
SEXUAL VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN
AND CHILDREN IN CHINESE SOCIETIES

KO LING CHAN
University of Hong Kong

This article provides a comprehensive overview of the reported patterns of sexual
violence against women and children in China. It reviews the prevalence of and
risk factors for various types of sexual violence and discusses community
knowledge and perceptions of these violent acts. It also critically examines three
major problems of sexual violence research in China. First, the diversity of
findings and study methods reported by surveys and criminal reports reflects the
problems in obtaining accurate figures on the scope of the problem. Second,
precautions must be taken in reading studies on Chinese culture-specific risk
factors for domestic violence. Third, the study of culture-specific factors should
not focus solely on cultural factors in a vacuum but rather, should examine
traditional culture in the context of modern societies and consensus
international standards of human rights. Recommendations for future research
are also discussed.
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SEXUAL VIOLENCE is widely considered to be
both a violation of human rights and a public
health problem. It occurs in a variety of cultures
and in many social settings, including the com-
munity, workplace, school, and even home. It
has been described a product of the imbalance
of power in the context of gender, family, and
social relationships. The number of victims, pre-
dominantly although not exclusively women
and minors, will continue to mount if the social,
legal, and health systems fail to find a means to
offer effective protection. Moreover, the nega-
tive impact of sexual violence is not confined to
the victims; it affects the well-being of entire
communities. Apart from profound reproduc-

tive and sexual health problems, including
unwanted pregnancy and transmission of dis-
eases (e.g., HIV), victims of sexual abuse may
also experience mental health problems such as
posttraumatic stress disorder (Krug, Dahlberg,
Mercy, Zwi, & Lozano, 2002).

This article provides a comprehensive review
of sexual violence in China by analyzing the cur-
rent literature on gender-based violence with a
particular focus on sexual violence and assault in
China, including Mainland China, Hong Kong,
and Macau. The scope of the review covers litera-
ture in the form of journal articles and book
chapters located in databases, including criminal
justice abstracts, MEDLINE, PsycINFO, social
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services abstracts, and sociological abstracts.
Chinese publications were included based on a
search of Chinese databases. Government docu-
ments, such as policy papers and research reports,
were also reviewed. Supplementary information
was collected through interviews with key infor-
mants, including scholars, government officials,
and service providers from NGOs in Hong Kong,
Shanghai, and Shenzhen. The article discusses the
prevalence of and risk factors for various types of
sexual violence. Accounts of community knowl-
edge and perceptions of sexual violence are pre-
sented to show how cultural beliefs affect the
reporting and help-seeking behavior of sexual
violence victims. Recommendations for future
research are made based on this review of the
most current sexual violence research in China.

DEFINITION OF SEXUAL VIOLENCE

The terms rape, sexual assault, sexual abuse,
and sexual violence have overlapping mean-
ings, and they are often used interchangeably
in reports and documents. According to the
World Health Organization (WHO), sexual
violence refers to

any sexual act, attempt to obtain a sexual act,
unwanted sexual comments or advances, or acts to
traffic, or otherwise directed, against a person’s sex-
uality using coercion [i.e., psychological intimida-
tion, physical force, or threats of harm], by any
person regardless of their relationship to the victim,
in any setting, including but not limited to home
and work. (Krug et al., 2002)

The types of acts regarded as sexual violence
vary from country to country. Basically, they
include rape and unwanted sexual contact (dis-
regarding the perpetrator’s relationship with
the victim), sexual abuse of individuals inca-
pable of defending themselves (including adults
and children who are mentally or physically dis-
abled,), forced engagement in a relationship
(including marriage or cohabitation), denial of
the use of contraception or of protection from
sexually transmitted diseases, forced abortion,
forced prostitution, and acts against the sexual
integrity of women (Krug et al., 2002).

A wide range of sexually violent acts can
take place in different situations and contexts.
This review covers rape within marriage or

dating relationships, rape by strangers,
unwanted sexual advances or sexual harass-
ment, and the sexual abuse of children.

SCOPE OF CHINESE SOCIETIES

Broadly speaking, the Chinese population
includes immigrants in Western and Asian soci-
eties, and those living in Mainland China, Hong
Kong, Macau, and Taiwan. However, most
Chinese live in predominantly Chinese societies
such as those of Mainland China, Hong Kong,
Macau, and Taiwan. These societies differ in
terms of their sociopolitical–economic structure.
In China, there are four municipalities (Beijing,
Tianjin, Shanghai, and Chongqing), 23 provinces
(Anhui, Fujian, Gansu, Guangdong, Guizhou,
Hainan, http://www.gd.gov.cn/ index_e.asp
Hebei,Heilongjiang, http://www.jl. gov.cn/
jlgov_6/index.jspHenan, Hubei, Hunan, Jiangsu,
Jiangxi, Jilin, Liaoning, Qinghai, Shaanxi,
http://www.eng.yn. gov.cn/Shandong, Shanxi,
Sichuan, Taiwan, Yunnan, and http://www.
gzgov.gov.cn/enggov/Zhejiang), five autono-
mous regions (Guangxi Zhuang, Inner Mongolia,
Ningxia Hui, Tibet, and http:// www.gxi.gov.cn
/English/Xinjiang Uygur), and two special
administrative regions (Hong Kong and Macau).
This article reviews studies of sexual violence
specifically in Mainland China, Hong Kong, and
Macau. Hong Kong and Macau, both of which
were colonies for many years, are very much
alike. Chinese people in Hong Kong and Macau
are exposed to both Chinese and Western cul-
tures, in particular those of the United States, the
United Kingdom, and Portugal. The official lan-
guage in Hong Kong is English, and even after
the handover in 1997, English has remained the
official language along with Chinese. The legal
system in Hong Kong is basically adapted from
the common law system of the United Kingdom,
although it is now being integrated into the
Mainland legal system. In Macau, Portuguese
was the official language until the handover
in 1999.

Significant cultural differences are to be found
within Mainland China, which has more than 19
ethnic groups, the Han being the dominant group
in terms of numbers (Chiu, 2001). Nearly 90% of
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the population of Mainland China, Hong Kong,
and Macau are Han Chinese. There are also huge
differences between the people in rural areas and
those in the cities, and between Northern and
Southern China. In Southern China, regions such
as the Pearl River Delta and Shanghai have a
longer history of economic development and
exposure to Western cultures. Chinese popula-
tions are indeed heterogeneous, and so caution
should be exercised in interpreting findings from
studies because no one study can represent all of
the Chinese people in these societies.

