Int J Public Health (2011) 56:419-427
DOI 10.1007/s00038-011-0258-4

ORIGINAL ARTICLE

Experiences of violence among adolescents: gender patterns
in types, perpetrators and associated psychological distress

Evelina Landstedt - Katja Gillander Gadin

Received: 21 April 2010/Revised: 15 March 2011/ Accepted: 19 April 2011/ Published online: 5 May 2011

© Swiss School of Public Health 2011

Abstract

Purpose To explore the psychological distress associa-
tions of experiences of several types of violence and the
victim—perpetrator relationship of physical violence, a
gender analysis was applied.

Methods Data were derived from a cross-sectional ques-
tionnaire study among 17-year-old upper secondary school
students (N = 1,663). Variables in focus were: self-repor-
ted psychological distress, experiences of physical
violence, sexual assault, bullying and sexual harassment.
Logistic regressions were used to examine associations.
Results Experiences of physical violence, sexual assault,
bullying and sexual harassment were associated with psy-
chological distress in boys and girls. The perpetrators of
physical violence were predominately males. Whether the
perpetrator was unknown or known to the victim seem to be
linked to psychological distress. Victimisation by a boyfriend
was strongly related to psychological distress among girls.
Conclusions Experiences of several types of violence
should be highlighted as factors associated with mental
health problems in adolescents. The victim—perpetrator
relationships of violence are gendered and likely influence
the psychological distress association. Gendered hierar-
chies and norms likely influence the extent to which
adolescents experience violence and how they respond to it
in terms of psychological distress.
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Introduction

Poor mental health in youth is considered a serious public
health issue and numerous studies have identified prevalent
gender differences in adolescent mental health (Patel et al.
2007). Generally, girls are more likely than boys to report
internalising problems such as psychological distress,
depression, and anxiety, whereas boys in most studies are
overrepresented with regard to externalising problems
(e.g., Angold et al. 2002; Rescorla et al. 2007). However,
research has also reported no gender difference in exter-
nalising symptoms (Broberg et al. 2001).

Among possible determinants of adolescent mental
health problems, there is strong evidence of adverse mental
health effects of victimisation of violence in different
forms (Krug et al. 2002). There is, for example, consistent
evidence of bullying and sexual harassment being related
to depression and psychological distress (Gobina et al.
2008; Gruber and Fineran 2008; Nansel et al. 2004). It is
also well established that experiences of physical and
sexual violence/abuse are risk factors for poor mental
health in adolescents (Haavet et al. 2004; Thompson et al.
2004). Post-traumatic stress and experiences of shame have
been suggested as possible mechanisms for this relation-
ship (Ruchkin et al. 2007; Stuewig and McCloskey 2005).

The mental health effects of the victim—perpetrator rela-
tionships of violence have been sparsely investigated.
According to an American study, physical and sexual vic-
timisation by a non-stranger or a family member increases
the risk of post-traumatic stress syndrome in youths (Lawyer
et al. 2006). Adverse mental health effects of intimate
partner violence (dating violence) among teenagers have
also been identified (Ackard and Neumark-Sztainer 2002).

Although reports of victimisation vary across countries,
research shows a gender patterns in victimisation;
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experiences of sexualised violence has been found more

prevalent among girls, whereas boys report more instances

of physical aggression (Craig et al. 2009; Edgardh and

Ormstad 2000; Leonard et al. 2002; AAUW 2001). With

regard to victim—perpetrator relationships, boys and men

tend to be offended by a stranger, whereas girls and women
are more likely to be victimised by somebody with whom
they have or have had a close relationship (Bennett and

Fineran 1998). With respect to possible links between

gender patterns in victimisation and mental health, some

studies indicate that poor mental health in girls is related to
elevated levels of experiences of sexualised violence and
intimate partner violence (Gillander Gadin and Hammar-
strom 2005; Hand and Sanchez 2000; Molidor and Tolman

1998), and that young male victims of physical violence

are less likely to report anxiety and depression than female

victims (Lawyer et al. 2006; Sundaram et al. 2004). There
are also findings of stronger mental health associations of

sexual abuse among boys than girls (Haavet et al. 2004).

Despite convincing evidence of the detrimental mental
health effects of violence, there are gaps in the literature
with regard to how different types of violence are related to

mental health in adolescent boys and girls. There is also a

lack of studies that recognise the role of the victim—per-

petrator relationship. Moreover, given the identified gender
differences in mental health as well as in the experiences of
violence, a gender analysis is needed to gain a deeper
understanding of young people’s experiences of violence
and the associations with mental health. The consideration
of gender as a contextual factor to be analysed in relation to
the emotional health of adolescents has been previously
recognised (Ravens-Sieberer et al. 2009). A theoretically
grounded gender perspective is, however, rare. The anal-
ysis employed in the present study is primarily based on the
work by Connell (2002, 2009) and Kenway and Fitzcla-
rence (1997), as well as previous research on gender and

violence (e.g., Bennett and Fineran 1998; Courtenay 2000;

Gruber and Fineran 2008; Molidor and Tolman 1998).

