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Foreword 

Submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements of the BSc in psychology degree, 

Reykjavík University, this thesis is presented in the style of an article for submission 

to a peer-reviewed journal.  
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Abstract 

This study examined the relationship between sexual abuse and alcohol use in 

adolescents in and out of high school. The data came from two cross-sectional, 

national studies in Iceland, conducted in 2000 and 2001. Participants were 2,835 

Icelandic adolescents, aged 16-19 years. Using chi square test of independence and 

linear regression, the results indicated that adolescents out of school were more likely 

than those in school to have been sexually abused and to use alcohol more frequently. 

Girls were more likely to have been sexually abused, while boys were more likely to 

use alcohol more frequently. There was no difference in alcohol use among boys 

based on sexual abuse, although girls who had been sexually abused were more likely 

to have been frequently intoxicated. Girls out of school who had been sexually abused 

were more likely than those who had not been sexually abused to use alcohol 

frequently. The same was true for girls in school. These results underline the great 

importance of finding solutions for the victims of sexual abuse.  

Keywords: sexual abuse, adolescents, education, alcohol, intoxication.  

 

Útdráttur 

Þessi rannsókn skoðaði samband kynferðislegrar misnotkunar og áfengisneyslu hjá 

íslenskum ungmennum, í og utan framhaldsskóla. Rannsóknin var unnin út frá 

gögnum frá spurningalistunum Ungt fólk frá árunum 2000 og 2001. Þátttakendur voru 

2.835 talsins, á aldrinum 16-19 ára. Með kíkvaðrat greiningu og aðhvarfsgreiningu 

hlutfalla kom í ljós að ungmenni utan skóla voru líklegri en ungmenni í 

framhaldsskóla til að hafa orðið fyrir kynferðislegri misnotkun og til að hafa oftar 

neytt áfengis. Stúlkur voru líklegri til að hafa orðið fyrir kynferðislegri misnotkun en 

piltar líklegri til að neyta oftar áfengis. Engin munur var á áfengisneyslu stráka eftir 

hvort þeir höfðu verið kynferðislega misnotaðir eða ekki, en stúlkur sem höfðu orðið 

fyrir kynferðislegri misnotkun voru líklegri til að hafa neytt áfengis óhóflega. Stúlkur 

utan skóla sem höfðu verið misnotaðar voru líklegri en stúlkur sem ekki höfðu verið 

misnotaðar til að hafa oft verið óhóflega drukknar. Sama átti við um stúlkur í skóla. 

Niðurstöður rannsóknarinnar undirstrika mikilvægi þess að finna fylgja eftir og finna 

meðferðarúrræði fyrir einstaklinga sem hafa orðið fyrir kynferðislegri misnotkun. 

 Lykilhugtök: kynferðisleg misnotkun, ungmenni, menntun, áfengi, ölvun. 
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Sexual abuse and excessive alcohol use among Icelandic adolescents in and 

out of high school 

Sexual abuse is a grave act and can have a serious impact on the victim 

(Maniglio, 2009). According to the American Psychological Association, sexual 

abuse is described as an invasion or misuse of another person by sexual means 

(VandenBos, 2007). Sexual abuse of children involves all sexual contact between 

adults and children. According to the World Health Organization (‘WHO | Child 

maltreatment’, n.d.) approximately one in every five women and one in every 13 men 

have been sexually abused in their childhood, and in the first nine months of 2016 in 

Iceland, there were 288 reported cases of sexual abuse to the Government Agency for 

Child Protection in Iceland, of which 206 involved girls and 82 involved boys 

(Barnaverndarstofa, 2016). The fact that girls are more likely than boys to be the 

victim of sexual abuse, is in line with prior research (Afifi et al., 2014; Barth, 

Bermetz, Heim, Trelle, & Tonia, 2013; Dube et al., 2005; Finkelhor, Shattuck, 

Turner, & Hamby, 2014; Molnar, Buka, & Kessler, 2001; Tonmyr & Shields, 2016).  

Sexual abuse can have various consequences for the victim, such as 

depression (Clark, Bellis, Lynch, Cornelius, & Martin, 2003), anxiety (Molnar et al., 

2001), post-traumatic stress disorder (Ashby & Kaul, 2016; Epstein, Saunders, 

Kilpatrick, & Resnic, 1998), antisocial personality (Southwick Bensley, Van Eenwyk, 

Spieker, & Schoder, 1999), suicide intentions (Dube et al., 2005), misuse of alcohol 

and other illegal substances (Ásgeirsdóttir, 2011) are more prominent in victims of 

sexual abuse.  

