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SETTING THE CONTEXT

n this study, we begin to examine the

nature and scope ol a troubling social

phenomenon: sexual relationships
between girls ages 10-15 and adult men age 20
and older. There is growing evidence — both
anecdotal and statistical — to validate the
existence of the problem. Social workers,
educators, and medical professionals increas-
ingly report young girls’” pairings with much
older partners. In addition to emerging data
about the paternity of young girls’ babies,
data about girls’ rates of sexual activity,
histories ol sexual abuse, and infection
from sexually transmitted diseases supports

these reports.

Young girls age 15 and under are generally
considered to be neither legally nor devel-
opmentally capable of consenting to sexual
relationships with adults. Sexual involvement
with adult men is defined as exploitative
for these young girls because the relation-
ships are inherently unequal. Yet society
often fails to distinguish these younger
girls from older teens: the social welfare
and criminal justice systems rarely inter-
vene with elforts at either prevention or

prosecution, or do so at an insuflicient rate.

Social service providers have witnessed
this disturbing pattern for some time, but
their reports have generally failed o galva-
nize community-wide responses. In our
research we were told, for example, that
this is a societal problem which for too
long has been “swept under the rug.”
Prosecutors who handle the relatively small
number of statutory rape cases echo that
sentiment. Juries are reported as not taking
statutory rape cases seriously. Three possible

explanations are offered: ‘Teenage girls
are often hostile to prosecution and do
not make sympathetic victims; teen girls
often look and act older than they are,
prompting juries to view them as seductive
or manipulative; and society is generally
accepting of younger womansplder man
relationships. It is difficult to draw a
bright line defining which relationships
are appropriate and which are not.

The problem is complex. Communities
dare sll‘uggling to reach consensus on matters
of private sexual conduct. In an effort to
assist in the dialogue, research findings
from a variety of disciplines were reviewed,
and are reported below. While some studies
focus on adolescents of age groups different
from this project (e.g., 15 to 19 year olds
versus 10 to 15 year olds), the research is
drawing attention to various facets of the
nature and scope of adolescent sexuality
and girls’ older sexual partners. Some of
these areas of inquiry include: sexual
activity of adolescent girls (voluntary and
involuntary); consequences of adolescent
sexual behavior; adult men involved in
sexual relationships with teen girls; and
whap attracts young teen girls to adult men.
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The reason my
mother doesn't
like me to date
older men is
because my dad
was 20 years older
than her. She says
an older man
wants you to cook
for them, clean, do
a lot of things, but
they don't treat you
right sometimes.
And she's afraid
that might happen
to me. And it

did happen...




depend on many lactors. These include
the relationship between the girl and her
abuser, the maturity of the girl, and the

duration and type of abuse.

A study of incest survivors by Kcmpé
concluded that when incest occurs before
adolescence and stops when the child
matures, there is an opportunity for heal-
ing. However, if the child continues to be
sexually abused by a family member dur-
ing her adolescence, the sexual abuse has
disastrous consequences. As a result, the
young adolescent girl understands that to
give and receive sexual pleasure to the
older man who is abusing her is the one
way to receive approval from him. He
reinforces her giving her sexual favors
through various means ol encouragement:
clothes, gifts, rides in cars.

Adolescence is the period of development
in a young girl’s life when she forms her
identity. If she is repeatedly sexually victim-
ized during this time, she is, in effect,
learning that she is a sex object. From
now on, the girl may see herself only as
the sexualized object of a man’s desires."™

As the long-term consequences of these
relationships are studied more thoroughly,
researchers have come to some conclusions
about young women whose sexual experi-
ences are early and involuntary. Young
women who have been exploited sexually
may exhibit low self-esteem; suffer from
clinical depressicn; and may exhibit suicidal
tendencies. In a 1997 study of pregnant
adolescents at a Rhode Island community

health center, Rubin reported that girls in
sexual relationships with older men had

been initially sexually abused by a family

member or an older male acquaintance.™

A recent study by Widom of the University
of Albany’s School ol Criminal Justice
compared a group ol 676 women and men
who were sexually and physically abused and
neglected as children with 520 who were
not victims ol childhood abuse or neglect.
The study found that childhood sexual
abuse and neglect was not correlated with
teenage pregnancy or promiscuity, contra-
dicting earlier studies that linked carly abuse
to teenage pregnancy. However, Widom
found that early childhood sexual abuse
and neglect significantly increased the risk
of prostitution among females. The Widom
study offers a limited perspective because
the subjects studied were asked to report
on victimization that occurred when they
were younger than 11, Finally, the pregnancy
measure in this study may underestimate
the extent of teenage pregnancies because
it included only women whose pregnancies

ended in abortions or miscarriages.™

What Is Known About Adult
Men Involved in Sexual
Relationships with Teen Girls?
There has been little research to date
on the characteristics ol adult men who
become sexually involved with adolescent
girls. However, several researchers have
begun to examine the psychological traits

of these men.

In their study of adolescent mothers and
older fathers, Nakashima and Camp found
that men who engage in relationships with
adolescent women have personal character-
istics that reflect those of an adolescent,




rather than an adult. For example, the study
shows that older men who had relationships
with younger women had egos similar to
those of young boys. The rescarchers
inferred from these lindings that older
men who choose young adolescent female
partners have leelings ol inadequacy and
that they were possibly developmentally
arrested.®’ These men often have criminal
histories, according to researchers Lamb,

Elster and Tavaré.™

Lindberg’s 1997 analysis found that men
who [athered habies with givls 15 1o 17 years
old were less likely 1o have a high school
degree than men who fathered babies with
adult women. She concluded that men who
fathered babies with young girls are less
desirable partners for older women because
they have lower carning potential. But for
teen girls, these older males appear to have
more money and, at the beginning ol rela-
tionships, seem more stable than teen boys.*

What Makes Young Girls
Vulnerable to the Attentions
of Older Men?

lwvo theories e suggested by the literature
to explain why young teen girls are drawn
to older sexual partners: (1) lack ol a pos-
itive lather or lather-figure in ther lives;
and (2) the men can supply goods or services

not otherwise available.
Lack of a Positive Father/Father-Figure

Young girls need fathers 1o love, nurture
and protect them. Unlortunately, many
young girls are raised in homes without
fathers; others may receive only sexual

attention [rom their fathers. Musick notes

that paternal absence, abuse, or dysfunction

leaves young girls in a position easily
exploited by older males.*" Abused girls
may be tricked or forced into having sex

with older men.®

The theory suggests that because a caring
male role model 1s absent from her life, a
young teen girl will turn to another older
male in an atempt to fill that void.
Researchers at Raymond Associates, Inc.,
who studied teen mothers 15 to 17 years old
in Rochester, N.Y., documented a number
of traits among young adolescent girls
involved with older partners, including low
self-esteem and depression. The young
women in this study ofien saw older men

20

as “white knights” who could rescue them.
Supplier of Goods and Services

A young girl may be seduced by the
attentions of an older man who is able to
offer her money, gifts, dinner, drugs, and
even a car. ‘The girl may be desperate to
get out of her life situation, especially if
she is abused or neglected. She may
helieve that an older, more mature male

can give her advice about her life. He may

represent an opportunity to escape from
her current circumstances. Family mem-
bers may not discourage the relationship,
especially since these relationships appear
consensual. The relationship may quickly
intensily into a sexual encounter. There
miay be no opportunity for discussions
about sex, contraception or consequences.
Despite these problems, a girl may feel

secure in the relationship.™
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I was a shy

little girl.

/| didn't like
having a
boyfriend,

you know, like

a relationship.

I was playing
with Barbie Dolls.




Broader Issues Beyond the
Scope of this Project

There are many topics related to the
issues that were not included in this project
due to the scope of the research funded, but
which merit examination and research.
These larger, contextual issues include: a
lack of societal comfort about adolescent
sexuality; ambivalence about sexual relation-
ships between adults and teenagers; the sen-
sitive issues of culture and class; the special
vulnerability of girls in the custody of state
or local agencies; and how welfare reform
measures may or may not impact on decisions

affecting teenage mothers,

Societal Discomfort Around Adolescent
Sexuality. The Center for Disease Control
and Prevention’s National Center for
Health Statistics reported that about 50%
of teenagers 15-19 years old engaged in
intercourse in 1995. Ideally, harmful sexu-
al relationships between young teens and
adults would be explored openly within the
broader context of young people’s sexual
attitudes, practices, and histories. However,
American society lacks a comlort level
about adolescent sexuality, and there is lit-
tle consensus on whether, and under what
circumstances, teenagers should or should

not engage in sexual activity.

Society’s Ambroalent Attitudes About Sexual
Relationships Between Adults and Teens.
What messages do parents, schools, religious
institutions, and the media give teen girls
about the propriety of sexual relationships
with older adult men (il they broach this
topic at all)z What messages are boys and

young men being given about secking out

relationships with significantly younger

girls? For example, the media has focused
interest on cases where a public figure has
allegedly heen in a sexual relationship with
ateenage babysitter, or where amarried
man became sexually involved with what the
press portrayed as a teenage “tempuiess.”
But these “relationships™ are sometimes
glamorized, and older manyounger worman

relationships are acceptable in our culture.

