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ABSTRACT – Data was collected from a cohort of eleventh-graders (N = 329) to examine a 
conceptual framework of dating violence as an interactive event applied to Israeli adolescents. 
A series of multidimensional scaling (MDS) maps were conducted to examine the relative 
prominence of the different facets. The most prominent facet was the reaction dimension, 
differentiating between cooperation, passivity and active resistance. A secondary facet that 
emerged was the facet of clarity vs. ambiguity in reaction, differentiating between cooperation 
and resistance on the one hand, and passivity on the other. Male adolescent judges interpreted 
a girl’s resistance (passive or active) as more of a resistance than a boy’s. Female judges 
hardly differentiated between genders when relating to active resistance. However, they did 
differentiate between passive reactions of boys as compared to girls. Further, they 
differentiated between passive reactions according to the type of sexual advancement made 
(make-out vs. intercourse). In other words, for the female adolescent judge, when a boy is 
passive it is less of a “no” than when a girl is passive, and being passive when sexual 
intercourse is initiated is different than being passive when a make-out is initiated 

Adolescence is described as an age of exploration, which takes place in various 
domains (Erickson, 1963; Marcia, 1966). By its very nature, such exploration is 
associated with a lack of clarity about what constitutes correct social and moral 
codes of behavior in the domains explored. One of the major interpersonal domains 
in which adolescent exploration takes place is that of romantic and sexual 
relationships (e.g., Marcia, 1966; Schachter, 2004). Adolescents’ experience of 
sexual relationships, defined broadly, may serve as a source of pleasure and 
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happiness (Shulman & Kipnis, 2001), but may also be a source of pain and 
humiliation if coercion and force are involved (Koss, 1992). The goal of the present 
paper is to offer an extensive and comprehensive definitional framework for dating 
sexual coercion, and examine in depth adolescents’ structure of attitudes towards it, 
based on a concise mapping sentence (Jordan, 1978; Shye, 1978), defining the 
essence of this major social problem. In that, the current paper contributes both to 
offer a theoretical framework for this field of research, and to advance the study of 
sexual coercion attitudes in a structured way. 

 
Definitional Issues Regarding Sexual Coercion 

Frequently, the definitions of coercion and force are blurred (Koss, 1992; 
Johnson & Sigler, 2000). Three definitional components may influence the 
measurement of sexual coercion and attitudes towards sexual coercion. The first one 
is the gender of perpetrator and victim. Many studies of attitudes towards date rape 
and sexual coercion take for granted that the bulk of victims are females and ignore 
the possibility of male victims (e.g., Bridges & McGrail, 1989; Johnson & Sigler, 
2000; Kolof, 2000; Murnen, Perot, & Byrne, 1989; Van Wie & Gross, 2001; 
however, see Hannon, Hall, Nash, Formati, & Hopson, 2000, for a critique and 
alternative). Similarly, many intervention programs either ignore the possibility of 
male victims, or just pay lip service to such a possibility, focusing their educational 
efforts on females as potential victims and males as potential perpetrators (e.g., 
Gidycz et al., 2001; Kalthari, 2000). Yet, extant data indicates that both males and 
females may be victims of unwanted sexual advancement and coercion (Jackson, 
Cram, & Seymour, 2000; Johnson, & Sigler, 2000; Sruckman-Johnson, 1988).   
The second definitional issue is the nature of coercion. While for some actions and 
events, there is no argument that they may fall under the definition of coercion and 
rape (e.g., violent rape), there are still “gray” areas in which it may be contested 
whether or not a sexual act should be considered as rape (Koss, 1992; Johnson & 
Sigler, 2000). In every country, there are legal definitions of rape and sexual 
coercion. Yet, those definitions may differ from one place to another, and even in the 
same jurisdiction, a definition may be constantly reinterpreted and contested in 
courts of law.  

The lack of clarity regarding what constitutes sexual coercion may be attributed 
to the attempt to define sexual coercion outside of its interactional context. Sexual 
interaction in a date follows a pattern of a series of interactions between partners, in 
which one initiates an act, the other responds; the initiator reacts to the response, and 
so forth. This pattern may be described as following personal and/or socially agreed 
upon scripts (Rieger-Laner & Ventrone, 1998, 2000; Winstok, Eisikovits & Gelles, 
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2002). Those scripts are socially and culturally framed, yet are individually shaped 
(Gergen, 1994; Winstok, Eisikovits & Gelles, 2002). While socially accepted scripts 
set the frame for socially agreed upon codes of conduct, personal scripts may deviate 
from such socially accepted scripts, and through misinterpretation of cues and/or 
moral codes, may lead to aggressive interactions (Fehr, Baldwin, Collins, Patterson, 
& Benditt, 1999; Winstok, Eisikovits & Gelles, 2002). For example, let us assume 
that a boy initiates a kiss with a girl, and she refuses. If the boy ceases in his attempts 
to kiss the girl, then by no means can we assign a coercive tag to such an occurrence. 
However, if the boy persists in his physical efforts despite the girl’s refusal, then we 
can refer to such action as coercive. At this point, it should be pertinent to point out 
that although the approach taken here is interactive, it is not meant to blame the 
victim for his/her victimization.  