TYPES AND MAGNITUDE OF SEXUAL
VIOLENCE IN CHINA

Sexual Violence in Spousal Relationships

In general, estimates of the prevalence of
spousal violence and victimization in Chinese
societies range from 1.8% (Leung, Ng, Leung, &
Ho, 2003) to 50% (Yick, 1999). With regard to
sexual violence in intimate relationships, esti-
mates of the lifetime prevalence range from
5.8% to 16% for victimization and 7.3% for per-
petration, whereas past-year prevalence figures
range from 3.2% to 12% for victimization and
3.5% for perpetration (Chan, 2005; Leung,
Leung, Lam, & Ho, 1999; Liu & Zhang, 2005; Xu
et al., 2005). Table 1 presents a summary of
studies published in English-language journals.

In a territory-wide cross-sectional study of
3,245 pregnant women recruited from seven hos-
pitals in Hong Kong, approximately 2.5% of
Chinese pregnant women had been physically or
sexually abused (Chan, Tiwari, et al., 2008). In
another population study of domestic violence
conducted in Hong Kong, approximately 8.9% of
women reported that they had experienced
sexual coercion by their partner in their lifetime,
and 4% said that an incident had occurred in the
previous year (Chan, 2005). In the same study, the
past-year prevalence of severe sexual violence
against women, which was defined as involving
use of a threat or force to obtain sex and was
equivalent to spousal or marital rape, was 0.35%.
Thus, the estimated number of victims suffering
spousal or marital rape is at least 6,000 women a
year, a figure far higher than the number of cases
reported to the Social Welfare Department of the

Government of Hong Kong, which in 2006 was
11. The huge gap between the number of cases
known to the system and the figure revealed by
the survey implies that the vast majority of vic-
tims do not report incidents, either to police or to
social services. The existing mechanism for
encouraging victims to report incidents is thus
evidently ineffective. Considering the amount of
resources now available for victims of sexual vio-
lence, the existing system would definitely
become severely overloaded if it were to handle
all of the unreported cases.

Most studies did not adequately address
gender differences because they did not com-
pare the rates of female and male victimization.
In studies investigating the abuse experience of
males and females (Chan, 2005), men also
reported being victims of partner violence,
although significant gender differences were
observed, with women being the likely victims
and men the likely perpetrators.

In Mainland China, some studies of sexual
violence have been published in Chinese jour-
nals. Marital rape was reported to be one of the
major reasons for family breakdown (Li, 2002).
Another study comparing the prevalence of
sexual violence against women by their partners
in cities and rural areas indicated that approxi-
mately 8% of women in rural areas had experi-
enced sexual abuse, considerably higher than
the 2.8% reported by women in cities (Si, 2003).

Sexual Violence Victimization and
Sexual Harassment

According to the 2002 WHO report, the preva-
lence of sexual assault against women in Beijing
over the preceding 5 years was 1.6% (Krug et al.,
2002). Approximately 25% of women reportedly
had experienced various forms of sexual harass-
ment, and 1% were coerced into sexual activities
during their college years by teachers or peers
(Tang, Yik, Cheung, Choi, & Au, 1996).

In a household survey conducted in Hong
Kong (Chan, 2005), female respondents were
asked whether they had experienced sexual
coercion outside marital relationships. The
results indicated that nearly 1.6% of women
had experienced sexual harassment in their
life. Approximately 0.5% of women had been
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Source

Chan (2005)

(Chan,
Tiwari,
et al.
(2008)

Leung,
Leung,
Lam, and
Ho (1999)

Liu and
Zhang
(2005)

(Xu, Zhu,
O'Campo,
Koenig,
Mock, and
Campbell
(2005)

Abuse
Type

Spousal
violence

Violence
against
pregnant
women

Violence
against
pregnant
women

Spousal
violence

Violence
against
women

Sample

5,049 Chinese
couples in
Hong Kong,
46.4% male
and 53.6%
female
(response rate
70%)

3,245 pregnant
women from
seven
hospitals in
Hong Kong

631 Chinese
pregnant
women
attending
antenatal clinic
of local
teaching
hospital in
Hong Kong

3,692 Chinese
in 3 provinces
of China
(31.4% from
Zhejiang,
33.3% from
Hunan, 35.3%
from Gansu);
50.05% were
rural

600 Chinese
women
attending
outpatient
gynecological
clinic at major
teaching
hospital in
Fuzhou,
China, in 2000

Sampling

Random
sample of
Hong Kong
households

Convenience
sampling

Convenience
sampling

Convenience
sampling

Random
selection of
patients
signing in
with nurse at
clinic

Measure

Questionnaire had
three main
components:

Demographic
questions

Revised Conflict
Tactic Scales
(CTS2; Straus
et al., 1996) for
data on spousal
violence

Personal and
Relationship
Profile (PRP;
Straus, Hamby,
Boney-McCoy, &
Sugarman, 1999)
for data on
etiology

Definition of abuse
by Abuse
Assessment
Screen (Soeken,
McFarlane,
Parker, &
Lominack, 1998)

Definition of abuse
by Abuse
Assessment
Screen

Family violence
defined by
Conflict Tactic
Scales (CTS;
Straus, 1979)

Instrument
adapted from
WHO
Multicountry
Study on
Women's Health
and Life
Experiences
Questionnaire
(WHO, 2000)

Prevalence of
Sexual Violence

Lifetime
prevalence:

Perpetration =
7.28%

Victimization =
6.93%

Annual
prevalence:

Perpetration =
3.46%

Victimization =
3.24%

Lifetime and
annual
prevalence of
female
victimization =
8.9% and 4%,
respectively

9% of pregnant
women
abused by
partners in
preceding
year.

2.5% physically
or sexually
abused

9.4% sexually
abused in the
past year

Sexual abuse
against wives
= 5.8%

Lifetime
prevalence =
16%

Past year
prevalence =
12%

Risk Factors

30 significant risk factors identified,
including:

Face, in-law conflict, and most of
the PRP scales.