The Sensitive Issues of Class and Cultire.
Clearly, it is casier within some areas ol society
to hide minor-adult relationships from view
(much like the existence ol child abuse or
domestic violence), particularly from the eves
of police, child protection agencies, and health
care providers. Pregnant girls who must rely
on public social services are far more likely to
face the prospect of having thenr unlawlul
relationships reported than girls whose
parents can arrange for support from pri-
vate therapists and family physicians.
Anecdotal information has been received
about how some immigrant cultures might,
in the girls’ countries of origin, have per-
mitted (and parents encouraged) young
teen girl-older man relationships without
legal sanction. Common law marriages ol
these individuals within the ULS. (recognized
by a number of states) have indeed led to the

dropping ol some statutory rape charges.

The Special Vidnerability of Girls in the
Custody of State/County Agencies. Girls who
are removed from their homes due to sexual
abuse, or have otherwise experienced it,
remain particularly vulnerable o continued
abuse and exploitation when placed in foster
homes or other lorms ol residential care.
What are the supervisory obligations and
liability risks related to the sexual behavior




ol young teen and pre-teen girls in public
carer How can those providing care 1o girls
in such government custody be better

educated on prevention, identification, and
reporting obligations related to thenr wards’

sexual involvement with older adult men?

There has been inadequate attention
generally to: (1) services needed by ado-
lescent girls in foster and residential care;
(2) legal issues related to consent to health
care for these givls; (3) the role juvenile court
Judges with jurisdiction over these girls’ cases
should play in protecting them from abuse
and exploitation and in sanctioning the men
who engage in sexual relationships with
them; and (4) the provision ol adequate
residential care for parenting teens with
their children, as well as independent or
semi-independent living transitions to
responsible adulthood.

The Impact of Welfare Reform. One impetus
for conducting research into sexual relation-
ships between adult men and young teen
girls has been the new wellare reform law
(L. 104-193). A number of provisions in
the welfare reform bill — specilically under
the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families
Block Grant program (TANT) — impact
teenagers who are pregnant and parenting.
For example, one of the purposes ol TANF
is to “prevent and reduce the incidence of
out-of-wedlock pregnancies and establish
annual numerical goals for preventing and
reducing the incidence of these pregnancies;
and encourage the formation and mainte-

nance of two-parent families.™

Eligibility for receiving assistance under
TANF may be denied to teenage mothers
not living at home with a supervisory adult,
and to those not in school. In additon, if
the teen mother is receiving assistance, that
assistance may be denied to other children
conceived or born. States have been given
an incentive to reducing births to unwed
mothers: for the four-year period from
1999-2002, as many as five states annually
can receive additional “bonus” funding (of
$20-25 million) if they can prove they have
recduced out-of-wedlock births proportion-
ately more than other states. In addition,
the law calls for aggressive enforcement of
state statutory rape laws. What impact will
implementing provisions of this law have
on young teen girls impregnated by adult
menr Does it encourage or promote
marriage between pregnant teens and
their older boyfriends? What impact will
implementation have on the children of
these teen mothers? These questions and
others have not yet been researched, but

bear monitoring.

We have touched on but a few of the
contextual issues. A comprehensive and
in-depth review of these issues would
clc;u"’l)' add to the debate on enforcement
ol statutory rape laws,

iy,

...He was much
much older than
me, but | never
thought he was
going to do that
to me. But | was
young. | was just
trying to find out
my sexuality |
guess. It was

a bad thing
because [it was
the] first time...
for me, it was
supposed to

be special

and it wasn't.




WHAT CAN WE LEARN FROM
YOUTH SERVICE PROVIDERS?

his phase of the rescarch was

designed to increase our under-

standing of two issues: who the
girls involved in sexual relationships with
adult men are, and what the current responsc
of service providers is to disclosures of
these relationships. Because concerns
were expressed by the project’s expert
advisory ]):mcl that (1) programs may not
have statistical data available on the type
of information desired, and (2) providers
were likely to be uncomfortable cdiscussing
these controversial issues, a qualitative

approach was utilized.

Discussions With
48 Service Providers

Interviews were conducted with 48 individ-
uals across the country who work directly
with young teen girls involved in sexual
relationships with adult men (including
social workers, foster care workers, and a
variety of health practitioners). The
discussions were based on an unstructured
interview guide, which outlined topic areas,
listed below. The open-ended, qualitative
discourse was guided by comments volun-
teered by the respondents. Thus, certain
issues were covered by many respondents,
but not all service providers talked about
the exact same issues. Analysis of the
interviews was based on summarizing
responses. Whenever possible, categories
were created; however, given the open-
ended nature of the surveys, it was not
always possible to create categories. When
categorizing responses was inappropriate,
we provide summary statements.

Many of the responses were complex,
and often contradictory. For example, a

provider might note that most of the adult
men involved with her teen clients were
()ppm'iunisls; however, in her next statement
the same provider would point to several
examples of males who truly cared for their
partners, who encouraged the girls to stay
in school, and who provided more stability
than had their families ol origin. In our
analysis, every statement was counted equally.

The topics of our inquiry included the

following:
g

® Background: program descriptions; clients
served; clients’ age and SOCIOECOoNomic
status; the information service providers
obtain or try to obtain from their clients
with respect to sexual histories (including

childhood molestation), family histories;

m Relationships: dynamics of the relation-
ship; what the providers know about the
men; whether domestic violence, or
physical or emotional abuse, are features
of these relationships; whether some of
these relationships are “healthy” and
what makes them so; what the teens’
families think about these relationships;

.f.

= Reporting: whether providers report the
relationships of young teen girls and
their adult boyfriends to law enforcement,
child protective services or child support
enforcement agencies; whether girls are
encouraged to report their adult boyfriends;
what the barriers are to, and attitudes
concerning, reporting; and

m Prevention and Intervention: suggestions
providers have about preventing or
intervening in relationships between

T

It makes
things worse.
Especially if
you talk to a
social worker.




young teen girls and adult males; whether
providers should be preventing or inter-

vening in these relationships.

Findings

Background

The majority of the respondents provide
services primarily to low-income teen girls.
Clients served were Black, White, Latino,
Asian, and Native American. While girls
from all socioeconomic strata are involved
in relationships with adult men, the

majority of our respondents worked with

mostly low- to lower-middle income clients.

One-quarter of the service providers said
that they routinely gather information
on the client’s physical, emotional and
mental health; about one-quarter ask
about the client’s sexual history, including
age of first sexual experience, and whether
molestation is a part ol that history; one
in five providers volunteered that they
ask about the current sexual partner,
including his age; if the girl is pregnant,
they will ask about the male’s involvement
or planned involvement in the child’s life.
One-fifth of our sample revealed they do
not discuss either sexual historyfnolestation
history or the agefinvolvement of the male
partner at the first meeting. A few said
they wait until the therapeutic relation-
ship develops before they discuss the client’s
background and sexual relationships.

More than one-half of our sample report
their clients have a history of sexual abuse,
neglect, or domestic violence. A number

of the providers in our sample work with

teens in residental treatment centers
and Toster care; 100% of these girls have

abuse or neglect in their backgrounds.

Close to half our sample asserted that
their clients come from single-parent,
ather-absent homes. About that many
suggested that the families and homes ol
their clients are in disarray: dysfunctional,
unstable situations with parents who may
be unaware of their daughters’ relation-
ships or indifferent to them. According
to some ol the service providers, the teen
girl lives with extended family members,
with a variety of relatives and half- or
step-relatives, in a foster care situation
(either a home or a residential center),
with her boyfriend, or with her b wylriend
and his family. A minority stated that

their clients are from two-parent homes.

Relationships

While about one-third reported that their
clients are mostly in relationships with
males between 3 and 5 years older, the
rest stated that many of the relationships
are between girls around 14 years old and
males in their 20s; and the respondents
helieve the numbers are increasing. Others
suggested that the youngest girls tend to
be in relationships with the oldest males.

Close to one-third of our sample suggested
that young teen girls are attracted to older
males because they can provide security
and stability; relationships with adult males
conler status, “prestige, attention, respect”
and adult males can provide material

things that contemporaries cannot (a car,

a place to stay, money, drugs, alcohol).




One-third viewed these relationships as
unhealthy and emotionally controlling.
Sull others characterized the relationships
as transient encounters or one-night
stands. Some of the respondents pro-
moted the idea that, however transient
or short-term these relationships may
be, they olien provide the girl with
much-needed love, attention, and sta-

bility she does not get from her family.

According to our respondents, the males
can be categorized into three major “types”:
exploitersbpportunists, needytroubled,

and nurturing/responsible.

Most of our sample asserted the belief
that the teen’s parent(s), peers and/or
community support her relationship with
an adult male, although some of the
respondents did relate information about
families who are unhappy that their child

is dlating (and may be pregnant by) an adult.
Reporting

B Many of the respondents revealed that
they do not report sexual relationships
between adult males and young teen girls
to law enforcement or child protection
agencies. Reasons for not reporting
include the “chilling effect” on the
client (who may not return for services
il her boytriend is reported), fear of
retaliation by the boylriend against the
client or the provider, and the criminal
Justice system being either hostile or
indifferent to the reports and “doing
nothing.” Some ol the respondents do

report or may encourage the girl, or her

family, to report.