Gender refers to the cultural and social constructions of

what it means to be a man/boy or a woman/girl in a given

society and how these constructions of masculinities and

femininities are enacted in social practice (Connell 2009).

Gender is also seen as a fundamental organisational prin-

ciple in society as well as a social relation and a base of

hierarchies and power relations constituting a gender order:

a complex system in which men and boys collectively

possess higher status than girls and women (Connell 2009).

The aims of this study were to:

1. Explore the gender patterning of (i) experience of
physical violence, sexual assault, bullying, and sexual
harassment, and (ii) victim—perpetrator relationship of
physical violence.
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2. Explore the psychological distress associations of
physical violence, sexual assault, bullying, and sexual
harassment among boys and girls.

3. Explore the psychological distress associations of the
victim—perpetrator relationship of physical violence
among boys and girls

4. Apply a gender analysis to the findings.

Methods
Sample and data collection

The present study used data collected as a part of a larger
full population questionnaire study of second year upper
secondary school students (approximately 17 years of age)
in the County of Visternorrland, a region of seven
municipalities and 250,000 inhabitants in the mid/northern
part of Sweden.

In five of the seven municipalities, all students in the
second year of upper secondary school were invited to
participate. In the other two municipalities (the largest
towns), 50% of school classes were randomly sampled.
This process was mainly due to practical reasons (primarily
time limitations) and resulted in a sample of 2,123 students.
The random sampling was accounted for by a weight
variable to establish generalisability to an estimated full
population sample of second year students (approximately
3,200 students). All data were collected by means of a self-
administered questionnaire completed during school hours.
A total of 1,663 students (78.3%) completed the ques-
tionnaire. The study was approved by the Mid Sweden
University Ethical Committee.

Measures

Psychological distress was measured by a composite index
of six questions (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.83). The partici-
pants were asked ‘How often during the past 3 months
have you felt...” followed by six examples of feelings: (1)
nervous, (2) anxious/worried, (3) depressed/low, (4) irri-
table, (5) worthless, and (6) resigned. The response
alternatives were: (0) never, (1) seldom, (2) sometimes, (3)
often, and (4) always. These questions are similar to those
in the Kessler-6 scale of psychological distress (Kessler
et al. 2002). The psychometric properties of the items were
evaluated by factor analysis as well as Rasch latent trait
analysis and were found to meet the requirements of uni-
dimensionality. That is, in factor analysis, all six items
loaded on one component (correlation from 0.62 to 0.83)
that explained 54.93% of the variance. The Rasch Infit
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MSQ ranged from 0.77 (worried/anxious) to 1.26 (worth-
less), indicating a good fit to the Rasch model.

A sum score for the six items ranging from 0 to 24 was
calculated for each respondent (the higher score, the worse
the psychological distress). In accordance with other
studies (Hagquist 2007), we used quartiles to classify
individuals into cases and non cases. That is, individuals
who scored 12 or higher (upper quartile) were considered
as cases of ‘psychological distress’. This cut-off is similar
to the one suggested for the Kessler-6 scale (Kessler et al.
2002).

Experience of violence was indicated by four types of
violence: physical violence, sexual assault, bullying, and
sexual harassment. All violence questions had the response
alternatives ‘never’, ‘once’, ‘a few times’, and ‘several
times’ and were dichotomised into ‘not experienced’ (no)
and ‘experienced’ (once or more).

Students were asked to indicate the 1-year frequencies
of experiencing physical violence: “Have you during the
past 12 months experienced physical violence? This
includes, for example, that someone has pushed, hit,
kicked, pulled your hair, cut or scratched you, and/or
roughly shaken you”.

Lifetime experience of sexual assault was indicated by
the question “Have you ever felt forced to have sex?”

Bullying in school was indicated by the experience of
specific acts in school during the past 12 months: ‘been
socially excluded’, ‘somebody has spread false rumours
about you’ and/or ‘experienced racist comments or
actions’. Items were derived from the Olweus bullying
questionnaire (Solberg and Olweus 2003). We constructed
a bullying variable with the following categories: ‘not
experienced’, ‘experienced one act’, and ‘experienced two
or three acts’.

In the same way, acts of sexual harassment in school were
as follows: ‘received unwelcomed comments on body or
appearance’; having been called ‘whore’, ‘fag’, ‘cunt’ or
other ‘four-letter words’; ‘been pawed or forced to touch
somebody in a sexual way’; ‘received degrading comments
about your gender or sexuality’, and/or ‘been grabbed or
shouldered/cornered’. These items are similar to those in the
frequently cited American Association of University
Women study of sexual harassment in school (AAUW
2001). Experiences of sexual harassment were categorised as
follows: ‘not experienced’, ‘experienced one act’, ‘experi-
enced two acts’, and ‘experienced three or more acts’.