New arrival family and spousal age
difference

In-law conflict, low education level,
alcohol abuse, debt, receiving
social security, number of
children, unplanned pregnancy,
dependence on social support,
chronic illness

Unplanned pregnancy
Unemployment of husband/partner

Causes of family violence:
Patriarchal ideology
Alcohol
Gambling
Extra-marital affairs
Poor quality of couple relationship
Men's poor control of anger
Lack of legislation to define family

violence as illegal
Gender inequality
Psychological disorders of abuser
Growing up in rural areas
Having two or more live-in partners
Having an unemployed partner
Being alcoholic (victim or partner)
Partner having extra-marital affair
Frequent quarreling with partner
Partner using illegal drugs
Socioeconomic and cultural risk

factors
Refusing job because of partner
Partner taking away or refusing to

give money
Believing in domestic authority
Believing there are good reasons

to beat a wife

Table 1: Studies of the Prevalence of Spousal Sexual Violence in Chinese Societies, Published in English Journals



forced to have sex (including intercourse, anal
sex, or oral sex) by someone other than their
spouse, with 27.3% of the victims reporting
that the incidents happened at or before age 17
(see Table 2). Among the victims of forced sex
taking place at or before age 17, 66.7% reported
the acts as being perpetrated by someone they
knew, and 33.3% were forced to have sex by
family members. These figures demonstrate
that a considerable number of women were
sexually abused at a very young age by people
they knew and had trusted. The reported cases
of sexual violence in Hong Kong, which num-
bered 704 in 2006, comprise only a very small
proportion of the estimated total number of
incidents of sexual violence, indicating that
underreporting is likely to be particularly seri-
ous in the territory (see Table 3).

Sexual harassment in the workplace is par-
ticularly prevalent in Taiwan and the

Mainland. In Taiwan, approximately 26% of
the women and 13% of the men reported expe-
riencing sexual harassment in the workplace
(Luo, 1996). The most frequently reported
forms of sexual harassment were unwanted
sexual jokes or comments, unwanted deliberate
body contact, and pressure for a date. It is esti-
mated that the incidence of sexual assault in
Taiwan ranges from 7,000 to 10,000 per year, or
20 to 27 per day (Luo, 2000). In Mainland
China, the prevalence of sexual harassment in
the workplace varies from 5.5% (Chan, Wang,
& Yin, 2003) to 63% (Wang, 1998) and can even
be 84% (Tin, 2003). Such great variation in rates
is possibly owing to the different definitions of
sexual harassment used in the different studies.
In a recent large online survey conducted by
Sina.com.cn on sexual harassment in the
Mainland, 60% of the 8,282 respondents
reported being sexually harassed. A recent
study conducted by the All-China Women’s
Federation showed that approximately 70% of
women respondents reported being sexually
harassed, with 32% and 16% of them report-
edly abused by their seniors and colleagues,
respectively (Peng, 2005).

Sexual Violence in Dating Relationships

It has been reported that approximately one
in every five women has experienced sexual
violence in a dating relationship, and up to one
third of women describe their first sexual expe-
rience as being forced (WHO, 2003). Sexual
abuse in dating relationships has been the focus
of a variety of studies. A Hong Kong-based
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Table 2: Prevalence of Familial Sexual Coercion in Hong Kong

Perpetrator of Sexual Coercion

Happened at
Sexual Coercion or Before Relatives or
Incidents Happened (%)a Age 17 (%) Family Members (%) Friends (%) Strangers (%) Don’t Know (%)

Forced to touch 1.6 Yes = 61.8 23.8 38.1 28.6 9.5
someone or being No = 38.2 23.1 15.4 15.4 46.2
touched in a sexual way

Forced to have sex with 0.5 Yes = 27.3 33.3 66.7 0 0
someone (including No = 72.7 37.5 12.5 25 25
intercourse, anal sex,
or oral sex)

a. Based on 2,708 women being surveyed.

Table 3: Newly Reported Sexual Violence Cases in 2007 in
Hong Kong

Types of Abuse January to December 2007

N (%)

Rape 90 (11.3)
Indecent assault 684 (85.8)
Forced masturbation 0 (0.0)
Forced oral sex 1 (0.1)
Buggery 0 (0.0)
Others 6 (0.8)
Multiple incident 16 (2.0)
Total 797 (100.0)

Source: Statistics on cases involving sexual violence are cap-
tured by the Central Information System on Sexual Violence
Cases by Social Welfare Department, the Government of Hong
Kong.



study found that 20% of female university
students had been reportedly forced to engage
in some form of sexual contact in their lifetime
by someone they knew, whereas 3% had
reported having been forced to have sex with
their partner (Tang, Critelli, & Porter, 1995).

In a more recent study on the prevalence of
sexual coercion among dating partners, a sam-
ple of 651 students attending three universities
in Hong Kong reported a lifetime and preced-
ing-year prevalence of sexual coercion of 19.8%
and 14.6%, respectively (Chan, Brownridge,
Leung, Tiwari, & Hesta, 2008). Approximately
3% of the participants had reportedly suffered
serious injury, of whom a high proportion were
men. Male perpetrators reportedly caused
higher rates of injury to partners than did
female perpetrators. However, gender differ-
ences were not statistically significant with
respect to the prevalence and frequency of
sexual coercion. With regard to sexual coercion
in Beijing and Shanghai, and in Hong Kong,
12.7% and 9.5%, respectively, reported having
sexually coerced their dating partner, whereas
15.4% and 13%, respectively, said they had expe-
rienced sexual coercion from their dating part-
ner (Chan & Straus, 2005). Similar rates were
found in Taiwan, where the overall prevalence
of sexual abuse in dating relationships was
24.7% (Chen, 1996). Approximately 6.8% of the
male students and 42.1% of the female students
had reportedly experienced sexual abuse.

A survey on sexual victimization among 178
Chinese female college students found that
88.20% of the students had reportedly experi-
enced verbal sexual assault, 42.36% unwanted
physical approaches, and 0.56% to 11.80% differ-
ent kinds of sexual coercion, of which 7.30% was
rape or attempted rape (Xu, Xie, & Chen, 1998).
The rate of seeking help was extremely low
among the victims. Only 18% disclosed the
episodes to their parents, and only 3.73% reported
them to the police. Most victims apparently suf-
fered silently without seeking any support, and
most indicated they thought reporting would not
bring any benefit but only shame. Some appar-
ently did not even know they could report such
matters to the police. None of the victims report-
edly knew anything about the victim assistance
program.

