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Abstract 
 

Empirical studies of childhood sexual abuse and assault in Japan are largely non existent.  The few studies 
that do exist have been done as legal or psychiatric case studies with little generalizability to the general 
society. The topic, especially in Japan, is usually avoided as too unpleasant and private to talk about, let 
alone do research on.  As this culture is very private about revealing their intimate behaviors and it tries to 
avoid unpleasantness, this reaction is understandable. However, the subject of child sexual victimization is 
a compelling social problem that needs to be addressed somehow by social scientists in an honest and 
methodologically sound manner. The concept for this study was a product of Gerd F. Kirchhoff and  
Claudia Kirchhoff who studied hidden sexual victimization in a German and a US sample in 1974/5.  
About 20 years later, Gerd Kirchhoff coordinated an expanded follow-up comparative study in eight 
countries: Germany, USA, South Africa, Brazil, Mexico, Hungary, Poland, and Japan.   This study is part 
of that follow-up study and used the same questionnaire (translated into Japanese) as was originally devised 
in Germany and later refined by Paul Friday (in English) for the American study. I surveyed a 
representative sample of 665 Japanese college students who were asked to anonymously evaluate their 
childhood sexual activities using the large 41-question instrument.  The findings suggested a significant 
distortion of social perceptions by victims of sexual abuse, especially victims of exhibitionism, concerning 
their estimation of similar experiences of like-gender and like-aged children.  One of the surprising findings 
was the low incidence of these experiences in Japan when compared to some of the other countries 
surveyed earlier.  It is clear that a significant long-term effect was visited upon these victims as a result of 
their victimizations.  
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Childhood Victims of Sexual Abuse and Resultant Perceptions in Japan 
 

John P. J Dussich and Sugao Shinohara 
 
 
 

“If people define situations as real, they are 
real in their consequences.” 
   W. I. Thomas 

 
 
Overview of the Problem 
 
Research shows that childhood abuses, especially sexual abuses, produce a range of cognitive and 

behavioral problems compared with children who were not victimized (Chu et al, 1999; Palmer et al., 1999; 

Everson, 1997).   As these children grow and reflect back on their victimizations they come to realize (if 

they didn’t already) that these were not normal experiences. Deviance is behavior that is outside normal 

behavior (Clinard and Meier, 1992:34-5).  Victimization is also behavior that is outside the norm.  The 

notion of one’s involvement in a deviant situation can be disturbing, especially in a culture where 

uniformity is highly valued and deviation is strongly discriminated against. .  In the highly homogeneous 

and collective society like Japan, tolerance for deviation is quite low (Dussich et al. 2001:15).  To feel 

ashamed about oneself as a result of some misdeed is part of the social control mechanism that prevents 

most persons from engaging in deviant behaviors.  However, if the deviation is imposed as with child 

sexual abuse one might assume that the absence of culpability would lessen the degree of shame.  On the 

other hand, if the experience is associated with a strong social taboo the resulting sense of shame may be 

more intense.  Also, if a degree of consent existed and/or if pleasure was derived from the experience it is 

possible that this might contribute to a heightened sense of shame and consequently a need emerges to 

reduce the resultant stress. .  The stigma from deviance is a strong force that somehow must be coped with. 

“Through the use of a number of techniques, the deviant is able either to manage (or cope with) the stigma, 

prevent the stigma altogether, or lessen what stigma may be present”(Clinard and Meier, 1992: 45). One 

way might be to cognitively create a false normalcy about the degree to which others have similar 

experiences.   

 

In recent years in Japan the topic of child abuse has been drawing much attention as the causal links to later 

life problems become identified as important.  Empirical survey studies of childhood sexual abuses and 

assault in Japan are largely non existent.  The few studies that do exist have been done as legal or 

psychiatric case studies with little generalizability to the general society (Hayashi, 1993).  The topic, 

especially in Japan, is usually avoided as too unpleasant and private to talk about, let alone do research on.  