Thus, the difference between coercion and non-coercion is not in the “will” of 
the receiving partner, but in the behavior of the initiating partner in the face of 
refusal from the reacting partner. Regardless of legal definitions, there should be no 
contest over an essential moral definition stating that the continuation of sexual 
advancement over clearly stated objections by the other party constitutes attempted 
sexual coercion. Such an operational definition was employed in several studies of 
attitudes towards dating sexual coercion, which used vignettes of dating scenarios, 
implying that coercion should be viewed as an interactional process, rather than as an 
isolated act (Garcia, Milano, & Quijano, 1989; Struckman-Johnson & Struckman-
Johnson, 1991). 

The third definitional issue is based on the second, and relates to the clarity of 
the cooperation or refusal of the reacting partner to the sexual advancement of the 
initiating partner (e.g., DeSousa, & Huts, 1996; Johnson, Jackson & Smith, 1989; 
Van Wie & Gross, 2001). The clearer the refusal, the higher the chances that 
ignoring such a refusal would be judged as coercion, while ambiguous refusals may 
be misinterpreted by the initiator and lead to further attempts at advancement. Thus, 
we may conceptualize the reactions of the partner as existing on a two-dimensional 
plane, ranging on the one axis from refusal to agreement, and on the other axis, from 
clarity to ambiguity.  

 
Attitudes, Beliefs and Judgments 

Fishbein and Ajzen (1975) define attitudes within a value-expectancy 
framework, as composed of two components: belief about the object of the attitude 
and the importance of acting upon such a belief. The belief is a personal moral 
judgment about the rightness or wrongness of the object, which may be a person, a 
thing, or an action. In the context of dating sexual coercion, the question arises as to 
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how we measure beliefs (moral judgments) about sexual coercion. There are two 
ways to approach such a measurement issue: a direct and an indirect one. A direct 
approach would be to ask: “How right is it to behave in a certain way in a certain 
context?” However, such a direct question calls for an abstract judgment, which may 
or may not carry with it a behavioral dictum. A more implicit and indirect way 
would be to describe an interaction in which person A is initiating a sexual 
advancement towards person B within a dating context, monitor the reaction of 
person B, and then ask whether person A should continue with the advancement 
attempt. Such a framework captures the interactive nature of sexual relationships, 
and gives a behavioral meaning to the moral judgment, rather than asking an abstract 
question about the “rightness or wrongness” of the action.  

Previous studies have used either direct questions (e.g., Price & Byers, 1999) or 
vignettes (e.g., Hannon et al., 2000) in order to measure attitudes towards dating 
sexual coercion, focusing on different facets of coercive sexual engagement within a 
dating context. However, regardless of the method used, there is a conspicuous lack 
of a comprehensive theoretical framework from which those items and vignettes 
were drawn. Some studies focus on issues related to the gender of the initiator and 
the reactor, as well as on the gender of the judges (Hannon et al., 2000; Price & 
Byres, 1999; Struckham-Johnson & Struckham-Johnson, 1991). Some refer to the 
nature of the initiated sexual act (Bridges & McGrail, 1989; Van Vie & Gross, 2001) 
and some to the nature of the reaction (Johnson, Jackson & Smith, 1989; Van Vie & 
Gross, 2001), while others focus on the nature or length of the relationship or degree 
of acquaintance between victim and perpetrator (Bridges & McGrail, 1989; Monson, 
Langhirichsen-Rohling, & Binderup, 2000; Struckham-Johnson & Struckham-
Johnson, 1991).  

Despite the value and relevance of these issues, attempting to include all of them 
systematically within one study would result in a cumbersome questionnaire and, in 
turn, impact on the internal validity of the study. Yet, there still exists the need to 
define a comprehensive framework from which one can draw the facets (Jordan, 
1978) or issues deemed relevant for the framework in which one is interested.  

Given the various facets offered by previous studies, we may describe a 
comprehensive framework for the evaluation of adolescents’ beliefs concerning 
sexual coercion in a dating context as consisting of the following mapping sentence 
(Jordan, 1978; Shye, 1978): Person J passes a judgment (right/wrong) about the last 
act of person A, where the action is described using the following dimensions: 
Person A of a certain gender (male/female) initiates a sexual advancement of a 
certain type (e.g., kiss, French kiss, make-out, intercourse) toward a date-partner B of 
a certain gender (male/female), in a certain location (e.g., home, car, public place), 
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within a context of past relationships (e.g., stage of dating, previous sexual relations) 
and current cues (e.g., clothing, shared activities in date). Person B reacts at a certain 
level of cooperation/resistance, with a certain level of clarity/ambiguity, and person 
A stops/continues, using a certain level of coercion (e.g., none, persuasion, threats, 
physical, drugs).1  
 