Prevention and Intervention

® Prevention: Of the providers who ollered
suggestions on preventing sexual relation-
ships between adult males and young teen
girls, about half advocated early and
aggressive interventions in the lives of
young children by providing relationship
skills-building courses, sexuality education,
and self-esteem building for both girls and
boys. Others suggested that consciousness
raising needs to be accomplished in society
as a whole, by educating children, parents,
citizens, and criminal justice professionals
as to the unacceptableness of these rela-
tionships. "The remaining providers cham-
pion sweeping changes in the messages of
sexuality being passed to our children and
our citizens, found in advertisements, soap

operas, movies, and elsewhere.

® Intervention: The majority of providers’
suggestions for appropriate interventions
in these relationships called for increased
services for girls (counseling, help in
overcoming childhood sexual abuse,
mentors, residential homes for girls and
their babies), and also for the males
(employment services, counseling, edu-
catjon in caring for children). Only one
in five think holding males accountable
through prosecution and child support
enforcement is an appropriate response.

Discussion

The hindings from the service provider
interviews present a compelling picture of
their young female clients who are in sexual
relationships with men; their life circum-
stances; and the providers’ perceptions of

what interventions are ili)')l'(l[)l'i}l[(.‘.




Social Problems. Any intervention Lo
prevent teens from engaging in sexual rela-
tionships with inappropriately aged mates
needs to consider the larger social context.
Many of the providers’ comments reflect
the notion that sexual relationships betwéen
young teen girls and adult men are symbolic
of broader social problems. The providers
argue that poverty, dysfunctional families,
and early childhood molestation may leave
young girls vulnerable to the attentions and
affections, however short-term, of older males.
While providers noted that young teen girls
from all economic classes engage in these
relationships, their clientele remain predom-
inantly low-income, and come with a variety
of problems associated with poverty. Familial
breakdown, lack of a stable father-figure,
economic disadvantage, abuse, neglect, and
an intergenerational history of teen pregnancy
are some of the issues present in the lives

of their clients.

Within the context of these disadvantages,
adult men may be better off financially than
their clients’ peers, and may promise the
security a relationship brings. It does not
defy logic that an adolescent, longing for
affection and material goods not provided
by her own family, would turn to someone
who could give those things to her: someone
with a job and a car, who promised her love
in exchange for her sexual favors. As victims
of early molestation, their clients may not
have the emotional skills to fend ofl pressure
for sexual activity by a charming or control-
ling adult male. “The males, according to our
sample, may be opportunistic predators, but
they also may be products of dysfunctional

families and face some of the same issues

as do their young partners.

Messages of Sexuality. Beyond the indi-
vidual circumstances and control of their
clients, however, a number of the pr widers
in our sample assert that the message to
young teen girls (and young hoys and adult
men) is that girls are to be valued for their
sexuality. Advertisements, soap operas, movies,
and television all eroticize young girls.

Reporting. Scrvice providers are wrestling
with the issue of reporting the sexual rela-
tionships of their clients to the criminal

justice system. They believe that reporting

violates the confidential nature ol their
relationship with their clients. The breaking
of conlidentiality has negative consequences
from the perspective of the providers. For
example, the girl may believe that the trust
has been irrevocably harmed, and she may
reluse to come back for services. "This has
signilicant risks for her own health and
mental health, and potentially that ol her
unborn child, il she refuses o return for
prenatal care or treatment for a sexually

transmitted infection.

Prevention and Intervention. Service
providers voiced concerns over prevention
and intervention in sexual relationships
involving an adult male and a young teen
girl. Prevention strategies included individual
help and broad-based social change, ranging
from sexuality education and relationship
skills-building courses to sweeping changes
in the messages society is sending our youth

about sex and relationships.

But it is the intervention area which raises
more concerns. While most recommended
arange of services to help young women

(and men), fewer think the criminal and civil




Justice processes are appropriate responses
to these relationships. A minority of the
responses indicated that providers routinely
ask their clients at intake about their sexual
molestation history and the age, and involve-
ment, ol the teen’s sexual partnerfather of
their child. And if they do learn of a sexual
relationship between an adult and a young
teen, almost two-thirds do not report to child

protective services or law enforcement.

Itis clear from the interviews that the
service providers interviewed do not believe
that the child protection or criminal justice
systems take these relationships seriously,
and, in fact, may be actively against their
agencies’” involvement. (This is not a new
phenomenon; for example, domestic violence
cases were long viewed as being outside the
purview of the criminal and civil justice
systems. Ttas only inrecent years that law
enforcement and prosecutors have been
educated on looking for and accepting

these cases.)

Recommendations
Recommendations coming [rom the
interviews with this sample ol service pro-
viders are limited to the kinds ol questions
vouth-serving agencies and stall should be
asking and the kinds ol issues they should

be exploring. It would be premature to
address recommendations on effective
strategies lor responding to teens in sexu-
al relationships, or on improvements in
procedures, as we do not yet know enough
about the givls, the men, and what preven-
tion and intervention strategies are the

most effective and responsive.

While research continues in identifying

effective responses, professionals and
agencies should carefully examine their
current practices and openly identily areas
needing protocol-development. There are
other actions agencies can be taking while
further research 1s conducted. To that end,

we offer the following recommendations.

1. Programs providing services to pregnant
and parenting teens and pre-teens, and
those serving girls at risk for involvement
in relationships with older men, should
develop appropriate means for learning
of these inappropriate relationships and
when and how to report them to child
protective services and/or law enforcement.

Questions that should be addressed include:

=[5 it appropriate for providers to be asking
about sexual abuse and the age of the

sexual partner? Is it required by state law?

® I['s0, are providers prepared to refer girls
to services il the girl discloses early

childhood molestation?

® Are they prepared to report to child
protective services or law enforcement
ilthe girl discloses her sexual partner

is over the age of 182

= What guidelines should agencies be fol-

lowing with respect to reporting?

m What is in the best interest ol the client
and/or her offspring with respect to the
relationshipz What are the objective criteria

for determining “best interest” in these




situations? How can this be balanced

with legal requirements?

= How can program providers and therapists
work with their clients to address the
post-reporting consequences, such ay
abandonment and retaliation? Are there
appropriate ways to prepare clients for

reporting and set up support systems?

2. Service providers need training on a
variety of issues, including: why, when,
and how these relationships should be
reported, and to whom; and working with
the teens, their offspring and the fathers
of their children. Elements of this training
should be included in specialized seminars
and in continuing education courses.

3. Communications between service
agenciesfprograms and the criminal
justice system must be enhanced, in an
effort to respond appropriately to girls
and men involved in unhealthy, unlawful

sexual relationships.

4. Community leaders and parents need
to send the message to their citizens that
sexual relationships between adults and

young teens are unacceptable.

5. More research needs to be conducted
to learn about the girls, the males, the

relationships, and appropriate interventions.
This exploratory study has identified many
arcas ol inquiry appropriate for continued

rescarch, including:

= What factors in the lives ol young women

make them vulnerable to unhealthy

relationships with older menz Is poverty

andor family structure afactor? Are race
or culture lactors? 1s childhood sexual

abuse a lactor? What lactors in the lives
ol girls lrom similar backgrounds make
them resilient enough to avoid harmlul
relationships? What kinds ol interventions
are appropriate 1o protect sexually abused
girls rom inappropriate relationships

later in then adolescence?

Who are the men involved in sexual rela-
tionships with young adolescent girlsz
What is their family of origin? Do they
have histories ol being sexually abused?
Who were their male and Temale role
models? What life events shaped their
attitudes toward women? Do education
levels and sociocconomic status inlluence
decisions 1o choose younger partnerss
What sets apart the ultimately responsible
from the opportunistz What SCrvices
can be provided to the needy andor
troubled belore they involve themselves

with underage girls?

Are relationships between disparate age-
mates fundamentally unhealthyr How
are service providers to determine which
relationship is positive or advantageous
and which is exploitative or dangerous?
What is the nature of relationships between
younger girls and older menz What per-
centage are short-termz What percentage
result in stable relationships or marriage?
How [requently do they involve acts ol
forcible rape and domestic violencez What
are the factors that govern decisions by gils
and men about whether or not to stay

togetherr Who controls those decisionsz




= \What [)I'L‘\’('Hlillll .‘SH'EIIL‘gjL‘S are maosl

effectiver Can fear, guil, or shame about
an unequal relationship prevent these
sexual relationships? Can the promotion
ol honest, equal and responsible sexual
relationships have an impactz Who are
the most eflective messengers to bring
prevention messages 10 young people —

religious institutions, schools, health

providers, law enforcement, the media?




WHAT DO THE LAWS REQUIRE?

his chapter reviews and describes

“statutory rape” laws — those

criminal laws that proscribe sexual
intercourse with a minor, based on the minor’s
age. The chapter begins with a brief history
of the laws. The current laws are then
described and summarized. ‘Trends in the
laws (based on a comparison with past reviews
of the laws) are identified, and although it is
too early to say whether they reflect trends,
some recently passed innovative amendments
to the laws are highlighted. Related legal
issues — such as the child abuse reporting
laws and the effect that emancipation has on
statutory rape prosecutions — are also noted.
Since the project’s focus was on males 20 and
older having sexual intercourse with minors
10 to 15 years ol age, the impact of the laws
on these groups is discussed. Finally, legal
recommenclations developed by the project

team are set forth.

Statutory rape laws have been around for
a long time. Historically, they protected
“chaste” young women from sexual inter-
course, and set a clear line, based on the
minor’s age, as to when the minor was able
to consent to sex. Most laws today are gen-
der-neutral, and they no longer require
the minor to be chaste. Moreover, most
laws today provide a complex, tiered set of
crimes, with varying penalties depending
upon the age of the minor and the age of
the defendant. In addition, statutory rape
laws may well be intertwined with other
types of sexual offenses.