As this culture is very private about revealing their intimate behaviors and it tries to avoid unpleasantness, 

this reaction is understandable. However, the subject of child sexual victimization is a compelling social 
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problem that needs to be addressed somehow by social scientists in an honest and methodologically sound 

manner.  As researchers begin to conduct survey research on this topic, it is becoming clear that a 

significant amount of sexual abuse affecting all age groups exists in Japan (Ando et al., 2000).  The actual 

number of reported sexual abuses for all of Japan for the year 1999 was 590 or 5.1% of all child abuse 

cases reported to the Ministry of Health, Labor and Welfare (Tajima, 2001:231 

 

This study is a part of a larger study about childhood and adolescent sexual victimizations among Japanese 

college students.  The sixteen sexual behaviors which were identified in this study as being victimizations 

were those which were defined by law as victimizations.*  The main objective of this study was to learn 

about the degree to which victims of child sexual abuses were impacted as a result of these experiences.   

 

 

Methods 

 

The questionnaire used was the same used for all the countries in the larger study.  It was a 50 page 41 

question self –reporting instrument which first asked demographic information, then asked a list of sixteen 

questions about sexual experiences (both legal and illegal), following each of these questions were a series 

of questions from 11 to 16 (depending on the behavior) which asked about the student’s responses to these 

sexual experiences.    The last page had a list of 25 possible reasons why people might not want to report an 

offense to the police. The students were asked to provide up to three reasons that apply to the respondent.  

One of the key response questions asked last in the series after each of the 16 victimization responses, was 

“What percentage of people your age and sex experienced the incident that is referred to in question X?  

Please circle the percentage which comes closest to your estimate!” This was followed by a list of 

percentages: 0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%.   

 

The questionnaire for this study was a Japanese translation of the American version, itself a translation 

from the original German version.  This very long instrument was very sexually explicit in its language and 

posed some significant problems for the Japanese sensitivities.  In spite of all the arguments for trying to 

understand this type of victim and the important of doing research on this taboo and poorly understood 

topic, many Japanese professors would not allow us to collect data in their classes using this questionnaire.  

The cooperation of  non-Japanese professors accounted for approximately half of the classes used in the 

data collection of this research.   

 

 

*This research is based on Japanese data collected as part of a larger international twenty-year follow-up study directed by Gerd F. 

Kirchhoff comparing the sexual victimizations of students originally in eight countries: Germany, Poland, Hungary, South Africa, 

Japan, Brazil, USA and Mexico; later two other countries were added: Israel and Greece. 
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In the Fall of 2002, 1,223 questionnaires were either sent or given to eight different professors from six 

different universities in the Kanto area of Japan.   Students were given class time to anonymously complete 

the questionnaire.  They were told this was a questionnaire about childhood sexual experiences. If they did 

not want to participate they were excused from the data collection with impunity.   

 

Of those distributed, 54.3% were returned yielding a sample size of 665 college students who did accept the 

task of completing this questionnaire that took approximately 20-30 minutes to complete.  Students were 

asked not to discuss the questions and when completed, to place them in an unmarked envelope and drop 

them in a collection box next to the door as they departed the classroom.   All students were undergraduates 

from a wide range of majors.  An attempt was made to create a sample representative of typical Japanese 

university students.  There were 46.9% males and 53.1 % females.  The age range was from 18 – 32, with a 

mean of 19.4.  

 

For purposes of this study, the following hypotheses were formed.   

H1:  The rates of sexual child abuse victimization are significantly different between males and females. 

H2:  The rates of sexual child abuse victimization in Japan were significantly lower than those in the 

countries of Germany, USA, and Greece. 

H3:  Child victims of sexual abuse have distorted perceptions (exaggerated estimates) about similar sexual 

abuse experienced by their peers: victims evaluate that excessive numbers of children have similar 

experiences compared with non-victims.   