Operationalization of the Mapping Sentence 

The comprehensive mapping sentence includes eleven facets, each of which 
consists of a varying number of categories, which may be dichotomous, categorical 
or continuous variables. Let us go briefly thorough the proposed comprehensive 
framework. The first facet is the Judgment facet, describing the judgment passed by 
the respondent on the actions of Person A, to whom we referred as the initiator in the 
previous discussion. This judgment may range from positive to negative. The second 
facet of interest is the gender of the initiator (person A). The third is the type of 
sexual action or “move” initiated. These may include a practically infinite number of 
potential actions; however, in the current example, we refer to four possible 
categories, situated along an ordinal continuum of level of sexual intimacy, from 
kissing to sexual intercourse. The fourth facet is the gender of person B, the reactor. 
Thus, the interaction between the second and the fourth facet may yield four possible 
types of relationships between the initiator and the reactor, two heterosexual (male-
female; female-male) and two homosexual (male-male; female-female).  

The next three facets, Location, Past Relationships, and Current Cues, are all 
contextual facets that may influence judgment through the so-called “date-rape 
myths.” As some studies have demonstrated the judgments of a certain act as 
coercive or not may be biased by issues of where it occurred, that is, the fifth facet of 
Location. Similarly, the sixth facet deals with issues of Previous Relationships 
between the couple in question, including the stage of dating and previous sexual 
relations (e.g., Monson et al. 2000). The seventh facet is focused on the nonverbal 
Communication Cues between the date-partners, such as the way in which they are 
dressed (especially the female) and the types of activities in which they are engaged, 
including sexual activities in earlier stages of the date (French kissing may be 
interpreted as tacit permission for making-out, which may be interpreted as 
permission for sexual intercourse, etc.). The next four facets are those directly related 
to the coercive act, and include the two facets defining the reaction of person B, 
which may range between cooperation and resistance (i.e., the eighth facet) and may 

                                                 
1 Bold terms describe possible dimensions or facets to be investigated. Words in parenthesis describe 
possible categories within each dimension. 
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be delivered at varying levels of clarity or ambiguity (i.e., the ninth facet; see for 
example: Krahe, Scheinberger-Olwig, & Kolpin, 2000). The final two facets are 
those describing the actual action to be judged, including whether person A stops or 
continues in the face of resistance (continuing would be considered as attempted 
coercion, i.e., the tenth facet), and the level of coercion used, which may range from 
verbal persuasion through threats, to various degrees of physical force or use of 
alcohol and drugs (i.e., the eleventh facet). 

 
Operational Framework for the Current Study 

The above mapping sentence defines the theoretical universe from which the 
items in the research questionnaire should be drawn. The inherent complexity of 
having so many dimensions, with several possible categories within each dimension, 
raises the need to simplify and derive from this comprehensive framework those 
parts that would be most relevant for the current study.  

Since the goal of the present paper is to offer a conceptual framework, as well as 
an empirical exploration of such a framework, it was deemed useful to fully describe 
the considerations that determined the generation and selection of items for the 
attitudes questionnaire used in this research. In order to reduce complexity, it was 
decided to focus on those facets that were considered essential for the goals of the 
study. Several questions motivated this process of reduction.  

First, what is the role of gender in judging sexual advancements as coercive or 
not? Gender operates on two levels in this context. The first is the level of the judge: 
Is there a difference between male and female judges in their perceptions of right and 
wrong? The second is the level of the participants in the act: Do perceptions change 
according to the gender of the initiator and the reactor? In other words, does a 
coercive action by a male differ in its attributed moral meaning from a coercive 
action by a female? 

Second, would judgment differ between “lighter” and “heavier” forms of sexual 
advancement? Would an attempt to force a “make-out” be perceived as different 
from an attempt to force “sexual intercourse”? 

Third, it was hypothesized that a passive reaction may be perceived as a middle 
point between cooperation and resistance, and may carry with it a nuance of 
ambiguity concerning the meaning of the reaction to the sexual initiation. Thus, it 
was decided to divide the description of forms of reaction into three types: 
cooperative, resistant, and passive. 

Fourth, all issues related to differentiation within the date context were removed. 
Such issues, including previous relationships, current cues, and the location in which 
the act takes place, belong conceptually in the realm of “rape-myths” belief systems. 
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The exploration of such belief systems is important in order to understand possible 
justifications used by adolescents when justifying coercive behaviors. However, the 
goal in the present study was to focus on essential beliefs concerning the 
phenomenon of dating sexual coercion, and the relation of such beliefs to gender 
differences. Thus, including “rape-myths” information in the items would have 
sidetracked the focus of the study and would have increased exponentially the 
possible number of interactions between facets.  

Similarly, the level and type of coercion used by the perpetrator were considered 
here to be important but unessential issues. Even if no verbal, physical, or drug-
related coercion is used, from a basic moral point of view, disregarding a clear 
refusal and continuing attempts at sexual advancement should be considered as a 
coercive act. 

