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ABSTRACT

This opinion study was designed to determine the prevalence of childhood

sexual abuse among a national sample of adult men and women and to

identify characteristics of victims and risk factors associated with childhood

sexual victimization.  The sampling frame included all residential telephones

in the United States.  2,629 men and women 18 years or older were contacted

by telephone during an eight day period in July of 1985.  Knowledge and

attitudes about sexual abuse were ascertained and information was gathered

about the respondents' personal life circumstances.
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I.  GENERAL STUDY OVERVIEW

    Purpose of the L.A. Times Poll Study
   
To determine the prevalence of childhood sexual abuse among a national
sample of adult men and women and to identify characteristics of victims
and risk factors associated with childhood sexual victimization.

    Sampling /Selection Information

Conducted by the Los Angeles Times Poll in July 1985, this is the first national
random sample survey in the United States to inquire about histories of
sexual abuse.  The sampling frame included all residential telephones in the
United States.  Two thousand six hundred twenty eight (2628) American men
and women 18 years of age or older were contacted by telephone during the
eight days ending July 27th, 1985.  Phone numbers were randomly generated
by computer to insure that both listed and unlisted households were properly
included.  The sample of 1145 men and 1481 women (2 cases were missing on
sex) were questioned for approximately one-half hour on topics related to
sexual abuse.  Respondents were not identifiable to the researchers either by
name or address.  The sample conformed in all respects to census
demographics for the United States as a whole and to demographics for other
similar telephone surveys.  The refusal rate for the survey was 24%.

     Data Collection    

A history of victimization was elicited through responses to four questions
pertaining to different types of childhood sexual abuse:  (1) someone trying to
have or succeeding in having intercourse when the respondents were age 18
or under;  (2) someone touching,  grabbing,  kissing, or rubbing up against
them in a way they considered sexual abuse;  (3) someone taking nude
photographs,  exhibiting parts of their body,  or performing sex acts in their
presence;  or (4) someone perpetrating oral sex or sodomy against them.

For each question, respondents were asked to report only on those incidents
they would now consider to be sexual abuse.

Replies were weighted to take account of household size and times at home
and to adjust for variations in the sample relating to geographic residence,
age, gender, employment, race, and education.

In 19 cases out of 20,  results based on all the responses in a study such as this
will have a sampling error of no more than three percentage points in either
direction from what would have been obtained by interviewing every adult
in the population in the same way.
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Confidence limits for subgroups may, of course, be larger.  For example,
estimates based on the 585 respondents in the sample who said they were
victims of child sexual abuse are accurate to within five percentage points in
either direction.

Surveys of this kind are sometimes subject to other effects which are not
associated with sampling procedures.  Findings may be influenced by recent
events or those which take place while the survey is being conducted.
Changing the wording of questions and the sequence in which they are asked
can produce different results.  And people who respond to the survey may
not necessarily replicate the views of those who refused to be interviewed or
who could not be found at home during the time the survey was conducted.
Moreover,  while every precaution has been taken to make these findings
completely accurate, other errors may have resulted from the various
practical difficulties associated with taking any survey of public opinion,
particularly for sensitive topics.

      Measures

An interview instrument developed by the LA Times Poll ascertained
knowledge and attitudes about sexual abuse and gathered information about
the respondents' personal life circumstances.  The instrument includes 101
forced choice items and resulted in the creation of 204 variables in the dataset.
A copy of the instrument is appended to this Instruction Manual.
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II.  DESCRIPTION OF MACHINE-READABLE FILES

The National Data Archive on Child Abuse and Neglect (NDACAN) is able to
distribute this data in a variety of ready to use file formats.  Each data order
comes on your choice of media (e.g., diskette, tape, etc.) with installation
instructions.  Please refer to the NDACAN order form or call us for more
information.

NDACAN distributes one file for: Los Angeles Times Poll.   A brief
description of the data file is provided below.  For information regarding
variables, please see the individual codebook that goes with the data file in
Appendix B: Codebook Information.