Rape

In Hong Kong, there are two sources for sta-
tistical information on reported rape and
sexual assault. One is the social services that
help victims of rape and sexual assault, such as
the Family Planning Association of Hong Kong
and the Association Concerning Sexual
Violence Against Women. The figures provided
by the Family Planning Association of Hong
Kong have been declining because the service
provision has shifted to Association
Concerning Sexual Violence Against Women,
which has been formally subsidized since 2002.
Combining the figures from the two agencies,
the reported number of rape cases has been
steady at approximately 200 per year. In 2002, a
total of 217 rape cases were reported.

The second data source comes from the offi-
cial crime statistics provided by the Hong
Kong Police Force, which reported a total of 95
rape cases in 2002. At the same time, the
Census and Statistics Department of the
Government of Hong Kong, which conducts a
periodic Crime and Victimization Survey con-
cerning rape and sexual assault cases, reported
12,500 incidents in 1998. Thus, the figures pro-
vided by the Hong Kong Police Force suggest
that the reporting rate of rape and sexual
assault incidents in 1998 was 10%, indicating
that rape is a rarely reported event in contem-
porary Chinese societies such as Hong Kong.

Because there is no publicly released official
crime record of rape and sexual assault inci-
dents in Mainland China, it is difficult to esti-
mate the incidence of rape or sexual assault in
the Mainland.

Child Sexual Abuse

In a study of 2,147 Chinese university
students in Hong Kong, 4.3% of the men and
7.4% of the women reported experiencing one
or more incidents of sexual violence before age
17. In less than one third of the cases, the per-
petrators were strangers (Tang, 2002). In a
more recent and representative population
study, a household survey of parents’ reports
of incidents that had happened to their
children found that 0.3% of children had been
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reportedly sexually harassed (i.e., had been
forced to touch someone or had been touched
in a sexual way), and 0.1% had been forced to
have sex (total number of children in the sam-
ple = 2,081; Chan, 2005). Child sexual abuse
(CSA) incidents are likely to be underreported
because figures are collected based on parents’
reports of known incidents.

The Child Protection Registry (CPR), under
the aegis of the Social Welfare Department of
the Government of Hong Kong, records
reported cases of child abuse. In 2006, among
the 806 reported child abuse cases, 28.9%
involved sexual abuse.

Chen and associates (Chen, Dunne, & Wang,
2002, 2003) conducted two surveys of high
school students in Liaoning province in north-
eastern China and found that 25% of the girls
and 23% of the boys reported at least some
type of noncontact sexual event, including gen-
ital exposure, or their witnessing masturbation;
2.3% of the girls had reportedly experienced
attempted vaginal penetration, whereas 5.8%
said someone had touched or fondled their
breasts or genitals before age 16 against their
will. A later and larger-scale cross-sectional
survey among a convenience sample of high
school students in Beijing municipality (equiv-
alent to a province), and in Hubei, Henan, and
Hebei provinces (Chen, Dunne, & Han, 2004)
found that the prevalence of unwanted sexual
experience before age 16 was reportedly higher
among girls (16.7%) than boys (10.5%). Sexual
penetration was rarely reported (1%), whereas
7% reported at least one type of physical con-
tact abuse (girls 8.9%, boys 5.0%). Male and
female victims of CSA were more depressed
and suicidal, and drank alcohol more often,
than unaffected adolescents. Female victims
were also more likely than others to engage in
anorexic and bulimic behaviors, whereas male
victims were more often involved in violence.

Studies have found that the prevalence of
reported sexual violence and victimization
among women seeking abortion in China is
between 14% (Wu, Wang, Zhao, & Zhang,
2006) and 18% (Wu, Guo, & Qu, 2005). Among
the victims of reported sexual abuse, 8.6% had
undergone their first sexual encounter in child-
hood, 42.7% had multiple sexual partners, and

21.6% had never used contraception. The
prevalence of reported sexual abuse is high in
China and increases the risk of acquiring sexu-
ally transmitted diseases.

A low reporting rate for CSA has been noted
by various researchers (Ho & Mak, 1992; Ma,
Yau, Ng, & Tong, 2004; Ross et al., 2005).
Family shame and the insensitivity of profes-
sionals have been suggested to account for the
lack of disclosure; thus the low figure for
reported incidents (Ho & Kwok, 1991).

Violence Against Sex Workers

A sex industry exists but is not publicly
acknowledged in Chinese societies, not even in
cosmopolitan and modernized cities such as
Hong Kong. Consequently, very few studies
have focused on violence against sex workers.
A cross-sectional survey of female sex workers
in Hong Kong showed that they scored signifi-
cantly lower on reported quality of life when
compared with women working in nonsexual
jobs. Sex workers were at risk of being abused
while at work and had a higher level of expo-
sure to both violence and discrimination. For
example, they felt physically unsafe, and they
reported cases of rape (3.4%), beatings (7.9%),
or verbal abuse (11.2%) by clients (Wong,
Holroyd, Gray, & Ling, 2006).

Internet Sexual Violence

Mitchell, Finkelhor, and Wolak (Mitchell,
Finkelhor, & Wolak, 2003a, 2003b, 2005;
Mitchell, Wolak, & Finkelhor, 2007) have pub-
lished a series of papers on Internet crime
against children, in particular, child pornogra-
phy and sexual violence. This new form of
sexual violence against children and adoles-
cents deserves more attention. Chinese soci-
eties are no exception with regard to the
increasing prevalence of this type of violence.
There have also been studies of the recent
increase in the number of incidents of sexual
violence shown on the Internet as reported in
the media. For instance, in June 2007, some
nude photos of pop stars were posted on the
Web without the female subjects’ consent and
circulated widely in Hong Kong; in June 2007,
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a female student in Macau was sexually
abused, photos of which were posted online;
photos of a member of the pop duo “Twins”
taken when she was changing were published
in a weekly magazine, and so on. In January
2008, photographs depicting a male actor
engaging in sexual acts with several actresses
were circulated on the Internet, which caused
him and the actresses enormous damage. An
increasing number of incidents of sexual vio-
lence involving handy cameras, video cameras,
and the Web have also been reported. Victims
are threatened with the uploading of photos or
videos of themselves as a means of control.
Only one study has been published looking at
sexual violence on the Web, in which approxi-
mately 60% of respondents reported experienc-
ing cybersexual violence. Significantly more
women (63.8%) than men (51.7%) had been
abused (Ng, 2004), although the figures for
both sexes were high.