Sexual abuse and alcohol 

As previously noted, misuse of alcohol is one possible consequence of sexual 

abuse (Ásgeirsdóttir, 2011). A Canadian longitudinal study (Tonmyr & Shields, 2016) 
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found that individuals who had reported childhood sexual abuse were more likely to 

be hazardous drinkers and use other illicit as well as off label drugs. These findings 

were supported by Ásgeirsdóttir’s (2011), Ullman, Filipas, Townsend, and 

Starzynski's (2005) and Harrison, Fulkerson, and Beebe’s (1997) studies. Harrison et 

al. (1997) looked at American adolescents, and found that alcohol misuse and illegal 

substance use was associated with a history of sexual abuse. Males who had been 

sexually abused were more likely to misuse alcohol and other illegal substances than 

females, and with growing age, the prevalence of the misuse of substances became 

higher among both genders. 

 However, in Tonmyr and Shields’ (2016) study childhood sexual abuse was 

negatively associated with heavy episodic drinking, but it must be considered that 

males were more likely than females to be heavy episodic drinkers while females 

were more likely than men to report childhood sexual abuse.  

A review by Langeland and Hartgers (1998) concluded that there was a 

relationship between experiencing childhood sexual abuse and alcohol problems later 

in life for women but evidence was too limited among men to draw to a conclusion. 

Although, Ferguson, Boden, & Horwood findings (2008) demonstrated that exposure 

to childhood sexual abuse was consistently related to increased risks of mental health 

problems, including substance abuse problems, and the risks were the same for both 

genders. It is supported by Edghard and Ormstad’s (2000) findings, where adolescents 

who had experienced sexual abuse were more likely than those who had not 

experienced sexual abuse, to report a heavy drinking bout before age of 15, for both 

genders. This general relationship between sexual abuse and the misuse of alcohol has 

been repeatedly supported (Arellano, Chavez, & Deffenbacher, 1998; Epstein et al., 

1998; Goldstein et al., 2013; Harrison, Fulkerson, & Beebe, 1997). Hence, individuals 



SEXUAL ABUSE AND EXCESSIVE ALCOHOL USE AMONG 
ADOLESCENTS IN AND OUT OF HIGH SCHOOL 

6 

who have been sexually abused are more likely to misuse alcohol than individuals 

who have not been sexually abused. 

Education and sexual abuse 

So far, research on sexual abuse in relation to adolescents who discontinued 

their education before completing high school is scarce. A research on high school 

students who were classified as dropout-prone by school authorities in the USA 

reported that adolescents who had experienced trauma of any kind (e.g. sexual abuse, 

physical abuse, divorce by parents) (Harris, 1983). Of females who were classified as 

dropout prone, thirty-one percent reported having experienced incest, while 9% of the 

females in the control group reported experiencing incest. None of the male 

participants reported experiencing incest. However, about 30% of the dropout prone 

males reported having been a victim of sexual assault, as opposed to none of the 

males in the control group reported so. Of dropout-prone females 63% reported being 

a victim of a sexual assault, in contrast with only 22% of the non-dropout prone 

females. 

These results found by Harris (1983) are further emphasized in a study by 

Edgardh and Ormstad (2000) on Swedish teenagers in and out of school, which 

showed that adolescents who had discontinued their education were more likely to 

have experienced sexual abuse. Of female adolescents 28% of those not in school 

reported having experienced sexual abuse, against only 11.2% of females in school. 

These numbers are smaller than Harris’ (1983) findings, although they show the same 

pattern of sexual abuse being almost three times more common for females not in 

school than in school. However, unlike Harris (1983), the difference for males in 

Edghard and Ormstad’s (2000) study was not so vast. In total 4% of those out of 

school reported being a victim of sexual abuse, while 3.1% of those in school reported 
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the same thing. Hence, individuals who have been sexually abused are more likely to 

discontinue their education than those who have not been sexually abused. 

Education and alcohol intoxication 

Wichstrøm (1998) found that adolescents in Norway who had discontinued 

their education were twice as often intoxicated than individuals still in school.  

Although the researchers did not investigate whether gender differences were present.  

