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Sammanfattning 
 

Det övergripande syftet med denna vinjettstudie var att undersöka kvinnliga socialarbetares 

(det vill säga drogbehandlares och behandlingspersonals) uppfattning om tonårsflickors och 

tonårspojkars sexualitet. Resultaten indikerar att intervjupersonerna definierar sexuellt 

högriskbeteende annorlunda hos flickor och pojkar. För flickor uppfattades det som 

problematiskt att ha sex med flera män i kombination med narkotikabruk, medan det för 

pojkar handlade om huruvida de hade skyddat sex. En historia av sexuella övergrepp i 

barndomen ansågs kunna påverka sexualiteten hos både kvinnliga och manliga 

vinjettkaraktärer men på olika sätt: den manliga karaktären ansågs bestraffa sig själv genom 

många sexuella partners medan den kvinnliga upplevdes oförmögen att fatta informerade 

sexuella beslut eller ens njuta av sex. Slutligen analyserades begreppet sexuellt utnyttjande 

och visade sig användas inkonsekvent inte bara av intervjupersonerna, men också i 

forskningslitteraturen. I diskussionen betonas att socialtjänst och behandlingspersonal måste 

klargöra vad de menar med sexuellt utnyttjande av flickor. Att ge otillbörlig uppmärksamhet 

åt en tonårsflickas sexliv hjälper henne inte på något väsentligt sätt. Istället bör 

socialarbetare hjälpa flickor att använda sina talanger och styrkor för att uttrycka sitt 

innersta väsen och därmed hjälpa dem finna sin röst. 

 

Nyckelord: socialt nedbrytande beteende 3 § LVU, sexuellt högriskbeteende, sexuella 

utbytesteorin, sexuellt utnyttjande, sexuella övergrepp i barndomen, ungdomars 

drogmissbruk. 
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Abstract 

 
The overarching aim of this vignette study was to examine female social workers’ (ie. drug 

counselors’ and members of treatment staff’s) perception of the sexuality of girls and boys. 

The results indicate that the interview persons (IPs) define female high risk sexual behavior 

differently than male high-risk sexual behavior. For females, the mere act of having sex with 

multiple men in combination with drug use was considered problematic, while for males, the 

question was whether he was having protected sex. A history of child sexual abuse was 

considered to affect the sexuality of both the female and male vignette characters, but in 

different ways: the male character was seen to punish himself through multiple sexual 

partners while the female was seen to be unable to make informed sexual decisions or even to 

enjoy sex. Finally, the concept of sexual exploitation was analyzed and found to be 

inconsistently used not only by the IPs, but also in the research literature. In the discussion, 

it is stressed that social services and treatment personnel need to be clear about what they 

mean by sexual exploitation of girls. Paying undue attention to a girl’s sex life will not help 

her in any significant way. Instead, social workers should help girls use their gifts and 

strengths to express their innermost being, helping them find their voice.  

 

Keywords: high-risk sexual behavior, child sexual abuse (CSA), sexual exploitation, social 

exchange theory of sex, adolescent drug abuse, socially disruptive behavior 3§ LVU, juvenile 

status offense. 
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 INTRODUCTION 

The Swedish Social Services Act (SoL) calls for uniform application of the law (SoL 1:1). Each 

case must be judged using the same standards. However, research suggests that there is a 

double standard in the way that Swedish social workers view the sexuality of adolescent girls 

and boys. While the sexuality of teenage boys is rarely a concern, social workers consider 

such matters as promiscuity and early loss of virginity to be problems that warrant their 

interference with the lives of teenage girls (Socialstyrelsen, 2005). At times, girls’ sexual 

actions– especially if undertaken in inappropriate settings – are labeled “socially disruptive 

behavior” (Andersson, 1998; Schlytter, 1999, 2000).1 Those girls are then taken into 

compulsory care under §3 of the Care of Young Persons (Special Provisions) Act (LVU) and 

sent to live in foster care or in state-run institutions such as locked detention facilities. For 

compulsory care under §3 of LVU to be actualized, the child must be putting his or her health 

or personal development at a substantial risk. What is considered “substantial risk” varies 

depending on the sex of the child, as does the interpretation of “socially disruptive behavior” 

(Schlytter, 1999, 2000; Socialstyrelsen, 2005; Ulmanen & Andersson, 2002). The 

prerequisites for care under § 3 LVU for girls are sometimes more punitive than those 

applied to boys. For example, the levels of alcohol consumed by girls are not checked as 

carefully as with boys; instead, girls’ behavior is viewed as an indicator of alcohol abuse 

(Schlytter, 1999, 2000). A girl’s sexual behavior is sometimes deemed socially disruptive in 

proportion to the lack of control she has over her body, thus displaying a prejudice about how 

girls are supposed to behave (Schlytter, 2000). Teenage girls’ loudness while drinking alcohol 

at parties where they are having sex with multiple partners, or their occasional drug use in 

the company of adult males with whom they are having sex, are examples of behavior that 

display a lack of control that is deemed “socially disruptive” enough to warrant state 

intervention (Andersson, 1998; Schlytter, 1999, 2000). Compulsory care under LVU is 

actualized by forcibly removing the child from his or her environment, often with the help of 

the police. Given the fact that children’s being taken into custody by the state has a far-

reaching impact on the lives of both children and their biological families, it is imperative 

that the action have legally cogent reasons. Since justice is blind, Swedish social services 

might be expected to apply the same standards to both girls and boys; and if not, one might 

ask if there is indeed a double standard. If so, the lives of many teenage girls are interrupted 

for reasons that are questionable from a perspective of gender equality. 

 

For boys, socially disruptive behavior usually involves criminality or drug use, whereas for 

girls, it is often described in relational terms such as family conflict, running away from 

home, or high-risk sexual behavior (Andersson, 1998; Berg, 2002; Bogdan, 1977; Chesney-

                                                 
1 All Swedish terminology and quotations from Swedish literature and IPs are translated into English by the 
author of this work, Josefine Nauckhoff Rännbäck. 
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Lind, 1977; Coalition for Juvenile Justice, 2013; Conway & Jonsson, 1977; Schlytter, 2000; 

SOU 1992:18). High-risk sexual behavior is sometimes defined as having multiple sexual 

partners, having sex with adult men, or trading sex for other goods such as drugs (Forsberg, 

2006; Senn, Carrey & Vanable, 2008). Although the number of girls who are taken into 

custody for these types of behavior in Sweden is relatively low, staff at behavioral treatment 

facilities where many teenage girls end up for compulsory care tend to problematize the 

sexuality of many of their female clients, regardless of the reason for custody under §3 LVU 

(Andersson, 1998). Some staff members suggest that girls, because of their revealing clothing 

and overtly sexual conduct, are responsible for the sexual exploitation to which they have 

been subjected (Andersson, 1998; Claezon & Hilte, 2005; Ulmanen & Andersson, 2002). 

These members of treatment staff, together with other social workers, seem to consider 

female sexuality which deviates from the norms of respectability (cf. Skeggs, 1997) to be 

something that should be corrected through behavioral therapy (Andersson, 1998; Skeggs, 

1997). Such typifications appear to be outdated and risk reifying female gender as fixed and 

unalterable (cf. Hertz & Kullberg, 2012). Social workers thus run the risk of forcing upon 

adolescent girls preconceived notions of how a young woman is supposed to behave–notions 

which correspond to stereotypic conceptions of respectable femininity. One might ask 

whether treatment staff should not instead consider the individual strengths of each girl and 

begin to reason about her possibilities for personal growth and her chances of thriving 

outside the compulsory care system. 

 

In previous research conducted by Andersson (1998), Claezon & Hilte, (2005), Schlytter 

(1999, 2000) and Ulmanen & Andersson (2002), teenage girls’ acts of sex trading and/or sex 

with multiple partners appear to be considered to constitute sexual exploitation, even when 

these acts are consensual. Overall, there seem to be several conceptual confusions at play in 

previous research as well as in practical social work. Examples of such confusion involve 

considering sex with multiple partners or with adult men to be tantamount to sexual 

exploitation and blurring the distinction between sexual exploitation and sexual violence 

such as rape. There is also a conflation of sexual exploitation in teen years with childhood 

sexual abuse (CSA). The upshot of the latter is that it renders invisible the impact of CSA on 

behaviors that occur later in life, often as soon as the child reaches adolescence. There is a 

strong evidence of a correlation between CSA and other sorts of “ungovernable” behavior in 

girls, including status offense (Buzi, Torolero, Ross, Michael et. al., 2003; Chen, Senn, Carrey 

& Vanable, 2008; Chesney-Lind & Sheldon, 1993; Coalition for Juvenile Justice, 2013; 

Vinnerljung, Sallnäs & Westermark, 2001). Because CSA often generates post-traumatic 

stress disorder (PTSD), the behavior of many of the girls who are taken into custody under §3 

LVU could be a manifestation of PTSD (cf. Berg, 2002; Browne & Finkelhor, 1986; Vogel, 

2017). Researchers and social workers are aware of this correlation, but the subject of how 

CSA affects the sexual activity of adolescent girls is largely uncharted territory. When 

investigating the impact of CSA on human behavior, it is important to distinguish the cause 

from the effect. The latter can be a matter of free will. The cause (being subject to CSA) is 

always involuntary, but the effect can be either voluntary (e.g., promiscuity) or involuntary 

(e.g., mental illness). In general, researchers fail to make this distinction and depict teenage 

girls with problem behavior or a history of CSA as victims who, because they are unable to 

make the right choices, must be protected from their own sexuality. By seeing girls’ 
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consensual sex as constituting sexual exploitation which lies beyond their control, 

researchers obscure the free agency of teenage girls. 

 

There is thus a need for a conceptual analysis which highlights the distinction between terms 

such as “prostitution,”, “sexual exploitation,” “sexual abuse” and “consensual sexual activity”. 

It is particularly important to explore this terminology in relation to treatment staff’s views 

on the sexuality of teenage girls who have been taken into custody. In the Swedish care 

profession, including social work, females outnumber males by about six to one (Statistiska 

centralbyrån, 2012), and thus, it is primarily female social workers who put teenage girls in 

custody for their deviant sexuality. Because it is predominantly female social workers who 

problematize the sexuality of teenage girls, it is relevant to focus on the attitudes of female 

treatment staff members toward female teen sexuality. By extension, such a study could clear 

up the confusion shown by researchers on teenage girls who have been taken into custody. If 

female staff members do indeed acknowledge the autonomy of these girls, the findings of 

such a study would call for a revision in current research. Such a change might involve a 

correction of the view of how “problem” teenagers lead their lives. A study such as this might 

lead to a more gender-responsive treatment of boys and girls (Kullberg, Herz, Fäldt, 

Wallroth, & Skillmark, 2012). If the study can help us understand whether counselors treat 

adolescent girls as free actors, this could help develop social work with young women who 

have behavioral problems while at the same time recognizing gender specific needs 

(Socialstyrelsen, 2005). 

1.1 Aim of the study 

The overarching aim of this study is to examine female social workers’ (ie. drug counselors’ 

and members of treatment staff’s) perception of the sexuality of girls and boys.  

1.1.1 The questions to be answered 

 
1. Is there a double standard in the way that female social workers think about female 

versus male sexual behavior in teens? 

2. What kind of connections between multiple sex partners, the use of drugs in 

combination with sex, and high-risk sexual behavior do social workers perceive in 

teenage girls and boys? 

3. What are social workers’ perceptions about exploitation and free motivation (choice) 

in the sexual relations of teenage girls and boys? 

4. How do social workers view the high-risk sexual behavior of teenage girls and boys 

who have been subjected to sexual violence and/or childhood sexual abuse? 
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1.1.2 Abbreviations 

CSA: childhood sexual abuse 

STD: sexually transmitted disease 

1.1.3 Definitions of terms 

High-risk sexual behavior: sexual activity that involves risks such as unplanned pregnancy 

and susceptibility to STDs due to inconsistent use of condoms and/or other birth control 

(Biglan, Metzler, Wirt, Ary, Noell, Ochs, French & Hood, 1990; Kotchick, Schaffer & Miller, 

2001) and/or increased risk-taking due to intoxication, sometimes associated with later 

regretting the sexual activity (Forsberg, 2006; Unis, 2010). 

Rape: being forced or threatened to have sex (BrB 6:1-2).  

Sexual exploitation: according to Swedish law, when someone “induces a person to undertake 

or endure a sexual action by severely abusing the person’s position of dependence” (BrB 6:3). 

