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Resumo

O presente estudo teve como objetivo investigar a relação entre a perceção de risco face à violência sexual e as percepções sociais e crenças sobre género e sexualidade, numa amostra da população portuguesa. A adição de fatores subjetivos, como a perceção de risco, é fundamental para compreender a problemática da violência sexual. Foram estudados os níveis de perceção de risco em casa e na rua entre mulheres e homens residentes em Portugal, em associação com as percepções e crenças sociais sobre género e sexualidade em termos de permissividade, separadamente para cada género, de modo a contribuir para o complexo campo investigativo da violência sexual. Esta investigação, de carácter transversal e retrospetivo, decorreu no âmbito do estudo NEUROPSYCHSEX, realizado na Faculdade de Psicologia e de Ciências da Educação da Universidade do Porto, partindo de uma amostra representativa da população portuguesa. O presente estudo incidiu sobre uma subamostra de 372 participantes, adultos, de ambos os sexos e com uma média de idade de 46.25  anos (DP =17.16), analisada segundo diversos procedimentos estatísticos. Os resultados mostraram que as mulheres tendem a percecionar significativamente mais risco fora de casa do que os homens, sugerindo um impacto do género na perceção do risco. Relativamente às crenças, verificou-se uma tendência em que os homens que reportaram risco percebido apresentaram crenças significativamente menos permissivas, enquanto quaisquer diferenças foram verificadas nas mulheres. Os resultados deste estudo sugerem que as crenças sexuais e perceções sociais tendem a ser mais situacionais entre os homens, e mais estáveis entre as mulheres. 

Palavras-chave: Perceção de risco sexual; Perceções sociais e crenças sexuais; Diferenças de género; Violência sexual. 







	
	
	






Abstract

The present study investigated the relationship between risk perception towards sexual violence and social perceptions and beliefs regarding gender and sexuality in a sample of the Portuguese population. The inclusion of subjective factors, such as risk perception, is important for understanding the complete framework of sexual violence. Levels of perceived risk at home and in public were studied among women and men who reside in Portugal, in association with social perceptions and beliefs regarding gender and sexuality. The latter was further analyzed in matters of permissiveness, separately for each gender and risk perception, in order to enlighten the complex study field of sexual violence. This cross-sectional and retrospective research happened within the study named NEUROPSYCHSEX, which took place at the Faculty of Psychology and Education Sciences of the University of Porto and gathered a representative sample of the Portuguese population. The present study focused on a subsample of 372 adult participants of both genders, with an average age of 46.25 (SD = 17.16), who were subjected to several statistical analysis. Results showed that women tend to significantly perceive more risk outside their homes in comparison to men, suggesting an impact of gender in risk perception. As for beliefs, results revealed a trend where men who reported perceived risk had significantly less permissive beliefs, whereas no significant difference was found for women. The results of this study suggest that sexual beliefs and social perceptions tend to be more situational among men and more stable among women. 

