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Objective
• To identify the various elements 

and scenarios of electronic sexual 
coercion (ESC) among adolescent 
girls in San Diego County.



Adolescent Girls Experience High Rates of 
Sexual Violence
• 1 in 5 female high school students and 1 in 4 female college students 

have been physically and/or sexually abused by a male partner6,7,10

• 10% of US adolescents have experienced non-partner sexual violence11

• 17% of middle and high school aged females report an unwanted 
sexual experience perpetrated by peers.11

• In addition to face-to-face sexual violence, adolescent girls may also 
experience violence and coercion across multiple venues.
• Electronic communication technology (ECT) is a relatively new venue 

in which adolescent girls may experience sexual harassment and 
coercion.
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is any sexual act or attempt to obtain a sexual act by violence or coercion, acts to traffic a person or acts directed against a person's sexuality, regardless of the relationship to the victim.
Rates of sexual violence are highest among adolescent and young adult females compared to any other age group.
1 in 4 girls report experiencing sexual violence prior to age 18.3 

Sexual violence among adolescent girls is particularly concerning because they may experience violence and coercion across multiple venues.
ECT is a relatively new medium that males may be using to harass and coerce girls. You have probably seen stories in the media about girls sending sexual photos to boys which are then shared publicly without their permission. However, the media doesn’t examine the underlying circumstances that lead girls to send photos in the first place such as being coerced to send photos.
While a large body of research has examined in-person sexual violence among adolescent girls, we are now seeing some males may use ECT in a variety of controlling and coercive ways….
Particularly concerned that this is happening among girls because
Gender inequitable attitudes are apparent when the media reports stories about having sexual photos shared without the senders permission. There is always commentary about how the girl shouldn’t have been sending photos in the first place so she shouldn’t be surprised when something like this happens. However, the media fails to take into account the circumstances that led to the girl sending a sexual photo- such as being pressured, coerced, or threatened from a male partner. An even bigger issue though is regardless of whether the photo was sent due to coercion or completely voluntarily, the female is often blamed for her actions and the male has little to no consequences. 






Adolescents Use Electronic Communication 
More Than Any Other Age Group
• Globally, adolescents and young 

adults use social media more than 
any other age group
• In the US specifically, 88% of 

adolescents have access to a cell 
phone, and 92% go online daily 

• Facebook is used most frequently 
among adolescents (71%), 
followed by Instagram (52%) and 
Snapchat (41%). 

• Adolescent females use social 
media more frequently than 
males.

PEW Research Center, 2015
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Social media is part of adolescents daily lives. Includes both social networking sites as well as texting 






Social Media and Sexual Violence: Current 
Work
• Compared to males, adolescent females experience higher rates of 

sexual harassment and solicitation from males met online.12

• Majority of work on sexual harassment online has focused on coercive 
sexting 13-15

• Often measured within the context of an intimate relationship or do 
not consider perpetrator type 

• The definition of coercive sexting differs across studies
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While we know adolescent girls are at highest risk for sexual violence, and adolescents use social media more than any other age group, AND we are beginning to understand the ways in which social media can be used to control partners or harass girls, the majority of the work on social media and SV primarily focused on sexting. 
We do know that sexting may occur due to coercion and pressure. And that sexting may be use as a form of sexual harassment. However,  

Definitions of sexting, cyber bullying, cyber aggression, etc., differ across studies Prevalence of sexting has been found to be as low as 4% to as high as 30%,6,8 likely due to variations in measures used. Girls are 2X more likely to report being coerced or pressured to sext compared to boys. Majority of work is situated within the dating violence literature but since sexting and asking for photos is the norm, need to explore if this is happening outside of romantic relationships as well. 

Need for common measures/terminology in order to assess prevalence and various forms of experiencing coercion or violence over social  media (not just limited to sending a sexual photo).
Males may use electronic communication to  control romantic partners and search for and recruit potential adolescent girls for sexual grooming and/or sexual exploitation. 
There also hasn’t been any work examining how experiencing coercion over social media may be associated with in-person violence. This is important to understand given that males may be using some of the same control tactics and other mechanisms used in face-to-face relationships to control and coerce their partners over social media. 






Social Media and Sexual Violence: 
Current Gaps
• More work is needed to 

identify the multiple types of 
scenarios, perpetrators, and 
elements involved in sexual 
violence and coercion via 
social media among 
adolescents 

• Need a comprehensive set of 
quantitative measures and 
consistent terminology to 
describe sexual violence and 
coercion via social media. 
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In order to compare prevalence and consequences across studies, we will need consistent and comprehensive set of measures.
Many studies focus on sexual solicitation or harassment online versus other studies that focus on coercive activities related to sexting.      