Data file name: LATIMES

This file contains 2,628 cases and 204 variables with variable names and labels
corresponding to the codebook information.

    Coding Conventions   

A code of 931 was used when information pertaining to that item was
MISSING.  This is to be distinguished from information on an item that is
not missing but is still unknown because of either a REFUSAL to respond to
the question or a respondent being NOT SURE about how to answer the
questions.  The last category of an item for most variables on the instrument
corresponds to the REFUSAL category,  while the second to last category for
most variables corresponds to the NOT SURE category.  There is no need to
recode these two categories for a given variable,  since this has been already
done in the SPSS-X file.

    Classification of Sexual Abuse

The four screening questions mentioned above are more comprehensive
than some that have been used in earlier surveys,  but they also have some
problems,  in part because they allow for a partially undefined interpretation
of sexual abuse.  Experiences some researchers might define as abuse could be
left out because the respondent did not consider them as abuse.  Other
experiences of a minor nature that many researchers would exclude could
have been counted because of the respondent's broad interpretation of the
phrase,  “anything like that.”  Unfortunately,  no subsequent questions were
asked about the sexual acts that could have been used to exclude experiences
that did not meet the researchers’ criteria.
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On the other hand,  these screening questions are an improvement over
surveys which asked only a single broad question about the history of abuse.
Comparison among studies has shown that respondents disclose more
experiences whey they are given multiple opportunities to disclose and a
variety of cues about the kinds of events researchers are interested in,  as
opposed to a single screening question.

      Weighting    

In most survey research the data in raw form (i.e.,  the unweighted data) do
not accurately represent the characteristics of the population or sub
populations of interest.  Survey weights weight the data to reflect the
probability of selection of cases in the data file.    The weighted data instead of
the unweighted data should be used to make the appropriate statistical
inferences.  Unlike the unweighted data,  the weighted data eliminate the
potential for bias in the analyses,  permit reliable estimates of population and
sub population parameters from the sample,  and permit accurate
quantification of sampling errors.

In the L.A. Times study the data should be weighted to take account of
household size and times at home.   In this study,  though,  there is only a
slight difference in the numbers between the weighted and unweighted data,
but enough of a difference for users to prefer using the weighted data over the
unweighted data.

The weighting variable in this study is labeled as WTSVAR,  which takes into
account household size and times at home.   Based on the set of four
questions intended to determine whether or not a respondent was a victim of
childhood sexual abuse,  the variable VICTIMS dichotomies between victims
and non victims of childhood sexual abuse.  The variable ABUSE2
distinguishes victims and non victims by sex.

As an example,  the following SPSS-X program (with ddname of LATIMES)
gives a weighted and unweighted analysis for the cross-tabulation of ABUSE2
and sex of abuser (VSEX):

GET FILE=LATIMES
CROSSTABS TABLES = VSEX BY ABUSE2
OPTIONS 3 4
WEIGHT BY WTSVAR
CROSSTABS TABLES = VSEX BY ABUSE2
OPTIONS 3 and 4
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Below is a sample from the output of this program.

Key: Count
Row Pct.
Column Pct.

ABUSE2
male victim female victim Row Total

VSEX
male 137 403 540

25.4 74.6 94.1
84.0 98.1

----------------------------------------------------------------------
female 26 8 34

76.5 23.5 5.9
16.0 1.9

----------------------------------------------------------------------
Column Total 163 411 574

28.4 71.6 100.0

Below is a sample from the output for the weighted data,  which also appears
as part of Table 3 in Finkehlhor et al. (1989).

Key: Count
Row Pct.
Column Pct.

ABUSE2
male victim female victim Row Total

VSEX
male 158 367 525

30.0 70.0 93.2
82.9 98.4

-----------------------------------------------------------------------
female 33 6 38

84.9 15.1 6.8
17.1 1.6

------------------------------------------------------------------------
Column Total 190 373 563

33.8 66.2 100.0

Hence both men and women reported that most of their abuse was
perpetrated by men:  83% of the offenders against boys and 98% of the
offenders against girls.
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