Victim—perpetrator relationship of physical violence.
Participants who responded affirmatively to the question
about physical violence were asked to indicate who offen-
ded them. This option was only available for the variable
‘physical violence’. The response alternatives were as fol-
lows: ‘unknown male’, ‘unknown female’, ‘known male’,
‘known female’, ‘teacher’, ‘mother’, ‘father’, ‘boyfriend’,

‘girlfriend’, and ‘other person’. Due to the limited number
of cases in some perpetrator categories, a new categorical
indicator variable with the following categories was con-
structed for logistic regressions: ‘not experienced violence’
(reference category), ‘unknown’ (unknown male, unknown
female), ‘known’ (known male, known female, teacher),
‘parent’ (mother, father), ‘partner’ (girlfriend, boyfriend),
and ‘other person’.

To more clearly isolate the violence-variable associa-
tions with psychological distress, two control variables
were chosen as indicators of socioeconomic background:
(1) ‘academic orientation’ (attendance in academic or
vocational educational programme), which has been found
to be an accurate proxy for socioeconomic position in
young people (Hagquist 2007), and (2) ‘parental employ-
ment status’ (‘employed’—both parents having full- or
part-time work or running their own business, or ‘not
employed’—one or both parents not having full- or part-
time work or running their own business. The ‘not
employed’ category included those who were unemployed,
on pension, on sick leave, on parental leave, a student, a
house wife/man, other and do not know).

Statistical analysis

Statistical analyses were performed using SPSS version 17
and Winsteps for the Rasch analysis. Pearson’s Chi-
squared test with an alpha level of 0.05 was used for
descriptive statistics. Logistic regressions, with 95% con-
fidence intervals, were used to examine the psychological
distress associations of experiences of violence and the
victim—perpetrator relationship of physical violence. To
investigate the violence—psychological distress associations
in both girls and boys, logistic regressions were conducted
separately by gender. The analysis plan was as follows:
first, crude odds ratios for each type of violence were
calculated. Second, adjusted odds ratios for each form of
violence were obtained by multivariate analyses that con-
trolled for socioeconomic indicators.

Results

Boys represented 51% (n = 837) of the respondents, while
girls represented 49% (n = 826). With regard to academic
orientation, 45% (n = 709) attended academic programmes
and 55% (n = 861) attended vocational educational pro-
grammes. A total of 76% (n = 1,227) reported that both
parents had a part- or full-time job or ran their own business,
while 24% (n = 396) reported that one or both parents
did not. There were no differences between boys and girls
with regard to academic orientation and parental employ-
ment status.
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Girls were twice as likely to be cases of psychological
distress compared to boys (32.2%, n = 256 vs. 15.2%),
n = 116; p <0.001). As shown in Table 1, there were
some differences in the type of violence experienced. For
instance, experience of physical violence during the past
year was more frequently reported by boys than girls,
whereas girls nearly three times more likely to report a
lifetime experience of sexual assault. Reports of bullying
and sexual harassment in school revealed less prevalent
gender differences, although bullying was more common
among girls than among boys, and experiences of sexual
harassment were slightly more common among boys.

Table 2 displays that the most frequently reported per-
petrator of physical violence during the past 12 months
was a male. Significantly more boys than girls reported the
perpetrator to be an unknown or known male, whereas a
female perpetrator was more frequently reported by girls.
Girls reported a range of perpetrators and were more likely
than boys to have been offended by a person with whom
they had a close relationship (parent and partner). Since
no girl reported the perpetrator to be her girlfriend, the
category ‘partner’ means ‘boyfriend’ among the girls.
The undefined category ‘other’ was also more frequently
reported by the girls.

As shown in Table 3, experiences of all types of vio-
lence were associated with psychological distress in both
boys and girls. This was also the case when adjusting for
socioeconomic indicators. However, among girls, all levels
of sexual harassment and bullying were significantly
associated with psychological distress, whereas only the
highest levels of sexual harassment and bullying generated
significant odds ratios among boys.

With respect to victim—perpetrator relationship and
psychological distress, Table 4 displays the odds of psy-
chological distress among those who had experienced
violence the past 12 months by category of perpetrator,

Table 1 Percentages of 17-year-old students reporting types of violence

compared to those with no experience of physical violence
the past 12 months.

Among boys, an unknown perpetrator was significantly
associated with psychological distress. Among girls, the
perpetrator categories ‘known person’, ‘partner’ and
‘other’ revealed significant associations with psychological
distress. Tendencies towards significance were observed
for ‘known person’ among boys and ‘unknown person’
among girls.

Discussion
Prevalence

We found a high prevalence of experiences of violence
among boys and girls. The most prevalent gender differ-
ences with respect to type of violence were found in
physical violence (overrepresentation of boys) and sexual
assault (girls). Gender differences were less evident with
respect to bullying and sexual harassment. A gender pattern
was also found regarding the victim—perpetrator relation-
ship of physical violence (past 12 months). Boys were
mainly offended by another male (predominately an
unknown), whereas girls to a higher degree reported that
the perpetrator was a partner, a parent, or another female.