Keywords: Sexual risk perception; Social perceptions and beliefs; Gender differences; Sexual violence
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Characterized as the imposition of unwanted sexual attitudes through force or manipulation, sexual violence is a worldwide issue (Krug et al., 2002) with a negative impact on general well-being and health (World Health Organization (WHO), 2024). The prevalence for this phenomenon is so alarming that it has been previously described as a “silent epidemic” (Gilbert, 1991, p. 54), largely because sexual violence is one of the most underreported crimes of all (Allen, 2007), and therefore the statistics presented below are only a small fraction of this issue’s real magnitude. Regarding the prevalence on an international level, estimates published by the WHO (2024) indicate that “about 1 in 3 (30%) of women worldwide experience physical and/or sexual violence in their lifetime”. Nationally, the Commission for Citizenship and Gender Equality (CIG, 2022) publishes annual bulletins with statistics on criminal occurrences, in which one section is entirely concerned with “crimes against sexual freedom and self-determination”. In 2022, as well as in previous reports, the statistics are in line with the literature by showing that, for every 10 victims of this type of crime, 9 are women and 1 is a man. The CIG stated that, given the disproportionality of the numbers, crimes of sexual violence fall within the context of gender-based violence. 
Going beyond the statistical data of actual crime, what also plays an important role in the study of sexual violence is the concept of risk perception. Paraphrasing Sjöberg, Moen and Rundmo (2004, p. 8), perceived risk comes from the “subjective assessment of the likelihood of a specific event occurring, and how concerned we are with the consequences”, which includes a broad scenario in which people perceive, interpret and act according to not only the physical, but also social context (Nurius, 2000). Hence, the difference between this concept and concrete threat is the non-implication of the situation occurring. Moreover, this theoretical construct should not be confused with fear, as this is an affect, rather than a cognition (Ferraro & Lagrange, 1987). Literature findings show that these constructs are complementary, with risk perception being the greatest predictor of fear of crime (Custers & Bulck, 2013). Nonetheless, the appreciation of susceptibility to risk has a direct impact on the subsequent self-protection (Weinstein, 1984), including efforts to reduce exposure to risk and increase the sense of security (Nurius, 2000; Silva & Wright, 2009).
According to Gustafson (1998), it is crucial to consider gender when researching in the risk field. Previous studies have shown that women are more afraid of becoming crime victims than men, even though the second group is statistically more likely to be victimized in the general sense (Lane et al., 2009; Warr, 1994; Conley & Peplau, 2010). When trying to understand the cause for this gender difference, Ferraro (1996) concluded that women feel more afraid of suffering crimes than men because of (1) their risk perception, and (2) the fear of the crime including underlying sexual violence, to which he called as The Shadow Hypothesis of Sexual Violence, evidencing how crucial it is to involve gender when researching this field. Moreover, other factors that have been proven to affect risk perception are overlooking scenarios that could still lead to sexual violence, such as the aggressor being an acquaintance (Furby et al., 1990; Warr, 1985; Nurius, 2000). This discrepancy between risk perception and victimization statistics is often connected to rape myths, which are characterized as generally erroneous beliefs about the scenario of sexual violence (Lonsway & Fitzgerald, 1994; Hetzel-Riggin et al., 2022). 
Aligned with these findings, it is evident a relationship between beliefs and the risk perception regarding sexual violence. According to Nobre and Pinto-Gouveia (2003, p. 171), “beliefs are ideas that we create about ourselves, others, or the world, that guide the way we interpret events, influencing our behavior and emotions”. Hence, beliefs are seen to impact the way we perceive the situations we may encounter. Moreover, gender differences interfere directly with human sexual behavior (Fromme & Emihovich, 1998), being reflected in social perceptions, each with its cluster of implicit and explicit norms that have a direct impact on people according to their gender (Eagly, 1987). Furthermore, Brownmiller (1975) was a pioneer in postulating that sexual violence should not be seen as an act of deviance, but as a tool of control, more specifically, a greater control over female sexuality compared to male sexuality (Wiederman, 2001). Further enlightening this topic, the Sexual Double Standard (SDS) (Reiss, 1967), evidences a duality in the perception of evaluating sexual behaviors, specifically in which greater permissiveness on the part of women can be perceived as deviant from the norm (Alves et al., 2008). 
In Portugal, research into the SDS has already found its presence in judgments of pre-marital sexuality: that is, more accepted for men, and more judged towards women (Ramos et al., 2005). In the context of sexual satisfaction, women appear to be at a disadvantage when it comes to pleasure, having ‘less right’ to be satisfied, and more of an obligation to satisfy (Amaro, 2023). In contrast, a meta-analysis conducted by Oliver and Hyde (1993) showed no gender differences between some aspects of sexual attitudes and behaviors, in which some included attitudes about homosexuality and sexual satisfaction. However, small to moderate differences were found in attitudes toward premarital sex between couples and extramarital sex, with males being more permissive. A follow-up meta-analysis (Petersen & Hyde, 2010) reinforced the overall likelihood of permissiveness attitudes in men, rather than women, although in small gender differences. Another meta-analysis conducted by Wells and Twenge (2005) explored the data of 530 cohort studies between 1943 and 1999, examining changes in young people’s sexual behaviors and attitudes over time. The findings revealed a generational shift, in which there was a trend toward increased sexual permissiveness, especially among young women. This comparison study highlighted the importance of sociocultural context in these changes, while evidencing the shift in permissiveness after fifty years. Nonetheless, this study also reinforced that attitudes and behavior tend to be uneven, with discrepancies between them. Another aspect that can impact behaviour or attitude towards behaviors is religion, more specifically attendance in religious services, in which monotheistic strands can lead to less permissive attitudes towards premarital and homosexual sex, as well as abortion (de Visser et al., 2007). The evidence previously presented allows us to conclude how risk perception seems to be intrinsically related to gender and, moreover, social beliefs and perceptions in the field of sexuality. 
To this date, studies in the field of sexual violence in Portugal tend to focus on the concretized violence, in contrast to the subjective perception of risk. When risk is investigated, it is usually included within the field of human health and assessment; thus the need for further researching the concept of risk in different fields, such as sexual health. Moreover, beliefs regarding gender and sexuality are inherent to the rich and complex field of psychology; hence the importance of subjective factors being considered in association with risk. To my best knowledge, no national study investigating the relationship between these two variables has been found. Such an association may highlight empirical data that could be helpful in matters of campaigns related to sexuality and health, contributing to the well-being of individuals. It would not only provide insight into the field of risk perception on a national level, but also enhance the understanding about sexual beliefs. 
The present study aims (1) to analyze whether levels of risk perceptions inside and outside home are significantly different amongst women and men, based on a subsample of a representative national sample, (2) to investigate the association between risk perception towards sexual violence and a series of beliefs regarding gender and sexuality, and (3) to examine whether beliefs differ in permissiveness according to risk perception levels. 
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The current investigation happened within the scope of the study that took place at the Faculty of Psychology and Education Sciences of the University of Porto (FPCEUP), named NEUROPSYCHSEX: Neuro-psycho-physiological Determinants of Sexual Health, a project financed by Fundação para a Ciência e a Tecnologia - FCT (Foundation for Science and Technology; Ref. PTDC/PSI-GER/3377/2021). 
All participants were residing in Portugal and were at least 18 years old, as well as had access to a phone and/or internet, and spoke Portuguese. The baseline sample for this cross-sectional and retrospective study was randomly obtained from an established panel and included 2010 participants who completed a questionnaire, of which 1426 answered online (CAWI), and the remaining 584 were interviewed over the telephone (CATI). A subsample of this total sample was analyzed in the current study and will be described below.
To define the subsample to be analyzed in the current study, participants were grouped according to their risk perception of sexual violence. Individuals with perceived risk at and/or outside home were first selected from the total sample. Next, individuals who preferred not to answer on at least one item were considered discrete missing values and were not included in the sample (n = 45). To balance group sizes for statistical analysis, a random subsample of similar dimension comprising 186 participants was drawn from the “no perceived risk” group. The latter was then combined with the “perceived risk” group, resulting in a final sample of 372 participants for this study (see Figure 1).
 