Further, decisions had to be made concerning the categories within each facet in 
order to reduce the possible number of interactions between facets. The final 
operationalization focused exclusively on heterosexual relationships and left the 
possibility of homosexual relationships for future research.  The range of possible 
sexual behaviors was minimized to two (make-out and sexual intercourse), 
representing “light” vs. “heavy” sexual advancements. Finally, by using the question: 
“Should s/he stop?”, where “s/he” refers to person A, the judgment and the facet 
describing the behavior of person A were unified into one.  

The new and simplified mapping sentence generates a universe of 12 judgments, 
described in a matrix form in Table 1. The 12 intersections of the table were used as 
a basis on which the questions were formulated. For example, a girl’s passive 
reaction to her partner’s initiation of a make-out was explored in the following 
format: “A couple goes on a date, and the boy tries to make-out with the girl. She is 
passive (not reacting). Should he continue?” The possible answers ranged from 0 = 
“certainly should not” to 4 = “certainly should.” Thus, answering anything but zero 
to this question implies either seeing a passive reaction as tacit agreement or 
condoning a coercive sexual action by the boy. Or, taking another example, a boy’s 
resistant reaction to sexual intercourse was considered in the following format: “A 
couple goes on a date, and the girl initiates sexual intercourse with the boy. He 
resists. Should she continue?” Any answer but zero to the last question implies 
condoning more aggressive attempts by his girlfriend. The goal of the present study 
is not to be critical of adolescents’ judgments, but to explore them in an attempt to 
further our understanding of their views concerning sexual experiences and sexual 
coercion, especially in relation to gender differences and levels of sexuality and 
coercion. Such an understanding would enable deeper insight into what is considered 
acceptable, and to whom, and would enable us to facilitate better prevention and 
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more effective interventions in order to reduce the occurrence of dating sexual 
coercion and to raise the awareness of both victims and perpetrators as to the 
meaning of this phenomenon. 

 
Table 1 

The Three* Dimensions of Dating Sexual Coercion 
                        Type of Reaction 

Gender of 
Reacting 
Person 

Type of Advancement Cooperation Passive 
Reaction 

Active Resistance 

Male 
Reacts 
(Female 
initiates) 

Make-Out 
Male agrees to a 
make-out 
advancement 

Male is passive 
to a make-out 
advancement  

Male resists a 
make-out 
advancement  

Sexual Intercourse 

Male agrees to a 
sexual intercourse 
advancement 

Male is passive 
to sexual 
intercourse 
advancement  

Male resists a 
sexual 
intercourse 
advancement  

Female 
Reacts 
(Male 
initiates) 

Make-Out 

Female agrees to 
make-out 
advancement 

Female is 
passive to 
make-out 
advancement  

Female resists a 
make-out 
advancement  

Sexual Intercourse 

Female agrees to 
sexual intercourse 
advancement 

Female is 
passive to 
sexual 
intercourse 
advancement  

Female resists an 
sexual 
intercourse 
advancement  

*When dealing with judgments, a fourth dimension is the gender of the judge – in our case – the gender of 
the respondent to the survey. The judgment itself - the fifth dimension - serves as the measurement 
dimension, and is not counted. 
 

Based on the literature summarized above, it is hypothesized that there would be 
a differentiation in judgments of adolescent respondents along the four dimensions 
of: (1) level of resistance/cooperation; (2) level of sexual initiative; (3) the gender of 
initiator and reactor, and (4) the gender of the judge (survey respondent). In other 
words, it is expected that adolescents will approve of persistent attempts when the 
partner is cooperative, will disprove when the partner is resisting, but partner 
passivity would be conceived as situated somewhere in the midway and would 
receive partial approval. Second, it is expected that adolescents would be more 
lenient toward persistent sexual attempts following partner’s resistance when the 
initiated act is a make-out, but will be more critical when the act is sexual 
intercourse. Third, a gender differentiation is expected between girls’ and boys’ 
initiative, however, the direction of such difference is not postulated. Finally, it is 
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expected that male respondents would be more lenient towards all levels of 
harassment than would be female respondents. 

 
Method 

Participants 
The sample consisted of 742 adolescents, comprising the entire cohort of 

eleventh grade high school students (with ages ranging from 16-17) who were 
studying in the three target high schools and who were present in class at the time of 
the study. Of those, 20 students returned blank questionnaires and were not included 
in the sample. As described above, about half of the students received the 
questionnaire used for the present study, resulting in a total of 173 boys (out of 352 
boys in the entire sample) and 181 girls (out of 370 girls in the entire sample). 
Discarding unusable returned questionnaires, the final sample consisted of 329 
respondents, including 157 males and 172 females. 

 
Procedures and Data Collection 

The study was part of a larger project intended to evaluate a workshop 
intervention focused on dating violence and sexual coercion, given in three high 
schools in a large metropolitan area in northern Israel. The current paper is based on 
data collected at the pre-intervention stage. Since the intervention has no direct 
bearing on this data, it will not be described any further. 