The gender patterning of physical violence and sexual
assault confirm previous findings (Edgardh and Ormstad
2000; Lawyer et al. 2006; Leonard et al. 2002). Given the
previously identified overrepresentation of girls with regard
to reports of sexual harassment (Gillander Gadin and
Hammarstrom 2005; AAUW 2001), the high occurrence
among boys was somewhat unexpected. Homophobic
name calling has, on the other hand, been found to be
particularly prevalent among boys (AAUW 2001). Most
likely, this was also the case in our study, which might

Type of violence Total Boys Girls P
n % (95% CI) n % (95% CI) n % (95% CI)

Physical violence past 12 months 320 19.7 (18.1-21.3) 201 24.8 (22.3-27.3) 119 15.0 (13.0-17.0) <0.001

Sexual assault, lifetime experience 200 12.0 (10.7-13.3) 55 6.4 (5.0-7.8) 145 17.3 (15.2-19.4) <0.001

Bullying in school past 12 months <0.001
Experienced 1 act 437 27.4 (25.6-29.2) 188 23.1 (20.1-25.5) 249 31.4 (28.8-34.0)
Experienced 2-3 acts 304 18.5 (16.9-20.1) 134 16.6 (14.5-18.7) 170 20.3 (18.1-22.5)

Sexual harassment in school past 12 months 0.039
Experienced 1 act 348 22.0 (20.3-23.7) 179 22.5(20.1-24.9) 169 21.3 (19.0-23.6)
Experienced 2 acts 178 11.1 (9.8-12.4) 105 12.5 (10.6-14.4) 73 9.8 (8.1-11.5)
Experienced 3-5 acts 213 13.4 (11.6-14.4) 110 14.0 (12.0-16.0) 103 12.9 (11.0-14.8)

County of Visternorrland, Sweden, 2007
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Table 2 Percentages of 17-year-old students who experienced physical violence during the past 12 months reporting category of perpetrator

Perpetrator Respondents experienced physical violence V4
Total Boys Girls
n % (95% CI) n % (95% CI) n % (95% CI)
Unknown male 106 33.9 (29.5-38.2) 92 48.9 (43.0-54.8) 14 11.0 (6.5-15.5) <0.001
Known male 85 26.7 (22.7-30.7) 63 32.4 (26.9-37.9) 22 18.1 (12.5-23.7) 0.001
Unknown female 15 53 (3.2-7.2) 7 3.6 (1.4-5.8) 8 7.7 (3.8-11.6) 0.054
Known female 12 4.2 (2.3-5.9) 3 1.1 (0.1-2.3) 8.8 (4.7-12.9) <0.001
Teacher 1.5 (0.4-2.6) 4 2.2 (0.5-3.9) 0.5 (0.05-1.5) 0.167
Mother 8 2.6 (1.1-4.1) 1 0.4 (0.3-1.1) 7 6.0 (2.5-9.5) <0.001
Father 17 5.5 (3.3-7.5) 6 2.9 (0.94.9) 11 9.3 (5.1-13.5) 0.003
Partner 23 8.8 (6.3-11.5) 3 1.4 (0.2-2.8) 20 20.3 (14.5-26.1) <0.001
Other 39 11.6 (8.7-14.5) 16 7.2 (4.2-10.2) 23 18.1 (12.5-23.7) 0.001
County of Visternorrland, Sweden, 2007
Table 3 Associations between experience of type of violence and psychological distress among 17-year-old students
Unadjusted Adjusted®
Boys Girls Boys Girls
OR (CI) P OR (CI) 14 OR (CI) 14 OR (CI) P
Physical violence past 12 months
Not experienced Ref Ref Ref Ref
Experienced 1.82 (1.27-2.61) 0.001 2.76 (1.99-3.82) <0.001 1.90 (1.31-2.76) 0.001 2.68 (1.90-3.77) <0.001
Sexual assault, lifetime experience
Not experienced Ref Ref Ref Ref
Experienced 445 (2.68-7.39) <0.001 2.77 (2.03-3.78) <0.001 5.11 (3.02-8.64) <0.001  2.68 (1.95-3.70) <0.001
Bullying in school past 12 months
Not experienced Ref Ref Ref Ref
Experienced 1 act 1.79 (1.17-2.74)  0.008 1.77 (1.33-2.36) <0.001 1.59 (1.00-2.51) 0.049 1.58 (1.16-2.12) 0.003
Experienced 2-3 acts  5.59 (3.72-8.39) <0.001 4.14 (3.00-5.71) <0.001 5.46 (3.56-8.36) <0.001 3.97 (2.85-5.52) <0.001
Sexual harassment in school past 12 months
Not experienced Ref Ref Ref Ref
Experienced 1 act 1.11 (0.69-1.78)  0.658 1.74 (1.26-2.39)  0.001 1.18 (0.72-1.94) 0.517 1.69 (1.21-2.35) 0.002
Experienced 2 acts 1.23 (0.69-2.19) 0.478 3.81 (2.52-5.75) <0.001 1.16 (0.68-2.33) 0.470 4.03 (2.61-6.21) <0.001
Experienced 3-5 acts  5.59 (3.65-8.57) <0.001 4.70 (3.23-6.82) <0.001 5.60 (3.55-8.82) <0.001 4.68 (3.12-6.91) <0.001

County of Visternorrland, Sweden, 2007
Significant odds ratios are indicated in bold

4 Adjusted for academic orientation (vocational educational programme) and parental employment status (one or both parents not having a part-

time or full-time job or running their own business)

explain the high prevalence of male experiences of sexual
harassment.