[image: ]

Fig. 1 Flowchart of the analyzed final sample 
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Demographically, the sample was constituted by 372 participants, with a mean age of 46.25 years old (SD =17.16). Gender was closely aligned with sex distribution, with the majority composed of people who identify as female. Furthermore, the sample was represented to a greater extent between the ages of 26 to 59, and the ≤25 age group is the least frequent out of the three age classes. A greater part of the sample identified as heterosexual, followed by bisexual as the second most frequent sexual orientation in both groups. As for marital status, the participants were especially represented in the married or cohabitation group, which indicates that a greater part of the sample was involved in committed relationships. The education level of the sample revealed a preponderance of college education, though this was mainly seen in the female group. Regarding the male group, the most common education level was high school. Only a small percentage of the sample was represented by lower levels of education. The importance given to religion also posed an important aspect, as most women said they gave no importance at all, whereas men reported giving some importance (see Table 1).


Table 1
Sociodemographic Characteristics of the Participants

	Variables
	Female
	Male

	 
	n
	%
	n
	%

	
Sex
	
252
	
67.7
	
120
	
32.3

	Gender
	251
	67.5
	121
	32.5

	Age
	
	
	
	

	  ≤25 years old
	40
	15.9
	14
	11.6

	  26-59 years old
	152
	60.6
	76
	62.8

	  ≥60 years old
	59
	23.5
	31
	25.6

	Marital status
	 
	 
	 
	 

	  Single
	75
	30
	40
	33

	  Married/partnered
	131
	52
	69 
	57

	  Separated
	5
	2
	3
	2.5

	  Divorced
	30
	12 
	7 
	5.8

	  Widowed
	10
	4
	0
	0

	  No response
	0
	0
	2
	1.7

	Education level
	 
	 
	 
	 

	  None
	1
	0.4
	1
	0.8

	  ≤4 years
	17
	6.8
	7
	5.8

	  ≤6 years
	12
	4.8
	10
	8.3

	  Middle school
	20
	8.0
	10
	8.3

	  High school
	76
	30.3
	50
	41.3

	  College
	125
	49.8
	43
	35.5

	Sexual orientation
	
	
	
	

	  Gay/Lesbian
	4
	1.6
	3
	2.5

	  Heterosexual
	222
	88.4
	110
	90.9

	  Bisexual
	18
	7.2
	6
	5

	  Other
	3
	1.2
	1
	0.8

	  Not sure
	2
	0.8
	1
	0.8

	  No answer
	2
	0.8
	0
	0

	Religion
	
	
	
	

	  Catholic
	149
	59.4
	82
	67.8

	  Orthodox
	2
	0.8
	1
	0.8

	  Protestant
	4
	1.6
	0
	0

	  Other Christian
	12
	4.8
	2
	1.7

	  Other non-Christian
	3
	1.2
	2
	1.7

	  No religion
	72
	28.7
	32
	26.4

	  Rather not respond
	4
	1.6
	1
	0.8

	  Other not cited
	5
	2
	1
	0.8

	Importance of religion
	
	
	
	