Since the project focused on girls aged
10 to 15 who voluntarily have sexual inter-
course with males 20 years and older, the
legal research focused on those criminal

statutes proscribing sexual intercourse with
minors, based solely on the age of the minor.
Consequently, certain criminal laws were
not reviewed: laws proscribing sexual activity
not amounting to intercourse, laws requiring
proof of some additional element (e.g., force,
delendant’s status as a parent, guardian or
other person in a position of authority

over the minor).
Findings

Our analysis of state statutory rape laws
reached the following conclusions:

® The term “statutory rape” is rarely used
in the statutes — more than a dozen terms
are used by different states, with “rape”
and “sexual assault” being the two most

commnion.

® States often have multiple crimes that
proscribe sexual intercourse with a minor,
with offenses and sentences varying depend-
ing upon the age of the minor, the age of
the defendant andor an age difference
between the defendant and the minor.

m States are increasingly raising the age of
a minor below which statitory rape statutes
pt"m'idc protection. There is no legal
consensus nationally on the precise age
at which intercourse is permissible. Almost
all states set the highest age protected
under the laws at 15, 16, or 17 years of age.

B At the same time, states are increasingly
establishing parameters for sexual activity
between “peers” that is not subject to
prosecution or that constitutes a misde-
meanor rather than a felony. There is

It causes more
problems than
what's necessary.
That means that
he's going to be
dragged to court,
then I'm probably
going to have to
come in or say
something to
somebody and
then it's going to
go on for months
and months and
months. And
that's going to
cause more
complications

in my life.




considerable variation in these “parame-
ters.” Age dillerences of three and four
years are most commnion, but some states
do not specily an age difference, while
others set the limit at 5 years.
s

® States also have increasingly established
a lower age ol the minor that increases
the seriousness of the charge or establishes

a longer possible sentence upon conviction.

® Mistake of age is a permitted defense in
a number of states, although it may be
limited to minors over a certain age.
When this defense is available, a delen-
dant can show that he reasonably
believed the minor to be a certain age
or older (and thus able to consent).

® The minor’s marriage to the defendant
or emancipation may also preclude
prosecution. Marriage is olten a

defense set forth in the statute.

® Potential sentences vary considerably

by state.

The following table sets forth the “age
ol consent” for each state based on state
“statutory rape” sexual penetration offenses.
While these statutes rarely use the term
“age of consent,” it is a uselul term for analysis.
In the table, it veflects the lowest age at which
no criminal prosecution can result (based
on statutory rape or whatever the crime is
called in the state), regardless of the age
ol the defendant or an age dilference
between the defendant and the minor,

Not all sexual intercourse with minors

is a crime, however. The table also shows

any minimum age for the defendant set

forth in the statutes. (Not all of the statutes :
expressed these minimums; presumably if

the perpetrator was a minor, the general

rules in the state would apply as to whether

the perpetrator should be treated as an adult)

Notably, in a few states, although the

delendant must be a certain number of

years older than the minor victim, the

defendant can be 17 years ol age.

Age differentials specified in the statutes
between the older minor victim and the
defendant are set [orth in the table as well.
These age dilferentials show exactly how
close-in-age a minor’s sexual partner must
be to avoid the statutory rape laws, (Note:
the table generally rellects felony statutory
rape provisions.) In addition, there may
be other defendant age provisions that

increase the penalty.

The table does not show the lower age
levels for the minor that the statutes ofien
include that increase the seriousness of the
charge or the penalty imposed. “The Final
Report includes a lengthy table which includes

this information as well as specific citations.
Trends

In comparing the results of the current
review of the aws to past studies, certain over-

all trends i the Taws appear to be continuing:

® States generally are continuing to raise
the age of the minor protected under the
laws, along with instituting age differentials

between the minor and the delendant.




Age of
Consent

“Age of Consent” Based on State “Consensual” Sexual Penetration Offenses

Defendant Age/Age Differentials State  Ageof  Defendant Age/Age
Consent Differentials

AL 16 D> 16,
V=13-15 = D=V+2
0 R i
AZ 18 V=15-17 =+ D>V+2% | NV 16 V<16 - D321
IR RS .{:_f""'v‘<14-_+nv+2o ’¥"" h"““"i‘é.‘mm S
il 16 -;"1)5-20' : '
GK 18 V<16 - D>21
co 15 'D>v+4
CcT 16 D>V+2 ]
DEis. 16  V<I14=D219
DC 16 D>V+4
¥t tR V=16,17=D>24
GA 16 V<16 D>21
HI W 14 s bt
D 18 V<l6—D>18
L' 018, 2 Ve e
IN 16 V<14 = D21
A 16 VeldlsoDEViE: 1
KS 16 o B V=18-17 = D>V+4
KY . 16 | VSI6-D>VESL
LA 17 V=14-17 = D>V+3
ME 18 s i SR
MD 16
MA ' 18 V=i and 13 =D>VHs
Ml 16 V>D-4 = D>16
MN . 16 . ¢ V=1815 = DoV+2iL! Sl e
MS 18 V=15-17 = D>V V<l6-D>V4d
MO 17 Ty<17 - D321 AP R——
“D” refers to the ddul(ldnl, "V refers to the victim/minor; “—" means “then.””; **<” means less than; **>" means

greater than; and >

" means greater than or equal to. * Other restrictions also 1|)|>|\ Note: Table only mcludes

i age o (|{ dendants set forth i the criminal statutes. States olten have several erimes relle ting these
provisions, \\|l|l vanying penaltics.




® States are delineating a lower age of the
minor that increases the seriousness of
the charge or the penalty for the conduct.
(Almost all states currently do so.)

m States continue to be split on whether the
mistake-of-age defense is available. The
availability of the defense is sometimes

limited to minors above a certain age.

In addition to these trends, a concurrent
ABA study (funded by the Office for Victims
of Crime, U.S. Department of Justice)
identified issues in recently enacted and
proposed statutory rape legislation. As noted
in that study, recently passed amendments
to the laws have included provisions to target
defendants who are much older (three states);
raise the age of the minor subject to protec-
tion and impose age dillerentials between
the minor and the defendant (two states);
authorize civil penalties (one state); make
impregnation of a minor a separate ollense
(one state); and encourage reporting of
statutory rape involving minors aged 13

and over (one state).

In general, the laws criminally proscribe
sexual intercourse between 10- to 15-year-
old girls and men age 20 and older. There
are some exceptions; a few states do not
protect minors under the criminal Taws

beyond 14 or 15.

Laws requiring certain professionals to
report child abuse are often unclear as to
whether statutory rape is included and must
be reported. A briefl review ol summaries

of these laws reveals that states are fairly

evenly split on mandating the reporting of

statutory rape. Further study on this issue

1s called for.

Recommendations

1. Minimum Ages and Age Gaps. All girls
ages 10 to 15 should be protected from
“consensual” sexual intercourse with older
men (e.g., those age 20 and older). Laws that
do not provide criminal penalties for men
age 20 and over who have sexual intercourse,
albeit consensual, with givls under the age
of 16 should be amended to provide legal
protection for these girls. The few laws that
set an absolute “age ol consent”™ for girls at
their T4th or 15th birthday, no matter how
old their male “sexual partner™ is, should
also be amended accordingly. These laws
can utilize absolute ages (e.g., specily
defendant be age 20 or older), or specify
that the defendant must be a certain number

of years — 4 or 5 — older than the minor.

2. Increased Penalties Under Certain
Circumstances. Repeat ollenders and men
who are 10 or more vears older than girls

aged 10-15 should receive harsher penalties.

3. Focus on Repeated Sexual Relationships.
Men who are lound to have repeatedly moved
from one unlawful sexual relationship to
another should be the special focus of

prosecutorial attention.

4. Prosecution Without Regard to Class,
Social Status, or Race. Prosecution for
unlawlul sexual intercourse based on the
sexual involvement ol an adult man with a
young teen girl — when such a prosecution
is appropriate — should be brought without

regard to the man or girl’s class, social

status, or race.




e e

5. Prosecution Regardless of Pregnancy.
Prosecution of these offenses should not
be based on a girl’'s impregnation or child-
bearing resulting from a relationship with
an older man. Young girls in sexual relation-
ships with adult men are in need of legal
protection regardless of whether they

were i:n]n'('gn;llc(l.

6. Remove Mistake-of-Age Defense.
Although a very few state constitutions may
require otherwise, state unlawlul sexual
intercourse statutes that make consensual
sex between men age 20 or older and girls
age 15 and under criminal should not

include a mistake-of-age delense.

Z. Actions Against Parents. Child protective
service agencies should consider juvenile
court child neglect actions when the parents
ol young teen givls encourage, facilitate, or
fail to intervene in these relationships.
Criminal prosecutions for aiding and abetting
the crime of unlawful sexual intercourse

should be considered in egregious cases.

8. Further Research on Age Differential.
As noted, many states have provisions that
essentially do not criminalize sex between
peers. The variety in the state statutes
(Irom no age dilferential 10 5, 6 o1 7 years)
illustrates the tremendous difference of
opinion on this issue. On what basis are
legislators making decsions about appropriate
age differentials: on media reports?
Ancedotal evidenee? rescarch on develop-
mental psychology? Further research that
would assist states in setting this age diller-

ential is sorely needed.