H4:  Child sexual victims don’t feel repulsive during the actual victimization. 

 

 

Findings 

In spite of a sizeable sample size, the incidence of childhood sexual experiences reported was very small 

compared to other countries (Kirchhoff and Kirchhoff, 1976; Kirchhoff and Kirchhoff, 1979; Friday and 

Coston, 1998; Friday, Kirchhoff and Spinellis, 2000).  Consequently, the available information for analysis 

was quite limited.  The victimizations which yielded the most significant data were: “having performed 

sexual acts prior to age 13;” “having someone perform sexual acts in front of you before age 13;” “Having 

seen an exhibitionist prior to age 13;” and, having been offered, sold and shown pornographic materials 

before age 18.”  

 

In general, our Japanese findings revealed that 54.7% of all the students asked had experienced at least one 

of the illegal child sexual abuse acts mentioned in the questionnaire.  Comparing male with female victims, 

48.9% were males and 64.3% were females (see Table 1).  
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[Please place Table 1 about here] 

 

 The victimization most mentioned was they “had seen an exhibitionist before age 13” at 29.8%; the second 

most mentioned was “being offered pornographic materials before age 18” at 20.2%; the third was “having 

someone perform sexual acts in front of you before age 13” at 6.6%; and, “having performed sexual acts 

(coitus) prior to age 13” at 5.2% (see Table 2 and Figure 1-1).  We also measured the comparative data for 

the four types of child sexual abuse victimizations with the four countries: Japan, Germany, Greece and the 

USA. We found that the Japan did not have the lowest levels in all categories, only for “sexual acts before 

13” and for was “offered pornography.” It was also found that in Japan, Germany and Greece, having 

“viewed an exhibitionist” was the victimization with the highest frequency, with the USA being 

significantly lower for this victimization type. The highest frequency victimization in the USA was 

“offered pornography” (see Table 2) 

 

[Please place Table 2 about here] 

 

[Please place Figure 1-1 about here] 

 

One of the unique areas that yielded data had to do with the percentage estimation which represented a 

distorted perception as to the extent of victimization suffered by other children of the same gender and age 

which was similar to the victimization suffered by the respondent.  These findings are address in the third 

hypothesis below. 

 

In response to the first hypothesis, our data found that there were indeed significant (Chi-square) 

male/female differences between the four types of victimizations with adequate data (see Figure 1-2). With 

regard to “having performed sexual acts prior to age 13,” females were victimized at 8.3% and males at 

1.3% (p<. 01).  With regard to “having someone perform sexual acts in front of you before age 13,” 

females were victimized at 9.1% and males at 3.8% (p<. 05).  With regard to “having seen an exhibitionist 

before age 13,” females at 47.9% were higher than males at 9.4% (p<. 01).  With regard to “being offered, 

sold and/or shown pornographic materials before age 18,” males were victimized at 33.4% while females 

were victimized at 8.5%.  

 

[Please place Figure 1-2 about here] 

 

The data for the second hypothesis showed clearly that the child sexual abuse victimization percentage for 

any type of questionnaire-measured victimization for the overall Japanese sample was roughly 10% below 

the average percentages from the USA, Germany and Greece combined. Also, Japan had the lowest 
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percentage of any of the three countries for having had “at least one” child sexual abuse victimization.  

Thus, this hypothesis was supported.  It interesting to note that when comparing the males from the females 

among the four countries, the Japanese males were victimized least; however, the females were below the 

percentages for the USA and Germany but was above Greece (see Table 1).   