	  Not important
	76
	30.3
	39
	32.2

	  Not very important
	61
	24.3
	40
	33.1

	  Quite important
	69
	27.5
	28
	23.1

	  Extremely important
	42
	16.7
	13
	10.7

	  Prefer to not respond
	3
	1.2
	1
	0.8
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The instrument used for this study was the Sexual Health Assessment of Practices and Experiences (SHAPE) (WHO, 2023), developed by the World Health Organization and comprising questions related to practices and behaviors in the field of sexuality and health. The Portuguese version of the instrument was adapted and validated for the Portuguese population through a pilot study (Patrão et al., 2024).
Concerning the measures, in this study, the modules used from the questionnaire were: “A – demographic and personal questions” (appendix A), for the demographic characterization of the sample; “B – sexual health outcomes” (appendix B), specifically the questions regarding risk perception at home and outside home; “E – social perceptions and beliefs” (appendix C), where all variables were considered; and lastly, module “F – identity and rights” (appendix D), to assess sexual orientation, education and religion.
The “perceived risk” group criterion included participants who answered to both items of risk from module B, where at least one of the items had a value equal to or less than 2 (i.e., answered not safe at all or mildly unsafe). The “no perceived risk” group criterion enclosed participants who responded to both items from the module with values equal and greater than 3 (i.e., answered mildly safe and safe). 
Questions were primarily closed-ended, including Likert scales that ranged from 1 (completely agree) to 4 (completely disagree), with some items having an inverted Likert scale and binary formats. For risk perception, higher values were related to feelings of safety, whereas lower values meant perceiving risk. Similarly, the permissiveness level evidenced in beliefs and social perceptions was interpreted in alignment with socially accepted attitudes regarding gender and sexuality. Thus, restrictive and non-progressive beliefs were seen as “non-permissive”, whereas progressive and non-prohibitive beliefs were considered to be “permissive”. All data was analyzed through a gender-based perspective, thus biological sex was not considered, but gender.
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The NEUROPSYCHSEX study, in which this investigation is inserted, underwent the approval of the Ethics Committee of the Faculty of Psychology and Education Sciences of the University of Porto (Ref.a 2023/04-10) on the 27th of April, 2023. All participants have provided their informed consent form, as well as informed that their anonymity will be preserved and all data gathered will be treated as confidential. The risks of participating in this study were minimal, as NEUROPSYCHSEX followed the guidelines established by WHO when asking about sexual practices and experiences, ensuring matters of safety, privacy, and informed consent were strictly followed. Although the questionnaire addressed topics that could be perceived as sensitive, specifically those related to health and sexual behavior, the emotional well-being of participants was ensured throughout the data collection process.
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All data were analyzed through the software IBM SPSS Statistics (version 28 for Windows), undergoing quantitative analysis. The sample underwent descriptive analysis to describe the sociodemographic characteristics. Although the sample met the homogeneity of variance assumption in Levene’s test, it did not follow a normal distribution according to Shapiro-Wilk’s normality test, thus rejecting the required assumptions for parametric testing. Hence, non-parametric alternatives were used throughout the study. 
The risk perception variable was used in two different formats that interchanged according to the objective that was being tested. In detail, tests that required a nominal variable had both items B12.1 and B12.2 transformed from the ordinal Likert scale into a nominal variable with two levels: perceived risk and no perceived risk. In other instances, such as detailed subgroup analyses, the original four-level risk variable (safe, a bit safe, a bit unsafe, unsafe) was maintained. Questions that contained an option such as “I would rather not respond” were computed as discrete missing values, thus not being considered in the following statistical analysis.
To analyze whether levels of risk perceptions inside and outside home were significantly different amongst women and men, two Mann–Whitney U tests were conducted. To investigate the association between risk perception of sexual violence and social perceptions and beliefs regarding gender and sexuality, several Kendall’s Tau-b were conducted. For categorical variables, Mann-Whitney tests were used to compare group differences on risk perception and social perceptions. To examine whether beliefs differ in permissiveness according to risk perception levels, a Kruskal-Wallis Test was performed.
Aside from association tests and group comparisons, effect sizes rank-biserial correlation (r) were reported for the Mann-Whitney U test, and eta squared (η²) for the Kruskal-Wallis test. Effect sizes were interpreted according to Cohen’s guidelines of r (1988), where small effect sizes range around 0.1, medium around 0.3 and large if more than 0.5. The significance level for all analyses was p = .05.
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Gender differences in sexual risk perception

As can be seen in Table 2, for the first objective of the study, a Mann–Whitney U test revealed that, out of all female participants (n = 251), 19 (7.57%) reported perceiving risk at home. As for men (n = 121), 13 (10.74%) reported perceiving risk. The results showed no significant difference in sexual risk perception levels between women and men at home (p = .706). 
A Mann–Whitney U test revealed a significant difference in sexual risk perception levels between women and men outside their homes (p < .001), with a medium effect size. More specifically, in the female sample, 137 women reported perceiving risk outside home, comprising more than half of the sample (54.6%). As for men, 37 participants (30.6%) reported perceiving risk outside home. Briefly, women tended to perceive more risk outside their homes in comparison to men. 


