	
	
	


	
	
	1



Abstract
Public perception of regulated sexual behaviour is a crucial factor in considering policy, particularly when UK sexual consent laws could criminalise the many young people who are increasingly engaging in underage sex. In contrast, other countries have progressively implemented consent age-spans to respect sexual autonomy while simultaneously protecting young people from sexual exploitation. This study investigates UK perceptions of consensual underage sex between similar-aged adolescents, with predominant focus on age-spans, as an adaptive alternative to dropping consent age. An online experimental survey of members of the UK public (n = 336) manipulated age-gaps, perpetrator gender, and respondent gender. Supporting the hypothesis, results showed more support (i.e., reduced condemnation of the situation, perpetrator, and victim) was given for sex with age gaps of up to 2 years than those larger. Gender differences were present only for age gaps of 3 and 4-years; where harsher situation and perpetrator judgements were elicited when the perpetrator was male. To our knowledge, this is the first UK-based study investigating perceptions of consensual underage sex, and therefore forms a baseline for future research. Results are discussed in terms of acceptability of behaviour and present important evidence for policymakers to consider reviewing UK consent laws in line with international legislation. Open data and the pre-print of this paper are available at: [PRE-PRINT LINK REMOVED FOR REVIEW] 
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Introduction

Age of consent laws exist to protect minors from sexual exploitation by older/adult partners, with those engaging in sexual activity with someone under the age of consent guilty of a crime often referred to as 'statutory rape’ (Glosser et al., 2004) - a term that we adopt within this paper. In the UK, the age of consent (16-years old) means that individuals who are still classified as children themselves (16- to17-years old) risk up to a 5 or 10-years custodial statutory rape sentence for engaging in sex with partners aged 15-years or less, even if ‘consensual’
. In 2013, the President of the Faculty of Public Health in the UK proposed a reduction in the age of consent to 15-years, which the government swiftly refused without accessible evidence of any public vote (Cohen, 2013). Based on current laws being viewed as “chronically outdated” (Stevenson, 2012, p. 133) and which unnecessarily criminalise much of the younger population (Graham, 2018) this reduction was again advocated for more recently (Graham, 2018). Indeed, the National Surveys of Sexual Attitudes and Lifestyles show a progressive decline in age at first intercourse with 30% of 16–24-year-olds in the most recent survey reporting intercourse before the age of 16 years (NATSAL-3; Mercer et al., 2013). Therefore, the current law risks criminalising a common behaviour, potentially resulting in unjust criminal prosecution and dissuasion from accessing sexual health services and treatment. The importance of this issue will become even more pertinent if the same likely progressive decline in age of intercourse continues in the NATSAL-4 data, soon to come from 2022-2023 interviews.
While UK legislation (e.g., Sexual Offences Act (SOA, 2003), Sexual Offences (Northern Ireland) Order (SONIO, 2008) largely fails to respond to the increasingly advocated concept of adolescents being sexually autonomous and simultaneously in need of protection from sexual exploitation (Graham, 2018; Kangaude & Skelton, 2018; Zhu 2023), other countries utilise legal consent age spans/close-in-age exemptions, sometimes known as ‘Romeo and Juliet Laws’ (Bierie & Budd, 2016; Essack & Toohey, 2018). Although the Sexual Offences (Scotland) Act (SOSA, 2009) does include a 2-year age span defence, this only protects sexual behaviour that does not extend to intercourse. To maintain democratic principles, and to ensure public compliance with the law, governmental decisions surrounding consent should reflect public perception and empirical data, particularly on a topic strongly disputed amongst professionals yet unaddressed in formal debate (Chalmers, 2011). To our knowledge, no exploration of UK public perceptions of similar-aged young sex and the utility of UK consent law exists, particularly including relevant factors such as age spans and gendered sexual scripts, with the majority of related research being USA based (Koon-Magnin & Ruback, 2012; 2013; Sahl & Keene, 2012, Oudekerk et al., 2013; 2014). This raises concern given recent acknowledgment of shortfalls in UK consent law in a review labelling some sections not sufficient for purpose (Independent Inquiry Child Sexual Abuse, 2021) in addition to changing discourses around perceptions of child sexuality (Zhu, 20223).