Crum, Helzer and Anthony’s (1993) findings reported that those individuals 

who dropped out of high school were 6.34 times more likely to develop alcohol abuse 

or dependence than individuals who graduated. This general relationship between 

dropping out of school and alcohol abuse has been repeatedly supported (Dee & 

Evans, 2003; Koch & Mcgeary, 2005; Zimmerman & Schmeelk-Cone, 2003). Hence, 

individuals who drop out of school are more likely to misuse alcohol than those who 

do not drop out of school. 

As evident by the research described thus far, many older studies seem to 

focus mainly on the effects of sexual abuse on females (Ashby & Kaul, 2016; Epstein 

et al., 1998; Fleming, Mullen, Sibthorpe, & Bammer, 1999; Spak, Spak, & Allebeck, 

1997) . However, sexual abuse has also grave effects on boys (Grossman, 2008), and 

therefore this study will emphasize how the two genders are affected by sexual abuse. 

This study further aims to clarify how the effects of sexual abuse appear in Icelandic 

society. Based on the literature reviewed above the following hypothesis are put 

forward: 

1. The frequency of sexual abuse will be higher among adolescents who are 

not in high school than those in high school. 

2. The frequency of being drunk will be higher among adolescents who are 

not in high school than those in high school. 
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3. Girls (in and out of high school) are more likely to have been sexually 

abused compared to boys while boys (in and out of school) are more likely 

than girls to use alcohol very frequently. 

4. Adolescents in and out of high school who have been sexually abused are 

more likely to have frequently used alcohol than adolescents who have not 

been sexually abused. 

5. The link between sexual abuse and frequent alcohol use is stronger for 

adolescents out of high school than in school.  

Method 

Participants 

This study used data from the 2000 Youth in Iceland (Pálsdóttir et al., 2014), a 

national survey among Icelandic adolescents in high school, along with the 2001 

Youth in Iceland outside of High school (Jónsdóttir, Jónsson, Sigfúsdóttir, 

Björnsdóttir, & Ásgeirsdóttir, 2003), a national survey among Icelandic adolescents 

not enrolled in high school, both administered by the Icelandic Centre for Social 

Research and Analysis (ICSRA). In the 2000 Youth in Iceland, the survey was 

administered to every student present in class one day in October, 2000. Out of the 

12,799 students enrolled in school (Hagstofa Íslands, n.d.) 8,699 individuals 

completed the survey, with a 68% response rate.  

The 2001 Youth in Iceland outside of high school was mailed to a random 

sample of 2,174 out of the 4,632 Icelandic high school aged (16-19 years old) 

adolescents not enrolled in high school, of which 745 individuals participated 

(Jónsdóttir et al., 2003).  

In the current study, data from the 745 participants not in school was used 

along with a randomly selected sample of 2,090 consisting of 16-19 year old 

participants from the Youth in Iceland high school study. The total number of 
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participants was 2,835. Table 1 shows the mean age (M) and standard deviation (SD) 

of the participants (although three participants did not disclose their age) in the 

current study by educational status (whether in school or not) and by gender.  

Table 1    

Age and number of participants based on gender and educational status 

 Male  Female 

 n M (SD)  n M (SD) 

Not in High 

School 

355 17.95 (0.946)  386 17.97 (0.97) 

In High 

School 

947 17.20 (1.09)  1108 17.28 (1.11) 

Total 1329 17.40 (1.10)  1494 17.46 (1.12) 

 

Measures  

The current study focused on measures regarding educational status, age, 

gender, sexual abuse and alcohol intoxication. The Youth in Iceland studies consisted 

of 151 question (Youth in Iceland 2000) and 106 question (Youth in Iceland out of 

school) questionnaires. All questions relevant to the current study were identical in 

both studies. 

Educational status. Participants were split into groups regarding their 

educational status. Those outside of high school got the value 0 and individuals in 

high school got the value 1.  

Age. There was a straight forward question asking what year participants were 

born. The options ranged from “1970” to “1986” and an open-ended option, “other, 

the year 19__”. The current study only included individuals who were 16 to 19 years 

of age at the time of administration. Those born in the years 1981 (19 years old) to 
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1984 (16 years old) were therefore included in the current study. Individuals who 

were 16 years of age at the year of participation got the value 1, those who were 17, 

the value 2, individuals who were 18 got the value 3 and those who were 19 years of 

age got the value 4. 

