. Our use of the term “dating relationship” includes all intimate relationships with a romantic or sexual basis, from the early, newly acquainted first date to the highly committed, well-established premarital forms.


Articles within This Volume

The nine articles in this volume address theoretical and empirical issues regarding the nature, causes, and consequences of sexual coercion in dat ing relationships. Each article contributes to the objectives guiding this publication: to challenge current beliefs and to spur researchers forward onto new ground.

Most sexual coercion research has been conducted atheoretically. When research has been theory-driven, the traditional sexual script is the most prevalent theory guiding such research. This is a theory that describes how the differential socialization of men and women cues sexual coercion. The validity of this theory has often been accepted on logical rather than empirical grounds. Sandra Byers reviews aspects of the traditional sexual script that have been theorized to cause sexual coercion and presents a program of research designed to test empirically some of the assumptions inherent in the theory.

Research on attitudes toward sexual coercion has also not generally been informed by theory. In particular, social psychological theory has established that attitudes consist of affective, behavioral, and cognitive components. However, this tripartite model has not been adopted by re searchers studying sexual coercion. To rectify this, Jacquelyn White, Patricia Donat, and John Humphrey analyzed the attitude-toward-rape litera ture within this social psychological framework. They also assessed the usefulness in discriminating between affectively-based attitudes and cog nitively-based attitudes, and the predictive ability of both. A more complex view of attitudes may enhance our ability to develop successful rape preventive efforts.

Lucia O’Sulli van and Sandra Byers argue that sexual coercion should be examined in the broader framework of the use of influence because sexual coercion represents an extreme means of influencing a partner to engage in undesired sexual activity. They examined discrepancies in de sired level of sexual intimacy between dating partners–the basic situation in which influence in general and sexual coercion in particular are likely to occur–to determine the types of coercive and noncoercive influence used by men and women. Moreover, they tested a number of traditional as sumptions about behavior in such situations, such as men’s higher likelihood of employing coercive tactics compared to women, and the accompanying negative emotional and relational consequences associated with disagreements about desired sexual intimacy.

Recent research has established that some women use sexual coercion against their male dating partners. Matthew Hogben, Donn Byrne, and Merle Hamburger challenge the view that sexual coercion is equally a problem for women and men. Past studies examining the prevalence of both men’s and women’s experiences and use of sexual coercion produce inconsistent findings. These researchers set out to clarify these inconsistencies and, in doing so, they note a number of methodological issues that demand attention in research of this nature. They also address some political pitfalls that surround such investigations.

Although some similarities between men’s and women’s sexual experiences are apparent, men’s and women’s experiences of and reactions to sexual coercion are different and should continue to be examined separately. The findings of two studies highlight these differences. Catalina Arata and Barry Burkhart examined symptoms of posttraumatic stress disorder in a sample of college women who reported sexually coercive experiences. Although a number of other detrimental psychological consequences of sexual coercion have been documented in the past, this is the first study designed to assess such an extreme form of consequence amongst a col lege sample.

David Struckman-Johnson and Cindy Struckman-Johnson expanded upon recent research suggesting that, in marked contrast to most women’s experiences, many men may report neutral or even favorable reactions to coercive interactions. They conducted a vignette study designed to investigate how level of force, attractiveness of the coercive woman, and type of romantic relationship contributed to men’s reactions. This study clearly challenges many of the assumptions we have made about the inherently detrimental nature of sexually coercive experiences.

Mary Krueger argues succinctly that current conceptions of women's sexuality are inadequate. She addresses the harmful consequences associated with an exclusive focus on sexual coercion when considering women’s sexuality and of traditional approaches to prevention which may suppress women’'s erotic expression. She makes clear the urgent need to restructure these culturally-endorsed attitudes.

One means of empowering women at risk of sexual coercion is to increase their sense of efficacy in terms of successful resistance. Acknowledging that sexual coercion is never the fault of the victim, Paula Nurius and Jeanette Norris present an ecological model which they believe may be usefully employed to predict women’s resistance to sexual coercion. This model incorporates background, environmental and intrapersonal variables related to experiences of sexual coercion. They draw upon existing empirical research to support each component of the model.