Since the intervention was directed towards eleventh graders, all pre-testing of 
the instruments was conducted on adolescents of this age group who studied in 
schools in the same metropolitan area, but not at the three target schools. In order to 
pre-test the conceptualization and construction of the instruments, two approaches 
were used. The first was aimed at eliciting up-to-date adolescents’ vernacular. We 
assumed that it would be better to use terms in common use, rather than the 
technical/“scientific” terms. At this stage, five adolescents were interviewed 
informally about the correct “slang” terms relevant to the study, such as “boyfriend,” 
“girlfriend,” “dating,” “making-out,” “sexual-intercourse,” etc. In the second stage, 
ten adolescents were asked to complete the full questionnaire (which included 
instruments measuring victimization, aggressive sexual behavior, and experiences of 
physical violence in dating relationships). Based on their recommendations and 
reactions, the original questionnaire was split into two forms: one focused on dating 
sexual coercion and one on dating violence. The current study is based on the first 
form (i.e., dating sexual coercion) only. 

For the pre-test stages, consent was given by both the parents and the 
adolescents. For the study itself, consent was given by the principals of the high 
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schools and teachers of the students, who by Israeli law serve in-loco parentis. The 
questionnaires were distributed to the students in the classroom on a random basis, 
such that each student had an equal chance of answering either the dating-violence 
questionnaire or the sexual-coercion questionnaire.  

The questionnaires were to be self-administered by the students, and two 
experienced interviewers conducted the data collection.  They explained the goal of 
the study and clarified to the students that participation in the study was voluntary 
and that questionnaires could be returned blank if so desired. Furthermore, in order 
to assure the anonymity of the students and to increase the internal validity of the 
study (the odds for honest responses), no identifying data were collected, a fact 
which was also explicitly stated by the interviewers. At the end of each 
questionnaire, a hotline emergency number was listed, with clear explanation that if 
the questionnaire raised any unpleasant feelings or thoughts, the students are 
encouraged to approach that number for consultation and support. 

 
Analysis 

In order to explore the judgments of the adolescents, the structure of 
relationships between the various dimensions, and the priority of certain dimensions 
over others, a series of multidimensional scaling (MDS; Kruskal & Wish, 1978) 
analyses was conducted, using SPSS-10. In general, the purpose of using MDS is to 
detect meaningful underlying dimensions that allow the researcher to explain 
observed similarities or dissimilarities (distances) between the investigated objects. 
For each figure, two fit measures are reported: the coefficient of determination (R2) 
and Stress. The R2 measure is equivalent to other R2 measures, such as in regression, 
and may be interpreted as the proportion of variance of disparities between variables 
in the matrix that is accounted for by their corresponding distances. Any solution 
with an R2 above 0.9 shows a high level of fit. The Stress figure is a measure of lack 
of fit (Kruskal & Wish, 1978) and is acceptable below the level of 0.05. 
 

Results 
Tables 2-4 present descriptive statistics and the bivariate correlation matrix 

between all of the judgment items, for the entire sample as well as for males and 
females separately. As can be seen from the tables, there was a very low approval 
rating for non-cooperative sexual advancements, regardless of the gender of the 
reactor or the initiator, and regardless of the type of sexual advancement, and a high 
approval for continuing sexual advancements, when the partner cooperates with the 
initiated act.   
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Overall, we can see that medium to high correlation exists between all 
cooperation items, as well as between all resistance items, and that medium-level 
correlations are found between resistance items and passivity items. As indicated 
above, in order to further explore these relationships, a multidimensional analysis 
was carried out for the entire sample, as well as separately for male and female 
respondents. 

MDS Analysis on All Items for the Entire Sample: The first MDS analysis was 
intended to explore the structure of attitudes for the entire sample, regardless of 
respondents’ gender (see Figure 1). The results indicate that a two-dimensional 
solution is highly fitting to the data. For the entire sample, it can be seen that the 
major dimension of difference was between resistance, passivity, and cooperation, 
regardless of the type of sexual advancement and regardless of the gender of the 
initiator (as expressed by the clustering of the items into three groups, along the 
horizontal axis). The vertical axis separates the cooperation and resistance items 
from the passive reactions. This axis may be interpreted as an axis of 
clarity/ambiguity of response, where cooperation and resistance carry a clear 
message, while passivity holds within it a shade of ambiguity (“what do you mean 
when you don’t say no…”). In order to verify the primacy of the horizontal axis 
(cooperation vs. resistance), the second analysis (see Figure 2) forced a one-
dimensional solution on the data.  

 
Figure 1 

  Two-Dimensional Solution for the Entire Sample 

 
Stress=.01965; R2=.9988 

 
 
As can be seen, even a one-dimensional solution has a high level of fit to the 

data (Stress<0.05; R2>0.99). The results show the separation of the three clusters and 

Cooperation Passive 
Reaction 

Active Resistance 
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reveal a clearly defined order, from cooperation through passivity to resistance. 
Further, we can see that the “passivity” and “resistance” clusters are much closer to 
each other than to the “cooperation” cluster, indicating that passivity carries a 
meaning of resistance, albeit less so than clear resistance.  