9. Further Research on Mandated

Reporting. The issue of mandated reporting
of a young teen girl’s relationship with an
older man to child protective services or
the police raises serious, previously unad-
dressed, public policy problems and needs
further, careful study. Awareness by girls
that their relationships may be reported (o
authorities may deter girls from seeking
medical or social services attention related
to contraception, sexually transmitted dis-
cases, prenatal care, or domestic violence.
Child protective services agencies need
clear protocols for responding to this type
ol report, and health care pm\'iclvrs need
guidance as to their legal obligations related
to reporting when these sexual relationships

are disclosed.,

10. Specialized Training. Police, prosecu-
tors, crime victim assistance programs, crime
victim advocates, children’s advocacy centers,
rape crisis centers, and others working with
victims of sexual assault should receive special
training and technical assistance in how to
more sensitively respond to adolescent
girls who have been reported to authorities
based on their sexual relationship with an

older man.

4

1 1. Child Support Protocols. In those cases
where the unlawful sexual relationship has
produced a child, prosecutors and child
support enforcement personnel need clear
pmm('t)ls to help assure that, where appro-
priate, the goals of establishing and enlorcing
support obligations, and helping the father

be a more responsible parent, are realized.




12. Interdisciplinary Task Force. Police
and prosecutors should join with child sexual
abuse, adolescent health, teen pregnancy,

and other youth experts in their communities
to form a special interdisciplinary task force,
committee, or working group that expjores
how to best respond to disclosures of young

teen girls” sexual relationships with adult men.

13. Publicity About the Laws. The flact
that consensual sexual relations between a
voung teen girl and an adult man is against
the law, and that a man can be criminally
prosecuted for the crime based on such a
relationship, labeled as a felon, face incar-
ceration, and be stigmatized as a sex oflender,
should be publicized both by the media
and in educational settings. Programs
[ocusing on males or educating men and
voung girls about these laws could be vehicles
for informing these populations about
these laws. In addition, it is important to
communicate this information to people
who have come to the U.S. from other
countries where such sexual relations are

not legally prohibited.




HOW DO PROSECUTORS IMPLEMENT THE LAWS?

ne ol the most challenging

aspects of this study was to better

understand how the criminal
Justice system is addressing the emerging
viewpoint in some communities that con-
sensual, but unlawful, sexual intercourse
between adult males and young teen girls
is a crime that warrants specialized atten-
tion by police and prosecutors. We want-
ed (o learn why prosecutors might reject
prosecuting a case against a man, as well
as what factors were likely 1o deem a case
worthy ol pursuit in criminal court. We

wanted to hear how those |)l'().‘i(‘.('ll[()1'$ who

specialize in cases of child sexual victim-

ization view the advantages and disadvan-
tages of the criminalization ol sexual rela-
tionships between 10- to 15-year-old girls

and adult men.

Discussions With
48 Prosecutors

We gathered our information through
telephone surveys conducted with prose-
cutors in specialized child sexual assault
units in 48 ol the largest cities in the

country representing 19 states.

The telephone survey was designed to
learn about: police responses to cases ol
statutory rape; prosecutorial goals, poli-
cies and practices; defendant characteris-
tics; problems with prosecuting cases; and
outcomes and sentencing conditions asso-

ciated with these prosecutions.

Several themes emerged from the surveys

with prosccutors:

® There is not a lot of societal support for

prosecuting the men involved in sexual
relationships with young teen girls. Many

juries remain unconvinced that this

behavior 1s criminal, and prosecutors
believe citizens need education on the
law. Parents often give permission (or think
they can consent) for their daughters to
engage in these relationships; prosecutors
cite a “lack of moral responsibility” on
the part of some families to set limits
concerning these relationships.

These relationships should not be viewed
generically, but rather need to be taken
on a case-by-case basis. Prosecuters consid-
er many variables, such as the maturity
levels of the girl and the man (i.e., their
emotional rather than chronological ages);
whether prosecution is in the best interests
of the girl andpr her offspring; and
whether the male has engaged in these

relationships serially.

As one prosecutor said, these cases “take
a lot of experience and a therapeutic
standpoint to make the right call.” She

noted that they must “engage in a lot of

social work and hand holding” in order
to gain a girl’s trust and cooperation.
This theme was expressed by a number
of prosecutors who described building
rapport and talking to the girl about what
is in her best interest as a fundamental part
of their work.

Yeah, go get child
support from him.
For what? | don't
need his money. He
is nothing to me.
As faras I'm
concermned, he's
nothing to me or my
son. | don't want
him to see him,

| don't want him
around him. | don't
want anything

from him. | don't ,
want him to have
anything to do with
me. | want him to
have no reason to
call my house,
come in my house,
anything like that.

I don't care

about him.




Findings
Police Practices

® As parents and professionals working with
voung teen girls become more aware that
these relationships are unlawlul, reports
to police about sexual relationships
between young teen girls and older
males are on the rise.

= While two-thirds ol the prosecutors report
that police are actively pursuing these
illegal relationships, one-third believe
there is selective enforcement (i.e., in
communities with multiple law enforce-

ment agencies

city police, county sherill”s
departiments, etc. — some handle these cases
more aggressively than others; within a
police department, some officers may be
more interested in pursuing these cases

than others).

® Close to two-thirds of the reports to police

are coming from the teens’ parents.
Prosecutorial Goals, Policies and Practices

= [he majority of prosecutors’ ollices do
not have a specific, written policy on

accepting these cases [or prosecution.

8 Close to one-hall ol the prosecutors say
they “always”™ or “almost always” file
charges when a case is referred from

]Ei\\' enlorcement.

® The teen victim’s cooperation is the

linch-pin on which the decision to go

forward with a case most frequently rests.

Most of the prosecutors list the primary
goals ol prosccuting adult males in sexual
relationships with young teen girls as
sending a message (o the community,
enforcing the law, punishment, and pre-
vention. Only 4% cited reducing teen

pregnancy as a goal of prosccution.

Close to one-quarter ol the prosecutors
say they will pursue charges against the
male, even when he is willing to acknowl-
edge paternity or seek treatment. One-
third of the prosecutors report that il he
has a criminal record or history with
young teen girls, this will increase the

likelihood ol his prosecution.

More than one-hall of the prosecutors
report that they are just as likely to take
a case il the girl’s pregnancy is not an
issue; but close to one-hall say that her
pregnancy produces evidence of the
illegal sex and thus makes prool ol their
case stronger (particularly if she is an

uncooperative victim).

In order to gain the cooperation ol a
teen victim who is reluctant to prosecute
her male sexual partner, one-third of
the prosecutors rely on a vertical prose-
cution process (where the same prosecu-
tor handles the case from the time it
comes (o the ollice through the plea
andor trial) and building rapport with
the girl; one-quarter say they use

a victim-witness advocate to assist in
obtaining cooperation. However, only
one-third say they are always or almos
always successful in overcoming the

girl’s reluctance.




Who Are the Men?

B Prosecutors suggested that the younger
the adult male (early 20s), the more like-
Iy itis that he is an immature male inoa
“love relationship.” However, as the
men get older, they are more likely to
exhibit a pattern ol predatory behavior

with young teen girls,

Problems With Prosecuting
Statutory Rape Cases

® ‘livo-fifths of the prosecutors report that
the victm's reluctance o cooperate with
prosecution is a central problem in handling

these cases.

m Another two-filths of the prosecutors say
that juries do not like these cases and are
not convinced that these sexual relation-
ships should be treated as a crime or that
this male 1s “at faalt”; there is also a sense
by prosccutors that some subcultures

accept these relationships as normal.
Outcomes and Sentencing Conditions

m Lven with the problems associated with
uncooperative girls and unconvineed
Juries, prosecutors report that 77% ol

these cases result ina conviction.

= With respect to sentencing conditions
recommended to judges by proscceutors,
100% recommend orders for the male to
stay away hom the girl, 83% recommend
the delendant stay away [rom all minors,

and 88% recommend the male receive

some form of sexual offender treatment.

Sentencing Trends

= One-third say that post-conviction sexual

offender registration with local law
enforcement andor community notifi-
cation that the male is a convicted sex
olfender are also recommended in

statutory Fape cases.

A new trend, according to one-third of
the prosecutors, is the court ordering
that the male partcipate in “parvental

responsibility” classes.

Other Issues

B A majority of the prosecutors have

requested fetal tissue testing to obtain
evidence of paternity (and thus prove a
crime has been committed); and a
majority have presented DNA and other

medical evidence at trial.

Hall of the prosecutors have a child support
enforcement unit in their office and
half do not; most report no sharing of
information in these cases between

prosecution and child support ollices.

A majority of prosecutors participate in
a multidisciplinary team approach in
which actions in cases of child sexual
abuse are guided by a community of
professionals from different disciplines
(including law enforcement, social ser-
vicesthild protective services, medicine,
mental healith, and related professionals)

s il])l)l'()])l'iill(' to the case.