Sexual abuse. One question was used to measure sexual abuse. It asked “How 

often have you been sexually abused”. The options were “Never”, “1 time”, “2-3 

times”, “4-6 times”, “7-10 times”, “11-15 times” and “16 times or more”. For this 

research, participants were split into two groups based on whether they reported 

having been sexually abused or not. Those who had not been sexually abused got the 

value 0, and those who had been sexually abused were coded as 1.  

Alcohol intoxication. Alcohol consumption was measured with the question: 

“How often have you been drunk, ever?”. The options for the question were “Never”, 

“1-2 times”, 3-5 times”, “6-9 times”, “10-19 times”, “20-39 times” and “40 times or 

more”. This measure has been previously used to assess alcohol consumption among 

Icelandic adolescents (Kristjánsson, Sigfúsdóttir, Sigfússon, & Pálsdóttir, 2012), 

although in the present study participants were split into two groups based on whether 

they had been drunk (excessive intoxication) 40 times or more over their lifetime, or 

not. Less than 40 times was coded as 0 and forty times or more was coded as 1. More 

detailed statistical descriptive below.  

Research Design and Statistical Analysis 

 This was a cross-sectional between-subjects study. Since only categorical 

variables were used, it was decided to use Pearson’s chi square test of independence 

(Field, 2013). First, a chi square test of independence was run to test the relationship 

between educational status and sexual abuse, and educational status and excessive 

alcohol intoxication. Secondly, a chi square test of independence was run to test the 
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relationship between gender, educational status and sexual abuse on the first hand, 

and the relationship between gender, educational status and excessive alcohol 

intoxication. Another chi-square test was run to test the relationship of educational 

status, gender, sexual abuse and excessive alcohol intoxication, followed by a linear 

logistic model to test the relationship among excessive alcohol intoxication, age, 

educational status and sexual abuse.  

The independent variables included age, gender, educational status (in and 

out of high school) and sexual abuse.  

The dependent variable was alcohol intoxication over the lifespan, which 

was binary, moderate intoxication (less than 40 times) and excessive intoxication (40 

times or more).  

Procedure  

 The data for both Youth in Iceland 2000 and Youth in Iceland 2001 outside of 

school was collected following the regulations of the privacy and data protection 

authority in Iceland and the National Bioethics Committee of Iceland. 

 Youth in Iceland 2000. An informed consent was mailed to all guardians of 

minor high school students in Iceland, and to those high school students who were of 

age weeks before the survey was administered (Sigfusdottir, Kristjansson, 

Thorlindsson, & Allegrante, 2008a). The ICSRA sent questionnaires to every high 

school in Iceland accompanied by specification for teachers regarding administration 

of the survey. Before participants begun the survey, the following was restated to 

them: The surveys were untraceable, they could skip any question they found 

uncomfortable, and they could discontinue the survey at any time without any 

consequences (see Appendix A). Accompanying the questionnaire was a blank 
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envelope, which participants were instructed to put the survey in, once the survey was 

completed.  

The Youth in Iceland 2001 outside of high school. The original researchers 

looked in Þjóðskrá (National Registry of Iceland) and found the individuals aged 16-

20 who were not enrolled in high school. A random sample of 2174 was mailed the 

questionnaire, and they were asked to finish the survey at home. As with the previous 

study, it was reiterated that each survey form could not be traced to individuals as 

well as that participants were not obligated to answer questions they found 

discomfiting and that individuals could discontinue participation at any time (see 

Appendix B). After the questionnaire had been completed, participants sent the survey 

back to ICSRA free of charge (Jónsdóttir et al., 2003). This study is equivalent to the 

Youth in Iceland 2000, aside from a few minor changes. The survey involved the 

same subjects as the previous one but was slightly shorter, or 106 questions long 

instead of 151.  