Sexting is how coercion has primarily been measured
Not a common measure to evaluate various forms of sexual vioelence that may be experienced over social media
Kinds of research questions that have been asked- 
Consequences may differ based on perpetrator types
Consequences may also differ if unwanted photo/message sharing occurred.

Not only have there been different definitions to study these things but also inconsistency looking at consequences. Expect to have different consequences based on whether you were coerced to send photo vs. whether photo got shared. 
Many of these studies have been limited by non-rigorous study designs and have not always examined gender differences.




Girls’ Health Study Overview
Investigation of social, environmental, and economic factors 
related to STI and unintended pregnancy

• Population: Girls aged 15-19, sexually active in the past 6 months, 
recruited from a health clinic and teen center in National City.

• Quantitative surveys (n=159): Social media use, sending/receiving 
sexual photos, economic vulnerability, violence, sexual risk 
behaviors, family planning, social networks, mapping of physical 
environments, etc.

• In-depth Interviews (n=26): a subset of participants who reported 
risk factors in quantitative surveys (e.g. sending/receiving sexual 
photos) were invited to participate in qualitative interviews.
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AI started managing the girls’ health study while obtaining my MA and had the opportunity to be involved in all aspects of the study, from designing recruitment and data collection procedures to designing the survey instruments. I am also responsible for hiring and training all of our research assistants and it has been a rewarding experience to see my RAs develop their research skills and take a genuine interest in specific aspects of the study, which I will get into more detail later. It has been especially rewarding for me to see my students graduate and be accepted into prestigious graduate programs, as they have told me the skills they have learned while working on the Girls’ health study provided them with a solid research and practice foundation. 

In addition to managing the project, I am specifically interested in the role of social media on sexual violence and adverse sexual and reproductive health within the context of the larger project. In order to understand social media use in relation to sexual coercion and harassment, I first designed the qualitative interview questions to capture the various ways social media may be used by males in a sexually coercive manner. I then used the findings from this to develop quantitative measures around experiencing coercion and harassment over social media.



Study Site Location
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South San Diego County, sitting just north of Tijuana, Mexico, area is primarily Hispanic/Latino The border area is truly a binational environment with over 30 million crossings per year, including many daily commuters3- creates a shared risk environment between US and Mexico
Communities in this area are much more ethnically diverse, with a high proportion of Hispanic (50% vs 30% for the county), and Filipino (10% vs 4.5% for the county) residents37.  This region is also characterized by lower income, more single-parent households,




Identifying Scenarios of Sexual Coercion 
over Social Media: Qualitative Methods
• Interviews featured questions about social media use and the specific 

scenarios and perpetrators of experiencing sexual coercion over social media 
• Interviews were conducted by female research assistants

• Audio recorded, approximately 60 minutes
• The constant comparison method was used to identify thematic elements 

around coercion that occurred over social media. 
• Two members of the research team independently coded each interview
• Atlas Ti was used for qualitative analyses
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Due to my prior qualitative training, as well as training research assistants on qualitative methods when I previously managed two other projects, I was able to take a leadership role in designing the qualitative interviews. The interviews featured a variety of topics, from home life, including food insecurity, to current and previous dating relationships, parental communication about sex and pregnancy, career goals and aspirations, and social media use. 
 
In terms of who conducted them, I conducted the majority of interviews but also trained Ras on qualitative data collection.
Also trained Ras on how to code qualitative interviews. I led the design of the qualitative codebook and trained Ras on coding. The qualitative data has an abundance of information and several of my Ras were so interested in this data that they have presented findings from this piece of the study at several local and national conferences, While I support students to attend conferences, this happened organically- as the Ras were so excited about the data and wanted to share the findings with their peers and other researchers. Training on qualitative methods is beneficial for students because it is less time consuming and data heavy than quantitative methods. Students are able to take the lead on qualitative presentations and it is an easy way for students to gauge their interest in research. It is also a skill not everyone has and I feel fortunate to be able to provide my Ras with mixed-methods training and will incorporate both quant and qual methods when teaching a research methods course.





Results
• Scenarios of experiencing sexual coercion over social media:

• Receiving unwanted sexual photos from males
• Being pressured to send sexual photos 
• Sharing sexual photos without permission 
• Pressure to meet in person with the intent of sexual activity



Receiving Unwanted Photos & 
Being Pressured to Send Pictures Over 
Social Media

• “A guy [friend] randomly sent me a [picture of his penis] and 
he was like, ‘you like it? Send me one.’ And I was like, ‘Umm… 
no, thank you,” and he was like, ‘Come on … we’re just 
friends.” So… we were really close … but I didn’t want to do 
that…”

• “Like I’ve had guys ask me on Facebook for nudes. And I’m like 
“What? I don’t even know you.” But I think it just starts like 
“Hey” like Hey...conversation, and then it keeps going down 
and then sooner or later they ask for the picture.”
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Demonstrates how males would first send sexual photos first in order to coerce girls to send one

Another tactic that was used most often by strangers was openly asking for photos over social media platforms. 