Table 2
Mann-Whitney Tests for Sexual Risk Perceptions According to Gender

	Risk Perception
	Mean Rank
	U-test
	Z
	p
	r

	
At home
	
	
15413.00
	
.377
	
.706
	
.02

	  Female
	187.41
	
	
	
	

	  Male
	184.62
	
	
	
	

	Outside home
	
	9981.5
	-5.724
	<.001
	0.3

	  Female
	165.77
	
	
	
	

	  Male
	229.51
	
	
	
	



Association between risk perception and social perceptions and beliefs

For the second objective of the study, several Kendall’s Tau-b tests were computed to assess the association between social perceptions and beliefs with sexual risk perception. Overall, a statistically significant negative association was found among most beliefs, especially stronger and more present in male participants who perceived risk inside their homes (see Table 3).
Among women, a significant negative association was found between perceived risk at home and the belief that women have the right to refuse sex. Out of all female participants who perceived risk at home (n = 19), 5.6% disagreed with the statement that a woman has the right to say “no” to sex. Among those who felt safe at home (n = 232), none disagreed. Regarding risk perception outside home, the only significant association was for the belief regarding the importance of pleasurable sex for women, being positive, where 100% of women who felt at risk of sexual violence agreed with the statement that having pleasurable sex is important for a woman’s sexual life.
As for men who perceived risk at home (n = 13), several significant negative associations were found. Perceived sexual risk levels at home were negatively correlated with the: i) belief that women have the right to refuse sex, where 15.4% participants with risk perception at home expressed disagreement with the idea that a woman has the right to say “no” to sex; ii) permissiveness toward women having premarital sex, in which 16.7% of all participants who perceived risk at home disagreed with the idea that it is acceptable for women to engage in premarital sex, in contrast to 2.8% of men who felt same at home and showed low acceptance of this belief; iii) importance of pleasurable sex for women, where 7.7% of men with perceived risk reported disagreeing with the idea that pleasurable sex is important for a woman’s sexual life, in contrast to 1.9% who perceived no risk and still shared the same belief; iv) importance of pleasurable sex for men, where 15.4% of men who perceived risk disagreed with the belief that having pleasurable sex is important for a man’s sexual life, in contrast to 0.9% men who reported no risk perception and had the same belief; and v) acceptance of modern birth control methods, in which 16.7% of men who reported perceiving risk disagreed with this belief, in contrast to those who felt safe at home, where all men supported the use of contraceptives.
Among men who felt risk outside home, the previous findings were maintained for: i) the belief that women have the right to refuse sex, with 5.6% of men who perceived risk expressing disagreement, in contrast to no similar responses in men who did not perceive risk; ii) the belief that men have the right to refuse sex, with 5.6% participants disagreeing with the statement in contrast to 1.2% of participants who perceived no risk; iii) importance of pleasurable sex for men, with 2% of men who perceived risk disagreeing, and 2.4% of men who perceived no risk disagreeing as well; and iv) importance of pleasurable sex for men, where additionally, 5.6% of men who reported perceiving risk disagreed with this belief, in contrast to 1.2% men who perceived no risk.

Table 3
Kendall’s Tau-b Test Between Sexual Risk Perception and Social Perceptions and Beliefs Regarding Gender and Sexuality 
	Beliefs  
	At home
	Outside home

	 
	τb
	p
	τb
	p

	
Women have the right to refuse sex
	
	
	
	

	  Female
	-.156
	.012
	.013
	.820

	  Male
	-.245
	.006
	-.264
	.003

	Men have the right to refuse sex
	
	
	
	

	  Female
	-.094
	.130
	.035
	.552

	  Male
	-.155
	.080
	-.195
	.025

	Women can have premarital sex
	
	
	
	

	  Female
	-.009
	.878
	.080
	.179

	  Male
	-.182
	.040
	-.122
	.162

	Men can have premarital sex
	
	
	
	

	  Female
	-.012
	.851
	.047
	.431

	  Male
	-.152
	.087
	-.111
	.203

	Pleasurable sex is important for women
	
	
	
	

	  Female
	.024
	.696
	.121
	.041

	  Male
	-.243
	.006
	-.140
	.107

	Pleasurable sex is important for men
	
	
	
	

	  Female
	-.035
	.570
	.105
	.075

	  Male
	-.272
	.002
	-.172
	.048

	Acceptance of modern birth control methods
	
	
	
	

	  Female
	-.074
	.235
	.102
	.085

	  Male
	-.196
	.028
	-.146
	.096





Furthermore, several Mann-Whitney tests revealed mostly no gender differences between perceived risk and social perceptions. Oppositely, for perceived sexual risk inside home, a positive significant association was found in the female sample between sexual risk perception and acceptance of sexual education (see Table 4). Among women who reported perceiving risk at home, 58.8% believed that sexual education leads to earlier sexual activity, in contrast to 16.7% women who perceived no risk and endorsed the same view. In males, only marginally significant effects were detected on: sexual education leads to early sexual activity, consensual sex between two adult women (only on sexual risk perception at home), gender differs in innate sexual needs (only on sexual risk perception at home), and acceptance of VIP (only on sexual risk outside home).

