Perspectives on Adolescent Sexual Involvement
There are many co-existing discourses around adolescent sexuality that motivate both the formation, and critical review, of policies around age of consent, these discourses are summarised below and further explored in Zhu (2023) where the authors also demonstrate how these discourses are transitioning to a more open-minded approach. Firstly, positioning adolescents as ‘asexual beings’ can motivate overly-protective policies, while a ‘binary of innocent vs knowing’ can create an unfavourable distinction where those with sexual experience may not be afforded the necessary protection. Furthermore, a perspective fostering ‘moral panic’ with adolescents as ‘sexual beings in need of strict control’ fails to objectively acknowledge their developing sexual desires without the negative connotation of deviancy. However, research introduces a developing discourse of adolescents as ‘people with some sexual autonomy’, acknowledging their cognitive, social, and emotional maturation while still affording necessary protection from exploitation (Zhu, 2023). This autonomous discourse is supported by other scholars who argue that some degree of sexual agency in younger years should be respected as a human right (Kangaude & Skelton, 2018) and may benefit current wellbeing, rather than focussing solely on their later adult wellbeing (Brennan & Epp, 2014).
Recognition of adolescents as sexual beings introduces the need to distinguish between predatory adults engaging in sexual activity with adolescents below the age of consent, and adolescents (above consent age) who engage in consensual activity with peers that fall below consenting age (Essack & Toohey, 2018). Core sex offending theories define characteristics that align with a predatory sexual perpetrator, including: deficits in intimacy and social skills, emotional dysregulation, antisocial cognitions, and deviant sexual script (see Pathways Model, Ward & Siegert, 2002); deviant sexually coercive fantasies developed in puberty (see Integrated Theory, Marshall & Barbaree 1990); and motivating paraphilia, high sex drive or intense mating efforts, combined with a trait/state crime facilitator (see Motivation Facilitation Model, Seto, 2019). This is qualitatively different to instances of similar-aged statutory rape where there exists neither coercive nor predatory action, but rather similar-aged adolescents engaging in mutually consensual sex (Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention [OJJDP], 2005; Oudekerk et al., 2014), however until the law recognises this distinction, youngsters may be prosecuted as a sex offender (Gross, 2007).
Evaluating the Current Law
Provisions in UK sentencing attempt to protect from such extreme prosecutions, however these must be considered alongside their limitations. For example, though sentencing guidance states there is no intention to prosecute where both are under 16 and willing parties, and that in the sentencing of youths: age, maturity, relationship, ‘consent’, and exploitation will be considered, this does not fully protect 16–17-year-old defendants, and research suggests relationships are not actually taken into account by public, therefore may not be applied by a jury as guidance says it should be (Oudekerk et al., 2013). Guidance also leaves decisions around prosecution to individual judges and case discretion (Crown Prosecution Service [CPS], 2021; Sentencing Council, 2013); enabling prejudices such as gender bias. For context, victim surveys report more female offending than is presented in official figures (Cortoni et al., 2017), while males are overrepresented as 85% of overall UK rape defendants and 95% of USA statutory rape defendants respectively (CPS 2022; OJJDP, 2005), while suffering harsher judgements in sex offence cases (Shields & Cochran, 2020). 
The sentencing guidance that theoretically may offer some protection also does not prevent trauma of the early stages of the criminal justice system, such as police involvement and authorities demanding detailed statements of sexual conduct (Skelton, 2015). This also extends to the younger person whose consent is undermined; automatically labelling them a victim despite personal perception. The only safe option to avoid this is adhering to the strict 16-year consent age, which is not realistic given that 30% of young people report sex under the age of 16 (Mercer et al., 2013). If we align with the ‘autonomy discourse’ and the statistical evidence that presents young sexuality as normal behaviour (Zhu, 2023; NATSAL), the risk of consequences faced is then largely disproportionate to the behaviour. Consequences such as imprisonment, criminal record, sex offender registration and its associated social stigmatisation, employment/housing issues and targeted violence (Cubellis et al., 2019; Crighton & Towl, 2015; Tewksbury, 2005; Tewksbury & Zgoba, 2010), despite being categorically different to characteristics of core sex offending theories (Seto, 2009).