 BACKGROUND AND PREVIOUS RESEARCH 

Much of the research on the sexuality of Swedish socially vulnerable adolescents who have 

been taken into custody under §3 LVU is based on studies of so-called “§12 homes.” This 

expression derives from a clause in §12 LVU which states that “adolescents who for some 

reason specified in §3 LVU need to stand under especially close supervision” may be placed 

by social services in special facilities run by the National Board of Institutions (SiS). These 

facilities have provided a lucrative object of research because of their closed or locked setting, 

which minimizes external factors that might detract from the ecological validity of the results. 

§12 homes are seen as a last resort when all other interventions have failed, but there is a 

debate among researchers as to whether locked detention facilities are the proper way of 

providing care for teenage girls whose conduct is often a symptom of anxiety, depression and 

other psychiatric disorders such as PTSD (cf. Andersson, 1996; Berg, 2002; Vogel, 2007).  

 

In order to explore the research literature on teenage sexuality in combination with drug use, 

sex trading and a history of CSA, peer reviewed articles were selected from Google Scholar as 

well as the electronic databases PsycINFO and Social Services Abstracts. Search phrases were 

“child sexual abuse (CSA),” “effects child sexual abuse CSA,” “PTSD CSA,” “CSA adolescents,” 

“CSA mental illness,” “CSA behavioral problems,” “PTSD teenage drug use,” “CSA teenage 

drug use,” “effects of CSA high-risk sexual behavior,” “teenage sexuality drug use,” “teenage 

girls’ promiscuity drugs,” “adolescent multiple sex partners drugs,” “teenage prostitution 

drugs,” “sex trading drugs” and “benefits of prostitution for women.” The term “high-risk 

sexual behavior” was refined to “teenage girls’ promiscuity” which in turn was refined to 

“sexual exploitation teenage girls” and “sexual exploitation teenage boys.” Articles were also 

found through chain searches using articles or abstracts and looking at their reference lists 
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for relevant literature. This also helped yield further search phrases such as “vignettes” and 

“gender stereotypes.” Other relevant literature was selected through strategic Google 

searches on investigations by the Swedish government as well as evaluations, assessments 

and reports by Swedish authorities and public departments such as the Swedish National 

Board of Health and Welfare (Socialstyrelsen) and the Swedish National Board of Institutions 

(Statens Institutionsstyrelse, or SiS). In discussions with Christian Kullberg at Mälardalen 

University, relevant articles, as well as noteworthy chapters on gender-specific treatment in 

social work, were recommended. Three theoretically significant books were also 

recommended. Finally, Google searches using the search phrases “teen sex drugs,” “female 

status offenders,” “§12-hem flickor” (“§12 homes girls”), “HVB för flickor” (“homes for care 

and treatment for girls”) “SiS-institutioner” (“SiS institutions”), “3 § LVU,” and “sexuellt 

utnyttjande brottsbalken” (“sexual exploitation criminal law”) yielded relevant information. 

 

2.1 Professionals’ perceptions of young women’s sexuality  

In the literature on §12 homes, there is an underlying theme of noting a dual tendency among 

treatment staff. Their female clients are viewed both as indecent, morally deficient beings 

who stand in need of correction and as victims of sexual abuse (which in the literature is 

often conflated with the term “sexual exploitation”). Andersson (1998), in her SiS report 

about an all-female §12 home, notes that the treatment staff considered most of the girls to 

display sexually provocative behavior (the author does not state how many people—staff and 

patients included—were interviewed). Some staff members held the girls responsible for the 

“sexual exploitation” (defined here as sexual abuse) they have been subjected to, and this 

judgment was based on the girls’ good looks, revealing clothing, and openly sexual conduct. 

Claezon and Hilte (2005) made a comparative qualitative study of two §12 homes, one all-

male and the other all-female (the authors do not indicate how many staff members were 

interviewed). They cite a counselor in the all-female home who wonders whether many of the 

girls were sexually abused prior to their institutionalization, and if so, whether it was because 

they invited it. Moreover, the authors note a tendency among treatment staff to describe 

teenage girls’ sexuality as roving and manipulative, thereby reproducing the stereotypic 

image of the fallen woman who stands in need of salvation (cf. Skeggs, 1997). Adolescent 

boys’ sexuality, in turn, is either represented as weak and limited, which makes them easy 

prey for the girls’ predatory sexuality (Claezon & Hilte, 2005); or else, boys are expected to 

act as boys and their promiscuity or early loss of virginity are not seen as signs of turpitude 

(Larsson, 2006; Schlytter, 1999, 2000; Socialstyrelsen 2005). Claezon and Hilte (2005) and 

Larsson (2006) interpret this double standard in patriarchal terms: the girls’ behavior is 

made visible because it differs from women's gender-specific patterns of behavior, while the 

boys' behavior remains invisible because they follow their gender-specific patterns of 

behavior.  

 

A similar double standard is considered by Schlytter (1999, 2000) also to exist outside of §12 

homes. The author, who has reviewed all 293 county court judgments in Sweden from 1994 

on care with the support of §3 LVU for boys and girls between 13 and 17 years of age, claims 
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that girls face discrimination in the application of §3 LVU because courts appeal to notions of 

how a girl should behave rather than adducing scientifically based knowledge about what in 

fact harms girls. For instance, the exact levels of alcohol and drugs consumed are considered 

by courts to be relevant grounds for actualization of §3 LVU for boys, but not for girls, who 

are perceived to be in danger simply by behaving indecently or being in what social services 

consider to be bad company. When the levels of drugs or alcohol consumed are deemed 

relevant for girls, they are lower than those deemed damaging to boys. A central part of 

Schlytter’s argument is that social workers consider sex in combination with drug or alcohol 

use to be harmful and “socially disruptive” for girls, while this type of sexual activity is not 

cited by courts as grounds for custody under §3 LVU for boys. This process of discrimination 

is described as beginning already at the level of social services’ initial involvement, where 

information about the girls’ whereabouts and social lives is gathered and organized in 

degrees of priority. The information considered to be relevant for girls, such as their romantic 

relationships, is not deemed relevant for boys; and thus, the legal definition of “socially 

disruptive behavior” is inconsistent (Schlytter, 1999, 2000). Social services tend to take note 

of boys’ sexual habits only when there is a risk that they have contracted HIV (Andersson, 

1993), presumably because HIV is considered more incurable than other STDs. 

2.2 Connections between CSA and behavioral problems  

Research from both Sweden and the USA shows a clear correlation between female CSA and 

behavioral problems in adolescence. According to an American study (Chesney-Lind & 

Sheldon, 1993), 75 percent of female status offenders have been subject to CSA. Girls in the 

US juvenile justice system may be three times more likely than boys to have been sexually 

abused (NCCD, 2009). CSA is also correlated with high-risk sexual behavior in adolescence 

such as early loss of virginity, teenage pregnancy, promiscuity, and sex trading (Buzi, 

Tortolero, Ross et al, 2003; Chen, Dunne & Han, 2006; Senn, Carrey & Vanable, 2008). 

Furthermore, there is a correlation between CSA and substance abuse and/or mental illness 

in adult age (Kendler, Kendler, Bulik, Silberg, Hettema, Myers & Prescott, 2000). According 

to Swedish studies, 26 percent of girls who are taken into compulsory care have been sexually 

abused in their childhood homes (Vinnerljung, Sallnäs & Westermark, 2001). Twelve percent 

of the girls—as compared to 2 percent of the boys—who are placed in §12 homes report that 

they have been sexually abused by a person on whom they were dependent (SiS, 2003). Even 

when the stated reason for social service intervention is not sexual abuse, it can still be 

present, only to be disclosed later. Sometimes, the sexual abuse has not taken place in the 

parental home, but rather in a foster home where the girl has been placed by social services. 

One girl at the §12 home that Andersson (1998) studied says she did not tell anybody that her 

foster father was sexually abusing her until she was picked up by the police after running 

away from the foster home. In this case, sexual abuse was not the stated reason for putting 

the girl in foster care, but it did constitute a reason for the girls’ perceived behavioral 

problems at the §12 home. This indicates that even though the reason for compulsory care is 

not always CSA, the girls can be subject to CSA on their way through the foster system and to 

various treatment facilities. 
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2.3 Sexual exploitation and consent 

In the Swedish literature about §12 girls, there is a common view that girls who have sex in 

combination with drug use are sexually exploited (sexuellt utnyttjade). Part of the reason for 

this is that the girls have sex with adult men (Andersson, 1998; Schlytter, 1999). The fact that 

the sexual partners whom the girls choose are older seems in researchers’ eyes to detract 

from their control over the situation and thereby to decrease their level of consent. In her 

qualitative study of girls and staff at an all-female §12-home, Andersson (1998) interviews a 

girl who tells a story about her and her friend who while hitchhiking got picked up by two 

men whom they could tell were high on drugs (presumably amphetamines). The girl goes on 

to tell the author that she and her friend ended up spending an entire week at a cabin using 

drugs with the two men. Andersson asks, “And having sex?” to which the girl replies, “Yes. 

Well, I am terribly ashamed of that now…because sometimes when I didn’t have money…if I 

had sex with someone, I could get [drugs] anyway” (Andersson, 1998, pp.47-48). The author 

notes that this type of story “harmonizes in a superficial way” with the institutional pictures 

of “sexual exploitation,” but that the difference is that in the girls’ stories, the “problem” is 

not abstracted from its context in the same way that it is in the various psychological tests 

and assessments the girls have to take (Andersson, 1998, p.49). The author does not take 

note of the fact that sexual exploitation is voluntary only in a very limited sense (to be 

voluntary exploited might be something a masochist would fancy) and that for a girl to be 

“ashamed” of having sex with adult men, she must have chosen her actions (otherwise she 

would not be ashamed of them). Thus, it is questionable whether the term “sexual 

exploitation” is applicable to the case in question. Judging from the way the girl describes the 

events, her sexual activities were consensual. 

 

Researchers also seem to consider the sheer act of having sex while using drugs to constitute 

exploitation, regardless of the age of the male sex partners. Building on her analysis of the 

293 county court judgments, Schlytter (2000) describes how girls’ sexual activities are 

monitored by a kind of legal paternalism, but at the same time, with Andersson (1996), she 

states that girls are often subject to sexual exploitation in settings involving drug abuse. 

Schlytter does not consider whether girls might voluntarily be engaging in sex even when 

drug abuse—be it their own or that of others—is taking place. In their literature review on 

gender and compulsory care of children, Ulmanen and Andersson (2002), in the context of 

reviewing Schlytter’s work, describe girls’ sex with multiple partners in conjunction with drug 

or alcohol use as “a sexuality that is undesirable.” The authors discuss Schlytter’s observation 

that girls who have sex with multiple partners at parties are taken into custody while boys go 

free. “By not making visible the boys’ role in a sexuality that is undesirable, the responsibility 

for the abuse is placed on the victim,” the authors note (p.57). Here, Ulmanen and Andersson 

appear to consider teenage girls’ having sex with multiple partners at parties to be a form of 

sexual abuse. In this way, girls who have sex with multiple partners in combination with drug 

use—even when they are not addicted to drugs and regardless of the age of the partners—are 

portrayed as being sexually exploited or even sexually abused.  

 

There is also a tendency in the literature to conflate sexual exploitation with the act of 

engaging in sexual activity that one does not wholeheartedly desire. Here, researches seem to 
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be using the definition of high-risk sexual behavior as a form of activity that one might later 

regret (Forsberg, 2006; Unis, 2010). Schlytter (1999) notes a court judgment in which a girl 

was deemed to be sexually exploited because she uses her sexuality “as a means; a means to 

be validated/liked” (Schlytter, 1999, p.103). The author does not highlight the fact that the 

girls’ sexual activity, regardless of her using it as a means to gain affection, is consensual. 

Schlytter goes on to compare that situation to performing at a sex club, which was a case 

mentioned in the preparatory work to the clause in §3 LVU regarding “socially disruptive 

behavior.” The author therefore uses “sexual exploitation” to refer to a range of behaviors, all 

of which are voluntary. Even though the author argues for a less punitive actualization of §3 

LVU and a more permissive definition of “socially disruptive behavior”—one that 

acknowledges the autonomy of teenage girls—she does not spell out the mechanics of how the 

concept of sexual exploitation relates to the concept of consent. 