Charlene Muehlenhard, Sandra Andrews, and Ginna Beal challenge the promotion of the hackneyed expression “Just Say No” in sexual coercion preventive measures. Aggressive refusal of an unwanted sexual advance from a dating partner may not be consistent with a woman’s goal of maintaining a relationship with her partner. In one study, these researchers assessed how a woman’s open communication of her sexual limits in fluenced a man’s response. In a second study, they obtained responses that men rated most effective in terms of stopping their persistent sexual advances, and determined the effect each response might have on a dating relationship. In short, these findings constitute a repertoire of practical preventive measures women can employ in coercive sexual dating situations.

In summary, we hope this publication will remedy in some small degree the lethargy and ennui that is apparent in sexual coercion research. Most of the studies in this area still are designed to assess the prevalence of sexual coercion and predict likely perpetrators and victims. Although invaluable, it is high time to shake out the cobwebs and adopt new research goals. We also need to question some of the assumptions that guided us in the past. The new ideas and findings in this volume may serve as a necessary impetus to more productive research in this culturally, socially, politically, and individually important area of work. Further, they may contribute to our understanding of the complex nature of sexual coercion, as well as the causes and consequences related to this phenomenon.
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How Well Does the Traditional Sexual Script Explain Sexual Coercion? Review of a Program of Research

E. Sandra Byers, PhD

DOI: 10.4324/9781315800981-2



SUMMARY. Male use of sexual coercion against an unwilling female partner is all too prevalent in North American society. Several theorists. most notably feminist theorists, have hypothesized that so cialization practices with respect to traditional gender roles, and corresponding cultural attitudes, cause sexual coercion. Although not always labeled in this way, these theorists posit that the “traditional sexual script” supports and condones male sexual coercion against women and that this sexual script remains the normative dating script in our society. In this article, I first review the aspects of the traditional sexual script that have been theorized to promote and maintain sexual coercion. Then I review the results of a program of research I conducted in conjunction with colleagues and former graduate students, which tested the validity of this theory for understanding coercive sexual interactions between dating partners. I conclude that the traditional sexual script has proven useful as a framework for understanding sexual coercion in heterosexual dating relationships. However, our research calls some aspects of this theory into question. Some modification to this theory is needed.



Male use of sexual coercion against an unwilling female partner is all too prevalent in North American society. Although most research on sexual coercion has been conducted with college students, even among this relatively advantaged population, researchers have consistently found that between 22% and 83% (depending on the wording of the items) of the women surveyed report having been coerced into engaging in some form of unwanted sexual activity at some time in the past (see Craig, 1990, for a review of prevalence studies). A smaller, but substantial, percentage of men (between 20% and 42%) acknowledge having engaged in sexual activity by using sexual coercion (Craig, 1990). Most of these incidents occurred within the context of dating or other non-stranger peer relationships.

Several theorists, most notably feminist theorists, have hypothesized that socialization practices with respect to traditional gender roles, and corresponding cultural attitudes, cause sexual coercion (Brownmiller, 1975; Burt, 1980; Clark & Lewis, 1977). Although not always labeled in this way, these theorists posit that the “traditional sexual script” supports and condones male sexual coercion against women and that this sexual script remains the normative dating script in North American society. These theories stand in contrast to theories that place the causes of sexual coercion in specific characteristics of offenders that are not seen to be normative, such as offenders’ psychopathology, coercive dispositions, or hypererotic orientation (Craig, 1990; Kanin, 1985).

In this article, I first review the aspects of the traditional sexual script that have been theorized to promote and maintain sexual coercion. Then I present the results of a program of research I conducted in conjunction with colleagues and former graduate students that is designed to test the validity of this theory for understanding coercive sexual interactions between dating partners.