Pressure to Send Photos Over Social Media

• “Like I didn’t want to [text a sexual photo]... I felt pressured to 
do it [send a sexual photo]. I was just more afraid he was 
gonna tell people that I’m a wuss or something like that [so I 
sent the photo].” 

• “They [guys] ask [girls] to send photos, and you think this guy 
likes me so you’re like ‘oh my gosh, ok [I will send a photo].’”
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Really demonstrate the coercion that occurs when males ask for sexual photos. In both of these quotes neither participant wanted to send the photo but were afraid of how they would be viewed if they didn’t send a photo. 



Sharing Sexual Photos Without Permission 

• “...like in middle school and high school, girls would send 
[sexual photos] it to one guy thinking that it was only gonna
stay with that one guy, and then I would even get it on my 
phone.” 

• “I guess this girl,...she sent a [sexual] picture out to one of the 
football team members and it got all around the football 
team. From the football team it went to the whole school.”
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Along the lines of what is reported by the media, our participants also discussed unwanted photo sharing. 



Pressure to Meet in Person with the Intent 
of Sexual Activity

• “He followed me [on Twitter] and then, like started talking to 
me [online and [we met in person] and then, he was really 
like, rude. He was like “you have a nice butt,”...and [when we 
hung out in person] he tried to [touch me] and I was like ‘no I 
don’t want to, please stop’ and then he started talking crap 
about me on Twitter.” 

• “We started talking through Facebook.…[when we met in 
person] at the end…, he was like “Oh, you don’t want to give 
me a kiss.” And I was like ‘What the hell [and we didn’t talk 
again].’”
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Males also use social media to first establish a relationship online before meeting in person, where they would often try to harass and coerce girls into doing something sexual. In this instance the males were often a few years older than our participants, 



Defining Electronic Sexual Coercion (ESC)

• Based on our findings, adolescent girls experience multiple scenarios of 
sexual coercion via electronic communication. 

• A comprehensive set of measures is needed to define electronic sexual 
coercion (ESC) as the following:
• Receiving unwanted sexual text messages and/or photos 
• Being pressured to send sexually explicit photos or text messages 

(sexting)
• Having sexual photos posted without the sender’s permission
• Being pressured, forced or tricked to meet in person with the intent 

to coerce or force sexual activity
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Based on small sample and preliminary interviews, it is clear that girls are experiencing very specific types of coercion over social media or electronic communication technology. I coined the term Electronic Sexual Coercion or ESC, to encompass the following:

More work needed across broader range of adolescent populations. One of first studies to understand different elements that might fall under the category of ESC. However, we also need to assess this quantitatively to determine if the themes that were reported within the qualitative interviews is also occurring within a larger sample. Luckily, the girls health study allowed for us to do this with the quantitative surveys and we added quantitative measures of ESC to the surveys to adequately capture the various elements of ESC.




Conclusions and Future Directions
• Lack of standardized measures to assess ESC calls for more work to 

design valid and reliable scales assessing ESC perpetration and 
victimization.

• Sexual violence research and prevention programs need to 
consider experiences of coercion experienced over social media. 
• Prevention programs should be cognizant of how this 

technology can be used in a controlling and sexually coercive 
manner in order to reduce these types of behaviors among 
adolescents.
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Perpetrators of ESV are not limited to current or former intimate partners. More work is needed to quantitatively assess the prevalence and consequences of experiencing ESC.

Not only is this work innovative and relevant in the US, also has implications globally. I spoke with a colleague in India about my work and she was saying that they are beginning to see the same types of things in India, and this type of coercion has been studied in other developed countries such as Australia and the UK. There is also a big push to increase technology worldwide. For example, Marc Zuckerburg, CEO of Facebook, has a plan to “wire the world” and is partnering with key technology leaders, community partners, and other stakeholders to achieve his goal. Gates has also committed to increasing technology use globally. This technology, and use of social media platforms to communicate with peers is not going to go away and as public health researchers we have an obligation to stay up to date on current trends and understand how this technology use is associated with GBV and health. It is therefore also essential to incorporate an electronic communication and global health lecture in PH courses in order to ensure our students are thinking about how technology impacts a PH issue. Moving forward, I am also interested in seeing how ESC in relation to sexual violence occurs across different cultural and regional contexts
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