2.4 Summary of previous research 

The aim of the study, to examine female social workers’ (ie. drug counselors’ and members of 

treatment staff’s) perception of the sexuality of girls and boys, was given a partial background 

in the research literature, which showed that there is a double standard in the way that 

teenage girls and boys are viewed and treated. Studies have shown that social services places 

girls under custody for different reasons than they do boys. Qualitative studies have shown 

that treatment staff view girls both as victims and as sexually provocative, and thus as partly 

responsible for the sexual abuse that many of them have been subjected to. At the same time, 

certain researchers themselves fail to distinguish between CSA and voluntary sexual activity 

that may deviate from societal norms, lumping them together under the term “sexual 

exploitation.” Thus, there is a concern that researchers do not take note of the concept of 

consent as it plays itself out in adolescent sexual relations. In the context of discussing 

teenage girls’ sexuality in combination with drug use, some researchers consider girls’ level of 

consent to be inversely proportional to the quantity of drugs consumed. Studies such as these 

provide a backdrop for exploring how treatment staff view the sexuality of adolescents who 

have sex in combination with drug use where there is also a history of CSA. 

 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Two theoretical approaches will be used to illuminate the topic of teenage sexuality as it takes 

place in ways viewed by the adult world as dangerous, deviant or controversial.  The social 

exchange theory of sex lays out an economical (rather than biological) model of sex as an 

exchange between agents, where women, as bearers of sexual capital, are at an advantage. A 

severe limitation with the social exchange theory of sex is that it does not assign the male sex 

any intrinsic value. The second theory that will be used is socialist radical feminism as it 

applies to young women’s formation of identity and respectability. Socialist radical feminism 
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views gender inequalities as determined partly by class hierarchies and does not see one as 

more fundamental than the other (Gemzöe, 2008). On this theory, gender is not essentially 

inherent in women but is rather formed by societal structures—and when women belong to a 

lower class in society, the normative expectations placed on a woman will be other than those 

expected from women belonging to higher classes. Theories of young women’s formations of 

gender will be explored in relation to two ethnographies about working class girls where the 

norms that govern feminine identity and respectability are created in relation to both class 

and male ideals. The ideology of love will be used to create a final overlay on the concept of 

respectability. 

3.1 The Social Exchange Theory of Sex 

This theory of sexual interactions, as put forward by Baumeister and Vohs (2004), takes a 

distance from two other approaches to sexuality, namely, the biological theory (which sees 

sex as an evolutionary process for maximizing offspring) and the social constructionist theory 

(an approach highlighting men’s subjugation of women and women’s oppressed position in 

society). In contrast to these approaches, the social exchange theory of sex provides an 

economical model for the relation between the sexes. On this theory, sex is a matter of 

trading goods, and women are always at an advantage. They possess valuable sexual capital 

of which men, in various forms, are always the buyers. Sex is a female resource that men, 

depending on their monetary resources and social standing, are prepared to buy in different 

ways, including romancing, marriage, and the purchase of sex for money. In one way or 

another, men are always the buyers of women’s sexual capital (men are buyers of sexual 

capital also in homosexual relations). If one defines “prostitution” as the trading of sexual 

capital for various goods, then all forms of sexual interaction, including being taken out to 

dinner because the buyer of the dinner hopes for sex, can be considered a form of 

prostitution, if only indirect. 

 

A woman’s sexual capital depends on several factors. The more men desire a woman, the 

stronger is her sex appeal. The more competition about a woman, the more valuable she is to 

men. The more physically attractive a woman is, the more valuable her sexual capital. 

Because not all women are physically attractive, plainer women resort to other means such as 

make-up and clothing to enhance their sex appeal. A woman’s sex appeal also varies 

disproportionately with her number of sex partners. The more sex partners, the lower her 

value because she sells her sex at a cheaper price, making her price and demand low. If men 

believe a beautiful woman to be promiscuous, her sexual value diminishes. According to 

Baumeister and Vohs (2004), a woman would do best to keep a reputation of having few 

sexual partners because a woman’s respectability hinges on what she is believed to be doing 

rather on what she is in fact doing. The same does not hold for men, whose reputation can 

benefit when they boast of having multiple sex partners. A reputation for having a low 

number of sex partners, then, can be seen to constitute a woman’s respectability.  

Because respectability is easier to obtain than good looks, there is a competition of women for 

being more respectable than others. This “competition among women” is especially fierce 

when there are many women vying for men’s attention—a situation which increases supply 
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and leads to a tendency of certain women to speak in derogatory ways about their rivals. 

Women’s tendency to besmirch physically attractive women is most prevalent when the 

supply of sex is high. One might therefore expect there to be an especially rampant tendency 

among women to slander one another in sexually permissive cultures such as the Swedish 

one. Among men, however, derogation does not take place in the same way because on the 

social exchange theory of sex, men have no sexual capital to safeguard. 

 

On the social exchange theory of sex, men and women can be considered distinct natural 

kinds—in virtue of their biological nature, women are sellers while men are buyers—and in 

this sense, the theory has an essentialist strain. On the social exchange theory of sex, rape is 

viewed as theft or looting, i.e., stealing capital (Freedman, 2003; Baumester & Vohs, 2004). 

There are theorists who see rape as encouraged by images of the socially constructed “myth 

of the raping hero,” which glorifies rape as a male ideal (cf. Brownmiller, 1975). Such an 

interpretation of rape differs from explanations provided by the social exchange theory of 

sex. By combining the social exchange theory of sex with biological essentialism, one might 

provide an explanation of the phenomenon of rape. Such violations can be seen as driven by 

biological urges which certain men are unable to manage and control in financially acceptable 

ways—that is, in ways that honor the laws of fair trade. Here, the notion of consent plays a 

pivotal role. Only when the parties consent to the conditions of the exchange of goods can 

there be an agreement of fair trade. Women have the power to say “no” or withdraw consent, 

and that is where the limit runs between consensual sex and rape. Childhood sexual abuse is 

an especially severe form of coercion because the child, due to the power position of the adult 

perpetrator, has even less of an authority to say “no” than an adult woman does. Because of 

this power asymmetry, the perpetrator of CSA perforce overrides consent. In what follows, 

sexual exploitation will be treated as a problem area which is to be explored. 

 

3.2 Marxist Rational Choice Theory 

In his ethnography on the phenomenon of cruising as it takes place at a popular nightclub in 

Oslo, Holter (1981) lays out a Marxist feminist version of the social exchange theory of sex. 

On this theory, rather than being at an advantage on the sex market, women are always the 

losers. The goal of all the actors on the market is to enter into a romantic, committed 

relationship, which involves “winning” the game and being taken off the market (while the 

losers remain lonely). However, women are never really the winners. If women believe they 

are free to trade their sexual goods, they are deceiving themselves because the market is 

controlled by patriarchal forces that oppress women. Instead of being the winners of 

husbands and romantic partners, women are used as cheap (and often free) labor in the 

home. When they reach the goal of domestic life, women end up taking care of the house, the 

children, and the husband, thereby becoming “the workers of private life” (Holter, 1981, 

p.127). In distinction to capitalism, on which the relation between the proletariat and the 

bourgeoisie is itself subject to market forces, the relation between the sexes is firm and 

unalterable because women will never be able to stop being women and men will always 

control the market. Holter compares the relation between the sexes to the caste system. 
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There is never really a system of free trade between the sexes, not even in a sexually 

permissive culture such as the Norwegian. 

 

The sex market is governed by relations of exchange between men and women, where men 

trade their monetary capital for women’s physical sex. A man buys a woman drinks to 

impress her with his money and/or social skills (embodied in his personality), which 

increases the likelihood that she will sleep with him. Eventually they have sex and this type of 

behavior continues until they are a committed couple. As on the standard social exchange 

theory of sex, the more beautiful a woman is, the higher her value. Holter, however, stresses 

that an attractive woman’s freedom to use her sex appeal is restricted because she is a sex 

object. The more resources and greater power a man has, the more is his act of cruising 

marked by the purchase of beauty than by the simple exchange of goods. This fixation on 

beauty extends also to the commercial market, where beautiful women are used in 

advertising. Beauty thus becomes a form of currency quite separate from female sex. Because 

the objectification of women is governed by men’s idea of what makes a woman attractive 

and sexy, the sex market is governed by patriarchal ideals. On this theory, rather than 

resulting in backstabbing and slander, the competition among women at the nightclub plays 

itself out in terms of an insecurity and a self-critical eye with regard to other women. Not only 

do women judge themselves in terms of their ability to impress men, but they also compare 

themselves to each other in terms of their looks and personality. Women are thus objectified 

also by each other. 

 

On the sex market, there is always a form of courting going on. Because they are not adhering 

to the rules of courting but are instead charging directly for their services, prostitutes are off 

the market. In another sense, they are a by-product of the system of monogamy in which men 

always have excess capital to purchase additional sex. Even though all women are trading 

their sexual goods, men objectify prostitutes in a way that is different from and more extreme 

than when they offer a woman drinks at a bar in search of romance. Unlike the standard 

social exchange theory of sex, which portrays prostitution as a free trade of goods in which 

the woman is always in control, Holter’s theory depicts prostitution as the most extreme form 

of sexual exploitation. 

3.3 Socialist Radical Feminism 

Socialist radical feminism sees gender roles as constructed by societal structures—in 

particular, by power relations between the sexes. This theory propounds a view of women as 

having lesser worth than men—a cornerstone of the patriarchy, which exploits the female sex 

in a way that mirrors the logic of capitalism, claiming ownership and control over female 

resources (Gemzöe, 2008). When a woman belongs to a lower class, her vulnerability is 

doubled because in virtue of her class and her sex, she is subject to two forms of oppression. 

On radical feminist theory, working-class girls are under more acute pressure than boys to 

marry. They do not have the same prospects of financial independence as do girls of higher 

classes, and so, they are forced to seek a male provider. Patriarchal strictures of reproductive 

monopoly put increased pressure on a lower-class girl to marry rather than sleep around, 
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since a provider is less prone to financially support children that are not his own. In her 

dystopian novel Kallocain from 1940, Swedish author Karin Boye has her head female 

character Linda voice the idea that in the future, women might prove to be superfluous if one 

were able to preserve their ovaries and throw the rest in the gutter (Boye, 2012). This vision 

takes to its extreme the patriarchal rulership over the female reproductive organs which 

demands monogamous sexual relations. 

 

In her longitudinal ethnographical study of 83 white working-class women who attended a 

college caring course in the Northwest of England, Skeggs (1997) follows the subjects over 11 

years as they establish their professional and personal identities. Skeggs develops a theory of 

gender formation which problematizes the norm of feminine respectability. To be a desirable 

female, according to this theory, is to be feminine. A woman’s femininity depends on the way 

she dresses and behaves, and only if she is feminine can she be respectable. Femininity is 

here represented by middle-class women’s dress codes and values and by their cool sense of 

elegance (of which Audrey Hepburn is an icon). Because middle-class women provide the 

norm of femininity (and thus, of respectability), women of the lower classes are always at a 

disadvantage. The brawny and unattractive working-class woman is epitomized in TV 

characters such as Roseanne, a stereotype from which the young women in this study work 

hard to distance themselves through investments in their appearance. These women’s 

struggle to look “classy” manifests itself in great expenditures on make-up and clothing—

looking “tarty,” on this theory, is one of the worst things a woman can do. These women 

strive to live up to the norm of femininity which involves realizing the goal of living a decent, 

middle-class life with a husband and a house in a good part of town. The respectable female 

is thus 1) monogamous and 2) dresses properly, that is, elegantly. In the end, respectable 

femininity is for these women determined by patriarchal class structures because it is 1) the 

middle class that rules over the working class and 2) the men who determine what constitutes 

marriage material. Here, women are always at a disadvantage, and working-class women are 

the lowest in the stepping ladder. Their subjugation amounts to their exploitation by middle 

class men in a male-dominated society. 

 

A more insidious version of sexual exploitation is unearthed by McRobbie (1978) in her 

ethnography of girls at Mill Lane, a Birmingham youth club. The author describes how young 

girls are forced to strike an uneasy balance between proper behavior and availability on the 

sex market, where the standards of appearance and decorum are dictated by boys who desire 

a sexually available girl. At the same time, a girl is defamed for having that same 

characteristic. On the one hand, a girl must make herself sexually available in order to be 

considered “marriage material” by boys; on the other, she is denounced by her friends for 

having slept with a boy. In this double standard, we see a parallel to the secrecy that a 

woman, on the social exchange theory of sex, must resort to in order to preserve the value of 

her sexual capital in the eyes of boys. Interestingly, in the words of McRobbie’s interview 

subject “Sue,” it is girls who “don’t want to know you” for being sexually available 

(McRobbie, 1978, p.107). Therefore, sexually active girls are defamed not by boys, but by 

other girls: it is other girls who condemn each other for being victim to the “sexual 

exploitation” which operates “through individual degradation and humiliation” (McRobbie, 

1978, p.107). One might speculate about why girls treat each other this way. It could be an 
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early manifestation of the competition among women. If so, the competition among girls 

could start as early as the loss of virginity. What is interesting is that McRobbie seems to 

consider sexual exploitation to consist in the sheer act of having sex with a boy who has a 

certain idealized image of what he wants a girl to be. Those images, on McRobbie’s view, are 

broadcasted by patriarchal norms and are based, for instance, on pornographic pictures. 