Discussion

From the findings we can gain an
insight into what the criminal justice sys-
tem views as “helps and hindrances” to
responding to sexual relationships
between adults and young teenagers. /

Statutory Rape Prosecutions and Teen
Pregnancy. Probably the most interesting
finding is that, in spite of new legislation
and the call for stepped-up enforcement
efforts, deterrence of teen pregnancy is not
generally the goal of prosecuting adult males
in sexual relationships with young teen girls.
‘This may be because law enforcement and
prosecutors do not agree with legislative
and executive pronouncements that the
criminal justice system should be used to
reduce teen pregnancy. It may be because
that goal has yet to reach the rank and file;
alternatively, prosecutors may not believe
teen pregnancy reduction to be a reasonable
outcome of prosecution. This point is
emphasized again from our findings that
pregnancy may increase a prosecutor’s
willingness to file charges primarily because
there is then physical proof of the relationship,

not for the fact of pregnancy alone.

Prosecutorial Discretion. Prosccutors
exercise discretion in deciding whether or
not to accept a statutory rape case lor
prosecution. [t must be pointed out that
prosecutors exercise discretion in deciding
whether to accept any crime for prosecution.
During their deliberations, a prosecutor
will look at a variety ol factors, including:
the victim's cooperation and credibility;
whether there is a supportive family; the
nature ol the disclosure; physical or corrob-

orating evidence; witnesses to the crime;

who is the defendant; is there a conlession,
and so on. TFor sexual assault cases, they
will also consider the victim’s consent, sexual
history, and age (and how the girl's age
relates to the defendant’s age).

Other discretionary decisions include
what charges will be filed (felony vs. misde-
meanor, degree of felony or misdemeanor),
whether incarceration or probation (or a
combination) is the appropriate outcome,
and what conditions will be placed on the
defendant (including treatment and [ines).
These decisions will he based on the
defendant’s criminal record, suitability for
treatment, and willingness to cooperate
with the case (conlession, admission ol
paternity). Again, the decisions made in
these cases under the prosecutors” discretion
are no dillerent than the considerations

made in cases involving nonsexual crimes.

Uncooperative Victims. 'The girl's lack of
cooperation in prosecuting a man whom she
believes to be her boylriend is not unusual
in the annals of criminal prosecution.
Recantation ol sexual abuse disclosures 1s
frequent enough in child sexual abuse cases
that prosecutors have learned to respond
with rapport-building and referral to services.
Domestic violence cases are analogous as
well, where an adult victim ol battering olten
refuses to press charges against her batterer.
Reluctant victims and reluctant witnesses
present challenges in drive-by shootings,

car-jackings and other nonsexual crimes.

Prosecutors have tools available to assist
them in working with a teen girl who is
reluctant to agree to prosecution. One of

the most lrequently used tools is “vertical




prosecution,” a process by which the same
attorney handles the case from the time it
comes into the office through the disposition.
Vertical prosecution is used frequently in
sexual abuse cases where trust between a
victim and prosecutor must be built slowly
and over time. Vertical prosecution allows
the girl and the attorney to get to know each
other, and gives the prosecutor an oppor-
tunity to build rapport with her. Another
tool is bringing in a victim/witness advocate,
who may be an employee of the district
attorney’s office, or who may be a separate
community-based agency employee. The
role of these advocates is to guide the girl
through the process, refer her to whatever
services are deemed appropriate, and help
decide what is in the best interest of the girl.
Our respondents told us, however, that they
are only moderately successful in convincing
a young teen girl that prosecution is some-

thing she should pursue.

Lack of Societal Support for Prosecuting
Statutory Rape. linally, one universal theme
is that citizens do not take statutory rape
cases seriously. This may be because
teenage girls make poor impressions on
the stand; because young teenage girls try
so hard to look and act older that jurors
sympathize with the male; because the
younger womanpblder male relationship is
not seen as abnormal; or for other reasons.
Irrespective of the reason(s), prosecutors
point out that a lot of their efforts in pros-

ecuting stalutory rape cases are going into

juror education that: the law says these

relationships are illegal; the girl cannot
give her consent; and mistaking the girl

for someone older is not usually a defense.

Recommendations

1. Police and prosecutors need training
and guidance on handling statutory rape
cases effectively and sensitively.

2. Prosecutors, police agencies, service
providers, child support enforcement units,
and community/citizen groups should
come together in a jurisdiction-wide Task
Force to improve communications and
understanding of what role the criminal
justice system can play in protecting vul-
nerable young girls from unlawful sexual
relationships.

3. More research is needed in several
areas: on reporting these relationships
to authorities, on the males, and on
appropriate sanctions and interventions.




TEENAGERS TALK:
INTERVIEWS AND FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSIONS

nterviews were conducted and a focus

group convened with a small sample

of six adolescents who, as young teens,
had engaged in sexual relationships with
adult men. The data were collected during
a semi-structured one-on-one interview
and a two-hour focus group meeting.

The teens touched on such issues as how
they met their older male partners, how
their families reacted to their relationships
or pregnancies, how beneficial or disadvan-
tageous they perceived their relationships
to be, and whether or not they thought
relationships ol this type should be reported
to law enforcement or social service agencies.
We cannot confirm whether these responses
are applicable to the larger population of
young adolescents who engage in sexual
relations with adult men; they only represent
the range of themes elicited during individual
and focus group interviews. We offer the
following selected responses, edited for

continuity, below.

1. Background Information
The sample of adolescents females
resided in Northern Virginia, Southern
Maryland and Washington, DC. We
asked them to describe their ages, their
children, their sexual partners, how they
met, and what they were like when they
were younger. Here are some responses:

I'was a shy litde girl. T didn’t like having a
boylriend, you know, like a relationship. 1

was playing with Barbie Dolls.

Actually T didn’t know about condoms or

nothing. Never had a boylriend. I was only
12 when I came [to the U.S.]. Because |

was ill\\’il)'S n my house in my (‘()llﬂll"\’,

never really went outside.

My latest partner is 20 and I got pregnant
— 13 years old — have a three year old son....
How we met, we lived in the same building
and his friend introduced him to me as his —
he told his friend that he liked me and every-
thing, so that’s the way we met....We were
boyfriend and girlfriend And that was it. 1
ran away at 13 from my mother’s house

and [ lived here and 1 got pregnant.

I'm 19 years old. My boyfriend — my lat-
est — he i1s 29 years old. He’s going to be
29 years old and I have a son. I got preg-
nant when I was 16....1 go to school....I'm
about to graduate from high school....[]
met him] through my step-dad. They're
cousins.... And we're just boyfriend and
girlfriend. Of course, we live together, but
we don’t have kids....He’s not the father of
my baby....[the father of the baby is]...only
three years older than me, 21 — 22,

[I'm] Sixteen... I'm pregnant....My husband
is eleven years older than me. He’s 27.
He’s a little bit too old for me, but still he’s
nice.... [I've been married for] three weeks.
.’.
My baby was seven months old when 1 met
my older boyfriend.... We were friends for
about six months. We actually have been
together for a year and a half. T told him
about my life, because I told him, you don't
really know me. I wanted to share every-
thing that I've done, so, he could make his
own opinion. He told me everyvthing
about his life. He had sex when he was
11, he said it was a beautiful experience.

The woman was 40.




...He was much much older than me, but 1
never thought he was going to do that to me.
But I was young. I was just trying to find
out my sexuality I guess.....It was a bad thing
because [it was the] first time...for mc’}t
was supposed to be special and it wasn't.
Because I didn’t know this guy. My brother
knew him because they were friends....But
in the same way I [elt it was kind of my fault
too. Because after what happened, 1 thought,
I could have said, no, but I didn't, I let it
happen. I closed my eyes and the next
thing I knew everything was over. "That's
how everything started.

iIl. What Were the Girls’
Family Situations?

The focus group participants were asked
to describe their families.

..My mom met my dad, she was only 16,
my dad was 45....My dad married my mom
because it was like illegal...[to] not get mar-
ried because he was older, much older. So,
you have to get married. Then my dad
disappear[ed]. I don’t know where he is....

....And then I started living with my uncle,
Irom then on, I started doing my own life.
I didn’t really care about my dad. 1 don’t
think he was the way he was supposed to
be. He was supposed to take care of me
and he didn’t the way he was supposed to.
I blame it on him and mother. They got
separated because both of them was cheating
when I was born. When [ was born, my
father had another woman with a baby and
my mother had another man with a baby.

My mother is not in this country and I haven’t

seen her since I was about 3 years old....And

my father, I'm not too close to my father....
[EJven though [when] I came to this coun-
try...and I started to live with him —...I just
didn’t want to live with him because | didn’t
like my step-mother. And then I left the house
and lived with my uncle. So, I don’t really
care what my father says, whether he likes
it or not. It's none of his business. He
doesn't say anything, because he knows that
whatever he says, I'm not going to care. He
hasn't really given me much support when

I need [it], so why should T listen to him.

I don’t talk to my father that much. IHe's
awuss. He and my mom were divorced when
[ was three. 1 saw him off and on for a while.
I don't like him. My brothers like him,
but I don’t like him.

iIl. Why Were These Young
Girls Attracted to Adult Men?

The girls talked about being attracted
to men who were mature and who could
provide security.

See, when you don’t have a father figure in
your lile and then you have brothers who
are 15 [or] 14 and you have a cousin who 1s
20 and he looks like a child even though
he’s in college — he acts like a child — you
don’t think that they’re responsible enough
to take you seriously. They're not going to
pay your rent, they're not going to buy you
things for the baby. So, when a man who
likes younger women comes to you, the only
thing they want is sex. And you don’t know
that, because they treat you diflerent, they
know how to get to you, you know what I
mean? It's not like younger boys. They just
mess with you. I've seen young [riends, you
know, how they are, they smoke a cigarette




Just to be around a girl, you know. They're

children.../They don’t know how to talk.