 

The data for the third hypothesis showed that all victims of the four forms of child sexual abuse measured 

in this study significantly (ANOVA, p<.000) distorted their perceptions (percentage estimations) about 

children of similar age and gender having similar experiences (see Table 3).  Considering the differences 

between non-victims and victims of “having performed sexual acts prior to age 13,” the mean of the non-

victim perceptions was 28.3% while for the victims it was 45.8% (p<.000).  Looking at those who made 

perceptions about “having someone perform sexual acts in front of you before age 13” the mean for non-

victims was 32.4% and for victims it was 55.5% (p<.000).  Concerning the experience of  “exhibitionism 

prior to age 13,” the median for non-victims perceived that 33.3% of other children had similar experiences 

and victims perceived at 55.3% (p<.000).  For the offense of “being offered pornographic materials before 

age 18,” non-victims perceived that 41.6% of their peers had the same experience, while victims perceived 

at 66.6%  (p<.000).  

 

[Please place Table 3 about here] 

 

For the fourth hypothesis, dealt with the feelings during the victimization and the only data with 

significance was with the victimization of “having seen an exhibitionist before age 13.”  Based on these 

findings this hypothesis was partly supported.  Using Chi-square it was determined that for the feeling of 

“neutral” there were twice as many younger victims before the age of 13; however, for the feeling of “very 

repulsive” the older victims after the age of 13 were in the majority (p<.05) during this victimization.  In 

spite of the above differences, most of both groups of victims chose “very repulsive” at seeing an 

exhibitionist (see Figure 6). 

 

[Please place Figure 6 about here] 

 

In an attempt to further clarify the information surrounding the relationship between the four victimizations 

and the distorted perceptions of similar experience by peers (same age. gender and type victimization), we 

conducted further analysis. First we compared the sexual experiences of victims and non-victims with the 

perceptions trichotomized (into below average, average and above average using 1 standard deviation as 

the measure) and using Chi-square to determine significance.  This analysis showed that in each instance 

the victims significantly (p<.000) perceived that a larger proportion of their peers had similar experiences 

than did the non-victims with positive correlations  (see Table 4).   Overall, student’s sexual abuse 

experiences were positively correlated with how many other students they perceived had the same 
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experience.   The Gamma value for each victimization category strongly suggests that the sexual abuse 

experience leads to higher perceptions of peer involvement in the same experience. However, these 

findings are associative rather than causal.  Also, it is important to note that when looking at all respondents 

(victims and non-victims) on their estimations of the four child sexual abuse victimization, the majority had 

low estimates and the minority had exaggerated estimates (see Figure 2) 

 

[Please place Table 4 about here] 

 

[Please place Figure 2 about here] 

 

The effect of each type victimization on the estimations of peers being involved in the same form of 

victimization, clearly showed that there was a distinct difference between the perceptions of victims and 

non-victims. In each instance the victims exaggerated their estimates and the non-victims had lower 

estimates (see Figures 3, 4, 5 & 8).  Since males dominated in the incidence of “offered pornography” 

victimization we measured the effects of gender on the estimations about peers for this type of 

victimization.  Clearly, the males estimated on the high side while females estimated on the low side (see 

Figure 7).  We wanted to see if the effects on these exaggerated estimations was due to being male or being 

victims, so we measured victims and non-victims for the “offered pornography” victims, first among males 

(see Figure 9) then for females (see figure 10).  In the male only analysis (Figure 9) the victims clearly over 

estimated with their exaggerations of peer involvement in the “offered pornography” victimization.  In the 

female only analysis (Figure 10) again, it was the victims who clearly over estimated the peer involvement 

in this victim category. 

 

[Please place Figures 3, 4, 5, 7, 8, 9 & 10 about here] 

 

We then used a Bivariate Logistic Regression model for the four types of victimizations; we found that the 

previous findings were supported.  Logistic regression allows us to project the degree to which one variable 

influences another.  In every case, the Logistic Regression Analysis confirmed the previous conclusions, 

that having been victimized sexually as a child increases the amount of distortion in perceiving that their 

peers had the same type victimizing experience (see Table 5). 