Results 

The number of participants who reported having been sexually abused, based 

on educational status, are shown in Table 2. Chi square test of independence indicated 

a significant difference regarding sexual abuse between the in school and out of 

school groups (X2(1) = 66.62, p < .001), where 18.8% of the out of school group 

reported having experienced sexual abuse, while 7.8% of the in school group reported 

so. Another chi square test of independence reported a significant difference between 

the in school and out of school groups (X2(1) = 126.138, p < .001) for excessive 

intoxication, where 50.7% of those out of school had been excessively intoxicated 

compared to 27.8% of the in school group having been excessively intoxicated.  
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Table 2 

Number and percentages of participants who had been sexually abused and 

alcohol intoxication forty times or more over lifetime, based educational status 

 Out of high school  In high school 

 n %  n % 

Sexual abuse 

 Never 599 81.2  1786 92.2 

 One time or more 139 18.8  152 7.8 

Alcohol intoxication 

 Less than 40 times 363 49.3  1480 72.2 

 40 times or more 373 50.7  571 27.8 

 

Table 3 shows that approximately 4.5% of males out of school reported having 

been sexually abused, almost 2% of males in school declared having been a victim of 

sexual abuse. Just over 31% of females out of school reported having been sexually 

abused compared to only 12.7% of the females in high school. Pearson chi square test 

showed a significant difference between educational status and sexual abuse for both 

girls (X2(1) = 69.65, p < .001), and boys (X2(1) = 5.488, p = .019), with girls and boys 

out of school being more likely to report sexually abusive experiences. The number of 

participants who reported having being drunk 40 times or more over their lifetime is 

as well reported in Table 2. Pearson chi square test indicated a significant difference 

between educational status and excessive drunkenness for both girls (X2(1) = 64.06, p 

< .001) and boys (X2(1) = 61.07, p < .001) where both girls and boys out of school 
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were more likely to report having been drunk forty times or more than girls and boys 

in school. 

 
  
  

To test on one hand, if females in and out of school were more likely to have 

experienced sexual abuse than males, and on the other hand, if males were more 

likely to be more often drunk than females, another chi square test of independence 

was run to test for gender differences. A chi square showed a significant difference 

for both in school group (X2(1) = 74.46, p < .001), where girls in school were more 

likely to report sexual abuse than boys in school, and the out of school group (X2(1) = 

Table 3    

Number and percentages of participants who had been sexually abused and alcohol 

intoxication forty times or more over lifetime, based on gender and educational 

status 

 Male  Female 

 Out of high 

school 

In high 

school 

 Out of high 

school 

In high 

school 

 n % n %  n %  n % 

Sexual abuse           

 Never 334 95.4 847 97.9  262 68.2 909 87.3 

 One time 

or more 

16 4.6 19 2.1  122 31.8 132 12.7 

Alcohol 

intoxication 

 Less than 

40 times 

157 44.6 650 68.3  204 53.7 825 75.5 

 40 times 

or more 

195 55.4 302 31.7  176 46.3 267 24.5 
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88.73, p < .001) where girls out of school were more likely to report sexual abuse than 

boys out of school.  

Finally, when looking for alcohol intoxication over the lifetime, Pearson chi 

square test indicated a significant difference for both the in school group (X2(1) = 

13.39, p < .001), where boys in school were more likely to be excessively intoxicated 

than girls in school, and the out of school group (X2(1) = 3.03, p = .014), where boys 

out of school were more likely to be excessively intoxicated than girls out of school.  

See Table 3 for descriptives.  

Table 4 and Table 5 show the relationship between sexual abuse and excessive 

alcohol intoxication for girls in and out of school (Table 4), and boys in and out of 

school (Table 5). For girls, those who had been sexually abused were more likely to 

have been excessively intoxicated over their lifetime, both for in school group (X2(1) 

= 33.52, p < .001) and out of school group (X2(1) = 5.18, p = .023). For the in school 

group 45% of girls who had been sexually abused had been excessively intoxicated 

compared to the out of school group, where 55% of those who had been sexually 

abused, had been excessively intoxicated. 

For boys, the differences between the groups were not significant, hence those 

who reported having being sexually abused were not significantly more likely to 

report excessive drinking. 

To test if the relationship between sexual abuse and drunkenness was 

statistically stronger for females in school than out of school, a logistic regression 

model was conducted controlling for age (see Table 6). A logistic regression was not 

run for boys since the chi square did not report a significant difference for in school 

and out of school.  
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Table 4    

Number and percentage of female participants who reported being drunk forty times or 

more over lifetime based educational status and whether they had been sexually abused 

or not 

 In school  Out of school 

 Sexual 

abuse 

No sexual 

abuse 

 Sexual 

abuse 

No sexual 

abuse 

Intoxication n % n %  n %  n % 

 Less than 40 times 71 55.0 707 78.5  54 45.0 149 57.5 

 40 times or more 58 45.0 194 21.5  66 55.0 110 45.2 

 