 
Figure 2 

One-Dimensional Solution for the Entire Sample 

 
  Stress=.02584; R2=.9982 
 

When the same analyses were carried out separately for the male and female 
sub-samples (see Figures 3 to 6, respectively), all four analyses showed a high level 
of fit to the data (Stress<0.05; R2>0.99; except figure 4, a one-dimensional solution 
for the male respondents, who had Stress<0.06).  

MDS Analysis on All Items for the Male Respondents: First, upon examining the 
male respondents (see Figure 3), we can see that while the separation between 
cooperation, passivity, and resistance is still preserved, one further distinction is 
added – between male and female reactions. Although all four cooperation items are 
still grouped together into one undifferentiated cluster, the two forms of resistance 
are clearly differentiated along gender lines. Observed over the vertical axis, male 
passivity and resistance are seen to be clustered in the upper part of the figure, while 
female passivity and resistance are clustered in the lower part of the figure. Observed 
over the horizontal axis, we can see that male passivity is closer to cooperation than 
is female passivity, whereas female resistance is farther away along the cooperation-
resistance axis than male resistance.  

Thus, we may interpret the results as indicating that from the male perspective, 
their forms of resistance (passivity and active resistance) are weaker than those of 
their female counterparts.  

Active Resistance 

Passive Reaction 

Cooperation 
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Yet, the major differentiation between active resistance, passivity, and 
cooperation is still maintained. In order to verify the primacy of the horizontal axis, a 
one-dimensional solution was forced, in a similar fashion to the one carried out for 
the entire sample (see Figure 4).  

 
Figure 3 

Two-Dimensional Solution for the Male Respondents 

 
Stress=.01202; R2=.99995 

 
As can be seen, the basic three-cluster differentiation is maintained, and the one-

dimensional solution still retains a high level of fit to the data. However, the 
boundaries between passivity and resistance are blurred for the males, since they 
perceive male resistance as very close to passivity, while female passivity as very 
close to resistance. In other words, for the males, the appropriate reaction to 
resistance is highly dependent on which party is resisting, and female passivity and 
resistance are perceived as more resistant than are the same responses among males. 

MDS Analysis on All Items for the Female Respondents: When examining the 
results for the female respondents (see Figure 5); we can see that they are consistent 
with the same clustering effect that we saw for the entire sample. A clear separation 
can be seen between the three clusters – cooperation, passivity, and resistance – 
along the horizontal axis; and between cooperation and resistance, on the one hand, 
and passivity on the other – along the vertical axis. Confirming the primacy of the 
horizontal axis by forcing a one-dimensional solution (see Figure 6) clearly defined 
the one-dimensional axis of cooperation/resistance, where passivity was clearly 
closer to resistance than to cooperation.  
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Figure 4 
One-Dimensional Solution for the Male Respondents 

 
Stress=.0556; R2=.99104 

 
Figure 5 

Two-Dimensional Solution for the Female Respondents 

 
Stress=.01208; R2=.99958 

 
At this point, it is safe to say that the major dimension impacting on adolescents’ 

judgments of sexual coercion is the dimension of cooperation vs. resistance, 
regardless of the gender of the reactor or the type of sexual advancement at hand 
(making-out or sexual intercourse). There is indication that a passive response is 
perceived as a form of resistance, rather than being situated in the middle ground 
between resistance and cooperation, as was assumed. 

Three more analyses were carried out – one for the entire sample, one for the 
male respondents, and one for the female respondents – in order to explore in further 
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depth the structural relationship between resistance and passivity, given that the two 
are perceived as two forms of resistance to sexual advancements, while cooperation 
may belong to a different domain (see Figures 7 to 9). All three MDS maps had a 
high level of fit to the data (Stress<0.02; R2>0.99). 

 
Figure 6 

One-Dimensional Solution for the Female Respondents 

 
Stress=.01249; R2=.99960 

 
MDS Analyses of Passive and Active Resistance: Figure 7 shows the results for 

the entire sample. As can be seen, the analysis fits the data well. Interestingly, once 
the cooperation items were removed from the analysis, the results for the entire 
sample follow the differentiation previously observed for the male respondents only 
– namely, a differentiation in resistance (passive and active) according to the gender 
of the reactor.  

Thus, we can see that for the entire sample, regardless of the respondent’s 
gender, there is a differentiation between resistance of males and resistance of 
females. The results for the male sub-group (see Figure 8) are almost identical; yet, 
the differentiation along the (previous) horizontal axis is more evident for the males 
when analyzed separately, such that female resistance should be more accepted as 
such, in comparison to male resistance. Thus, we find for the males that resistance 
and passivity are perceived on an ordinal four-point scale, with female resistance as 
the most resistant, male resistance as somewhat less so, female passivity as less of a 
resistance than male resistance, but more of a resistance than male passivity.  