 

“Sue” describes girls as condemning each other for having had sex with a boy. This, then, is 

not something boys do to girls: boys do not expose girls for having had sex with them. Rather, 

girls do harm unto one another, displaying an adolescent version of “the competition of 

women.” Yet the feminist discourse of male oppression of women and boys’ oppression of 

girls does not seem to acknowledge this activity of girls and women which takes place quite 

separately from sexual transactions between males and females. The feminist discourse 

focuses on male domination, portraying women as victims of patriarchal norms of 

respectable femininity. Andersson (1998), in her study of a §12 home for girls, refers to the 

results of Skeggs (1997) and McRobbie (1978) in support of her interpretation of girls as 

being sexually exploited by boys and men. This view of sexual exploitation as something girls 

fall victim to because of sexist patriarchal norms is prevalent among Swedish researchers on 

girls who have been put in custody under §3 LVU. 

 

On the aforementioned theses of socialist radical feminism, the norms which govern the 

formation of sexual identity are determined by both class and gender. These norms are 

imposed on girls by boys as well as by each other. On radical feminist theory, girls, due to 

patriarchal structures, are under more acute pressure than boys to marry. The values which 

govern romantic coupling are quite distinct from the norms of sexual activity in a pre-

relationship stage. The plight of the girls at the Mill Lane center is that they are trapped in a 

Catch-22 situation: they cannot establish a romantic relationship without having sex with a 

boy with whom they can then have a relationship. In order to have a respectable relationship, 

these girls must engage in non-respectable activity. This type of casual sexual activity is also 

described by Holter in his theory of the sex market. On all theories above, the goal of casual 

sex is to form a love relation. Love becomes a socially sanctioned goal of having sex in a 

socially unacceptable way: the possibility of love is an excuse for casual sex.  

 

This fixation on love as a sanction of casual sex is characteristic of “the ideology of love” as 

described by Helmius (2000) in her “Script for maturity,” in which romantic twosomeness 

becomes a script for acceptable behavior that the adult world imposes on the young. The 

adult world socializes young people into the doctrine that love is the goal of sex and indeed 

the sanction of all sexual activity. This ideology of love is described as something that young 

people are not prepared to accept. The characteristic egocentrism of youth stands as an 

obstacle in the way of these types of intimate experiences of togetherness. On Helmius’ view, 

all young people are indoctrinated into the romantic norms and expectations of the adult 

world. The ideology of love will provide a fruitful theoretical construct in the analysis of the 

results of this study. Here we can tie in the ideology of love with the notion of feminine 

respectability by observing that romance is a guarantor of a girl’s respectable sexual activity. 

As long as she is in love, her sexual activity is socially acceptable. 
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 METHODS 

4.1 Study design and method 

4.1.1 The vignette method 

This multiple case study uses a qualitative, comparative approach to yield results in response 

to two vignettes which described an adolescent who has multiple sex partners while taking 

drugs and sometimes trades sex for drugs. The interview subjects were invited to reason 

about the characters described. The study sought to compare the perceptions of social 

workers of two identical cases in which the sex of the vignette character varied. The uniform 

contextualization was designed to make comparison and contrast possible between the two 

cases (Brunnberg & Kullberg, 2007; Kullberg & Skillmark, 2016). The vignette method was 

employed to yield a consistent yet nuanced set of answers concerning controversial and 

value-laden issues that could be difficult to address using other methods (Barter & Renold, 

1999; Brunnberg & Kullberg, 2007). The vignette method provided an advantage because 

with a fictitious case, the IPs were given the opportunity to abstract from their own 

experience of clients with this sort of background. A common point of departure in the form 

of a vignette contributed to making the answers more uniform in the hopes of forestalling a 

lack of coherence which could arise due to the semi-structured form of the interviews. 

 

Construction of the vignette 

 

Two vignettes were designed to measure possible asymmetries in social workers’ views on the 

sexual activities of teenage girls and boys in combination with drug use, where there is also a 

history of CSA. The vignettes were designed to evoke the IPs’ perceptions of such sexual 

activity and to detect a possible double standard in how the IPs saw female versus male 

sexual activity in this type of context. 

 

The vignettes involving two variants were: 

1. Maria is a good-looking 16-year old girl. She has been subject to early childhood sexual 

abuse. At times, she feels very bad. She has had sex with various men while using 

drugs with them. She has also traded sex for drugs. 

2. Joseph is a good-looking 16-year old boy. He has been subject to early childhood 

sexual abuse. At times, he feels very bad. He has had sex with various men while using 

drugs with them. He has also traded sex for drugs. 

The vignettes were constructed around the topics of CSA, adolescent drug use, multiple sex 

partners, and sex trading, which are key themes not only in research on the sexual behavior 

of “problem” teens, but also in social work with such adolescents. To isolate IPs’ views on 

gender norms, the two vignettes were identical except for the sex of the vignette character. By 

using an identical situation and not informing the IPs that there was another vignette in 
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which the sex of the character had been switched, possible gender stereotypes could be 

identified on a group level.  

 

4.1.2 Population, selection process and sample 

Informants 

Five members of treatment staff at three youth care facilities—one open, two closed, and one 

locked—participated in the study (at open facilities, or day rehabilitation facilities, the client 

lives at home; at closed facilities, clients live there but the doors are open during daytime and 

clients are free to move about the property and take supervised excursions; at locked 

facilities, doors are locked at all times). The sample were social workers with varying levels of 

education: one held a bachelor’s degree in social work and had been working with behavioral 

treatment of youths for 16 years; three held a bachelor’s degree in behavioral science and had 

6-12 years of work experience in youth treatment, and one had no higher education at all, but 

had 11 years of experience in youth treatment. The sample included two males and three 

females: one male and one female interview person (IP) who took a stand on a vignette in 

which the person presented was male, and two females and one male who took a stand on a 

vignette in which the person presented was female. The participants were chosen from a total 

of 30 existing public youth care facilities in Sweden. Initial contact was taken with 11 facility 

directors who took between two days and three weeks to reply. That process was complicated 

by the fact that a few directors went from a tentative positive reply to a final negative one. 

Some were uncertain about whether there would be any time available; others did not know 

whether the staff would be able to provide satisfactory responses. Due to busy schedules, last-

minute cancellations and illness of treatment staff, there was a four-week lag time between 

the initiation of contact and the final performance of interviews. 

4.2 Research instruments 

4.2.1 Construction of interview guide 

The theoretical concepts of vulnerability, sexual exploitation, consent, and high-risk sexual 

behavior were operationalized in a semi-structured interview guide consisting of 11 

questions. For instance, the concept of vulnerability was operationalized in part by questions 

about the way in which the vignette characters could be considered a danger to themselves. 

Operationalization was helped by posing different questions relating to the same concept. For 

example, the concept of consent was explored by questions about the IP’s views on the sexual 

relations that the vignette characters have had, as well as about how the IP would respond if 

the vignette character were to claim that it was his or her free choice to have multiple sex 

partners. The IPs’ views on adolescent sexual behavior in combination with drug use were 

explored by posing questions in a different order than planned as different themes came up 

during the interviews. This, along with follow-up questions and further questions on love 
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relations and precocity, allowed for a deepening and clarification of the IP’s norms and values 

regarding teenage sexuality in combination with drug use. 

4.2.2 Analysis 

The material consisted of sound recordings of interviews (cell phone and dictaphone were 

used simultaneously in order to preserve data in case of technological breakdown). 

Interviews were only partially transcribed. The results were coded by noting where 

predefined key concepts arose temporally in the recordings of the interviews. Relevant 

themes and passages were noted by indicating the time interval at which they occurred in the 

sound recording. A directed approach to content analysis was used to predict relationships 

between variables of interest in relation to theory and previous research (Hsieh & Shannon, 

2005). In line with the directed approach to content analysis, the significance of gender was 

used as a leading topic of analysis of the material, and the IPs’ responses were identified 

using the four variables of male/female IP and male/female vignette characters (cf. Hsieh & 

Shannon, 2005). Gender asymmetries in both the responses of the IPs and in the IPs’ 

perceptions of the vignette characters could thus be identified. 

 

A deductive approach was chosen to analyze the material. Hypotheses were formed about the 

meaning of the material and how to interpret the content of the interviews (cf. Kvale & 

Brinkmann, 2009). These hypotheses allowed for explanation of claims made by IPs by 

means of the theories used, that is, the social exchange theory of sex, Marxist rational choice 

theory, and socialist radical feminist theory. 

 

The interviews were coded by noting where predefined key concepts arose temporally in the 

recordings of the interviews. Data that could not be coded using predetermined codes was 

analyzed later during the process as new categories of concepts were revealed. Because the 

analysis was governed by pre-defined themes, the entire mass of material was not analyzed; 

instead, only those aspects of the material which were considered relevant to the aim of the 

study were considered. With help of the study’s theoretical framework and previous research, 

analysis was initiated already at the stage of conducting the interviews. Follow-up questions 

could, for instance, be posed by reference to research which seems to indicate that girls are 

taken into custody solely for sexually provocative behavior. 

 

In line with the original hypothesis about the competition of women, as put forward by the 

sexual exchange theory, according to which women in sexually permissive cultures tend to 

derogate physically attractive women (Baumeister & Vohs, 2004), questions were posed 

during the interviews which might reveal a tendency among female IPs to speak in a 

deprecating way about Maria due to her physical beauty. Specific questions were tailored to 

detect whether female IPs saw Maria’s appearance as conducive to her sexual activity with 

multiple partners. However, that hypothesis was not borne out, and was therefore excluded 

from the analysis (the only IP who made a reference to Maria’s appearance, claiming it was 

irrelevant to the case, was male).  
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Further themes which stretched beyond the original formulation of the aims of the study, but 

were included in the analysis, emerged as interviews progressed. For example, the theme 

arose as to how the possibility of romantic involvement and search for closeness affects 

participants’ perception of adolescent sexual activity in combination with drugs. Another 

theme which arose was how a choice of many sex partners is considered to be a consequence 

of CSA. Themes which were identified and further explored during the interviews were drugs 

and sex with multiple partners as forms of self-harm, drugs as a form of self-medication, 

prostitution as a means of procuring drugs, emotional involvement in sex, romantic 

relations, and the inability to make informed sexual decisions if one has been subject to 

CSA. These themes were developed by asking questions about how and why CSA-induced 

vulnerability (utsatthet) can lead to multiple sex partners and/or the use of drugs as a form of 

self-medication; why trading sex for drugs is problematic; why drug use is more acceptable 

for girls if done within a committed relationship; and the sense in which the vignette 

characters can be considered a danger to themselves, possibly justifying the actualization of 

§3 LVU. 

 

After the interview material had been amassed, it was analyzed from the vantage point of the 

aim of the study and the questions posed to meet that aim (Kvale, 1997). These questions 

were broached by reference to the two vignettes. During this process, two additional topics 

were constructed. The first concerned the IPs’ interpretations of Maria and her romantic 

relations. Second, a section on the possible gender asymmetries in the actualization of LVU 

was created to describe how treatment staff viewed the notion of clients being psychologically 

a danger to themselves. Both additional themes were delineated by means of their relevance 

to the aim of the study and were therefore accounted for in a curtailed fashion rather than in 

their entirety. 

 

In the final stages of analyzing the results, a new set of themes emerged. Skegg’s (1997) 

notion of female respectability was applied to reach a possible equivalent of male 

respectability, and questions were raised as to whether male respectability would differ 

depending on sexual orientation. Another theme that emerged was “the disenfranchisement 

of Maria,” a notion that was reflected in the IPs’ suggestions that Maria, due to her history of 

CSA, was incapable of making informed sexual choices. A related theme was a perception 

among the IPs that Maria’s voice did not seem to count; that Joseph’s opinions about his own 

behavior were assigned a higher validity than Maria’s views about her behavior. 