There are various types of sexual violence. A
systematic review of the magnitude and types
of sexual violence can help portray the out-
standing issues and thus serve as a basis for
future study aimed at reducing both the fre-
quency of this behavior and the damage to the
victims.

RISK FACTORS FOR SEXUAL VIOLENCE

Sexual violence is typically described as pre-
dominantly a power-based abuse of victims
who are less privileged and/or powerful.
Thus, women, children, and employees are the
most likely potential victims, whereas men,
parents or caretakers, and employers are the
most likely potential abusers. The study of
sexual violence in China is still in its infancy.
Sexual violence is a specialized form of human
violence, and this review includes studies of
risk factors relating to intimate violence in gen-
eral and sexual violence in particular.
Brownridge et al. (2008) used a nested ecologi-
cal framework for examining risk markers of
violence to discuss the risk factors for sexual
and intimate violence in Chinese societies. Risk
markers for violence have been identified at
multiple levels of the victims’ environment.
Accordingly, Brownridge et al. integrated into

a nested ecological framework risk markers
that have been applied to violence. Applying
this framework to violence divides the envi-
ronment into three levels: the ontogenic, the
microsystem, and the macrosystem. The onto-
genic level comprises the development of indi-
viduals and, as a result, what they bring to the
other levels based on their development. It
includes factors that influence the likelihood of
men committing sexual assault or rape as well
as factors that influence the vulnerability of
women and children. The microsystem con-
sists of the family or immediate setting in
which the violence occurs, whereas the
macrosystem includes the cultural values and
attitudes that foster violence.

The Ontogenic and Microsystem Levels

Factors that increase men’s risk of committing
sexual violence against partners. In general, the
demographic and socioeconomic characteristics
of Chinese abusive partners have been found to
be related to unemployment or a low socioeco-
nomic status (Leung et al., 1999; Parish, Wang,
Laumann, Pan, & Luo, 2004; Xu et al., 2005;
Yick, 2000); the abuse of alcohol and/or drugs
(Liu & Zhang, 2005; Parish et al., 2004; Xu et al.,
2005); gambling problems (Liu & Zhang, 2005);
young age (Tang, 1999); a sense of insecurity, an
aggressive personality, poor anger manage-
ment, a lack of empathy (Chan, 2004); psycho-
logical disorders (Liu & Zhang, 2005); and
sexual jealousy (Parish et al., 2004).

The relationship risk factors for partner vio-
lence include relationship stress and conflict
(Chan, 2004; Xu, 1997; Xu et al., 2005) as well as
extramarital affairs (Liu & Zhang, 2005; Xu
et al., 2005). The rise of cross-border marriages
has led to an increase in the rate of family vio-
lence, including spousal and child abuse. A
large spousal age difference is prevalent
among families in which a husband, usually
aged more than 50, marries a young woman
from Mainland China, and this was found to be
a significant risk factor for violence. Family
violence is frequent among couples with an age
difference of 10 years or greater (Chan, 2005;
Tang, 1999; Tiwari et al., 2007). It is reported
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that when a cross-border bride moves to Hong
Kong after the marriage, she often finds that
her husband’s economic condition is not as
good as she had been led to expect. Frequent
marital conflicts and violence may be related to
this discrepancy.

With regard to risk factors specific to sexual
violence against partners, an aggressive behav-
ioral style was found to be a predictor of sexual
aggression (Tang, Critelli, & Porter, 1993).
Aggressive men tend to use more coercive
methods to induce fear in their partners and
exercise control over them (Wu et al., 2005). A
recent study showed that a history of neglect
from parents or caretakers was associated with
sexual coercion in the dating relationships of
students (Chan, Brownridge, et al., 2008).
Family-of-origin habits that transferred rape-
supporting attitudes to the new family
appeared to carry over into dating relationships
(Adams-Curtis & Forbes, 2004). The findings
also showed that perpetrators of sexual coercion
had less stable mental health when compared
with the nonperpetrating participants. This is
consistent with findings in Western studies that
sexual abusers with mental health problems are
a high-risk group (Cosyns, 1999).

Factors related to the vulnerability of women and
children. Certain studies have identified factors
that increase the vulnerability of women and
children to abuse, such as unplanned pregnancy
(Leung et al., 1999), women in need of financial
assistance (Tiwari et al., 2007), depression and
somatic symptoms (Hicks & Li, 2003; Yick,
Shibusawa, & Agbayani-Siewert, 2003), and
poor psychological health (Leung et al., 2003). In
one study of dating violence, physical violence,
and sexual violence, victimization was associ-
ated with an increased rate of suicidal ideation
and depression (Chan & Straus, 2005).

A significant proportion of sexual abuse is
committed by acquaintances of the victims
(Chen, 1996) and persons with intrafamilial
relationships; that is to say, the abusers are
known to their victims. In addition, a gender
difference exists in the type of sexual violence
in Chinese societies. Males are about three
times more likely than females to be sexually
abused by their friends, whereas females are

about twice as likely as males to be sexually
abused by strangers (Tang, 2002). Twice as
many women as men report having been sexu-
ally harassed (Tang et al., 1996).

Students who were subjected CSA reported
higher levels of depression; lower levels of self-
evaluated health; higher levels of drinking
alcohol, smoking, and engaging in sexual inter-
course; suicidal thinking and planning of sui-
cide; receiving threats or injury by someone
with a weapon such as a knife on school
grounds; and involvement in a physical fight
during the 12 months preceding the survey
(Chen, Dunne, & Han, 2006; Chen, Han, &
Dunne, 2004). Chinese women survivors of
CSA often suffer some form of anxiety disorder
or depressive disorder (Li, 1990), or trauma
symptoms (Poon, 2007; Tsun-yin, 1998) and are
at significantly increased risk of contracting
sexually transmitted diseases (Wu et al., 2006).

Sexual abuse survivors may suffer from
diminished self-esteem, disempowerment, fear
for personal safety, a heightened sense of vul-
nerability to revictimization, or impairment of
the ability to life effectively. Sexual stigmatiza-
tion also reportedly reflects the patriarchal
fetish for female chastity in the Chinese cul-
tural construction of sexual victimization (Luo,
1998, 2000).