They say, oh, your hair is so pretty.

...I had a boylriend who was 45 and he was
the most precious person with me. He never
did nothing wrong to me. He never disre-
spect|ed] me. He never put his hand over
something that I didn’t want him 1o touch.
He asked for permission. He brought me
a lot of things, like books to go to school.
He helped me with my homework.

...Every boy I've come across that's under

the age of 18 or around the age ol 18, they
don’t treat me the way I want to be treated.
Because they're still in high school, they're

young-minded.

Why [don’t T date anyone under 18]? Because
boys have a tendency to think that they can
run around with a whole bunch of different
girls, to see who can do it to the maost girls.
And I don’t go [or that. And the older they
are, the more mature they are. This other

boy is 23, he got a car, he got his own

house. He don’t mess with nobody else.

Fver since Fwas 14 - 15, T just always wanted
to talk 1o older boys, because T knew they
wouldn't cheat on me. Like, they have a
car, they could come and drive me around.
Or they had money. “They can buy me stulff.

I know 'm a kid, but I didn’t want a kid.
I'wanted somebody more matare, have more
experience. Someone who might take me
more seriously. In school, what most people
want is maybe to sleep with you. 1 don’t

want that. ...Someone that has more L‘.“i')(’,‘-

rience can tell you — it’s up to you il you

want to listen to them or not, but you can

get a good point of view from a person

who is older than you.

IV. The impact of the Girls’
Pregnancies and Relationships
with Older Males

Pregnancy has many consequences,
including the reactions of the teen, partner
and the teen’s family. Sometimes, the
pregnancy brought the relationship to the
attention of the family for the first time.
Their pregnancies also impacted on their
relationships with their partners, both
negatively and positively.

Reaction to Relationship and Pregnancy by

Family Members

The reason my mother doesn’t like me to
date older men is because my dad was

20 years older than her. And he already
had three kids, my three older brothers.
She says an older man wants you to cook
for them, clean, do a lot of things, but they
don’t treat you right sometimes. And she’s
afraid that might happen to me. And it
did happen...

My dad, he's not too happy with the idea
Because I'm his oldest daughter. And I'm
the only girl. And he was expecting for me
to grow and go ro school. He just has to
accept the idea that it doesn’t have to be
like that. He thought I was too young....
[My boylriend| was asking 1o move in with
him. My relatives were getting on my nerves
and they were telling me they would send
me back to my dad and I don’t want to go
because ol my step-mother, so, he says |
could go live with him, so 1 did.




“The main reason [my mother made me move|
was because all her friends and relatives are
from there. And she didn’t want people
coming by and saying, oh, your daughter’s
pregnant, she’s only 15. 4

... The baby’s father; when T call him two
months later to tell him that I was pregnant,
he said, that baby is not mine. He treat
me like a bitch. He said I was drunk and |
did everything he wanted me to do, I didn’t
say, no. That hurt my leelings.

My mother wanted me to have an abortion.
She didn’t want me to have a baby. And
she tried to kick me out of the house. She
packed all ol my things out....I wrote her a
big letter saying that [ ...needed her...I don’t
want vou to kick me out because I know I've
done something wrong...1 have nowhere to
go and I need you....I need some support
from you and I can’t go out of your lile
just like that. And she said, I want you to
have an abortion. And I was alveady six
months pregnant and I didin’t know it.
And, so, we went to the doctor and she
found out and she said she wanted me o
have an abortion and I said no, I can’t.

['m not going to have an abortion.

My mother was — she was mad. But she

didi’t tell me to get an abortion. She just
told me, whatever vou want, have the baby
or whatever, I wanted to have an abortion,

but it was too late. And then [ was going to

give [my son] up for adoption, but T didn’t..

l\]\ mother wanted me to l‘._"'i\'t‘ up my son

[or adoption. But when my son came oul

of me and she saw him, she started crying,
hecause he looked just like me, he have my
feet, my toes. And he looks kind of like
my mom. And she said — and T was mad
with her — please don’t give up your son
for adoption...And I started crying and |
said to my mom — because she used to
humiliate me when Iwas pregnant — ... Like
to say that I was ugly. She said, you're getting
too lat, 1 don't like you, stay out of my sight,
things like that. And then T have my son

and cverything changed.

Impact of Pregnancy on Relationship with

Partner

I'm not with my baby’s father...I did not
finish school because of him. He wanted
me to be in the house, cook Tor hime.. did
not go back to school unul this year. 1
dropped out for two years. And my baby
hasn't seen his ather over fowr years, because
(he] will be four in September. He don’t

know his father, his father don’t know [him].

I ain’t with my baby’s father, hecause T don’t
like him very much. Te's awuss.He was
in college then and he called me because
he had heard Twas pregnant. And he asked
il Twas pregnant and I said, no. He said,
['m glad P'm not having any Kids. "Then he
found out that 1 was for real and he called
me back and said why didn’t you tell me. 1
said, it isntany ol your business. He sail,
well, I'm glad I'm not having a baby and
that ain’t mine and [ said, all vight, ine. 1
don't care. So, 1 just don’t talk to him.

He came to see him once.




ParTiciPANT 1 If your son asks where is
his father, what are you going to tell him?
ParTiciPaNT 2 That his father didn't
want anything to do with him. I'm not
going to lie to him.

ParTicipanT 3 Do you think it would
have made a difference if you went to him
and said, guess what, I'm pregnant?
ParTiciPanT 2 No. He's not that type
ol person...he would have done the same,
regardless of how T went about [it]. He'd
say, well, that ain’t mine, let’s go get a
blood test, and I wasn’t going through all
that. If he wasn’t going to claim his baby,
[ wasn't going to force him to. Because
it's like I'm pushing something on him
that he don’t want and it’s going to make
me leel like he only around his son out of
pity and that will look bad to my son. So,
I was like lorget i, he doesn’t want noth-
ing to do with it. He’s got all my family to
love him, he don’t need his father. So, |
don't care....I don’t want his money. I got

two jobs. T don't need his money.

ParTicipanT 1 What are you going to
tell your baby?

ParTiciPaNT 2 | told him already.
Because he knows. He's three years old,
he asks about his father and 1 say he's [in
another state], working, whatever. I'm not
going to lie. 1 know later on, I'm going to
tell him what happened. Because right
now he won't understand what happened

when Iwas 13,

ParTiciPanT 1 If your son wants to see
his lather, are you going to let him see
him or not?

ParTiciPanNT 2 [Us up to him whether

or not he want|s] to see him. I don’t want

him to. And I'll tell him that, I don’t want

you to see your father, but you can, that's
your choice. I'm not going to say to him,
no you cannot see your father.
ParTicipanT 1 What happens il he asks
you did my father try 1o help your
ParTicipanT 2 He didn't iry. He

denied his baby.

When 1 first met [my son’s father] it was
good. He said he was going to buy me this,
buy me that. And he was going to be married
with me and he was going to do this, do
that....He was 20. I thought he was going
to be true. But it's just different when you
live [with a man] that's older than you.
Because you don’t love him. I didn’t know
that I was going to be pregnant, | didn’t
know I was going to get probably AIDS....

[The baby’s father] works from Monday to
Sunday. He’s a chef. T don’t see him, only
at night. Sometimes he takes a day off from
work. I told him I would work, but he said,
no, you have the baby. He says, I'm the man,
I'm supposed to take care of you. Ilet him.
I tried to get a job, but he's like, no, no! 1
feel nice because 1 feel like I have someone

that really takes care of me.

Negative Consequences of Relationships
with Adult Men

He was very strict, didn’t want me to go
out, didn’t let me dress the way I used to
dress, he wanted me to wear baggy clothes.

Well, he abused me...when I didn't do what
he asked me to do. Like I said, he didn't
let me finish school and he didn’t want

me to hang around with my friends....1




went back with my mother when he started
hitting me....[He hit me because] I didn’t
like [to] cook, when I wanted to go out he
didn’t want me to go out with my friends.
I'.
...[H]e don’t want me to go out, have friends.
He don’t want my mom telling me what to do.
He just wanted me to be at home cooking,
cleaning. He didn’t care if I didn’t shave
my legs. He didn’t want me to wear make-up,
not even outside. So that means he was
abusive. If I was going to stay with him for
the rest of my life, somewhere in that
point, he was going to hit me and I knew
it. So, I'm glad he left Also, he wanted to
hit my son once and we had an argument.

I didn’t ask him [about AIDS]. We used
protection. But then when | got pregnant,
we had to get the test. I'm like, i’ I have i,
it's your fault. And if I have it, I'm going to
have to have an abortien, because 1 don't
want my kid to come out like that, 1 prefer
not to have them being born with that.
So, we went and took the test and none

of us had it.

I think that every man that has been around
me, the only thing they want is sex....I can’t
trust nobody after what I've been through.

Positive Consequences of Relationships with
Adult Men/Pregnancy

You can talk about responsibilities. I'm under
age since the day 1 moved in to live with
him, he has always taken care of me. There
hasn't been a day where there’s no {ood in
the house, you know. Since [ got pregnant,
he’s paying for all the stulf with the clinic.

He has been taking really good care of me.