Age Spans

Issues discussed so far formulate the rationales behind introducing age-span exemptions in sexual consent law: protecting victims from sexual exploitation, decriminalising normal sexual behaviour, and protecting adolescents from the criminal justice system (Essack & Toohey, 2018). Legislation across 34 American states, Canada, Republic of Ireland (ROI), and South Africa, at least, have adopted the concept (Bierie & Budd, 2016; Callander, 2019; Criminal Law (Sexual Offences) Act, 2017; Essack & Toohey, 2018). A large body of age-span research focussing on relational consequences tells us there is a limit to appropriate age-spans, with a general consensus that the older the partner is, and the larger the age gap respectively, the increased likelihood of problematic outcomes such as earlier sex with less protection, substance misuse, and victimisation of abuse and interpersonal violence (Bierie & Budd, 2016; Lippert et al., 2022; Oudekerk et al., 2014). Interestingly, Oudekerk et al. (2014) found that the age gap rather than solely the age of the younger person, predicted these issues, therefore supporting the utility of age-spans in consent law as opposed to a definitive age of consent. Consent age-spans also acknowledge the continuous development of decision-making ability through adolescents (Icenogle et al., 2019), however since psychosocial development is much slower, age spans may be more suitable for older adolescents who are better developed to make mature decisions in the presence of factors such as arousal and peer pressure (Icenogle et al., 2019; Oudekerk et al., 2014). This is particularly crucial for protecting young females, who consistently have larger age gaps (Leitenberg & Saltzman, 2000; Oudekerk et al., 2014). 
Research addressing public perceptions of adolescent sex and age spans frequently uses measures of perpetrator, victim and situation judgement which seemingly align with the underlying assumptions of consent law. For example, older perpetrators in situations with large age gaps are more condemned and perceived as predatory (Koon-Magnin & Ruback, 2013) or exploitative (Oudekerk et al., 2013), with harsher punishment such as prison recommended for larger age gaps (i.e., 7 years vs. 3 years) (Comartin et al., 2014). Whereas perceptions of younger victims vary from criticism for giving consent (Koon-Magnin & Ruback, 2013) to being viewed as innocent and exploited (Hines & Finkelhor, 2007; Oudekerk et al., 2013). Although, students in Koon-Magnin & Ruback (2013) judged some perpetrators and victims equally if within 2-years of age rather than ‘predatory perpetrators’ and ‘harmed victims’ as UK laws would imply, suggesting 2 years is somewhat of an acceptable age span in public perception. Likewise, 2-year span has been favoured in perpetrator judgements (Oudekerk et al., 2014) and by 61% of young people when rating ability to consent, however only 35% of parents agreed (Reitz-Kruger et al., 2016) This suggests a population-based discrepancy reflecting rationale differences e.g., decriminalising normal behaviour vs protecting victims (Essack & Toohey, 2018), and so modification to UK law requires appropriate research and rationale based education to benefit parental groups. 
Gender
Although age is the main issue of consent laws, perceptions are also affected by gender despite not being a legally relevant factor (Sahl & Keene, 2012). This can be understood in the context of Sexual Script Theory (Simon & Gagnon, 1986) which dictates that when interpreting or reacting to sexual behaviour, individuals will draw upon cultural expectations (e.g., male sexual dominance), interpersonal scripts (application of cultural script to their own experiences) and intrapsychic scripts (managing their own desires). This plays out in research as complex biases in judgements of sexual behaviour, with females still often falling under a role of the sexual gatekeeper, expected to resist male-advances and have less knowledge about sex (Measor, 2004; Setty, 2021). In some research this translates into females being more condemned for their choice in sexual activities than the male partner regardless of their role as perpetrator or victim (Koon-Magnin & Ruback, 2012), and facing more criticism in social circles (Kreager et al., 2009; 2016). ‘Selective chivalry’ argues females may suffer harsher perceptions in gender incongruent situations, such as sexual perpetration, due to violating gender roles of being weak and requiring protection (see Shields & Cochran, 2020). Alternatively, due to being inconsistent with the gendered sexual script, female perpetration may be dismissed/downplayed as harmless and non-coercive, even within professional responses, despite victims reporting significant psychological and interpersonal consequences (Clements et al., 2014; Denov, 2003). In victimisation, females are simultaneously blamed for their participation in sexual activity (Koon-Magnin & Ruback, 2012), whilst positioned as being more vulnerable than their male counterpart (Horvath & Giner-Sorolla, 2007).  