Macrosystem Level

The macrosystem level includes the cultural
values and attitudes that foster violence.
Patriarchal social forms have been reported to
play an important role in violence (Liu, 1999).
Within the family, men have been reported to
use physical and/or psychological violence to
exert a position of dominance over their part-
ner or their children. Although existing studies
address patriarchy as a risk factor for violence
against women in general and do not specifi-
cally address it in terms of sexual violence, it is
worth investigating as a possible risk factor in
future studies of sexual violence in Chinese
societies.

Patriarchal authority structures and violence
against women. The lack of legal and social sup-
port for victims has been suggested to be an
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indication of the social isolation that makes it
difficult for victims to disclose violence (Xu,
1997). This is particularly true for victims
growing up in rural areas of China and for
immigrants to cities (Xu et al., 2005). With
regard to victims of spousal sexual violence,
Liu (1999) argued that even though battered
women have used divorce to end their abusive
experience in many countries, it is uncommon
for battered women in China to do so. Divorce
has been strictly controlled by the government
and less formally, by social norms, and bat-
tered women lack personal resources. Thus,
enduring violence has reportedly become a
main coping strategy for battered women in
rural China.

The social and cultural acceptance of
women’s subordination is considered an
important factor contributing to violence
against them (Liu, 1999). Studies have reported
patriarchal forms of authority and strong
beliefs in patriarchal gender relationships to
have significant correlations with spousal vio-
lence in Chinese populations (Chan, 2004; Liu
& Zhang, 2005; Parish et al., 2004; Xu et al.,
2005). In Chinese culture, male dominance and
patriarchal forms have been regarded as core
family values and even treated as proverbs of
life. They have even been reported to espouse
traditional values and to hold on to the belief
that there may be good reasons to beat a wife
(Xu et al., 2005), especially as a way of preserv-
ing the “face” of the male partner (Chan, 2006).
Chan (2006) found that abusers held a tradi-
tional gender role assumption that the man
should be the provider and the woman the
caregiver. To save face, there are men who
reportedly believe they must dominate their
wives. Cultural acceptance of wife abuse (Liu,
1999; Yick & Agbayani-Siewert, 2000), and in
particular, the lack of legislation defining fam-
ily violence as illegal (Liu & Zhang, 2005), force
a victim of spousal violence to stay in the abu-
sive relationship (Wu et al., 2005). Patriarchal
forms affect the way that women cope and thus
reinforce the patriarchal structure. A case study
of rape in Mainland China (Gil & Anderson,
1999) argued that rape was the victimization of
a woman within the context of a patriarchal
and phallocentric culture. Chinese women may

be described as being similarly victimized by
their subordinate position in a Chinese society
that has been culturally and historically sus-
tained by gender inequality.

In modern China (after 1949), the govern-
ment of the People’s Republic of China declared
in a constitutional legal document that women
should enjoy equal rights with men with
respect to politics, economics, culture, educa-
tion, and social life (Chen, 1999). But in reality,
legal equality between men and women does
not amount to true equality in practice (Liu,
1999; Xu, 1997). The patriarchal social order
and family system have long been the
entrenched pattern in economic and social
processes in Chinese society. This has been
widely reported to have resulted in the subor-
dination of women and thus in the violence
perpetrated against them. The government’s
ineffectiveness in combating domestic violence
has been critical in this regard, in particular, the
insensitivity of the criminal justice system to
the illegal acts committed, insufficient laws
combating violence against women, the lack of
coordination between government depart-
ments in helping victims, and systematic fail-
ure in victim protection.

Poverty and sexual violence. The workplace is
a reported site of sexual violence. Female
workers are more vulnerable, in particular
those who are poor, and also those who have
come from rural areas and work in cities. They
lack resources and social support. They also
have no knowledge of the legal protection to
which they are entitled. As Gil and Anderson
(1999) stated, “Official law denounces rape, but
there is no law, mechanism, or facilitation that
provides women the means by which to resist.
Moreover, there is no national teaching that
corrects the social shaming inherently attached
to sexual victimization.” Even if women have
legal protection against sexual violence, their
deprivation because of poverty, unawareness
of available legal resources, and lack of support
mean that they are not, in fact, protected from
sexual violence.

Culture-specific risk factors for CSA. The cul-
tural belief that family problems should be
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kept strictly within the family may make dis-
closure even more difficult. Cultural factors,
combined with the currently inadequate
resources for victims, could be contributing to
a double victimization (Rhind, Leung, & Choi,
1999). Cultural aspects may heighten family
disgrace and intensify the dangers of disclo-
sure for the victim. Ho and Kwok (1991)
detailed how features of the Chinese pattern of
childrearing, from the principle of filial piety to
that of unquestioning obedience, may facilitate
the use of children by adults as sexual objects.
They criticized the low level of awareness
among professionals, which they felt might
account for the apparently low incidence of
reporting CSA.

This study has reviewed a number of uni-
versal and culture-specific risk factors for
sexual violence in Chinese societies. Cultural
beliefs, patriarchal authority, and poverty are
cultural and social factors that have been
reported to affect he occurrence of sexual vio-
lence and help-seeking behaviors. There
remains room for future study on other risk
factors related to the characteristics of sex
offenders, families, and communities at high
risk for sexual violence.

COMMUNITY KNOWLEDGE AND
PERCEPTIONS OF SEXUAL VIOLENCE

Recognizing Sexual Harassment

In one study, 900 Chinese students demon-
strated a high level of agreement in not regard-
ing overt unwelcome physical contact and
coercive sexuality as sexual harassment. Only a
small percentage classified sexist and misogy-
nistic behaviors, pressure for dates, and unso-
licited disclosure of personal and emotional
feelings as sexually harassing (Tang, Yik,
Cheung, Choi, & Au, 1995). In a study of 175
medical doctors working in emergency depart-
ment in Hong Kong, 36% agreed that “a
woman should be responsible for preventing
her own rape,” and a majority of female doctors
agreed that “a woman can successfully resist
rape if she tries hard enough” (Wong, Wong,
Lau, & Lau, 2002). Such rape myths may con-
tribute to a victim-blaming attitude.