However, when analyzing the female sub-group (see Figure 9), we find a 
somewhat more complex picture. For the females, all resistance responses are 
clustered together at the left side of the figure, as compared to the passive response 
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items that are scattered all over the right side. Yet, within the clustering of the 
resistance items, we can see that male resistance to making-out is somewhat weaker 
than in all the other three contexts (female resisting sexual intercourse, male resisting 
sexual intercourse, and female resisting making-out). When we observe the other 
side of the figure, we can see that for the female respondents, a major differentiation 
exists between female and male passive responses. Furthermore, an added dimension 
that arises is the differentiation between the objects of passive resistance. In regard to 
both male and female passivity, the location of the passive reaction to making-out is 

 
Figure 7 

Active and Passive Resistance for the Entire Sample 

 
Stress=.01805; R2=.99807 

 
Figure 8 

Active and Passive Resistance for the Male Respondents 

 
Stress=.01109; R2=.99926 
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lower and more to the right than the location of the passive reaction to sexual 
Intercourse.This indicates that a passive reaction to making-out may be perceived by 
the female respondents in this study as less of a resistance than a passive reaction to 
sexual intercourse. In other words, females, like males, distinguish between male and 
female resistance and passivity. However, their perception and judgment of 
resistance and passivity is also influenced by the type of sexual advancement to 
which one is reacting, and not only by the gender of the reacting party. 

 
Figure 9 

Active and Passive Resistance for the Female Respondents 

 
Stress=.00530; R2=.99990 

 
Discussion 

The goal of the present study was twofold: first, to offer a comprehensive 
conceptualization of attitudes towards sexual coercion within a dating context; and 
second, to examine and map the judgments (attitudes) of Israeli high school students 
concerning dating sexual coercion. In order to do that, a broad theoretical framework 
was presented, which defines sexual coercion within an interactional framework, 
focusing on essential moral belief systems. A mapping sentence was presented, 
which included facets related to the gender of the judge; the gender of the initiator 
and the reactor; the type of sexual advancement; and the possible mediating role 
played by contextual determinants of the act (e.g., “rape-myths” belief systems; e.g. 
Buddie, 2001), in passing such a judgment. 

The comprehensive mapping sentence offered eleven different facets, with a 
varying number of categories within each facet. In order to simplify the analysis and 
to focus on those facets essential to the issues of coercion and gender, four major 
dimensions were included in the analysis: first, the gender of the judge; second, the 
gender of the initiator and the reactor (assuming heterosexual relationships); third, 
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the type of sexual advancement (e.g., making-out vs. sexual intercourse); and fourth, 
the type of reaction (i.e., cooperation, passivity, or resistance). 

The results indicate that the primary facet in determining the judgments of 
Israeli adolescents is that of resistance vs. cooperation. Regardless of the gender of 
the initiator and the reactor, and regardless of the gender of the judge, the 
adolescents approved of continuing a sexual advancement when the reactor 
cooperated with such an advancement, whereas they categorically disapproved of 
any such continuation when the reacting partner resisted, and partially disapproved 
when the partner did not react (i.e., was passive). This finding highlights the need to 
sort out systematically the hierarchical level of various facets and components of the 
sexual interaction within a date.   

A multidimensional analysis revealed some additional subtle differentiations 
along the lines hypothesized by the mapping sentence. While passivity was 
perceived as a form of resistance, but of less strength than outward resistance, it was 
obvious that another dimension was added by passivity – the dimension of ambiguity 
as to the intentions of the reactor. This finding is in accord with other studies 
examining the role of ambiguity in sex-related communication between dating 
partners (Johnson, Jackson, & Smith, 1989; Van Wie & Gross, 2001), and it further 
reinforces the importance of using clear and unambiguous messages regarding sexual 
relationships among adolescents. Given the fact that most adolescents are in some 
ways exploring the boundaries of right and wrong and of acceptable and 
unacceptable behaviors in a dating context (Marcia, 1966); ambiguous reactions lend 
themselves to misunderstandings (Krahe, Scheinberger-Olwig, & Kolpin, 2000). Due 
to misinterpretation of their partner’s reaction, adolescents who otherwise would not 
consider such behaviors may be led to attempt or carry out coercive actions. 

A second and no less important finding is the gender differentiation made by 
adolescents when judging the reactions to sexual advancements. Both males and 
females judged male resistance and passivity as somewhat weaker than female 
passivity and resistance. This finding is in accord with the lore of traditional 
patriarchal cultural dictums, which assume that “all boys want is to have sex,” while 
“girls just want to keep their purity.” Therefore, if a boy reacts passively or resists a 
sexual advancement, he is thought to be not truly resisting, but rather playing some 
cunning strategy or perhaps just confused. This being the case, it would be deemed 
acceptable to continue on in the attempt to have sexual relations with him. On the 
other hand, if a girl is passive, she must be simply afraid to express her resistance 
and should thus be respected in her “true” wish. 