Table 4
Mann–Whitney Tests Between Social Perceptions and Beliefs Regarding Sexuality Based on Perceived Risk
	Beliefs  
	At home
	Outside home

	 
	U
	p
	U
	p

	
Sexual education leads to early sexual activity   
	
	
	
	

	  Female
	3575
	<.001
	4413
	.848

	  Male
	1372.5
	.088
	1295
	.079

	Consensual sex between two adult women 
	
	
	
	

	  Female
	2227.5
	.057
	2220
	.201

	  Male
	732.5
	.080
	835.5
	.733

	Consensual sex between two adult men
	
	
	
	

	  Female
	2209.5
	.60
	2328
	.401

	  Male
	1073.5
	.289
	1155.5
	.882

	Genders differ in innate sexual needs
	
	
	
	

	  Female
	6836
	.133
	7296
	.925

	  Male
	1478.00
	.077
	1568.00
	.476

	Acceptance of Voluntary Interruption of Pregnancy (VIP)
	
	
	
	

	  Female
	1471.0
	.942
	1253.5
	.317

	  Male
	265.00
	.217
	201.5
	.067








Permissiveness in beliefs and perceptions score across genders

For the third objective of the study, a Kruskal-Wallis test revealed a significant difference in the male sample, in which men who reported perceived sexual risk had significantly less permissive beliefs, with a medium effect size - that is, 6% of the variance in the beliefs can be attributed to the factor of risk perception in the male sample. As for women, no significant difference was found between the general score of beliefs and perceptions with or without risk perception (see Table 5). Thus, perceived risk is associated with lower permissiveness on men, while no differences can be observed in women.


Table 5
Kruskal-Wallis Test to Measure Whether Risk Perception Influences Permissiveness of Beliefs

	Group
	Median
	N
	H
	df
	P
	η²

	
Female
	
	
238
	
.02
	
1
	
.889
	
-

	  No perceived risk
	≈ 8
	
	
	
	
	

	  Perceived risk
	≈ 8
	
	
	
	
	

	Male
	
	118
	7.437
	1
	.006
	.06

	  No perceived risk
	≈ 8
	
	
	
	
	

	  Perceived risk
	≈ 10.5
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The purpose of this study was to investigate the relationship between risk perception towards sexual violence, inside and outside home, and social perceptions and beliefs regarding gender and sexuality in a Portuguese sample. We aimed to evaluate the levels of risk presented by residents in Portugal, as well as their association with said beliefs and perceptions. Our results showed the existence of important patterns regarding gender differences in risk perception. Women reported higher levels of perceived risk outside the home compared to men, whereas no significant gender difference was found between risk perception levels at home. Results also showed a significant link between risk perception among women and the idea of a woman having the right to sexual pleasure and refusing sex. Additionally, several significant associations were found in men, with perceived risk leading to the endorsement of more restrictive beliefs
In line with previous literature (Gustafson, 1998), results reinforced the existence of important patterns regarding gender differences in risk perception. Furthermore, although gender did not seem to play a major role in risk perception at home, the findings suggest an important impact of gender on the subjective risk towards sexual violence outside the home. This effect is aligned with the idea that public spaces are perceived as more unsafe for women than for men (Navarrete-Hernandez et al., 2021), reflecting an uneven social construction of perceived risk. Although this finding contrasts with actual crime data, where most cases of sexual violence happen within familiar spaces (WHO, 2013), it reinforces the affirmation that perceived risk is broader than objective risk (Hansson, 2010), where it would be expected for women to perceive more risk due to the significantly higher risk and incidence of violence at home in comparison to public spaces (UNODC & UN Women, 2024). This statistical data can be seen as concerning, indicating a problem in misconceptions about sexual violence at home in Portuguese residents. One possible explanation for this finding could be a normalization of domestic fear and/or intimate partner violence (IPV), where being at constant exposure to risk can foster emotional normalization (Fisher & Sloan, 2003). Another potential reason for this observation could be a hidden endorsement of rape myth acceptance (RMA), in which the socially constructed scenario of where and how sexual violence occurs can influence risk perception (Hetzel-Riggin et al., 2022), and therefore familiar spaces may not be interpreted as dangerous, with low likelihood of sexual violence occurring. 
Moreover, the findings in this work reveal an important association among women: higher levels of perceived risk at home were associated with lower levels of agreement with the belief that women have the right to refuse sex. Such relationship may reflect broader social-cultural dynamics, where sexual violence portrays a tool of control (Brownmiller, 1975), hence findings from this work could indicate that it is likewise perceived as a loss of control over one’s own body. Considering that this was exclusively seen in the domestic environment, it could further extend the findings of Campbell (2002), where coercive relationships can diminish the perception of autonomy, leading them to doubt their own sexual rights. In contrast, higher levels of perceived risk outside home among women were associated with higher acceptance of female sexual pleasure, which could indicate that perceiving risk in public spaces may trigger awareness, empowerment and validation of women’s sexual rights – however, no literature was found to sustain this idea, evidencing the need of more studies about the relationship between risk perception and beliefs through a gender-based perspective. 
As previously mentioned, a great amount of results in this study revealed a significant negative association between risk and certain beliefs, especially more present in men in terms of strength and frequency. These findings may enrich the overall sexual permissiveness found in men by Petersen and Hyde (2010), with the addition that contextual factors (i.e., risk perception) may affect reported permissiveness. According to Duckitt and Sibley (2009), perceiving the world as threatening and dangerous often leads to more conservative, protective, or traditional attitudes, which could be reflected in these findings. As we have seen, perceived risk is the greatest predictor of fear (Ferraro & Lagrange, 1987), consequently impacting one’s self-protection (Nurius, 2000; Silva & Wright, 2009). Hence, self-protection would be reflected in the form of low permissiveness, therefore avoiding a certain event from happening (e.g. sexual violence) by taking a restrictive position. The fact that a large body of results were found in male participants, rather than women, could indicate that social perceptions and beliefs tend to be more situational and dependent on context for men, whereas women may defend a more stable view of beliefs and perceptions, regardless of the subjective risk they appraise. However, further studies would be needed to embody this assumption.
Considering sexual violence falls in the category of gender violence (CIG, 2022; WHO, 2024), the present study was entirely conducted with a gender-based perspective in mind.  Findings corroborate previous studies that identified gender differences in risk perception towards sexual violence (Gustafson, 1998; Ferraro, 1996). Additionally, the beliefs and social perceptions considered in this study are all related to autonomy and openness, or the lack thereof, and results may indicate that the presence of risk is linked with an individual and subjective need to emphasize control or restriction of sexual behavior; contrarily, the negative association between risk and permissiveness may indicate that the absence of perceived risk, rather than triggering conservative ideals, may flourish the promotion of prevention tools, such as education and birth control, to enhance safety and empowerment. However, no literature was found to embody this, hence further studies are necessary to validate this hypothesis