Reporting and Help-Seeking Behavior

Chinese have been described in various
studies as finding the reporting, and thus the
disclosure of incidents of sexual violence, diffi-
cult. In a study of 2,147 Hong Kong Chinese
college students, only 39% of victims had
reported their sexual victimization to others,
whereas 56% of the reported incidents were
not followed up (Tang, 2002). The main reasons
for not reporting an incident included low
expectations concerning the outcome. For
example, some victims thought that reporting
would cause trouble, whereas others expected
the police would be rude or would violate their
confidentiality; some anticipated embarrass-
ment, and others feared the offender’s revenge
would get them into trouble (Dussich, 2001) or
had low expectations that the authorities
would take an active role in combating the
problem (Tang et al., 1996). In a recent study of
137 rape victims in Hong Kong, late presenta-
tion and poor attendance for follow-up care
among rape victims was associated with com-
plications such as pregnancy, sexually trans-
mitted diseases, headaches, and psychological
problems. Further delay made termination of
pregnancy risky (Chu & Tung, 2005).
Embarrassment is a major reason that rape vic-
tims hesitate to seek medical care. Vulnerable
groups such as female adolescents with mild
mental retardation had the most difficulty in
reporting a sexually abusive incident or the
characteristics of the offender because of inad-
equate self-protection skills or inadequate
knowledge of sexual abuse (Tang & Lee, 1999).

Shame is known to be a particularly strong
factor among Asian individuals in deterring
them from seeking outside professional help
(Lee & Law, 2001). Generally, a perceived need
to save face exerts an important influence on
self-disclosure (Li, 1999). The importance of
saving face is thus likely to strongly influence
female victims, especially their help-seeking
behavior after being abused. Chinese culture
has been described as constructing a woman’s
identity as centering on her father, husband,
and son in the context of Chinese hierarchical
relationships (Pearson & Leung, 1995). Chinese
women reportedly define their success mainly
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through the well-being of their family, in par-
ticular that of their husband and son. The tra-
ditional emphasis on chastity results in women
who have been raped as potentially being
viewed as adulterous or having a bad reputa-
tion. The burden of strong physical resistance
to an attacker is furthermore placed on the
shoulders of the person being attacked (Tanner,
1994). Female victims have expressed feeling
stressed that it would bring shame on their
family if they were to disclose an abusive inci-
dent, and they therefore tend to remain silent.
This is echoed by other studies that have found
that the cultural values of suffering and fatal-
ism interfere with help-seeking behavior. Even
Asian Americans are reported to be more toler-
ant of abuse than other ethnic groups (Malley-
Morrison & Hines, 2004). Participation in
sexual abuse programs is generally low
because the feeling of shame resulting from
CSA prevents victims from disclosing it to oth-
ers. Among 1,606 Chinese adults in Hong Kong
only 24% of victims indicated they would take
part in CSA prevention programs (Tang & Yan,
2004). The attitudes of Chinese parents are also
very influential in approving school CSA pre-
vention education (Chen & Chen, 2005). Those
who would not tolerate sexual violence were
also more likely to support gender equality
and flexible gender roles (Tang et al., 1995).

CURRENT RESEARCH ON SEXUAL
VIOLENCE IN CHINA

Diversity of Findings and Study Methods

Studies of the prevalence of and risk factors
for sexual violence have used a diverse range of
samples and research methods. Samples have
been taken from among Mainland Chinese,
Hong Kong Chinese, and Taiwanese, and a few
from Chinese immigrants. These studies have
employed an epidemiological methodology to
look at the prevalence and correlations of sexual
violence, and an anthropological methodology
to look at the risk factors causing the problems.
Some studies have used questionnaires, focus
group interviews, and case studies to collect
data, and so the measurement instruments
employed are not consistent. Some have used

standardized measures such as the Conflict
Tactics Scales (CTS; Straus, 1979), its revised ver-
sion (CTS2; Straus, Hamby, Boney-McCoy, &
Sugarman, 1996), and the Chinese Abuse
Assessment Screen (Tiwari et al., 2007). Face-
to-face interviews (Chan, 2006; Xu et al., 2005)
and telephone surveys (Tang, 1999; Yick, 1999,
2000) have mostly been used to ask respondents
about their personal experiences of violence.

Very few studies have used probability
samples (Chan, 2005). Most of them have sur-
veyed convenience samples that could be eas-
ily obtained or were connected in some way to
the investigators. Although some have focused
on young populations like college students,
others have targeted populations covering a
wide age range. Sample sizes have also varied,
from less than a hundred in small-scale studies
to a few thousand in representative studies.
Samples from health settings and refugee
services have mainly included women seeking
help and treatment as a result of abuse, and so
studying them would undoubtedly yield gen-
erally higher prevalence rates. Samples such as
school students may be more likely to repre-
sent the pattern of population.

Currently, the data on sexual violence typi-
cally come from cases reported to the police and
incidents revealed in clinical settings and sur-
veys. A substantial number of victims are still
unknown to the system. The diversity of find-
ings reported by surveys and criminal reports
reflects the problems in obtaining accurate
figures on the scope of the problem. The prob-
lem of underreporting for multifaceted reasons
makes estimating the true prevalence very diffi-
cult, and the available figures very likely show
only the tip of the iceberg. Whereas resources
are mostly allocated to treat reported cases, a
closer look at available survey findings may
help the government appreciate the urgency in
filling the gap between the needs of victims and
the existing services available to them.

In future studies of sexual violence in Chinese
societies, probability samples recruited by
random sampling could be used to compare
the prevalence rates and risk factors with
those of other ethnic groups and between dif-
ferent Chinese communities. Standardized
questionnaires, rather than self-constructed
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ones, should be used as the basic measurement
of violence.

Interpretation of Chinese Culture-Specific
Risk Factors

The Chinese are a diversified population
spread across many different societies. The
Chinese population includes Chinese immi-
grants in Western societies and those living in
Mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, and
Taiwan. Most Chinese live in predominantly
Chinese societies such as Mainland China, Hong
Kong, Macau, and Taiwan. As discussed at the
beginning of this article, these societies differ in
terms of their sociopolitical–economic struc-
tures. Thus, interpretation of culture-specific risk
factors should be undertaken cautiously. One
intriguing question is whether these factors
might be protective factors. For example, filial
piety has been treated as risk factor for family
violence (Malley-Morrison & Hines, 2004),
although it is difficult to understand how such a
virtue could be a risk factor associated with vio-
lence. However, other scholars have treated filial
piety as a protective factor against family conflict
and other problems (Lee & Mjelde-Mossey,
2004). Discussions of culture-specific factors to
date have tended to be too general and lack
empirical support. As it is highly likely that cul-
tural factors do play an important role, it is
important that they be investigated in a more
systematic and rigorous manner.

Chinese Culture: Culture of Harmony
or Culture of Violence?