 

Finally, the predetermined codes, as well as concepts that had arisen during the interview 

process, were used to organize the data material in a manner understandable to a reader of 

the presentation of the results. A clear structure of presentation was reached by breaking 

down the material into the IPs’ answers regarding the two vignette characters: Maria, Joseph, 

and Maria versus Joseph. 
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4.3 Validity 

Qualitative research interviews are limited because their results are subjective and not 

generalizable (Bryman, 2001). However, the vignettes that were used in this study were 

constructed using results from previous research which indicate that there are gender 

stereotypes at play in social workers’ treatment of adolescents, and that those stereotypes 

play themselves out in treatment personnel’s views on the sexuality of teenage girls. The 

vignettes were constructed in such a way as to detect common gender stereotypes, and in this 

sense, the results, insofar as they reveal a double standard in the treatment of boys and girls, 

reflect a set of norms that is much broader than the individual views of the IPs. To this 

extent, the results are generalizable and thus, a level of external validity is secured. This 

format can allow for the results to be transferable to other research contexts and the study 

can be carried out at other treatment facilities than the ones visited. 

 

Even though the IPs’ perceptions do not match the views of treatment personnel in general, 

the results of the study can be generalized to the theories selected, and this is the type of 

validity that is applicable in qualitative research (Bryman, 2001). The results can be 

described by the selected theories, which in turn makes it possible to discuss the internal 

validity of the study. The central concepts of vulnerability, sexual exploitation, consent, and 

high-risk sexual behavior were operationalized not only in the interview guide, but also 

during the span of the interviews by using different questions to determine the IPs’ 

perceptions from a number of different angles. In this way, it became more likely that the Ips’ 

responses gave an accurate reflection of the IPs’ perceptions of central concepts such as 

gender, consent, exploitation and drug use. A thorough operationalization increased the 

likelihood that the study measured what it was intended to measure, and thus, that the 

results answered the questions formulated in the aim of the study. The central concepts that 

were operationalized could, in turn, be adduced to themes within the theoretical framework. 

In this way, the research instruments were seen to harmonize with the chosen theories. 

4.4 Reliability 

One advantage of the semi-structured interview is that the interviewer poses questions with 

the same wording (Bryman, 2001). In this study, it is not only the questions that are phrased 

the same way for each participant, but the vignettes themselves are identical. When there are 

several participants, the vignette method can increase reliability because other researchers 

are able to use the same questions in relation to the same scenario (Kvale & Brinkmann, 

2008). Because of the semi-structured format, however, it is likely that the themes which 

arise and the order in which they are broached affect the development of the content of the 

interviews. The reliability was safeguarded by the fact that the themes were intersubjectively 

explored while keeping the original format of the interview guide. Because the interviewer 

did not change although the participants did, the reliability was not decreased by departing 

from the original order of the questions. In the process of exploring concepts from different 

angles, the interviewer returned to the same underlying themes in all five interviews. Thus, 

an interpretive consistency was ensured. 
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4.5 Ethical considerations 

At first contact, participants were informed of the study’s conformity to the ethical standards 

for humanities and social science research in Sweden. The ethical research requirements 

were reiterated in both spoken and written form at the start of each interview. These 

requirements include 1) that the IP’s anonymity will be protected and that there will be no 

means of tracing his or her identity or any physical location; 2) that the IP is informed of the 

study and gives his or her consent to participating in it, 3) that the IP has the right to cease 

participation in the interview at any time and retract his or her replies up until the time at 

which the results are published; 4) that the material gathered from the interview will be used 

strictly for the study and be made available to other researchers only, and 5) that the IP will 

be given access to the completed study on the DIVA database of Swedish student theses. 

 

Due to the controversial nature of the topics broached in the interviews, there was a concern 

that the IPs, when reading the finished study, would feel that they had been misunderstood 

or misinterpreted. In doing social work research, there is always a risk of focusing on the 

most controversial statements and quoting them out of context, thereby assigning the 

statements undue proportion. To forestall this type of intellectual dishonesty on the part of 

the researcher, the IPs were given the opportunity to clarify their views during the interview. 

When a controversial statement was uttered, the interviewer reformulated the statement in 

clearer terms and asked whether she had understood the IP correctly. This process was 

repeated until the interviewer could be sure that the IP’s view would be accurately 

represented. In processing the results, the philosophical principle of charity was employed to 

provide the most reasonable interpretation of the IPs’ views. The professional status of the 

IPs was also respected by giving them ample room for explaining how their work is carried 

out on a day to day basis and why they sometimes questioned the beliefs of the clients and 

strove to make them adjust their belief systems to conventional norms. IPs were also given 

room to elaborate on their feelings and displays of empathy toward their clients. 

 RESULTS AND ANALYSIS 

There are two interview persons (IPs) for the male (Joseph) vignette and three IPs for the 

female (Maria) vignette. The following abbreviations are used: 

IPJM: male interview person for the male (Joseph) vignette 

IPJF: female interview person for the male (Joseph) vignette 

IPMM: male interview person for the female (Maria) vignette 

IPMF1: first female interview person for the female (Maria) vignette 

IPMF2: second female interview person for the female (Maria) vignette 

 

 

The following structure of presentation has been reached:  

1. Exploration of the term “sexual exploitation” 
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2. Joseph 

3. Maria 

4. Joseph vs Maria 

5.1 Perceptions about sexual exploitation in Joseph and Maria 

In relation to the polarities of exploitation and free motivation, there were certain 

commonalities in the results of the male and the female vignettes. The notion of being 

sexually exploited was linked to the notion of vulnerability (utsatthet) and/or being exposed 

(utsatt). The general view of the IPs was that when a girl or boy is vulnerable, he or she is 

likely to be exploited. When asked in what sense Maria and Joseph are vulnerable, the IPs 

cited a) the fact that they have been subjected to CSA, b) the fact that they are only 16 while 

their sex partners are “much older”, c) the fact that there is drug use involved, d) that they are 

having sex while using drugs, and/or e) the fact that they are trading sex for drugs. Because 

Joseph and Maria had been subject to CSA, there was a perception that they were vulnerable 

regardless of how they were acting. Even though this vulnerability was inevitable, most of the 

IPs said that Joseph and Maria were actively exposing themselves to being exploited by older 

men (utsätter sig själva för sexuellt utnyttjande av äldre män), suggesting it was within 

Joseph and Maria’s power to expose themselves to being sexually exploited. In other words, 

the IPs did not say that Joseph and Maria are exploited in the sense of somehow being 

coerced to have sex. Rather, the IPs said that Joseph and Maria expose themselves to 

exploitation, i.e., put themselves in situations where they are used or exploited for sex. This 

calls for some analysis of the alleged action, voluntary exploitation. In what follows, I will 

begin to unpack that concept of voluntary exploitation in relation to the results regarding 

Maria and Joseph. The final conceptual analysis will take place in the discussion. 

 

Sexual exploitation was perceived as having different grades of severity ranging through 

various aspects of the vignettes. It was considered most severe when the IPs discussed the 

fact that the vignette characters were trading sex for drugs. Some of the IPs called it 

prostitution (“selling themselves,” säljer sig själva) even when there was no money involved 

in the exchange. Even though the act of sex trading was considered exploitation, the IPs still 

drew a line between sex trading and sexual violence, which was defined by many of the IPs as 

coercion, or being forced to have sex against one’s will. Being forced to have sex is the legal 

definition of rape or sexual coercion as defined in Swedish criminal law (BrB 6:1-2). The legal 

definition of sexual exploitation, by contrast, is when someone “induces a person to 

undertake or endure a sexual action by severely abusing the person’s position of dependence” 

(förmår en person att företa eller tåla en sexuell handling genom att allvarligt missbruka 

att personen befinner sig i beroendeställning) (BrB 6:3). This definition of exploitation, 

appealing to the notion of being taken advantage of by a person in a position of power, was 

implied by the IPs when they construed the sexual partners as older men. It was also implied 

when the IPs discussed the possibility that the vignette character was addicted to drugs and 

was therefore in a position of dependence on the dealer, who was considered to be exploiting 

the character. 
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Sexual exploitation was primarily construed as having sex against ones will in the sense that 

one would not have sex with the person in question unless one felt that one had to do it in 

some sense. Exploitation was here understood as feeling compelled to have sex with multiple 

partners either to cope with life or to procure drugs. Several of the IPs raised the question of 

whether the vignette characters would be having sex with multiple partners regardless of 

their history of CSA, psychological pain such as anxiety, or drug use as a form of self-

medication. Psychic pain was here considered to reduce consent: if one has sex because one is 

in pain, sex is not voluntary. The IPs suggested that if one is in psychic pain, one is vulnerable 

to being taken advantage of sexually. Vulnerability to exploitation was thus seen as a 

tendency to engage in sex in a way one would not otherwise choose. This behavior was also 

linked to the concept of self-harm and to the perception that the vignette characters were a 

danger to themselves, possibly in a sense that would warrant compulsory care under §3 LVU. 

The male IP subjected to the female vignette, for example, said that Maria, due to her self-

harming sexuality, was a classic example of the type of girl who is placed in a §12 home. 

5.2 Joseph 

The two IPs that were subject to the male vignette tended to phrase Joseph’s vulnerability in 

terms of his having multiple sex partners and selling sex. When asked whether he would still 

see Joseph as vulnerable if he were to maintain that it was his free choice to have many 

sexual partners, IPJM stressed the need to discuss this with Joseph. He would ask Joseph 

whether he would still be selling sex in the absence of any use of drugs: 

If he hadn’t used drugs, would be then be selling sex to men? Is it the drug that is making him 

sell sex to men? [In conversation with Joseph], I would like to delve more into that. What is 
what? Would he still be having sexual relations with men or women even when there are no 

drugs involved? That is a very important topic of conversation. 

Here, Joseph’s vulnerability is connected to his drug use rather than to CSA: it is possible 

that it is the drugs that are making Joseph put himself at risk by selling sex. The possibility 

was also entertained that Joseph could be having sex with multiple partners without the 

involvement of drugs. IPJM stressed that it is important to talk to Joseph rather than pass 

any judgment on his promiscuity. A reasonable interpretation is that IPJM does not believe 

that Joseph’s respectability would be negatively affected by his promiscuity.  

Here, one might try to extend Skeggs’ (1997) notion of respectable femininity to men and 

speculate about what respectable masculinity would look like. Having more than one sex 

partner might fit such a view. Indeed, it is considered more socially acceptable for men to 

have several sex partners than it is for women to have them. On the social exchange theory of 

sex, the notion of respectability in the sense of chastity is not applicable to men at all (cf. 

Baumeister & Vohs, 2004). This suggests that male respectability allows for promiscuity in a 

way that female respectability does not. Whether society views promiscuity in gay relations as 

respectable would be relative to what part of society one is referring to. However, when men 

are entertained as sellers of sex for drugs, the notion of respectability is relative to 
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profitability. On the social exchange theory of sex, the gender of the clients is of significance 

only because it is more profitable for a man to sell drugs for a man than to a woman. “In 

practice, hardly any man has much chance of supporting a drug habit …by getting women to 

pay him for sex” (Baumeister & Vohs, 2004, p.347). Consistent with the sexual exchange 

theory, Joseph’s selling sex to men is more profitable than his selling sex to women in order 

to pay for drugs. 

 

Removing the trading of sex for drugs from the picture, and bringing it down to occasional 

use of drugs with various sex partners, IPJM, the male IP exposed to the male vignette, 

stressed the risks involved with Joseph’s sex partners’ being men, and that the men were 

older. Regarding the age question, IPJM said that Joseph is being preyed upon by older men. 

The exploitation was here perceived as sexual force: “adults force him” (vuxna tvingar 

honom) and thus, the voluntary element was removed. Joseph was considered a victim who, 

because of his need for drugs, was preyed upon by older men. A multitude of sexual contacts 

with different men “who seek out younger men” constitutes, according to IPJM, “a general 

risk situation” quite apart from any history of CSA or psychological pain. This risk situation 

was also construed in terms of Joseph’s having unprotected sex with many men, regardless of 

their age. What IPJM is referring to is presumably the risk of contracting sexually 

transmitted diseases (STDs) such as HIV (cf. Andersson, 1993). 

 

When the possibility was entertained by IPJM that the men with whom Joseph was having 

sex were not significantly older, but only a few years older, the element of coercion 

disappeared and the involuntary nature of Joseph’s sexual contacts turned to a psychological 

level as they were brought up in conjunction with the CSA. If Joseph is having sex with many 

men to dull his psychic pain, there is a certain level of vulnerability. IPJM said that by having 

multiple sex partners, Joseph is continuing to get negative validation by punishing himself 

for the sexual abuse of this childhood. His sexual activity is thus construed as a type of self-

harm. The guilt and shame of having been subjected to sexual abuse were also connected to 

Joseph’s lack of self-esteem, which in turn was connected to the use of drugs. A difficult 

childhood led to a sense of being worthless, which led to drug use. In line with this reasoning, 

IPJF too notes that having sex while using drugs is a behavior that can be a means of dulling 

the psychic pain caused by untreated CSA: 

Sexual abuse generates psychic pain, feelings of shame and guilt, anxiety … and if one hasn’t 

gotten help for the psychic [ailments], this behavior [of having sex while using] in teen years 

can be a way of handling one’s anxiety, and sexual abuse can be a cause. 