[bookmark: _Toc198371869]Strengths, limitations, and future research

Previous research has often highlighted that studies on risk perception tend to lack specificity regarding the type of risk being assessed. As this field of study encompasses a broad spectrum, it is highly important to delimit the variable. The present study investigated specifically and exclusively the risk perception towards sexual violence, as clearly defined in the questionnaire. This methodological factor ensures precision in what was evaluated, making sure data did not drift away to other areas of risk, such as robbery or assault, as cautioned by Ferraro (1996). However, further studies with risk-specific questionnaires could reach variables that the current investigation could not. Such approach would allow a tailored perspective, targeting the factors that lead people to perceive risk, and likewise identifying and strengthening the positive aspects that the ones who perceived no risk may hold. 
Nonetheless, this work presents a number of limitations that should be taken into consideration in the interpretation of this investigation. One evident limitation of this study is the clear homogenization of the sample, with several variables presenting a lack of diversity in answers. One possible reason for this occurrence could be the social desirability bias, in which participants could be presenting answers that are socially accepted, rather than what they really stand for. Considering that most questions evaluated socially sensitive questions, such as gender and sexuality, feelings of shame and consequent fear of judgment could arise based on the answer given. Variables that presented no significance, though marginally close, could be concrete examples of this bias. Therefore, the fact that this study relies on self-reported data may present such an issue. Even so, one important factor that can change the permissiveness and progressiveness of beliefs is time (Wells & Twenge, 2005), and repeating such a study could highlight different findings in the same Portuguese sample, based on a longitudinal design.
Future studies could focus on inherent aspects of perceived risk that were not assessed in this study and are still important for Clinical and Health Psychology research. Due to restrictions on how perceived risk was measured in the present work, important psychological components were not considered. For instance, emotions and affects, such as fear and/or anger, could be assessed in addition to the risk that a person perceives. The cognition would also configure a highly important variable, identifying the pattern of thoughts associated with risk, such as a sense of self-efficacy. Nevertheless, this study could provide great information that helps complete the full framework, regardless of its limitations. Albeit risk is a broad field that compasses many variables, the findings presented here provide us with a rich insight regarding this matter in Portugal.  


[bookmark: _Toc198371870]Conclusion

The present study aimed to gain insight into the study of risk perception towards sexual violence and social perceptions and beliefs regarding gender and sexuality in a sample of the Portuguese population. A gender-based perspective was used, leading to findings that evidenced several gender differences in the levels of risk, as well as in the permissiveness of certain beliefs. Such results reinforce the idea that, just as sexual violence is perceived through a gender-based perspective, risk should likewise be interpreted within the same paradigm. Furthermore, findings revealed an important association between levels of perceived risk and openness of beliefs and social perceptions. Such results offer us a rich view of how some Portuguese residents perceive the possibility of sexual violence occurring in their day-to-day life, as well as its association with beliefs and perceptions in gender and sexuality.
Associations seen in the present study also uncover the role of gendered power dynamics, where perceiving risk can lead to a lack of sense of autonomy for women, and a possible need for control and restriction for men. This in itself is a structural extension of gender-based violence. Results underscore the need for political initiatives targeted at empowering women, strengthening their perception of sexual autonomy. An awareness of this pattern can help identify and promote interpersonal relationships that are based on equity, and not restrictiveness. National efforts are needed to identify the underlying factors behind the incidence of perceived risk towards sexual violence shown in this work, both for men and women. It is hoped that this work can contribute to that purpose. 
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Appendices

All questions mentioned below were taken from the Sexual Health Assessment of Practices and Experiences (SHAPE), from the World Health Organization (2023).
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Demographic and Personal Questions 

The following questions were taken from module “A”, socio-demographics and health, which have been used in this present study.