The Traditional Sexual Script

Scripts are cognitive frameworks for how people are expected to be have in social situations. Sexual scripts, therefore, delineate the who, what, where, when, how, and why of sexual behavior (DeLamater, 1987; Gagnon, 1990; Gagnon & Simon, 1973; McCormick, 1987; Rosen & Leiblum, 1988). They also depict the sequence in which behaviors are expected to occur within sexual interactions. Individuals may improvise and express their own personalities and preferences while still adhering to the guidelines prescribed by the script.

Sexual scripts are learned through socialization. The sexual script that is most pervasive in North America has been termed the traditional sexual script (TSS), and it contains very different expectations for men’s and women’s behavior and attitudes in sexual situations. It is these prescribed gender differences which are hypothesized to link adherence to the TSS and sexual coercion (cf. Brownmiller, 1975; Byers, 1990; Clark & Lewis, 1977; Crooks & Baur, 1993; Korman & Leslie, 1982; LaPlante, McCormick & Brannigan, 1980; Peplau, Rubin & Hill, 1977). In the following list, I have summarized the gender differences in expected behaviors and attitudes within the TSS that have been theorized to be particularly important to the occurrence of sexual coercion. As the TSS prescribes that sexual relationships be heterosexual, the following discussion describes only male-female interactions.

(1) The TSS depicts men as “oversexed” and women as “undersexed.” As such, men are described as having strong sexual needs, being obsessed with sex, being highly motivated to engage in sexual activity, and willing to exploit or pursue any sexual opportunity made available by a woman. Women, on the other hand, are depicted as having few sexual needs, being sexually reluctant, seeing sex as a means of procuring love or commitment, being slow to arouse, and being difficult to satisfy sexually.

(2) Women’s perceived worth and status are seen as being decreased by sexual experience whereas men’s worth and status are seen as being en hanced. That is, for men, sexual experience is perceived by society and by their peers as reflecting positive characteristics such as masculinity, virility, and attractiveness. For women, on the other hand, sexual experience is attributed to undesirable characteristics such as nonselectivity, promiscuity, emotional disturbance, and lack of values. .

(3) The TSS casts men as the initiators in sexual situations and women as the recipients of the initiations. Thus, because of their supposed large sexual appetites, men are expected to initiate and vigorously pursue dates with women, all sexual interactions, and increasingly intimate sexual activities within any given sexual interaction. Women are expected to adopt a passive, defensive stance in order to protect their perceived worth. They are expected to be prepared for and to respond cautiously to these initiations.

(4) Because women are depicted as not “really” interested in sex and as having their worth decreased by being “too” sexually available or seeming “too” interested in sex, the TSS prescribes that women are expected to place limits on the level of sexual activity in which they engage with their male partner. Thus, women are expected to counteract, forcefully, men’s continual pressure to increase sexual intimacy. Even when they are interested in engaging in sexual activity, women are expected to offer at least initial token resistance to the man’s advances. It should be noted that forceful resistance is inconsistent with women’s gender role scripts, which dictate that women should be passive, submissive, and unassertive. On the other hand, men are expected to try to remove women’s restrictions to enhance their own worth and meet their own sexual needs. As such, the TSS legitimizes men’s use of a variety of coercive and noncoercive influence strategies in attempting to overcome the woman’s reluctance to engage in the sexual activity. This expectation is similar to behavioral expectations within men’s gender role script, which prescribes that men be active and aggressive. Use of these strategies is further justified by widespread belief in women’s use of token refusal. As such, men who accept the woman’s refusal and stop their sexual advances may be perceived as not sufficiently masculine to gain sexual access (Muehlenhard, 1988; Muehlenhard & Hollabaugh, 1988).

Two additional aspects of the TSS have been described as contributing to sexual coercion but are not limited to sexual situations.

(5) The dating and gender role scripts dictate that women’s worth is enhanced by being in a romantic relationship. Thus, within the TSS, a woman is expected to restrict sexual access but to do so in a way that does not cause the man to decrease his romantic interest in her. To accomplish this, she should not be too assertive or aggressive in refusing sexual advances, she must appear sexy, and she must convey (through willing participation in low levels of sexual activity) that satisfying sex will occur in the future if the man remains in the relationship.