On the other hand, male bias within sexual scripts labels them as initiators expecting sexual exploration and assertiveness in line with hegemonic masculinity (Measor, 2004; Setty, 2021). As previously mentioned, this results in a disproportionate number of males in sexual offence cases, both UK and USA respectively (CPS 2022; OJJDP, 2005), attributed to the perception of males as predatory sexual aggressors (Shields & Cochran, 2020) and an increased sense of harm compared to female perpetrators (Horvath & Ginner-Sorolla, 2007). Additionally, males self-report feeling uncertain that they would be legally protected against false non-consent charges following the MeToo movement (Setty, 2021). In terms of male victims, they are often overlooked or perceived to inherently consent and have suffered less than females, due to gender bias making sexual scripts inconsistent with the narrative of male victimisation (Davies & Rogers, 2006; Denov et al., 2003; Setty, 2021). To second this, in a review of literature, the young-male/older-female category was positioned most likely to be viewed by youth and society as sexual initiation rather than sexual exploitation (Hines & Finkelhor, 2007). Acknowledging and understanding both sides of the gendered double standards is crucial due to the social and psychological effect it can have on the individuals, but also the bias it may create in legal decisions (Koon-Magnin & Ruback, 2012; Shields & Cochran, 2020). 
Not only does the gender of those involved significantly effect perceptions of young sex, but the respondent gender also creates bias. Females are often more critical overall in judgements (Koon-Magnin & Ruback, 2012) even when they are informed no one involved was harmed (Horvath & Ginner-Sorolla, 2007), and more likely to label perpetrators as abusive and predatory (Dollar et al., 2004; Sahl & Keene, 2012). This has been attributed to females receiving more unwanted sexual attention, resulting in a difference in cultural readings of sexual scenarios (Measor, 2004). Meanwhile, male judgements are more biased to contextual factors, more often differing their perceptions according to the gender of those involved (Dollar et al., 2004; Sahl & Keene, 2010). However, there are instances where respondent gender has unexpectedly had no significant effect (Oudekerk et al., 2013). The complex and competing hypotheses regarding the effect of actor and respondent gender emphasise the importance of including gender variables when exploring perceptions of sexual behaviour and seeking an equal gendered sample to mitigate any effects of sexual script theory.
The Present Study
To our knowledge, no research in the UK has investigated perceptions of similar-aged ‘consensual’ sex in adolescents that would constitute a statutory rape case in relation to UK consent law. Given the Government’s refusal to directly reduce consent age (Cohen, 2013), this research investigates UK perceptions of young consensual illegal sex in terms of age gaps as an adaptive alternative. The study uses an experimental survey which manipulates the age gaps and genders of those involved, as well as exploring the effect respondent gender has within this. Measures included situation, victim, and perpetrator condemnation ratings as in Koon-Magnin (2008) and Koon-Magnin and Ruback (2012; 2013). It was expected that overall condemnation [hypothesis 1], as well as condemnation for each subtype (situation, victim, perpetrator) [hypothesis 2], would increase with age gap increase. It was predicted that perpetrator condemnation (older person) would be higher than victim condemnation (younger person) due to current UK laws, the position of situation condemnation in this effect was exploratory due to impersonal measures [hypothesis 3]. There were competing hypotheses that male perpetrators and situations involving male perpetrators would receive higher condemnation than female [hypothesis 4], or that female perpetrators or situations involving females would be condemned higher than male [hypothesis 5], due to complex gender effects of sexual script bias. It was expected that female victims would be condemned more than male victims [hypothesis 6] due to female criticism and lack of acknowledgment of male victimisation in research. Finally, female respondents were expected to be more critical than male respondents [hypothesis 7].