[A1] At birth, was your sex recorded as…. 
1. male
2. female
3. Another term (please specify)

[A2] Today, do you think of yourself as…
1. man/male
2. woman/female
3. in another way (please specify)? 

[A3] How old were you at your last birthday? 
XXX years or 999 for Don’t know

[A4] What is your marital or civil partnership status? Are you…
1. never married and never in a civil partnership
2. married or in a civil partnership
3. separated but still legally married or in a civil partnership
4. divorced or formerly in a civil partnership which is now dissolved
5. widowed or surviving partner from a civil partnership?
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Questions Regarding Perceived Risk at Home and Outside Home

The following questions were taken from module “B”, sexual health outcomes. Questions regarding risk at home and outside home were the only variables included. 

[B12.1] Currently, in your everyday life, at home, how safe do you feel from sexual assault?  
1. Not at all safe 
2. Somewhat unsafe
3. Somewhat safe
4. Completely safe
777. It varies or unsure


[B12.2] Currently, in your everyday life, outside your home (i.e., at work, on the street), how safe do you feel from sexual assault?  
1. Not at all safe 
2. Somewhat unsafe
3. Somewhat safe
4. Completely safe
777. It varies or unsure
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Questions Regarding Social Perceptions and Beliefs

The following questions were taken from module “E”, social perceptions and beliefs regarding gender and sexuality.

[E2] A woman has the right to say ‘no’ to sex if she does not want it. Do you…
1. Strongly agree
2. Agree
3. Disagree
4. Strongly disagree
5. Prefer not to answer?

[E3] A man has the right to say ‘no’ to sex if he does not want it. Do you…
1. Strongly agree
2. Agree
3. Disagree
4. Strongly disagree
5. Prefer not to answer?

[E4] It is okay for a woman to have sex before marriage. Do you…
1. Strongly agree
2. Agree
3. Disagree
4. Strongly disagree
5. Prefer not to answer?

[E5] It is okay for a man to have sex before marriage. Do you…
1. Strongly agree
2. Agree
3. Disagree
4. Strongly disagree
5. Prefer not to answer?


[E6] Having sex that is pleasurable is important for a woman’s sex life. Do you…
1. Strongly agree
2. Agree
3. Disagree
4. Strongly disagree
5. Prefer not to answer


[E7] Having sex that is pleasurable is important for a man’s sex life. Do you…
1. Strongly agree
2. Agree
3. Disagree
4. Strongly disagree
5. Prefer not to answer

[E11] It is okay for someone to use a modern contraceptive method/family planning to avoid or delay pregnancy. Do you…
1. Strongly agree
2. Agree
3. Disagree
4. Strongly disagree
5. Prefer not to answer

[E1] Which of these statements is closest to your personal view...
1. Young people start having sex earlier if they are taught sex education in school.
2. Teaching sex education in school does not lead to young people having sex earlier.
3. Prefer not to answer

[E8] Which of these statements is closest to your personal view…
1. Sex between two consenting adult women is wrong.
2. Sex between two consenting adult women is okay.
3. Prefer not to answer

[E9] Which of these statements is closest to your personal view…
1. Sex between two consenting adult men is wrong.
2. Sex between two consenting adult men is okay.
3. Prefer not to answer

[E10] Which of these statements is closest to your personal view...
1. Men naturally have more sexual needs than women.
2. Women naturally have more sexual needs than men.
3. I don’t agree with either of the above statements.
4. Prefer not to answer

[E12] Which of these statements is closest to your personal view…
1. It is okay for someone to [have an abortion / terminate a pregnancy] for any reason if they want to.
2. It is only okay for someone to [have an abortion / terminate a pregnancy] under certain circumstances.
3. It is always wrong for someone to [have an abortion / terminate a pregnancy], regardless of circumstances.
4. Prefer not to answer
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Questions Regarding Social Identity and Rights

The following questions describe the questions from module “F”, Social Identity and Rights.

[F1] Do you think of yourself as:
1. Gay or lesbian
2. Straight (that is, not gay)
3. Bisexual
4. Another identity not listed here 
5. Don’t know 
[F6] What is the highest level of education you have completed?
1. None
2. 4 years of schooling or less
3. 6 years of schooling or less
4. Basic education (9 years of schooling)
5. Secondary education (12 years of schooling)
6. Higher education
[F10.1] How important are religion and religious beliefs to you now? 
1. Not important at all
2. Not very important
3. Fairly important
4. Very important 
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