This causal interpretation of the link between CSA, psychological pain such as anxiety in teen 

years, subsequent drug use as a form of self-medication, and deviant sexual activity which 

turns into sex trading when the drug use becomes a habit, was common to most of the IPs, be 

it for the male or the female vignette. On such an interpretation, the element of free will 

seems to disappear and voluntary behavior becomes difficult to identify. 
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5.3 Maria 

Maria is viewed by IPMM and IPMF1 as a classic victim of CSA whose sexual activity is a 

form of self-abuse, a self-destructive behavior which is to some extent beyond her control. 

IPMM identifies a pattern involving CSA, drug abuse and sex trading: 

It is a pattern among certain teenagers who come here to have been sexually abused as 

children, feel psychic pain, [and] self-medicate with drugs. In order to get drugs, they sell 

themselves with sex. This is the case for boys, too. But here we are talking about Maria, the 
girl. 

Because Maria is trading sex for drugs, IPMM sees Maria’s sexual activity as necessarily 

constituting exploitation—especially if her sex partners are significantly older than she. This 

exploitation is due partly to her history of CSA and partly to the fact that there is drug use 

involved. In these senses, Maria, according to the IPs, could never be said to be freely 

choosing her sexual activities with multiple men. She would always be taken advantage of or 

exploited in the sense of having sex “against her will.” IPMM adds that the all-girl treatment 

facility at which he works offers discussion groups where the staff explain to the girls that one 

should not have sex if one does not feel like it, and that this type of activity is non-consensual 

and counts as exploitation or even rape. 

 

When pressed about how he would reply if Maria were to maintain that her sexual activities 

were voluntary, IPMM says that of course there are girls—and primarily couples--who enjoy 

sex while taking drugs, but in Maria’s case, that possibility is ruled out due to the skewed 

sense of sex and intimacy that the CSA has given her: 

If she has been sexually abused as a child, it is easy for her to have gotten a skewed 
understanding of sex and intimacy, and she hasn’t been allowed to be cradled into the nice 

teen sexuality that we would like children and adolescents to come into. 

IPMM here suggests that being exposed to CSA tainted Maria’s teenage sexuality to the point 

at which she cannot enjoy sex in the way that normal teenage girls do. One might interpret 

IPMM as suggesting that Maria’s sexuality, regardless of whether she is under the influence 

of drugs at the time of having sex, is damaged due to the CSA; that Maria is “damaged goods,” 

and that this is due to her not having been allowed to discover sex in the way other teenage 

girls are able to do. IPMM thus insinuates that ideally, Maria shouldn’t be having sex at all. 

If one were to apply Holter’s (1981) Marxist version of sexual exchange to Maria’s 

predicament, would this entail that Maria has no market value? If men were aware of her 

history of CSA, would they find her less sexually attractive? Presumably not. On Holter’s 

theory, Maria’s sexual capital depends primarily on her appearance. In what sense, then, can 

Maria’s sexuality be said to be tainted? Her sexuality, IPMM suggests, is tainted from the 

point of view of her experiential knowledge. She has no viable sexual capital because she does 

not know how to have sex like other teens. In this sense, she does not have the same sexual 

value as other girls and women who are free to sell their sexual goods in conventional ways. If 

IPMM is right, Maria’s hands are tied sexually because she is not in full control of her goods. 
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IPMM can be here interpreted to suggest that Maria is unable to make informed sexual 

decisions due to her history of CSA. If one were to set a market price on Maria, it would, on 

the sexual exchange theory, be low because of her history of CSA, and it would be decreasing 

for every sexual encounter she had. Unlike other women selling sex who have viable sexual 

goods, Maria has no capital. 

 

As far as sexual exploitation is concerned, IPMM maintains that Maria is being exploited in 

the sense of having sex against her will. According to IPMM, this is the case especially when 

Maria is having sex while using drugs. When asked whether Maria might herself be using 

men to procure drugs, IPMM denies this because it is the men who have the drugs and thus 

they are the ones who are in a position of strength. With the social exchange theory of sex in 

mind, IPMM is invited to compare Maria’s sexual activity to that of female fortune seekers 

who use sex to get wealthy men to marry them (except in this case, Maria would be using sex 

to get drugs). IPMM dismisses this possibility because Maria is always “in the position of the 

weak” in the same way that a woman would be when a man is getting her drunk at a party in 

order to get her to go to bed with him. IPMM describes this sort of activity as “having sex 

against one’s will.” Here, the involuntary nature of Maria’s activity is formulated in terms of 

her having sex in a way she would not have chosen were she not under the influence of drugs. 

Being exploited seems here to be defined as having sex in a way one might later regret. This 

construal of Maria’s having sex against her will harmonizes with a milder definition of “high-

risk sexual behavior” as sexual activity that is not directly harmful, but that one later regrets 

(cf. Forsberg, 2006). 

 

To IPMM, Maria’s sexual activities therefore constitute exploitation because her actions “are 

not voluntary.” If Maria were to maintain that her sexual activity in conjunction with drug 

use was her choice, IPMM would try to get her to put words on the underlying causes. He 

agrees that there are women who have fun having sex in combination with using drugs, but 

“no one should feel compelled to have sex with someone to get drugs,” and in that sense, 

Maria is being taken advantage of. To IPMM, any act of using sex as currency for alcohol or 

drugs involves exploitation. IPMM denies that Maria may be using the men to procure drugs. 

She is always the victim, he says, because she has been sexually abused as a child. We can see 

here how a causal construal of Maria’s sexual activity effaces any element of choice that she 

might perceive. 

 

The first IP exposed to the female vignette, IPMF1, also construes the link between CSA, drug 

use and sex trading as a causal relationship, but points out that sex trading might serve a 

different function than dulling the pain caused by CSA. She stresses the need to talk to Maria 

and “in a curious tone” invite her to clarify the function that sex trading has in her life today. 

IPMF2, by contrast, suggests that Maria could be using the men for her own needs—be they 

sexual, emotional or drug-related—and that this type of exploitation is independent of 

Maria’s history of CSA.  

 

Both IPMM and IPMF1 place normative values on Maria’s sexual activity in conjunction with 

drug use, even when it does not involve sex trading. IPMM says that even though Maria 

might maintain that she has sex voluntarily and enjoys it while doing drugs, she would 
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probably come to see that sex under the influence of drugs has led to undesirable outcomes. 

Ending up cheating on a boyfriend while drunk at a party was cited as one such outcome. 

Even though she might say, to begin with, that the sex was her own free choice, she “would 

probably come to realize that it was not such a good idea after all” and that she might not be 

proud of her behavior. In placing this normative valuation on Maria’s promiscuity, IPMF1 is 

appealing to norms of respectable femininity (cf. Skeggs, 1997). IPMF1 also emphasizes that 

Maria would not be proud of her promiscuity. She would ask her if it is “something she would 

be able to tell others – for instance, her friends—about, and if not, why?” She would “in a 

curious tone” ask Maria “What does society think about this?” and she would ask these types 

of questions to make Maria realize that having sex with multiple partners in combination 

with drug use “is not OK.” If Maria were to claim that her choice of multiple sex partners was 

voluntary, IPMF1 says that it would be a self-harming behavior. She would say “Don’t you 

know, little girl, that you will hurt yourself by doing this?” Here, IPMF1 appears to appeal to a 

notion of feminine respectability.  

 

By contrast, IPMF2 does not place any normative valuation on Maria’s sexual actions, but she 

does see using one’s body to procure drugs as more self-destructive (because more intimate) 

than, for instance, robbing people to procure drugs. IPMF2 goes on to point out that most 

girls obtain drugs from men by using sex as currency, and that this is the normal course of 

events. “Boys rob people; girls use their bodies,” she says, adding that girls might be at an 

advantage here because they are not running the risk of getting in legal trouble. She says that 

girls are “better at manipulating than boys,” and thus they might think to themselves, “If I 

pretend to be in love with this guy, maybe he will give me a fix.” IPMF2 passes no judgment 

on such hypothetical reasoning. IPMF1 suggested that Maria’s having sex would be more 

acceptable if she was in love. According to the ideology of love, socially acceptable sexual 

behavior is, for girls, predicated on their being in love. 

5.4 Joseph versus Maria 

There were some asymmetries in the IPs’ reasoning about the voluntary exploitation of 

Joseph versus Maria. Joseph was perceived by both the male and female IPs to be a danger to 

himself (by exposing himself to risks) in the sense that he was having sex with multiple men. 

Both the male and the female IP exposed to the male vignette were concerned with how the 

sexual acts are carried out (hur det går till). The male interview person for Joseph (IPJM) 

brought up the health risks in having unprotected sex with men due to the danger of 

contracting sexually transmitted diseases (STDs). The female interview person (IPJF) also 

suggested there are higher risks involved in having sex with multiple men than with multiple 

women: 

Relations with men, that is not something I am placing any value judgment on. What matters 
is how the sexual relations take place. If it’s with women, I would imagine that there is no 

danger, but here it says that it’s with men.  
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It might really be the case that these are healthy relations…but he might actually be gay…and I 
am not placing any value judgment on the fact that it’s men.  

The sexual relations with men – the key question is how they are carried out. There could 

definitely be a danger with women, but the question is whether it is a natural part of Joseph’s 

teenage life. 

Not only does IPJF suggest that sex with men carries a higher risk for STDs (presumably 

such as HIV), but she also takes into consideration the sexual orientation of Joseph. IPJF 

suggests that if he is heterosexual, the risks involved in having multiple sex partners are 

lower when those partners are women. She can be interpreted as suggesting that having sex 

with many partners is “a natural part of Joseph’s teenage life” and that there is always a 

natural dimension of lust involved in Joseph’s sexual relations, regardless of whether they are 

with men or women. If Joseph is homosexual, however, IPJF can be taken to suggest that 

having multiple sex partners is potentially dangerous and that it would be fully acceptable 

and even risk-free, as long he is having safe sex. The possibility that Joseph is having sex with 

many partners as a natural part of his natural teenage life is thus entertained as a healthy 

option. Here, IPJF seems to appeal to promiscuity as a norm of masculinity. Again, one 

might ask whether promiscuity is a form of masculine respectability (cf. Skeggs, 1997). 

As far as being a danger to himself, IPJF puts Joseph’s vulnerability in hypothetical terms:  

One might ask oneself how voluntary these sexual relations are. If he is managing his psychic 

pain by having sex with different men…if there is a vulnerability in these relations, he is 

definitely a danger to himself. 

The female IP thus suggests that Joseph’s vulnerability is not present per se, but that it is 

predicated on the way in which his sexual activity takes place.  

 

The participants’ reflections on Maria’s vulnerability are different. To them, her vulnerability 

was a given fact, not a hypothetical possibility. As with Joseph, Maria’s vulnerability could in 

part be traced to her history of CSA. Because there were drugs involved, there was a 

vulnerability for both Joseph and Maria in relation to the men with whom they engage in sex. 

Maria’s vulnerability, however, was never linked to the question of whether she was having 

unprotected sex. To all but one of the IPs, Maria’s very act of using drugs in conjunction with 

having sex with different men counted as sexual exploitation, due to her history of CSA. 

Even though Maria might be using the men, both female IPs for Maria say that she could be 

having sex with them to feel liked and accepted (cf. Schlytter, 1999). IPMM, the male IP for 

Maria, also suggests that she might be trying to get some false sense of closeness through her 

sexual contacts and that this would constitute a self-harming behavior: 

If [the CSA] expresses itself by making her very open sexually and she is sleeping with 

everything and everyone, this is really a self-harming behavior to dull something. Some [girls] 
say it is like a habitual behavior to please someone else, or to get what I want, whatever it is. 



27 

Regardless of what Maria is after, IPMM suggests she is not having sex because she is 

enjoying it. The idea that a drug-using girl who uses men for her own pleasure must be doing 

it as the result of some type of emotional disorder or psychic malfunction is unique for the 

IPs’ thoughts about Maria. On these views, sex becomes a coping strategy. No one had these 

thoughts about Joseph, whose victimhood was construed in a different way. He was never 

seen as using sex as a way of finding acceptance or love; rather, his sexual activity was 

considered by the female IP to be typical of a healthy teenage boy’s life. The male IP 

entertained the idea that Joseph could be engaging in sex with multiple partners in 

combination with using drugs in order to punish himself for his history of CSA, but Joseph’s 

sexual activity was never seen as a search for affection. Instead, his having sex independently 

of any emotional ties to his sex partners was seen as unproblematic in the sense that none of 

the IPs mentioned his possible use of sex as a means of gaining emotional closeness. 