As a means of understanding the reasons behind these
gender patterns, a theoretical gender analysis is applied.
For example, it appears that being a boy or a man implies a
risk of victimisation as well as being a perpetrator of
physical violence. These observations are supported by
theories on the role of violence in constructions of ‘hege-
monic masculinity’, i.e., norms of masculinity in which
physical aggression and risk-taking are expected and young

people encounter a reality in which male violent behaviour
is used to demonstrate power and to maintain hierarchies in
male groups and over girls (Connell 2002; Kenway and
Fitzclarence 1997). Hence, if violence plays a role in being
‘manly’, it likely contributes to boys both exercising and
experiencing physical violence to a greater extent than
girls.

Girls were at risk of physical violence, bullying, sexual
harassment, and, particularly, sexual assault. With reference
to gender theory, sexualised violence can be seen as a
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Table 4 Associations between category of perpetrator of physical violence during the past 12 months and psychological distress among 17-year-

old students

Unadjusted Adjusted®

Boys Girls Boys Girls

OR (CI) P OR (CI) )4 OR (CI) p OR (CI) p
Not exposed Ref Ref Ref
Unknown person  1.90 (1.21-2.99)  0.005 1.65 (0.79-3.44) 0.187 1.89 (1.18-3.02)  0.008  2.18 (1.00-4.77) 0.051
Known person 1.65 (0.95-2.86) 0.074  2.66 (1.49-4.74) 0.001 1.69 (0.96-2.96)  0.068  2.53 (1.34-4.77) 0.004
Parent n.a. 2.10 (0.97-4.58) 0.061 n.a. 1.86 (0.83-4.16) 0.130
Partner n.a. 3.58 (1.76-7.30) <0.001 n.a. 2.87 (1.38-6.00) 0.005
Other 0.86 (0.20-3.79)  0.860  3.81 (1.88-7.73)  <0.001 1.12 (0.25-5.09)  0.882  3.65(1.79-7.43)  <0.001

County of Visternorrland, Sweden, 2007
Significant odds ratios are indicated in bold

n.a. = not applicable due to the low number of cases

? Adjusted for academic orientation (vocational educational programme) and parental employment status (one or both parents not having a part-

time or full-time job or running their own business)

consequence of objectifying attitudes towards girls which
communicates that girls’ bodies and sexuality are objects
for the pleasure of men (Fredrickson and Roberts 1997).
Our findings also highlight the issue of dating/intimate
partner violence; one-fifth of victimised girls reported the
perpetrator to be her boyfriend. This gender difference
supports prior research (Bennett and Fineran 1998), but is
inconsistent with findings of equal rates of victimisation
within a relationship (Molidor and Tolman 1998). Several
researchers argue that intimate partner violence is consid-
ered a means of dominance and control within the
relationship and that there is a cultural acceptance for a boy/
man to use violence towards his girlfriend (Fredrickson and
Roberts 1997). However, violence is not only perpetrated
by men; reports of female perpetrators were rare but by no
means absent. The sparse literature on violence and con-
structions of femininity suggest that violent girls are
constructed as ‘bad girls’ crossing the boundaries of ‘tra-
ditional’ femininity (Laidler and Hunt 2001).

Psychological distress associations of experiencing
violence

All four types of violence were associated with psycho-
logical distress in both girls and boys. The stronger
detrimental mental health associations with physical vio-
lence in girls than in boys are consistent with Thompson
et al. (2004) and Sundaram et al. (2004). One possible
explanation could be that girls, to a high degree, were
offended by someone with whom they had a close rela-
tionship, which has been found to be particularly negative
for mental health (Lawyer et al. 2006). The public health
relevance of physical violence is, indeed, central among
boys as well, especially with respect to the high occurrence
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and the fact that the most frequently reported perpetrator of
physical violence was a male. Drawing on work by Cour-
tenay (2000) on masculinity and health, one can argue that
ideals of a violent hegemonic masculinity contribute to
psychological distress among boys; apart from the psy-
chological distress related to the insult of victimisation in
itself, boys might experience a stressful pressure to adjust
to violent practices, possibly due to fear of homophobic
bullying (Kenway and Fitzclarence 1997). Moreover,
exercise of violence as practice of hegemonic masculinity
also afflicts girls and likely their mental health.