This cultural bias is not restricted only to the adolescent population. A cursory 
review of the literature on sexual coercion indicates a tendency by many researchers 



Enosh  /  Individual Differences Research, 2008, Vol. 6, No. 2, pp. 71-96 
 

92

 

to primarily focus on the victimization of females by males (Bridges & McGrail, 
1989; Johnson & Sigler, 2000; Kolof, 2000; Koss, 1992; Murnen, Perot, & Byrne, 
1989; Van Wie & Gross, 2001). Similarly, unofficial discussions with the workers 
performing school preventive interventions indicated that their own personal and 
professional views (self-defined as “feminist”) were extremely biased towards 
categorically seeing males as perpetrators and females as victims. This implies that 
boys may be more prone to sexual coercion than girls may, since there is a lack of 
acknowledgment of their existential capability of being sexually victimized by 
females.  Even when victimized, they may not be able to define such an experience 
as victimization, given the social construction of females as victims and males as 
perpetrators. 

Beyond the empirical results, the implications of the interactive framework 
within the comprehensive mapping sentence for further research should be 
emphasized. The role of personal and cultural scripts in determining the outcome of 
dating experiences is only starting to develop (Rieger-Laner & Ventore, 1998, 2000; 
Monson, Langhirichsen-Rohling, & Binderup, 2000; Winstok, Eisikovits & Gelles, 
2002). One research venue is the issue of thresholds. In each dating scenario, the 
sexual relations progress along culturally accepted scripts. Each step and interaction 
may be considered a license to proceed to the next interaction. However, this 
“license” may be perceived also as a license to force the next step, in the face of 
ambiguous response from the partner. Thus, for example, engaging in a “French-
kiss” may be perceived as a license to move on to fondling (make-out), and a license 
to persist in fondling attempts at the face of ambiguous resistance. Further, getting to 
be naked together, maybe interpreted as a license to force sexual intercourse. While 
those issues were referred to in the past within the framework of rape-myths, there is 
still a need for a comprehensive analysis of such problems in communication that 
would “map” the turning points that serve as thresholds beyond which the next step 
is widely perceived as granted. 

In other words, mapping contextual dimensions in a more structured and 
detailed manner, to include length of relationships, the process the couple went 
through within the specific date, and the role of interpretation of cues, including the 
gaps in interpretation emerging from gender and cultural differences, may help 
researchers to go beyond the idea of “rape-myths” to a deeper understanding of the 
role of cultural codes and miscommunication in perpetrating sexual coercion and 
rape. 
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Limitations of the Study and Implications for Further Research and Intervention 
This study has several methodological limitations that need to be taken into 

account when examining the results. The most prominent one is the issue of 
sampling and generalizability. The sample in this study is a convenience sample 
consisting of an entire cohort of eleventh-graders of three high schools in Israel, who 
were included in the study as part of an intervention study. Thus, it would be 
statistically unadvisable to categorically generalize the results to the entire 
population. Furthermore, as a function of the sample deriving from the same cohort, 
there was no substantial age variation among the participants. Finally, given that the 
study was conducted in Israel, the question arises as to how relevant it is to other 
cultural settings.  

Yet, given the pluralistic nature of the sample, which includes both native-born 
Israelis as well as immigrants (26%) with varying degrees of seniority, and which is 
almost equally divided between males and females, one can cautiously state that this 
sample, albeit not a probability sample, does have ample representation of various 
cultural and socialization backgrounds. On the other hand, it would be interesting to 
apply this study approach to various cultural milieus so as to increase our 
understanding of the role of culture in influencing moral judgments of sexual 
relationships and coercion, gender roles, and socialization processes that influence 
adolescents. In the context of the Israeli population, it would be interesting to 
undertake a comparison along the lines of religion and religiosity, as well as between 
different ethnic and national groups. 

The mapping sentence and the conceptualization that led to its development are 
based on studies conducted mainly in the United States, but may be applicable to 
many different social and cultural contexts. While it may prove necessary to adapt 
some facets to a particular context, it is expected that the comprehensive nature of 
the broad mapping sentence, as well as the essential nature of the concise mapping 
sentence used here operationally, would be applicable to most, if not all, cultural and 
social milieus.  

To summarize, the two paramount implications of the empirical findings are 
socio-educational in nature. The first one is the need to educate the young generation 
about clear and unambiguous communication regarding their needs, wants, wishes 
and agreements, or lack thereof, in terms of sexual relations with a dating partner. 
This approach is already implied by most intervention programs aimed at raising 
adolescents’ awareness regarding dating violence and sexual coercion in dating (e.g., 
Pacifici, Stoolmiller, & Nelson, 2001).  

The second implication is the need to recognize the possibility of male sexual 
victimization by females. Such victimization, to the degree that it does occur, may 
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have varying consequences for the victim. On the one hand, given the cultural 
message that it is desirable for boys to have sexual relations, the whole experience 
may just be taken as a somewhat unpleasant one, driving the victim into unwanted 
relationships or interactions. On the other hand, such an experience, if fully grasped 
by the adolescent, may even be traumatic, as any rape experience can be. This 
indicates the need for socio-educational interventions in schools, media and other 
arenas, focusing on a truly egalitarian role for males and females regarding sexual 
interactions and emphasizing that “no is no,” regardless of who says it. 
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