He has never tried 1o do nothing bad to
me. Especally, as 1 told you belore, the
way [ used to be and the way T am right now
— .|l was] A gangster. If it was something
bad, then I would still be the same, even
worse. On the contrary, he’s doing some-
thing good, because he’s trying — he tried
to get me away from other stufl, he has
helped me a lot, to do good things.

I used to hang around, out late with my
friends, go out, mess around with some-
body....And now I've changed because I'm
a mother. I don’t do that stull no more. |
go out, but not messing around....I used to
cut school every day. And now I don’t.
When you have a child, it’s just different,
your whole life change[s] and you can’t

do some stuff that you used to do.....

...Before 1 got pregnant, I didn’t do anything
but like run the streets and smoke weed
and drink all day long. That’s how we —
every day go to the clubs, go to parties,
stay out Uil 5 - 6 o’clock in the morning.
We'd have bets on who could book the
most boys. We'd just go out, we always
had fun, we'd go driving around all night
and just see who could book more boys.
That's how we do it and smoke and drink
all day long....[booking is to] Get boys’
phone numbers.... T would stll be in the
streets at 4 o'clock in the morning. We'd
sell drugs, I'd still be doing all that stuff.
We used to skip school. T didn’t go to
school for like weeks at a time. We'd go
riding around, smoking weed, getting
drunk, that was our schedule all day long
every day. Now, I've got two jobs. T go to
school every day. | missed three days this

whole year. 1 go out every once in a while,




but it’s not like that any more because 1 don’t

have time to, because 1 have so much other
stull in my life to handle. T know if I went
out like T used 1o, I'd just get in too much
trouble, I'd end up in jail or dead or some-
thing. Because I've seen people get killed
like right there. | saw a boy get shot right
there. And 1 know il T was still doing what
I used to do, 1 could be the one shot or in
a hospital or in jail or something. My son

has changed my life so much, if's crazy.

I think I'm very mature....because of the fact
that T had a child and grown up, you know,
10 be more responsible. T do less things than
what I used to do when I was younger and
in high school. We used to go out, have

fun, drink. 1 have to work for what T want.

I'm glad I don't have HIV. I'm trying to take
care of mysell for him [baby]. I'm trying
to research my insides, so I could kind of
know what I like and what I don’t like. And
o learn about my body and the things that
I leel and how to get them out, not drink-
ing, not using drugs, not sleeping with a

lot of people, not upsetting my mother.

...l don’t want to have another baby. 1 just
have one hope, alier 1 graduate, I'm going
back to my country. I think everything is
going to be diflerent. T want to go away

by myscll.

V. Reporting of the Girls’
Sexual Relationships

Prosecutors interviewed for this project
identified reluctant victims as the most
pressing barrier to holding adult men
accountable for their sexual involvement
with young teen girls. And service providers
voiced strong concern about the “chilling
effect” reporting would have on girls’ will-
ingness to remain in service delivery pro-
grams if they knew their adult boyfriends
would be reported to authorities. The
focus group discussions addressed these
issues, and provided two possible explana-
tions for the girls’ reluctance: (1) the void
in their lives produced if their male partners
were incarcerated; and (2) the conflict
caused when controlling and abusive men
re-enter their lives as visiting fathers.
Adolescents who opposed prosecution of
adult men indicated they did not want the
father of their children incarcerated, and
they were also concerned prosecution
would give men from whom they had
escaped “a reason” to return. Likewise,
adolescents did not see the practical nature
of sending the men to jail:

You know, because of the police, my baby
would end up not having his [ather around.
p

Even though the boylriends I had got on
my nerves, wouldn’t rat them out.

I would not tell them anything....Because 1
don’t like police. They arrest people for the
wrong reasons....[ 11 it wasn't reported by the
girl] [t]hen obviously that person didn’t want
to tell them., . know il the police came to

me..d say, well, that’s none ol you all’s

business....[I wouldn't report even to get
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child support]...because T don’t want anything
fiom him. I'm doing fine on my own. I don’t
need anything from him. Because my mom,
she’s been pushing that since day one....Yeah,
go get child support from him. For what?
I don't need his money. He is nothing to
me. As far as I'm concerned, he’s nothing
to me or my son. I don’t want him to see
him, I don't want him around him. I don’t
want anything from him. I don’t want him
to have anything to do with me. T want him
to have no reason to call my house, come
in my house, anything like that. 1 don’t

care about him.

It causes more problems than what's necessary.
That means that he's going to be dragged
to court, then I'm probably going to have
to come in or say something to somebody
and then it's going to go on for months
and months and months. And that's going

to cause more complications in my lile.

I don’t know. See that was the thing that |
was kind ol alraid of, because we live in a
house with my husband’s cousins and like
his cousins, okay, they do crazy stull and
the police sometimes comes and looks for
them and be asking stull about them.
Every time the police come to the house —
~what am 1 going to say. I'm not in school,
not with my parents, 'm with someone
who's a lot older than me. Tt will be hard
for me., because i's not like T'mowith him
hecause he's loreing me to be with him_.I'm
with him because 'm happy with him and
I like the way it is being with him. If the
police were to do that, practically they would

be doing something bad. Because even il

it was three weeks ago. vou know, I was

pregnant three weeks. And, you know,
because ol the police, ...my baby would end
up not having his father around. And |
wouldn't like that too much. "They don't care.

11 make it worse.... It makes things worse.
Especially il you talk to a social worker.

Yeah, il they start getting involved, getting
other people o tell how vour life is. "They
ty to find other people who's with you to
tell vou the stories....And that doesn’t even
help. The only way I would get somebody
involved is only ilit's an abuse case and that
it's happening right now. But with some-
thing that happened a long time ago — I'm
fine with the person Fonwith and why should

1 get somebody involved.
Some Last Words

ParticiPpanT 1 But what I've seen — vou
all that don’t live with the guv — it's like
even though — they done bad stull to you
and everything. But also 've seen that you
have one thing to thank them for. Because
il it wasn't [or the kids, you would still be
the same as vou were before... They did
something bad 1o vou, but vou got vou
something good out of it.

ParTiciPanT 2 | wish not that soon.
ParTicieanT 3 Mavhe that's the only

thing that would have made vou change.




SYNTHESIS OF FINDINGS

everal themes were explored with

all participants in the research:

the life circumistances of the young
teen girls; descriptions of the adult men
involved with young teen givls; the societal
context for the sexual relationships; reporting
sexual relationships to authorities; and

teenagers’ cooperation with authorities.
Life Circumstances

I'here were several areas ol agreement
across the indings, primarily with respect
to the life circumstances of the girls. Both
the service providers and teenagers described
single-parent families, lack of a consistent
or positive father-ligure, early childhood
sexual molestation, dysfunction in the fami-
lies, and intergenerational teen motherhood.
The prosecutors, service providers and
teenagers all discussed the impact of the
culture of origin on parental or community
tolerance for teenjacult relationships. “There
was one arca ol disagreement — while service
providers reported that there is much familial
support for these relationships, the teenagers
reported their mothers were unhappy with

the relationship or pregnancy.
The Men and the Relationships

Prosccutors and service providers described
the most common relationships as primarily
between girls approximately 14 years old
and males in their 20s. Service providers
and teens agreed that security (money, a
place to stay) attracts young teens (o adult
men, because older men may ofler the teens
a more positive situation than the home

they come from. Most of the men were

described across the indings by prosecutors

and providers as controlling and emotionally
abusive, but also as coming from similar
circumstances as the teen girls. Relatonships
were described as more or less short term,
ofien ending during or immediately following
a birth. However; some providers, prosecutors
and teens did report men who were employed,
supportive, and who had functional, con-
tinuing relationships with their young teen
partners and any oflspring; these men were

described as exceptions to the rule.
Social Response

Both prosecutors and service providers
discussed the larger social context in which
these relationships take place, but they had
alternative approaches 1o addressing the
issue. Prosecutors said that prosecution
sends a message to conununities and may
reduce the number of unlawful relationships,
while service providers believe more
education (on sex and relationships) plus
counseling and employment support for
girls and boys are better tools for prevention.
In addition, while prosecutors report that

juries often hold these cases in disregard,

many reports to law enforcement and child
protective services are from parents and
schoolimedical personnel

’

Response by Authorities

About half our prosecutors reported they
take almost all or most of the cases that are
brought to their attention, but service
providers say their reports are often ignored
or laughed ofl. In addition, service providers
are concerned about the “chilling effect”
of reporting the relationship to governmental
agencies, and the teens conlirm that agency




interference in their relationship would
Jeopardize participation in the programs

designed to help them.

Cooperation with Authorities
;

Prosecutors and service providers report
these girls do not see themselves as “victims”
and are therelore uncooperative in reporting
to child protection or criminal justice agencies.
The teens disclosed very specilic reasons
for not wanting to cooperate, including the
void left in their lives if the male is incar-
cerated and the conllict caused when con-
trolling/abusive men re-enter their lives by
paying child support and getting to visit
with their kids.

CONCLUSION :

To deal effectively with the issue of
adult men in sexual relationships with
young teen girls, public policies must
focus on older men who seek out these
relationships; parents must become more
aware of ways they can protect girls from
sexual exploitation; and the media must
do more to promote societal disdain of
May-December romances involving chil-
dren who, developmentally and chrono-
logically, are too young to be having sex.

There must be accountability for
men sexually involved with young teens,
rather than the impunity they have his-
torically been afforded.

We hope this report helps raise pub-
lic and professional awareness of this
complex social problem.
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