The strong psychological distress association of sexual
assault among boys confirms reports by Haavet et al.
(2004) and highlights the need to acknowledge sexual
assault as a potential risk factor for mental health problems
among boys. Another interpretation is that experiences of
sexual abuse impose particularly strong feelings of shame,
and possibly poor mental health, among boys (Darves-
Bornoz et al. 1998). One plausible explanation of the
weaker association among girls is the high prevalence of
psychological distress in the non-exposed group. These
findings are interesting in light of previous evidence of
more negative consequences of sexual abuse/harassment
among girls than among boys (Gillander Gadin and Ham-
marstrom 2005; Hand and Sanchez 2000). However, an
indication of such relationship was also found in our study;
the association between sexual harassment and psycho-
logical distress was stronger for girls than boys. Similar
relationships are found in previous research and have been
suggested to be related to more severe experiences of
sexual harassment among girls than boys (Gruber and
Fineran 2008). A gender theoretical interpretation also
acknowledges possible additional mental health effects
because of girls’ experiences of denigrating attitudes
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towards women as well as their collectively subordinated
position relative to boys and men (Fredrickson and Roberts
1997; Gruber and Fineran 2008).

The high rates of school-based bullying and sexual
harassment as well as the associations with psychological
distress confirm studies on younger adolescents (Gillander
Gadin and Hammarstrom 2005; Gobina et al. 2008; Gruber
and Fineran 2008; Nansel et al. 2004), and highlight the
importance of a safe school environment even in upper
secondary school settings. Previous research on younger
teenagers shows a strong relationship between a positive
school climate and low rates of bullying (Freeman et al.
2009). Our findings show possible divergent risks of psy-
chological distress among boys and girls depending on the
victim—perpetrator relationship of physical violence during
the past 12 months. Among boys, the category ‘unknown
person’ was significantly associated with psychological
distress whereas the perpetrator being a known person
revealed a significant odds ratio among girls. However,
given the tendencies towards significance for ‘known per-
son’ among boys and ‘unknown person’ among girls, we
cannot clearly conclude on stable gender differences in
psychological distress associations on the basis of whether
the offender was known or unknown. A distinct gender
pattern was, however, found regarding victimisation by a
partner; the perpetrator being a partner (boyfriend) was
more common among girls and was strongly associated with
psychological distress. This adds to research suggesting that
partner violence within heterosexual dating relationships is
more negatively experienced by young females than males
(Molidor and Tolman 1998). One previously addressed
possible explanation is that girls/women experience more
severe partner violence than boys/men (Edwards et al. 2009;
Molidor and Tolman 1998). Drawing on gender theory,
hierarchies in the gender order (i.e., girls being collectively
subordinated to boys) should be taken into consideration,
especially given the likeliness of more severe consequences
if the target is subordinate to the offender (Banister et al.
2003). The perpetrator category ‘other person’ was strongly
associated with psychological distress in girls only. We
hypothesise, with reference to prior findings (Bennett and
Fineran 1998), that this ‘other person’ might be an ex-
partner or family member other than their parents. Unex-
pectedly, the perpetrator category ‘parent’ was not
associated with psychological distress in girls. This is pos-
sibly a consequence of the relatively high prevalence of
psychological distress among non-victimised girls.

Limitations and future research
The cross-sectional design limits the possibility of drawing

conclusions about causal relationships. There is a possi-
bility of reverse relationships; longitudinal findings

indicate not only that victimisation is a risk factor for
depression but also that depressed adolescents are at risk of
being victims of bullying (Sweeting et al. 2006). The
present study is based on a sample of predominately white
17-year-old students in a Swedish region, and the extent to
which it can be generalised to other settings is unknown.
We believe, however, that the findings can be generalised
to students in upper secondary schools/senior high schools
(late adolescence) in areas outside of the large city regions
in Western countries. Based on existing findings of ele-
vated levels of victimisation and mental health problems
among school-dropouts (Edgardh and Ormstad 2000), our
findings might indicate an underestimation of the experi-
ences of violence as well as mental health problems in the
general young population.

The measure of bullying did not include physical
aggression, which limits the comparability with other
studies on bullying. Moreover, there seems to be a fine line
between bullying and sexual harassment; it has, for
example, been noted that male bullying of girls is pre-
dominately sexual and that male to male homophobic name
calling is considered bullying and not sexual harassment
(Shute et al. 2008). This might be an explanation to the
somewhat unexpected results on reports of bullying and
sexual harassment among boys and girls.

The present study cannot provide information on pos-
sible bias due to under- or over reporting of experiences of
violence. However, with reference to previous studies on
the matter (Hartung et al. 2011), we have reasons to believe
that girls and boys reported victimisation correctly.

We suggest future research and health-promotion inter-
ventions to acknowledge the contextual aspects of gender
patterns in type of violence experienced, including a gender
analysis. More research is needed on victim—perpetrator
relationships of more types of violence as well as the
location where the violence occurred. It is also important to
explore the relationships between victimisation and other
mental health symptoms, e.g., externalising problems.
Future studies should also include school drop-outs.