 

By suggesting that Maria is using sex as a means for finding emotional attachment, the IPs 

are implying that Maria, had she been a normal teenage girl, would be seeking emotional 

attachment through sex in a healthy way, presumably as an avenue to finding love, which 

according to the ideology of love is the legitimating goal of adolescent sexual activity. Maria 

would then be taking pleasure in sex in a healthy way presently denied her due to her history 

of CSA. The IPs are also implicitly appealing to a view of respectable femininity as depicted 

by socialist radical feminism, which maintains that a woman’s sexual identity is constructed 

through the patriarchal expectation of monogamy as a precondition for socially sanctioned 

reproductive relations. This ideology has as its indirect implication a view of the drug-trading 

woman as a broken, indecent creature incapable of having acceptable reproductive relations. 

On that view, Maria, in virtue of her social vulnerability and promiscuity, is considered less 

than a “real” woman. The definition of “a real woman,” if we combine the ideology of love 

with the feminine norm as portrayed by socialist radical feminism, would be “a woman who 

seeks a lasting, monogamous love relation with an eye to producing children with the same 

man.” Maria is clearly doing neither. 

 DISCUSSION 

6.1 Theoretical implications and relevance for social work 

The overarching aim of this study was to examine female social workers’ perception of the 

sexuality of girls and boys. This was accomplished by investigating treatment personnel’s 

perceptions of teenagers’ sex in combination with drug use, and whether a history of CSA in 

the adolescents in question affects those perceptions.  

 

The results show that the behavior of the young male (“Joseph”) was seen by IPs as 

problematic insofar as multiple sex partners in combination with drug use involved a risk of 
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contracting STDs and was a misguided way of processing CSA. A young man’s ability to take 

pleasure in this type of sexual activity was treated as a given—even when he had been 

subjected to CSA. This can be contrasted with the IPs’ perception of the young woman 

(“Maria”) who had been subject to CSA. She was denied any capacity to take pleasure in the 

sexual activity per se. Instead Maria was seen as tainted or damaged due to her history of 

CSA, and sex was seen as a coping strategy. At best, her sexual activity involved a misguided 

search for affection. Maria’s sex with multiple partners in conjunction with drug use was 

considered problematic insofar as it involved a breach against social norms of respectable 

femininity. Her sexual activity was considered to constitute exploitation partly because it was 

involuntary in the sense of being something she would not have chosen had she not been 

subject to CSA, and partly because it was considered to involve prostitution. By contrast, 

Joseph’s sexual activity was considered to constitute exploitation only if his sex partners were 

significantly older. 

 

The competition among women identified by the social exchange theory of sex as well as by 

McRobbie (1978) and Skeggs (1997) provides the motivation for the gender-specific construal 

of the overarching aim of the essay. Because the overwhelming majority of social workers are 

female, the question of females’ judgment of girls was especially pertinent. Although the 

competition among women does not necessarily play itself out between older women and 

teenage girls, there is a tendency noted by Andersson (1998) among female staff to impose 

social norms of acceptable sexuality on girls who have good looks and/or flirtatious behavior. 

It is my belief that his tendency—especially if accompanied by envy of the looks and conduct 

of the girls—constitutes a version of the competition among women because if these staff 

members had exhibited the same tendency at the same age as the teenage girls, they would 

actively be competing with them. The younger versions of female treatment staff would then 

be judging “loose” girls according to societal norms of respectable femininity and would also 

be trying to decrease their sexual capital. They would be pointing fingers at the girls, 

defaming and derogating them. Men, on the other hand—including male treatment staff—are 

the objects of female attention and thus do not compete with them in the same way as women 

do. This line of reasoning implies that women condemn girls with overtly sexual conduct in a 

way different from the way that men do. Although the IPs exposed to the female vignette did 

not attach any importance to Maria’s good looks, they did problematize her having sex with 

multiple partners. Because Joseph was not deemed to have a problematic sexuality due to his 

sex with multiple partners, there could exist a double standard in the way that the personnel 

perceives male versus female sexuality. The idea that a girl can have a socially acceptable 

sexuality only when in a relationship while a boy can have multiple sex partners as part of his 

“natural teenage sexuality,” as the female IP for the male vignette (IPJF) put it, constitutes a 

typical and time-tried prejudice against girls and women. Social services should combat this 

prejudice, not reproduce it.  

 

If social services were to allow young women the same sexual license they allowed young 

men, they would give their female clients recognition in the sense of respecting their 

autonomy (cf. Heidegren, 2009). Social services would then be telling their female clients 

that it is not their sexual conduct that is the problem, but rather, that there are other risks 

involved in the life they are living, and that these risks involve being a danger to themselves 
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in similar ways that boys are a danger to themselves. If there are any gender-specific 

differences in social services’ treatment of girls and boys, these risks should then be spelled 

out in a more explicit fashion. This procedure would improve the lives of would-be victims of 

compulsory social service involvement. 

 

The motivation for the broader construal of the aim of the study was that it is primarily 

female treatment staff who impose norms of respectable femininity. The idea that good looks 

and flirtatiousness constitute a questionable combination was not broached by the female 

IPs. However, previous research confirmed this view among female treatment staff. On 

Skeggs’ and McRobbie’s views of female identity formation, no tarty woman has value in the 

eyes of her friends; no woman behaving or dressing indecently has any value.  

 

Singling out pretty girls and making their open sexuality problematic, I would argue, is 

reminiscent of the witch trials of the Middle Ages. Like witches burned at the stake because 

they did not fit into conventional norms, the pretty and openly sexual teenage girls taken into 

custody under §3 LVU are condemned and deemed to be considered in need of discipline and 

punishment (for example, being confined to locked facilities even when they have not 

committed any crime). Witches were sexually alluring because of their beauty and healing 

abilities, which involved their living close to nature, thereby constituting a certain wild and 

untamed quality. For some reason, they were considered a threat to conventional norms, and 

society got rid of this threat by accusing the beautiful healer of being a witch and executing 

her. Analogously, it is easy for treatment staff to confirm the grounds for teenage girls’ being 

taken into custody by finding problems with their sexuality, which is unconventional and 

untamed (in the vignette, this feral quality was represented by the fact that Maria took drugs 

in combination with having sex with multiple partners). 

 

The idea that a girl who has sex with multiple partners while intoxicated is self-destructive is 

reasonable only from a context of embracing social norms of respectable femininity and 

thinking that girls are happier and safer if they adhere to them. In what way would a girl who 

has sex with multiple partners while occasionally using drugs be harmed by her own 

behavior? From a point of view of rational risk assessment, the direct risk involved in a girl’s 

having sex with multiple partners while intoxicated is that she could contract an STD or get 

pregnant (cf. Forsberg, 2006). As far as contracting STDs goes, there are ways of having safe 

sex, and thus, the risk of contracting a venereal disease is vague at best. As far as pregnancy is 

concerned, the risk run by the teenage girls is no higher than for any other woman. The task 

of social services is hardly to function as birth control, and if they try, they are ineffective 

because as much as they would like, they can’t be in bed with girls while they are having sex. 

Moreover, these are not the type of risks that are relevant in social services’ assessment of a 

girls’ candidacy for custody under §3 LVU. The male IP of the Maria vignette points out that 

the sense in which a girl is considered a harm to herself in the eyes of social services is that 

her behavior negatively affects her psychological well-being. High-risk behavior is therefore 

not defined in terms of the danger of STDs or early pregnancy; rather, it is defined as 

endangering a girl’s happiness and mental health. 
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Only by adhering to social norms of sexual moderation, preferably in the context of 

monogamous romantic relationships, is a girl’s conduct safe on this view. The ideology of love 

is instrumental in this construction of socially acceptable sexuality. Being safely ensconced in 

the cradle of societal acceptance is deemed imperative for a girl’s well-being. A girl’s worth is 

measured in terms of her capacity to land a boyfriend or husband, but promiscuity is not a 

safe or acceptable means of reaching this goal; instead, restrained dating might be the way. 

For a girl, is always better to be in love. Being in love, according to IPMM, validates her use of 

drugs while having sex. If she is romantically involved with her sex partner, the occasional 

use of drugs for enhancement of sexual pleasure is an acceptable option. There was a 

tendency among the IPs for the female vignette to assume that romantic couples get to 

engage in all sorts of deviant behaviors because they are in love. According to Holter (1981), 

couples in love have won the prize of the sexual game. They have reached the goal which all 

the players on the sex market are after. By falling in love, they are removed from the sex 

market. For a girl, reaching this goal is more urgent than for a boy because she runs the risk 

of being called a whore if she does not land a boyfriend. Clearly, this is an unfair way of 

gauging the worth of a girl. Trying to enforce the ideology of love would make a girl feel of 

lesser worth if she is not in love. Instead of focusing on her sexual relations, treatment 

personnel should try to understand a “problem” girl’s individual strengths, seeking ways to 

cultivate them. Unlike her sexual relations, her inner gifts will always be intact—something 

she is able to move around with no matter where she goes. If there is anything that treatment 

personnel can imprint on a girl over the short span of time she is in their care, it is how to use 

her own gifts and strengths in such a way as to express her innermost being. This is her 

individual voice, breaking through societal norms. 

 

The idea that monogamous romantic relations are a precondition of acceptable female 

sexuality is unrealistic because it takes a lot of sexual encounters before finding “Mr. Right,” 

and even when one finds a romantic partner, the passion, and sometimes the romance, can 

disappear and separation takes place. Then, in line with Holter, one is back on the sex 

market. Moreover, the presence of love is an unrealistic standard because even those who are 

involved in a monogamous relationship do not always feel love toward their partner. Indeed, 

they may have come to despise their partner. Many couples trapped in an unfulfilling 

marriage marked by rut, routine, and automatic lovemaking might wish they had the variety 

of sexual partners that Maria has (cf. Schwartz & Young, 2009). Female sexuality should have 

to be desirable for it to be acceptable, and Maria’s sexuality might, at least for some married 

women, be desirable indeed. 

 

Interpretations of Maria’s sexuality as unacceptable might focus on the act of trading sex for 

drugs. Even though females trade sex for drugs more frequently than males do, they still get 

more vehemently negative reactions from society for sex trading, which suggests a prejudice. 

Prostitution could be deemed unsafe, deviant or morally questionable. On the social 

exchange theory of sex, prostitution is normal. According to Holter, prostitutes are taken off 

market because they have sex without any aspiration to love. But what if you are selling sex 

and loving the people with whom you are having sex? If they have genuine feelings of love 

toward their sex partners, Joseph and Maria might be seen as counterexamples to Holter’s 

theory. If they love their sex partners, they would not only be prostitutes but would also have 
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“won the prize” in the sense of cultivating romantic relationships—except here, the love 

relation would be polyamorous. Of course, this possibility presumes that these young people 

would be attracted to their customers—a presumption of sexual magnetism on the part of 

males which would challenge the thesis of the sexual exchange theory that it is only women 

who possess valuable sexual capital. The idea of polyamorous “free love” between sex traders 

(and, by extension, sex partners) is propounded by radical feminist Emma Goldman, who, 

when challenged by a “small, emaciated man” in her audience who wondered whether a 

system of free love would not “result in houses of prostitution at every lamp-post,” replied, 

“they will all be empty if the men of the future look like him” (Goldman, 1970, pp.206-207).  

 

One interesting result of the interviews is that none of the IPs exposed to the female vignette 

were willing to take seriously Maria’s insistence that her sexual relations were voluntary, 

consensual, and freely chosen. Instead, they kept returning to the fact that she had been 

subject to CSA, appealing to this as a debilitating factor rendering her incapable of making 

informed sexual decisions. In doing so, the IPs can be interpreted as saying that Maria’s voice 

does not count. In a sense, they disenfranchise Maria. By contrast, both IPs for the male 

vignette expressed an interest in finding out how Joseph viewed his sexual activity, keeping 

an open mind as to whether it was self-destructive or not. The IPs construal of Maria was that 

she was incapable of deriving real pleasure from her sexual relations, and thus, that any 

arguments or reasons she presented for not being exploited were invalid. One might ask 

when a victim of CSA becomes capable of making informed sexual decisions. Is it after years 

of therapy? Or never? Or when he or she strikes upon the perfect partner, seemingly by 

chance? Or is it due to Maria’s being under the age of 18 that the adult world feels a need to 

explain to her that her behavior is inappropriate and even harmful to herself? If so, what 

happens when Maria reaches the age of 18 (or 21, by Swedish law)? Social services will then 

have no right to keep her under custody of §3 LVU, and unless she seeks help from therapists 

or psychiatrists, her history of CSA will go unprocessed. On the view of the IPs, all her future 

sexual relations would then be involuntary.  