 

[Please place Table 5 about here] 

 

Since it is possible that some victims had more that one sexual abuse experience, we decided to use a 

Multivariate Logistic Regression to determine the combined effect of each dependent variable (using the 

“above average” perception figures for peer-also experiences).   In every instance there was significance 

and the Expected Beta values were all strong  (see Table 6). 
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[Please place Table 6 about here] 

Conclusions 

 

Based on the large sample used, we expected to get much more data than was ultimately obtained; 

however, it is understandable that this form of victimization occurs less frequently than traditional crime 

victimizations.  Also, there is a strong inhibition to answer these type questions in Japan.  Thus, we were 

only able to get significant data for the four sexual victimizations of: “sexual acts with you,” ”sex in front 

of you,” “seeing an exhibitionist,” and “involvement with pornographic materials.” The victimization with 

the highest incidence for both males and females together was “seeing an exhibitionist.”  Upon measuring 

the extent of having been sexually victimized (any type), it was determined that 54.7% of the students 

measured had experienced at least one sexual abuse.  Using this figure for the year 2002, and using the total 

number of Japanese university students (2,780,000) (Tajima, 2001:246), a rate of 54,700 per 100,000 

students was obtained. Comparing the genders on this generalized variable, females were markedly 

victimized more by 20% over the victimization of males.  Among the four abuses with significant data, 

men dominated as victims only for “involvement with pornographic materials.”  As expected, Japan’s 

sexual abuse was roughly 10% lower, compared with the USA, Germany and Greece.   

 

One of our main conclusions was to consider child sexual abuse victimization (and perhaps all forms of 

victimization) as a type of deviance; and, that accepting the label of victim is a form of secondary deviance. 

This process of considering oneself as a victim and considering oneself as a deviant are identical social 

behaviors.  The experience gives one a label that defines a specific role.  In collectivistic societies such as 

Japan the importance of being like everyone else – normal, creates not just a preference to avoid deviation, 

but an aversion to deviance.  It is one of the most dominant forms of social control in Japan today.  Thus, 

we think that the experience of being victimized creates a stress reaction aside from the initial pain, 

embarrassment or trauma, due to the sense of suddenly being different than others (something that most 

Japanese energetically and consciously avoid).  The strain of perceiving oneself as a deviant due to a 

victimization might be alleviated by overestimating the percentage of others with the same experience and 

are the same age and gender. We suggest that this “normalization” (or rationalization) of perceived 

deviance reduces the strain that results from identifying oneself as a victim-deviant. Some of the associated 

conditions related to the various forms of victimization could possibly increase or decrease the perception 

of deviation.   Thus, if one has more frequent victimizations, it is possible that the sense of deviance 

increases commensurate with stress.  Perhaps feeling pleasure during one of these sexual victimizations 

where the societal expectation is to feel revulsion, also increases the sense of deviance.  Finally, another 

analogous phenomenon with deviance theory is the transformation of deviance to secondary deviance by 

virtue of a formal label being accepted and thereby proscribing a new role within that person’s social 

relationships. We are suggesting that the same process occurs with victims who become officially labeled 
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as a victim by virtue of an offender officially being labeled a convicted criminal by the authority of a judge 

and the criminal justice system. A victim can be labeled by similar authorities: judges, doctors, 

psychiatrists, nurses, school counselors, social workers, even victim advocates who respond to victims as 

special classes of persons with specific identities. These new social interactions are perceived and adapted 

to; and, part of the adaptation is to accept a new role in their social surroundings.  

 

The ultimate concern for most researchers is to make a contribution to their field, so we would like to 

propose that this line of investigation be continued.  Furthermore, that other forms of victimization be 

measured to determine whether the sense of deviance exists among all types of victims and whether there 

are special variables which increase or decrease this sense of deviance.   It seems to us that with regard to 

the “victim to survivor,” or “victim to professional victim” transformations, there is a need to determine the 

dynamics and the effects of these roles.  Furthermore, it seems logical to us that the theories of deviance, 

although we have never seen them applied to victimization, are realistic and appropriate models that can 

serve to further understand these dimensions of victim behavior.  
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