Conclusion

Experiences of several types of violence are widespread,
gendered and associated with psychological distress. These
findings are important from a public health perspective in
identifying factors associated with mental health problems
among adolescents. An individual’s relationship with the
perpetrator of violence plausibly influences the association
with psychological distress. Violence against girls in het-
erosexual relationships should be acknowledged as a public
health issue. Gendered hierarchies and norms of mascu-
linity are likely related to the extent to which adolescent

@ Springer



426

E. Landstedt, K. Gillander Gadin

boys and girls experience violence and how they respond to
it in terms of psychological distress. A gender analysis can
contribute to the understanding of experiences of violence
and the mental health implications of violence in
adolescents.

Acknowledgments The data collection was supported by the
County Administrative Board and the County Council of Vister-
norrland, Sweden. We thank all participating students and schools.

Conflict of interest The authors declare that they have no com-
peting interests.

References

American Association of University Women (AAUW) (2001) Hostile
hallways: bullying, teasing and sexual harassment in school.
American Association of University Women, Washington

Ackard DM, Neumark-Sztainer D (2002) Date violence and date rape
among adolescents: associations with disordered eating behav-
iors and psychological health. Child Abuse Negl 26:455-473

Angold A, Erkanli A, Silberg J, Eaves L, Costello EJ (2002)
Depression scale scores in 8—17-year-olds: effects of age and
gender. J Child Psychol Psychiatry 43:1052-1063

Banister EM, Jakubec SL, Stein JA (2003) “Like, what am I supposed
to do?”: adolescent girls’ health concerns in their dating
relationships. Can J Nurs 35:16-33

Bennett L, Fineran S (1998) Sexual and severe physical violence
among high school students. Power beliefs, gender, and
relationship. Am J Orthopsychiatry 68:645-652

Broberg AG, Ekeroth K, Gustafsson PA, Hansson K, Higglof B,
Ivarsson T, Larsson B (2001) Self-reported competencies and
problems among Swedish adolescents: a normative study of the
YSR. Eur Child Adolesc Psychiatry 10:186-193

Connell RW (2002) On hegemonic masculinity and violence:
response to Jefferson and Hall. Theor Crime 6:89-99

Connell R (2009) Gender in world perspective, 2nd edn. Polity,
Cambridge

Courtenay WH (2000) Constructions of masculinity and their
influence on men’s well-being: a theory of gender and health.
Soc Sci Med 50:1385-1401

Craig W, Harel-Fisch Y, Fogel-Grinvald H, Dostaler S, Hetland J,
Simons-Morton B, Molcho M, de Mato MG, Overpeck M, Due
P, Pickett W (2009) A cross-national profile of bullying and
victimization among adolescents in 40 countries. Int J Public
Health 54(Suppl 2):216-224

Darves-Bornoz JM, Choquet M, Ledoux S, Gasquet I, Manfredi R
(1998) Gender differences in symptoms of adolescents reporting
sexual assault. Soc Psychiatry Psychiatr Epidemiol 33:111-117

Edgardh K, Ormstad K (2000) Prevalence and characteristics of
sexual abuse in a national sample of Swedish seventeen-year-old
boys and girls. Acta Paediatr 89:310-319

Edwards VJ, Black MC, Dhingra S, McKnight-Eily L, Perry GS
(2009) Physical and sexual intimate partner violence and
reported serious psychological distress in the 2007 BRFSS. Int
J Public Health 54(Suppl 1):37-42

Fredrickson BL, Roberts TA (1997) Objectification theory: toward
understanding women’s lived experiences and mental health
risks. Psychol Women Q 21:173-206

Freeman JG, Samdal O, Klinger DA, Dur W, Griebler R, Currie D,
Rasmussen M (2009) The relationship of schools to emotional
health and bullying. Int J Public Health 54(Suppl 2):251-259

@ Springer

Gillander Gadin K, Hammarstrom A (2005) A possible contributor to the
higher degree of girls reporting psychological symptoms compared
with boys in grade nine? Eur J Public Health 15:380-385

Gobina I, Zaborskis A, Pudule I, Kalnins I, Villerusa A (2008)
Bullying and subjective health among adolescents at schools in
Latvia and Lithuania. Int J Public Health 53:272-276

Gruber JE, Fineran S (2008) Comparing the impact of bullying and
sexual harassment victimization on the mental and physical
health of adolescents. Sex Roles 59:1-13

Haavet OR, Straand J, Saugstad OD, Grunfeld B (2004) Illness and
exposure to negative life experiences in adolescence: two sides
of the same coin? A study of 15-year-olds in Oslo, Norway. Acta
Paediatr 93:405-411

Hagquist CE (2007) Health inequalities among adolescents: the
impact of academic orientation and parents’ education. Eur J
Public Health 17:21-26

Hand JZ, Sanchez L (2000) Badgering or bantering? Gender
differences in experience of, and reactions to, sexual harassment
among US high school students. Gend Soc 14:718-746

Hartung CM, Little CS, Allen EK, Page MC (2011) A psychometric
comparison of two self-report measures of bullying and victim-
ization: differences by sex and grade. School Mental Health
3:44-57