(6) Women are expected to be emotional, sensitive, and nurturing in interpersonal relationships, whereas men are expected to be unemotional, relatively insensitive, and self-focused. The prescription for women to be nurturing and consider the other person’s need before their own is in conflict with the aspect of the TSS that calls for women to restrict access to her sexuality. The latter would require that the woman place her needs and wants before those of her male partner. The prescription that men be unemotional and put their own needs first suggests that, in pursuing their sexual goals, men need not take into account the woman’s feelings or reluctance to engage in the sexual activity.

In summary, the TSS pits the oversexed, aggressive, emotionally insensitive male initiator who is enhanced by each sexual conquest and taught not to accept “no” for an answer against the unassertive, passive woman who is trying to protect her worth by restricting access to her sexuality while still appearing interested, sexy, and concerned about the man’s needs. Sexual coercion is believed to be learned and maintained through widespread socialization for this behavioral sexual script, traditional gender roles, and attitudes and beliefs that support, condone, and legitimize sexual coercion in at least some circumstances. These attitudes are themselves a consequence of socialization.

An important question that social scientists need to address, then, is whether the TSS is the normative sexual script in North American dating relationships. Other questions that need to be addressed are: How accurate are the gender role stereotypes described in the TSS? To what extent are aspects of the TSS related to the use and experience of sexual coercion? We addressed these broad questions in a series of studies that are reviewed in the following sections.



Is the Traditional Sexual Script the Normative Sexual Script?

Two predictions based on the TSS have been examined repeatedly in the literature: attitudes supportive of sexual coercion are widespread, and women commonly experience sexual coercion by men within dating relationships. Our results are in keeping with these predictions and with re search conducted in the United States (Burt, 1980; Craig, 1990). We found that many Canadian university students hold these beliefs and attitudes (Byers & Eno, 1991; Grenier & Byers, 1990). In addition, we found that a substantial proportion of Canadian university women reported having ex perienced sexual coercion and Canadian university men reported having engaged in sexual coercion (Byers & Eno, 1991; Finkelman, 1992; O’Sul livan, 1991).

However, these findings do not establish that sexual coercion is the normative or typical sexual script; that is that “the socialization of both men and women takes coercive sexuality as the normal standard of sexual behavior” (Clark & Lewis, 1977, p. 140). To establish that TSS is the normative script, it is necessary to go beyond the finding that many women have experienced male sexual coercion. Rather, it is necessary to demonstrate that the roles described by the TSS are the typical or usual behavior in sexual interactions. Therefore, we examined the normativeness of several aspects of the TSS.

Initiations and restrictions of sexual activity. The TSS defines clearly differentiated gender roles for men and women in sexual situations, some of which are believed to provide the framework within which sexual coercion can occur. “Oversexed” men’s greater interest in sex is believed to be expressed by their role as initiator and in their willingness to seize every available sexual opportunity. In contrast, “undersexed” women’s lesser interest in sex is thought to be reflected in their roles as recipient of initiations and restrictor of sexual activity. Using a self-monitoring technique, Lucia O’Sullivan and I investigated whether these stereotypes are accurate or normative for dating couples (O’Sullivan & Byers, 1992).

Consistent with descriptions of the TSS, the men initiated sex more than the women did. However, initiations by the women were not rare, albeit only about half as frequent as initiations by the men in the study. In fact, the majority of participants reported one or more sexual initiations by the woman during a two-week period. Of interest, initiations by women were more likely to occur within a steady dating relationship. Thus, the sexual script that designates men as the initiators appears to apply more strongly in casual relationships. Other researchers have found that men’s overt sexual advances are usually preceded by women’s signals communicating sexual interest and that women are more likely than men to begin sexual encounters (Moore, 1985; Moore & Butler, 1989; Peiper, 1989; Perper & Weis, 1987). Moreover, in contrast to predictions based on the TSS, after controlling for the number of initiations, the women were no more likely to refuse a sexual initiation by their partner than were the men. Only a minority of initiations by the men or the women (20%) resulted in a refusal by the partner, calling into question the view that most sexual interactions between men and women are adversarial. The results also indicate that in the typical sexual interaction, and particularly within steady dating relationships, women are not serving a restrictive function, and men do not feel obliged to accept every available sexual opportunity. In so far as the TSS and its stereotypes regarding initiation and restriction of sexual activity are used to explain sexual coercion, the explanation is likely to be inadequate, incomplete, or inaccurate.