Chinese people have been reported to relate
to others by first defining their relationships
based on their cultural norms. Authoritarianism
has been indicated to be one of the main guiding
parameter for Chinese people in relating to
each other. It emphasizes filial piety—that
“juniors and seniors have their ranking,” as one
Chinese proverb puts it—and Chinese people
are oriented toward finding their proper place
in the hierarchy (Bond, 1991, p. 36).

One Chinese sociologist, Fei Xiao-tong
(1947), proposed the concept of “compartmen-
talization of the relationship network” to

understand the relationship between self and
others. According to Fei (1947), family, includ-
ing one’s wife and children, is the first com-
partment next to the “self.” Although it would
seem that Fei’s argument could apply to all
Chinese individuals, including men and
women, the woman does not posit herself at
the center but instead subordinates herself to
her family and her husband. In the Chinese tra-
dition, the woman does not engage in a power-
ful position but has to obey her father,
husband, and son. As one Chinese saying puts
it, “A husband sings, the wife hums along”
(Bond, 1991, p. 45). The husband to wife rela-
tion is defined as a hierarchical one. The man is
usually dominant in the family and inherits the
family property. The gender-role socialization
of boys and girls is very different. Boys are
socialized to take over power and responsibil-
ity, whereas girls are subject to subordination
to men and to other women in the family hier-
archy. The masculine stereotype is often associ-
ated with a sense of superiority, whereas the
female stereotype is associated with a sense of
inferiority (Cheung, 1996). Therefore, when
referring to the family, the reference is usually
to the man, who is the master of the family.
Family needs are typically defined in terms of
the man’s needs, which are regarded as having
top priority.

Traditional Chinese culture has been
described as so tolerant of violence at home
that violence of all kinds against women, even
their killing, is culturally acceptable (Malley-
Morrison & Hines, 2004). But this ignores the
effects of the legal system in modern society.
Such tolerance may be partially true with
regard to minor violence, control, psychologi-
cal abuse, help-seeking behavior, and profes-
sional practice but not necessarily with regard
to severe violence. This leaves open the ques-
tion of the extent to which Chinese people, liv-
ing in modern societies with the benefits of all
the advances in economic, political, and legal
development hold on to traditional beliefs. The
interaction between traditional culture and
modernity in the field of education and legal
measures should be addressed in future stud-
ies. If domestic violence is criminalized, there
will be no room to argue that violence is
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acceptable. However, culture may be influen-
tial in defining what kinds of violence are crim-
inalized and the extent to which legal actors
can use discretion with regard to arresting or
charging perpetrators.

The study of culture-specific factors should
not focus solely on cultural factors but should
also examine traditional culture in the context
of coming into contact with and hence being
changed by modern society. Moreover,
research should also address the way perpe-
trators use cultural values as an excuse to jus-
tify their violence and how this might be
overcome as well as the impact of cultural
beliefs on the help-seeking behavior of vic-
tims, such that help can be made more readily
available.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE
RESEARCH ON SEXUAL VIOLENCE

Large Epidemiological Study

As pointed out above, epidemiological data
on sexual violence in China are by no means
either rare or marginal. However, only a few
studies have used probability sampling. A
large epidemiological study on the prevalence
and annual incidence of various types of
sexual violence is urgently needed to estimate
the seriousness of the problem, to examine the
risk factors, and thus to inform the prevention
of, and intervention in, sexual violence in
China. The author and associates will be con-
ducting a large epidemiological study specifi-
cally on CSA in China funded by the UBS
Optimus Foundation, which is a philan-
thropic organization established by the Swiss
bank UBS in 1999. This study will collect data
on the prevalence and annual incidence of
CSA, comprising official as well as commu-
nity epidemiological data. This sort of study is
timely and can help document the national
data on sexual violence.

Establishment of Official Data

No official data on the incidence of sexual
violence are published by the government in
Mainland China. The Hong Kong Police Force

publishes an annual report on the incidence of
indecent assault and rape in Hong Kong,
whereas social services organizations publish
information on reported cases of various types
of sexual violence. No crime victimization sur-
vey is available for reporting trends in sexual
violence victimization. If we are to better
understand the pattern of sexual violence in
China, the government must first establish—
and it must be urged to establish—a data sys-
tem to collect reported incidents. A community
profile of sexual violence victimization must
also be developed.

Consistency in Defining Terms

The terms rape, sexual assault, sexual
abuse, and sexual violence have overlapping
meanings and are thus frequently used inter-
changeably in reports and documents.
However, they are used inconsistently. In
some cases, sexual violence or assault is
understood to involve rape, sexual harassment
(Luo, 1996, 2000), or both (Chan, 2005). Some
documents specify the relationship of the per-
petrator to the victim, whereas others describe
the victimization more generally. Even the cal-
culation of the number of incidents and preva-
lence rates may be presented in a confused
way. It seems to be a general phenomenon in
the literature on domestic violence that using a
time frame to distinguish incidence and preva-
lence has been the main thrust of the overcom-
ing conceptual confusion (Brownridge & Halli,
1999). There is a need to standardize or at least
to define terms systematically in each study
for accurate comparison. Measurement of the
incidence of sexual violence is not standard-
ized either. In particular, only a few studies
have demonstrated the validation of measures
in a Chinese population. Validation of self-
constructed or translated scales should be
demonstrated in future studies of sexual
violence in China.

CONCLUSION

This article has endeavored to provide a
comprehensive review of the reported sexual
violence against women and children in China
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and to provide researchers with information
about strategies for conducting further research
on this important subject. Different study meth-
ods (e.g., household, school, phone, mail,
online interviews) have different strengths and
limitations. Among the available methods,
household interviews, although more expen-
sive and complicated, have greater potential for
producing a representative sample, with a high
response rate and collection of more in-depth
information related to the themes of the study.
In studying CSA in China, we will employ
household interviews for the purpose of estab-
lishing its prevalence and chronicity. The find-
ings of the study will serve as a baseline for the
reported incidence in the Mainland, and it will
contribute to developing a surveillance system
that will be used to track China’s progress in
dealing with cases of sexual abuse.

In terms of conducting social research, the
Chinese government is more open than previ-
ously to supporting studies related to social
problems. We do believe we will be given suffi-
cient latitude to design our study independently,
and we sincerely hope that more research on
sexual violence in China in the near future will
lead to greater understanding and a proper
response to a pressing social and cultural issue.
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