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Nonsexual Assaults to the Genitals
In the Youth Population

David Finkelhor, PhD, Janis Wolak, JD

Objective.—To assess the frequency with which youth suffer nonsexual assaults
to the genitals and their context and cansegquences. .

Design.—Telephone survey with follow-up interview 1 year later.

Setting.—General population of the United States living in households with tele-

phones.

Participants..—Random sampie of 1042 boys and 958 girls aged 10 through 16

years.

Results.—A nonsexual assault to the genitals was experienced by 9.2% of the
boys and 1.0% of the girls in the year prior to the initial interview and 9,1% of the boys
and 2.2% of the girls in the year prior to the follow-up interview. Among the boys,
about a quarter of the assaults involved some injury, but only one in 50 needed medi-
cal aftention. The most common assailants were same-aged peers. The assaults
occurred in a variety of contexts including gang attacks, peer fighting, bullying, and

" some situations in which girls retaliated against the genitals of harassing boys. Boy
victims of nonsexuat genital assault had significantly higher levels of posttraumatic
and depression symptomatology than boys without such assauits..

Conclusions.—Nonsexual genital violence needs additional clinical and re-
search attention. Youth should be educated about its possible consequences. Cli-
nicians should ask about nonsexuat genital violence when taking a history, particu-

larly with youth who have experienced other kinds of assaults.

A GREAT deal has been written in re-
cent years about the epidemiology and
impact of sexual assault on children and
adolescents,! including the traumatic
injuries such assaults can cause > How-
ever, because sexual agsanlt has general-
ly been defined as behaviors undertaken
with the goal of sexual gratification,’
this literature has skirted an important
and related kind of harm: assault to the
genitals simply to hurt or injure, not to
obtain sexual gratification. Although
there has been virtually no research on
nonsexual genital violence, there are rea-
sons to believe such assaults might be
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fairly common. Anecdotal conversations
with adults and young people suggest
that many have recollections of such as-
saults, particularly in the course of fights
with peers. Observational studies of pre-
adolescent and early adolescent youth
reveal that hostility among peers is of-
ten targeted toward the genitalia.’?!® Pa-
rental disciplinary violence is known to
result in genital injuries to young chil-
dren,** and although it is not a common
presentation, it occurs in an estimated
2% of cases referred for medical evalu-
ation because of a suspicion of physical
abuse.?

Unfortunately, the frequency and se-
riousness of nonsexual genital assauits
in childhood may be obscured by cul-
tural attitudes that make discussions of
this subject difficult. These assaults af-
fect a portion of anatomy that is very

sensitive, bothin a physical sense and in
its social and psychological connotations.
This sensitivity is reflected in recent
observations about the harm that may
be inflicted by abnormal genital eare
practices® or by medical procedures fo-
cused in the genital area.'” Beyond any
pain or tissue damage incurred, non-
sexual genital assaults may provoke
shame or embarrassment and may pos-
sibly affect developing children’s feel-
ings about their security, sexuality, and
self-esteem, more g0 than other kinds of
physical assaults. In view of these kinds
of questions and the paucity of research,
we explored the topic of nonsexual geni-
tal assaults as part of a larger study of
the varieties of youth victimization.

METHODS

The National Youth Victimization
Prevention Study was designed to
gatherinformation from a nationally rep-
resentative sample of young people
about experiences of violence, vietim-
ization, and sexual assault as well as
expesure to violence prevention educa-
tion."®" Study staff, the employees of an
experienced survey research firm spe-
cially trained to talk with youth, con-
ducted telephone interviews with a na-
tionally representative area probability
sample of 2000 young people aged 10
through 16 years and their caretakers
between May 1992 and February 1993
The sample was geographically strati-
fied by region, with sample allocation
proportionate to population distribution,
but with no clustering or oversampling
so it could be analyzed as a simple ran-
dom sample. The sample was contacted
through random-digit dialing. Telephone
interviewing is a cost-effective method-
ology® that has been demonstrated to
be comparable in reliability and validity
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