Mens compliance with women’s refusals. Based on the argument that the TSS is the normative sexual script, we predicted that men typically would wish to engage in a higher level of sexual activity than would women (that is, that adversarial sexual relationships are normative). We also predicted that, given a situation in which the man wants to engage in a higher level of sexual activity than the woman does, men typically would use some form of verbal or physical coercion to try to gain sexual access (i.e., use of coercion by men to overcome resistance is normative). To test these predictions, Kim Lewis and I asked unmarried college men and women to self-monitor their dating and sexual experiences over four weeks (Byers & Lewis, 1988). Respondents recorded whether they had been on a date, whether any level of sexual activity had occurred on that date, and whether the man had desired to engage in a higher level of sexual activity than did the woman. If respondents experienced a disagreement, they recorded the words and actions used to communicate about the differ ing levels of desired sexual intimacy. Descriptions of the man’s behavior following the woman’s refusal of his sexual advance were coded in terms of the degree of the man’s compliance or noncompliance with the woman’s refusal.

Although 47% of respondents reported experiencing one or more disagreements in which the man desired to engage in a higher level of sexual intimacy than did the woman over the four-week period, disagreements occurred on only 7% of all dates. This finding indicates that even though disagreements are a common part of sexual dating relationships, agreement about the desired level of sexual activity is more common and normative than is disagreement. This finding is contrary to the TSS.

Although sexual coercion will not occur if dating partners agree about the desired level of sexual activity, disagreements do not inevitably lead to sexual coercion. Therefore, in this study Lewis and I also examined men’s compliance with the woman’s refusal of their sexual advances in these disagreement situations (Byers & Lewis, 1988). According to the TSS, as men are in pursuit of ever-increasing levels of sexual intimacy, they should typically respond to refusals of their sexual advances by using strategies, including coercive strategies, to “persuade” the reluctant woman to engage in the disputed sexual activity. Contrary to this prediction, we found that the majority of participants (64% of the men and 58% of the women) reported that when the woman indicated her nonconsent, the man immediately stopped his sexual advances without questioning her. Twenty percent and 13% of the men and women, respectively, described behavior in which the man stopped his advances and questioned, in a non-coercive fashion, the woman’s reasons for her reluctance. An additional 8% and 7% of the men and the women, respectively, indicated that the man stopped his advances and tried to persuade the woman to engage in the activity-responses that were not coercive but that indicated the man’s reluctance to accept the woman’s refusal. Finally, according to the women, 7% of the men stopped their advances but expressed displeasure or anger, and 16% continued the unwanted advances-responses that are clearly indicative of sexual coercion. The percentage of men who reported behaving in these coercive ways were 4% and 4%, respectively.

I found similar results in two studies I conducted using role-play scenarios (Byers, 1988; Byers & Wilson, 1985). For example, Paula Wilson and I asked college men to role-play their initial responses to women’s refusals of their sexual advances. In their role-play responses, the majority of the men complied with the woman’s refusal without using coercive tactics. However, 6% continued their advances, and 9% complied in a way that indicated that they were angry or upset with the woman-both indications of sexual coercion. An additional 18% complied but tried to persuade the woman to continue, an indication of reluctance but not necessarily of coercion. Although the degree to which these results can be generalized from the role-play situation to a real situation is not known, most men rated their responses as being an accurate representation of how they would behave in a similar real situation, supporting the validity of the data.

To understand better the motivation behind men’s behavioral responses, Wilson and I asked the men to interpret what the woman “really” meant when she said “no” to the sexual advance, after they had role-played their responses to the woman’s refusal (Byers & Wilson, 1985).
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