 

A logistic regression without interaction was first performed to ascertain the 

effects of sexual abuse and educational status on the likelihood that girls had been 

excessively intoxicated (forty times or more) during their lifetime, controlling for age 

(See Table 6). The logistic regression model was statistically significant, χ2(3) = 

152.095, p < .001. The model explained between 11% (Cox & Snell R2) to 16% 

Table 5    

Number and percentage of male participants who reported being drunk forty times or 

more over lifetime based educational status and whether they had been sexually abused 

or not 

 In school  Out of school 

 Sexual 

abuse 

No sexual 

abuse 

 Sexual 

abuse 

No sexual 

abuse 

Intoxication n % n %  n %  n % 

 Less than 40 times 13 68.4 591 68.5  4 25.0 150 45.3 

 40 times or more 6 31.6 272 31.5  12 75.0 181 54.7 
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(Nagelkerke R2) of the variance in excessive alcohol intoxication and correctly 

classified 69.7% of cases. Sensitivity was 19.6% and specificity was 91.5%. Of the 

three predictor variables, all of them were statistically significant, age, educational 

status and sexual abuse (as shown in Table 6). Increasing age was associated with an 

increased likelihood of excessive alcohol intoxication. Girls who had been sexually 

abused were more likely to frequently become excessively intoxicated than girls who 

had not been sexually abused. Girls in school were less likely to have been frequently  

intoxicated than girls out of school.  

The model was run again with the same variables but an interaction term was 

added for sexual abuse and educational status to examine whether sexual abuse for 

girls was a stronger indicator of excessive alcohol use over the lifetime for girls out of 

school than for girls in school. The interaction effect between sexual abuse and 

educational status was not significant, indicating that the relationship between sexual 

abuse and excessive alcohol intoxication was not significantly different for those in 

and out of school.  

Table 6 

Logistic regression model for girls using sexual abuse and educational status to 

predict alcohol intoxication forty times or more over the lifetime, controlling for 

age 

  Model 1: 

  b SE p Exp(B) 

Age  .505 .059 <.001 1.656 

Sexual abuse  .569 .229 .013 1.767 

Educational status  -.703 .156 <.001 .495 

Constant  -1.832 .223 <.001 .106 

Cox & Snell R2 .113  

Nagelkerke R2 .160 



SEXUAL ABUSE AND EXCESSIVE ALCOHOL USE AMONG 
ADOLESCENTS IN AND OUT OF HIGH SCHOOL 

18 

Discussion 

The aim of current study was to clarify how the effects of sexual abuse appear 

in Icelandic adolescents in relation to gender, educational status and alcohol use. As 

hypothesized, adolescents out of school were more likely to have experienced sexual 

abuse than adolescents in school, and this was true for both boys and girls. This is in 

line with Harris’ (1983) and Edgardh and Ormstad's findings (2000), where 

adolescents who had discontinued their education were more likely to report 

experiencing sexual abuse than adolescents still in school. 

The second hypothesis was also supported, where adolescents out of school 

were more likely to have been excessivly intoxicated than adolescents in school. 

Again, this was true for both genders. This aligned with Wichstrøm (1998) findings, 

where Norwegian adolescents who had discontinued their education were twice as 

often intoxicated than individuals still in school. The current findings revealed that 

individuals not in school had been just over twice as often excessively intoxicated 

than participants who were still in school. As mentioned earlier, Crum et al., (1993) 

found that adults who had discontinued their education were more likely to develop 

alcohol abuse than others who finished further education (high school or college).  

However, the current study indicates that excessive alcohol use may start earlier than 

adulthood.  

The third hypothesis was supported, where girls in and out of school were 

more likely to be sexually abused compared to boys, while boys were more likely 

than girls to use alcohol very frequently. This pattern of sexual abuse has been 

demonstrated multiple times before (Afifi et al., 2014; Barth et al., 2013; Dube et al., 

2005; Finkelhor et al., 2014; Molnar et al., 2001; Tomnyr & Shields, 2016), where 

girls are more likely to have experienced sexual abuse. The fact that boys were more 
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likely than girls to use alcohol very frequently is in line with previous studies, such as 

Tonmyr and Shields’ (2016) study.  