 

The sense in which Maria’s sexual relations constitute exploitation remains diffuse, moving 

between the notions of being taken advantage of by older men, seeking affection, numbing 

her psychic pain due to CSA, being too intoxicated or addicted to drugs to know what she was 

doing, and feeling compelled to trade sex for drugs. The consensual nature of all of Maria’s 

sexual contacts fades into the background, thereby blurring the distinction between sexual 

exploitation and rape. Even worse, Maria’s history of CSA is trivialized because the IPs 

conflate sexual exploitation with sexual activity per se, making both phenomena appear 

involuntary. Instead, I propose that Maria’s fledgling sexuality in her teenage years should be 

recognized as a way for her to take charge of her body in a way denied her in her childhood. If 

the adult world keeps stigmatizing her sexual activities, she will only keep feeling the shame 

and disgust over her body that is typical of female survivors of CSA (cf. Finkelhor, 1990), 

knowing that her having sex in any way will never be viewed as healthy or enjoyable.  The 

adult world would then be reinforcing the negative self-image characteristic of young women 

who have a history of CSA. Maria’s very ability to take pleasure in intimate contact with the 

opposite sex is thrown into question by the adult world, as if to say that she will forever, so to 
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speak, be “damaged goods.” The adult world is thereby invoking a notion of respectable 

femininity that is viewed as a precondition of being intact and clean, ready for acceptable 

sexual adventure. In line with socialist theories of identity formation, the adult world is 

imposing on Maria an imperative of conforming to patriarchal norms of femininity. 

6.2 Limitations of the study’s design and execution 

There are several limitations with this study, a main one being that there are relatively few 

interview subjects. Given more time, there would have been more interview subjects and 

therefore, a greater amount of data that could have increased the validity of the results, 

possibly making them generalizable to certain groups of treatment staff. Even though five 

interview subjects are considered an adequate number of respondents for drawing valid 

conclusions using the vignette method, there would be a greater level of scientific accuracy 

had there been more subjects voicing similar opinions. The study would have benefited from 

having at least one more IP for the male vignette in particular. This addition might have 

confirmed the hypothesis that treatment personnel do not consider males to have the same 

emotional needs for closeness as females when it comes to having sex. The results suggested 

that young women with a history of CSA who have sex with multiple partners are seeking 

affection in a misguided way. Further interviews using the male vignette might show that this 

belief is also prevalent among treatment staff when it comes to males with a history if CSA.  

 

Because this study uses a version of the vignette method that consisted of semi-structured 

interviews, the themes which were coded arose in a different order in each interview, which 

may have affected the transferability of the study to other research contexts. Also, the 

individual presence and personality of the interviewer could have affected the IPs’ answers. 

These factors may have decreased the reliability of the results.  

 

Another limitation of the study is that the choice of theories did not thoroughly explain the 

results. The social exchange theory of sex, for instance, did not explain the interview subjects’ 

views—in fact, it contradicted them. The theory was rather used as a construct to provide an 

antidote to the seemingly oppressive (in the sense of conventionally normative) views of the 

IPs. The social exchange theory of sex was used to give an undramatic and naturalized view of 

how sexual relations in fact take place, divorced from conventional norms and patriarchal 

overlay. It was used as a way of enhancing the IPs’ differentiation from that natural pattern. 

In this sense, all theories used in this study were employed as rhetorical tools to expose 

conventional views that seem to reproduce gender inequalities. 
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 CONCLUSIONS 

The results of this study show that there is a gender asymmetry in how treatment staff view 

teenage sexuality, and that this asymmetry is magnified when drug use and a history of CSA 

are introduced. Young women are considered incapable of deriving real pleasure from sex as 

soon as those two factors are introduced, while young men are still seen as able to enjoy sex. 

The ability to take pleasure in sex is connected to the ability to form informed decisions about 

whether to have sex. This, in turn, is connected to the concept of being sexually exploited. 

Because “sexual exploitation” is narrowly defined in Swedish law as being taken advantage of 

by a person in a power position, the IPs’ inconsistent use of the term shows a lack of clarity 

about what would be required for such a power position to be in place. There is a need for 

further conceptual analysis around the terms of teenage sexual pleasure, informed decision 

making (consent) and sexual exploitation, relating the latter to possible power relations 

between the sexes (for only if there is a clear position of dependence can there be any legally 

cogent sense of sexual exploitation involved in sex with drugs and a background of CSA). 

Such work would benefit the decision-making process of social services in cases involving 

possible actualization of §3 LVU. Only with a clear sense of what type of activities involve a 

danger to oneself are social services in a position to judge individual cases based on rational 

risk assessment. 

 

Getting clear about these issues is necessary for developing a clear policy in social services 

regarding what is to be counted as self-destructive high-risk sexual behavior among 

teenagers. Only then can there be a gender specific, while at the same time gender equal, 

treatment of “problem” girls and boys. 

 TOPICS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

There is a need for further studies which examine social workers’ views on the difference 

between sexual exploitation of children and sexual exploitation of teenagers and/or adults. 

Because CSA is always non-consensual, it is always, by definition, a form of sexual violence 

on a par with rape. By contrast, sexual exploitation of teenagers in combination with drug 

use, or where there is a history of CSA, is at best vaguely defined by social workers. It would 

be relevant to future social work to delineate the difference between sexual exploitation of 

children and that of adults, where teens are viewed as occupying a middle ground between 

childhood and adulthood. Adolescent girls are exploring their sexuality and experimenting 

with consent, learning to when say “no” and when to say “yes.” Even when they have a history 

of CSA, teenage girls are coming into adulthood and taking charge of their bodies. In a sense, 

they are for the first time experiencing a liberation from the shackles of sexual abuse. A study 

of how social workers view this coming of age would be of benefit to social services in their 

consideration of actualizing §3 LVU in individual cases. 
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Another promising area of future research is the difference between how social workers view 

the emotional needs of adolescent boys and girls, and how this is related to their views on 

adolescents’ taking pleasure in sexual activity. The results of this study showed an 

unwillingness on the part of the IPs for the male vignette to consider the search for affection 

to be a validating reason for Joseph’s having sex with multiple partners. By contrast, the 

female vignette character, Maria, was considered unable to take pleasure in sex with multiple 

partners, and her search for emotional closeness was seen as an indicator of that inability. 

These findings suggest that there are different norms governing male and female sexual 

pleasure. A study exploring how professionals think about the search for affection as a 

validating reason for having multiple sex partners could be of interest for how social services 

are to view socially disruptive sexual behavior. This, in turn, would be relevant in creating a 

definition of risk factors relevant to the actualization of §3 LVU.  

 

Finally, it would be fruitful to explore “the competition of women” as it plays itself out in 

social services’ engagement not only with teenage girls, but also with the single mothers who 

are overrepresented in the parental population subjected to having their children taken into 

custody under §3 LVU. In line with the analogy of witch trials, there is a tendency among 

single mothers of children who are taken into custody under LVU to see the actions of social 

services as a type of “witch hunt” that calls into question these mothers’ qualifications and 

suitability as guardians of increasingly unruly teenagers. An empirical study consisting of 

triangulation of quantitative and qualitative methods, using both interviews and surveys, 

could chart the feelings of both teenage girls and their mothers. The findings might indicate a 

sense of being unfairly treated by women in the social services. If so, there is an even more 

insidious double standard at work than the one already exposed in this study. 
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APPENDIX A. VIGNETTES 

 
Joseph är en 16-årig pojke som ser bra ut. Han har utsatts för sexuella övergrepp i tidig 

barndom. Under perioder mår han riktigt dåligt. Det har hänt att han i samband med bruk av 

droger haft sexuellt umgänge med olika män. Ibland har han även utbytt sex mot droger. 

 

 

Maria är en 16-årig flicka som ser bra ut. Hon har utsatts för sexuella övergrepp i tidig 

barndom. Under perioder mår hon riktigt dåligt. Det har hänt att hon i samband med bruk av 

droger haft sexuellt umgänge med olika män. Ibland har hon även utbytt sex mot droger. 

 



 

 

APPENDIX B. INTERVIEW GUIDE 

 
1. Ur vilka aspekter kan omständigheterna anses vara sådana att situationen utgör en 

fara för Joseph/Maria? 

2. Ur vilka aspekter utgör Joseph/Maria en fara för sig själv? (Med andra ord, går det att 

klassificera handlingarna i vinjetten som ”socialt nedbrytande beteende” 3 § LVU?) 

3. Vilken sorts behandling tror du är viktig i detta fall? 
 

4. Hur ser du på de sexuella relationer som Joseph/Maria haft? 
 

5. Hur ser du på frivillighet i dessa relationer?  
 

6. Om Joseph/Maria skulle säga att det var deras eget fria val att ha multipla sexpartners, 
hur skulle du bemöta detta? 
 

7. Hur ser du på kopplingarna mellan sexuella övergrepp som Joseph/Maria utsatts för i 
sin barndom och hans/hennes drogbruk i tonåren? 
 

8. Hur ser du på kopplingarna mellan de sexuella övergrepp som Joseph/Maria utsatts 
för i barndomen och hans/hennes sexuella riskbeteende i tonåren? 
 

9. Hur ser du på de sexuella förbindelser som Joseph/Maria haft? 
 

10. Under vilka aspekter kan dessa förbindelser anses utgöra sexuellt utnyttjande?  
 

11. Hur ser du på kopplingarna mellan de sexuella förbindelser som Joseph/Maria haft 
och begreppet sexuellt våld? 
 

12. I vilken grad kan Josephs/Marias handlingar förklaras som ett uttryck av 
posttraumatisk stress (PTSD)?  
 

13. Hur ser du på en eventuell relation mellan de sexuella övergrepp som Joseph/Maria 
utsattes för i barndomen och PTSD-relaterade problem i tonåren? 
 

14. Hur skulle du behandla PTSD-relaterade (eller psykiska) problem hos Joseph/Maria? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

APPENDIX C. LETTER OF INFORMATION 

 
Hej! 

 

Jag är student på socionomprogrammets sjätte termin på Mälardalens högskola i Eskilstuna. 
Jag skriver nu mitt examensarbete i socialt arbete. Studien jag ska göra handlar om behov 
hos pojkar och flickor med missbruksproblematik. Syftet är att utforska hur behandlare 
upplever ungdomarnas relationer i samband med drogbruk. I min studie genomför jag 
intervjuer stödda av en kortare berättelse (sk vinjett). Jag söker därför behandlare som har 
erfarenhet av tonåringar med riskbruksproblematik. 
Deltagandet förväntas ta mellan en och en och en halv timme. 

De personer som deltar i studien gör det utan att deras identitet avslöjas och alla andra etiska 
principer för deltagande i vetenskapliga studier som Vetenskapsrådet anger kommer att 
följas. Jag har skyldighet att informera er om de etiska forskningskraven som jag måste följa, 
där det första kravet är att informera om min studie. 

- Det andra kravet är att jag måste få samtycke från de personer som medverkar i 
studien. Genom att du deltar i intervjun ger du samtycke. 
 

- Du kan när som helst välja att avbryta deltagandet om du skulle vilja det. Även efter 
du genomfört hela intervjun kan du ångra dig, fram till dess att studien är färdig.  
 

- Det material jag samlar in från dig får enbart användas till studien samt att andra 
forskare får ta del av materialet. Du får ta del av resultaten. När jag är godkänd för 
examensarbetet lägger jag in det i DIVA och på diva.se kan du då söka under mitt 
namn, Josefine Rännbäck. När VT-17 är avslutad i juni bör den vara klar och 
registrerad på DIVA. 
 

- Allt material jag får in kommer hanteras med sådan sekretess att ingen person eller 
plats kan pekas ut. 

Att finna intervjupersoner är avgörande för mitt examensarbete. 
Jag hoppas att du vill delta i studien som beräknas genomföras under februari-mars våren 
2017. 
 
Med vänlig hälsning, 

 

Josefine Rännbäck 

E-post: Jrk13002@student.eskilstuna.se 

Mobiltelefon: 0707-51 19 65 
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