Kenway J, Fitzclarence L (1997) Masculinity, Violence and School-
ing: challenging “poisonous pedagogies”. Gen Educ 9:117-134

Kessler RC, Andrews G, Colpe LJ, Hiripi E, Mroczek DK, Normand
SL, Walters EE, Zaslavsky AM (2002) Short screening scales to
monitor population prevalences and trends in non-specific
psychological distress. Psychol Med 32:959-976

Krug EG, Dahlberg LL, Mercy JA, Zwi A, Lozano R (2002) World
report on violence and health. WHO, Geneva

Laidler KJ, Hunt G (2001) Accomplishing femininity among the girls
in the gang. Br J Criminol 41:656-678

Lawyer SR, Ruggiero KJ, Resnick HS, Kilpatrick DG, Saunders BE
(2006) Mental health correlates of the victim-perpetrator rela-
tionship among interpersonally victimized adolescents.
J Interpers Violence 21:1333-1353

Leonard KE, Quigley BM, Collins RL (2002) Physical aggression in
the lives of young adults: prevalence, location, and severity
among college and community samples. J Interpers Violence
17:533-550

Molidor C, Tolman RM (1998) Gender and contextual factors in
adolescent dating violence. Violence Against Women 4:180-194

Nansel TR, Craig W, Overpeck MD, Saluja G, Ruan WIJ (2004)
Cross-national consistency in the relationship between bullying
behaviors and psychosocial adjustment. Arch Pediatr Adolesc
Med 158:730-736

Patel V, Flisher AJ, Hetrick S, McGorry P (2007) Mental health of
young people: a global public-health challenge. Lancet
369:1302-1313

Ravens-Sieberer U, Torsheim T, Hetland J, Vollebergh W, Cavallo F,
Jericek H, Alikasifoglu M, Valimaa R, Ottova V, Erhart M
(2009) Subjective health, symptom load and quality of life of
children and adolescents in Europe. Int J Public Health 54(Suppl
2):151-159

Rescorla L, Achenbach TM, Ivanova MY, Dumenci L, Almqvist F,
Bilenberg N, Bird H, Broberg A, Dobrean A, Dopfner M, Erol N,
Forns M, Hannesdottir H, Kanbayashi Y, Lambert MC, Leung P,
Minaei A, Mulatu MS, Novik TS, Oh KJ, Roussos A, Sawyer M,
Simsek Z, Steinhausen HC, Weintraub S, Metzke CW, Wol-
anczyk T, Zilber N, Zukauskiene R, Verhulst F (2007)
Epidemiological comparisons of problems and positive qualities
reported by adolescents in 24 countries. J Consult Clin Psychol
75:351-358

Ruchkin V, Henrich CC, Jones SM, Vermeiren R, Schwab-Stone M
(2007) Violence exposure and psychopathology in urban youth:



Experiences of violence among adolescents

427

the mediating role of posttraumatic stress. J Abnorm Child
Psychol 35:578-593

Shute R, Owens L, Slee P (2008) Everyday victimization of
adolescent girls by boys: sexual harassment, bullying or
aggression? Sex Roles 58:477-489

Solberg ME, Olweus D (2003) Prevalence estimation of school
bullying with the Olweus Bully/Victim Questionnaire. Aggress
Behav 29:239-268

Stuewig J, McCloskey LA (2005) The relation of child maltreatment
to shame and guilt among adolescents: psychological routes to
depression and delinquency. Child Maltreat 10:324-336

Sundaram V, Helweg-Larsen K, Laursen B, Bjerregaard P (2004)
Physical violence, self rated health, and morbidity: is gender
significant for victimisation? J Epidemiol Community Health
58:65-70

Sweeting H, Young R, West P, Der G (2006) Peer victimization and
depression in early-mid adolescence: a longitudinal study. Br J
Educ Psychol 76:577-594

Thompson MP, Kingree JB, Desai S (2004) Gender differences in
long-term health consequences of physical abuse of children:
data from a nationally representative survey. Am J Public Health
94:599-604

@ Springer



	Experiences of violence among adolescents: gender patterns in types, perpetrators and associated psychological distress
	Abstract
	Purpose
	Methods
	Results
	Conclusions

	Introduction
	Methods
	Sample and data collection
	Measures
	Statistical analysis

	Results
	Discussion
	Prevalence
	Psychological distress associations of experiencing violence
	Limitations and future research

	Conclusion
	Acknowledgments
	References



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (ISO Coated v2 300% \050ECI\051)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Perceptual
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /sRGB
  /DoThumbnails true
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts false
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 149
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 150
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 149
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 150
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 599
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 600
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV (Za stvaranje Adobe PDF dokumenata najpogodnijih za visokokvalitetni ispis prije tiskanja koristite ove postavke.  Stvoreni PDF dokumenti mogu se otvoriti Acrobat i Adobe Reader 5.0 i kasnijim verzijama.)
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
    /DEU <>
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [595.276 841.890]
>> setpagedevice