The fourth and fifth hypothesis were both partially supported, as although 

there was no significant difference in alcohol use among boys based on sexual abuse, 

there was a difference among the girls. Girls out of school who had been sexually 

abused were more likely to use alcohol more frequently than girls out of school who 

had not been sexually abused. The same was true among girls in school, although this 

difference was non-significantly larger. This slight difference could indicate that the 

school environment is only a protecting factor for girls who have not been sexually 

abused. This has been demonstrated before (Ásgeirsdóttir, 2011; Edghard & Ormstad, 

2000; Langeland & Hartgers 1998; Tonmyr & Shields, 2016), for example Ullmann et 

al. (2005) revealed that sexually abused women were more likely than non-abused 

women to drink. It was considered as a coping mechanism. However, as in Langeland 

and Hartgers’ (1998) study, the evidence for boys was insufficient, due to the fact that 

a very low number of the boys in this study had been sexually abused. Because of 

this, the requirements for further statistical analysis were not met.  

 The current study had some limitations. For example, the Youth in Iceland 

2001outside of high school had a relatively low response rate compared to Youth in 

Iceland, 2000 in high school. Individuals outside of high school were more difficult to 

contact since the questionnaire was a mail survey. It is known that mail surveys have 

a lower response rate than paper and pen surveys (Jónsdóttir et al., 2003).  

Another limitation is that 5.6% of the participants did not answer the question 

about sexual abuse, and the reasons for not answering are unknown. Sexual abuse is a 

very sensitive subject so fixing this problem would take some care. This could for 

example be done by asking about various versions of sexual abuse.  
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This low response rate could also be due to how the sexual abuse question was 

put into words. The Icelandic term “kynferðisleg misnotkun” is a relatively strong 

term. It was translated to “sexual abuse”, but it could just as easily be translated to 

“sexual molestation”. Also, the individual’s impression about what is classified as 

sexual abuse can vary. Some individuals might not classify one act as a sexual abuse, 

while others might. No explanation of what “sexual abuse” means was given to 

participants, so the term was left to their own interpretation. This could be considered 

both as a strength and a limitation. In further research, it would be interesting to see 

whether changing the wording would make a difference, for example, do boys 

interpret the word differently from girls? 

 Despite these limitations, this study provides a large sample size, reaching 

most high school aged students in Iceland. This means that the participation of both 

genders is fairly equal, although more girls than boys participated in the Youth in 

Iceland 2001 (out of school). The sample also included both urban and rural areas, 

providing a comprehensive picture.    

 Recently, the focus of research on those who discontinue their education 

before finishing high school has moved away from alcohol abuse towards substance 

abuse (Kelly et al., 2015; Patrick, Schulenberg, & O’Malley, 2016; Tomnyr & 

Shields, 2016; Zimmerman & Schmeelk-Cone, 2003). However, in the current study, 

alcohol was strongly connected to both educational status and sexual abuse. Although 

alcohol use among Icelandic adolescents has decreased (Sigfusdottir, Kristjansson, 

Thorlindsson, & Allegrante, 2008b) it is still an important subject. It should stay as a 

relevant fixture in future research in relation to adolescents’ education.  

It is important to not forget this minority of adolescents who discontinue their 

high school education, especially in relation to sexual abuse. In recent years, sexual 
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abuse among both genders has gotten increased attention from the media and the 

community in Iceland. This is believed to have led to the increase in reported cases of 

sexual abuse to the Government Agency for Child Protection in Iceland 

(Barnaverndarstofa, 2014). With increased cases the need for continued studies in 

these fields is crucial. 

The fact that one in every three girls out of high school in Iceland has been 

sexually abused (as opposed to only one in ten of girls in school) is striking. This calls 

for that elementary schools in Iceland pay attention to and follow up on students who 

show the signs of having experienced sexual abuse and ensure that those individuals 

get the help and support they need, as a preventive factor for negative behavior, such 

as leaving school and excessive alcohol use. It is imperative for a healthy community 

as healthy adolescents later become positive contributors to the society.  
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Appendix A 

Youth in Iceland in high school, 2000 

Informed consent 

 

The independent variable gender 

 

The independent variable age 
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The dependent variable alcohol inebriation

 

 

The independent variable sexual abuse 
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Appendix B 

Informed consent 

 

The independent variable gender 

 

The independent variable age 
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The dependent variable alcohol inebriation 

 

The independent variable sexual abuse 

 