Methods
Sample

A G*Power (version 3.1) a priori power analysis was performed with 0.05 alpha level and small-medium effect size (f(V) = 0.19) assumed to ensure results had practical importance, this determined 352 participants needed to achieve 80% power in planned analysis. After removing cases with more than 5% missing data (n = 73), and which contained extreme outliers (n = 7) our final sample was 336 UK participants (Mage = 33.31, SD = 12.51; age range = 18-89 years, 50.3% females). The majority of the sample reported ethnicity as white (92.3%), with 3.9% reporting Asian and 2.4% reporting under ‘other’. For nationality, the majority reported United Kingdom (96.1%) with the small remainder as Polish (0.9%) or ‘other’, which reflects our inclusion criteria requiring participants to live in the UK for over half a normal (non-covid) year, to ensure UK public opinion was reflected due to focussing on UK law. In reporting religion, 24.1% listed ‘no religion’ and 11.9% stated Atheist, others reported as Christian (12.5%), Agnostic (3%), Catholic (2.7%), Church of England (2.4%), Muslim (1.2%), Roman Catholic (1.2%), Spiritualism, (0.9%), Pagan (0.9%), or ‘other’ (2.7%) or declined to answer.  66.1% were, or had previously been students, of these 66.1%, there were 27% on Psychology-based degree, others included Music/Media (9.9%), Business (6.3%), English (2.3%) and others that were not highly populated. It was noted that 3.3% of participants worked in areas that may affect their opinion such as prison or probation, and 6.55% studied criminal/safeguarding-based degrees, these participants remained in the sample to reflect the diversity that would be apparent in UK public.
Online methods were used due to gaining credibility within the research community for being compatible with modern internet savvy lifestyles (Crawford et al., 2001) and providing a practical form of distribution during the pandemic. Despite not overcoming general online research limitations of environmental control and participant verification, the crowd-sourcing software Prolific was used as a viable method of participant recruitment providing data quality that is comparable or superior to other online methods (Peer et al., 2017). 
Materials

Demographics. Participants were asked their age, gender, ethnicity, nationality, religion, topic of study if a current/previous student, and if their job directly involves people with offences or the prison and probation service.
Perceptions of Young Consensual Sex Scale - Situation, Victim and Perpetrator Condemnation. An adapted version of Koon Magnin (2008) and Koon-Magnin and Ruback’s (2012; 2013) questionnaire was used, with amendments made to fit the study aims. Items that reflect those in Koon-Magnin & Ruback’s questionnaire are underlined below. Our adapted item wording was selected to reflect the deviancies described in the sexual offending theories previously mentioned: Pathways Model (Ward & Siegert, 2002); Integrated Theory (Marshall & Barbaree, 1990); Motivation Facilitation Model (Seto, 2019), to explore concordance of public’s perceptions of the scenarios, with the offending narrative. Unlike the original, our questionnaire specified that the situation was “consensual” to ensure that perception was explored for non-coerced situations, as this is the focus of this study. The questionnaire presented a scenario which constitutes statutory rape under UK consent law with a heterosexual pairing (e.g., “A 15-year-old female and a 16-year-old male engage in consensual sexual intercourse.”). As in Horvath and Giner-Sorolla (2007) each survey displayed all separate age gaps (in our case 15-16, 15-17, 13-16, 13-17) but only one fixed Perpetrator Gender manipulation, either male perpetrator-female victim or female perpetrator-male victim, to reduce demand characteristics.
Ratings were gathered for the condemnation of each situation, victim, and perpetrator. Participants responded to 7-point Likert scales where answers ranged from (1) “Strongly Disagree” to (7) “Strongly Agree”, a higher rating indicated more negative judgement and positive directed questions involving the word ‘normal’ were reverse scored. Participants used this scale to evaluate the situation on how far they agreed it was normal, immoral or should be illegal. For victim and perpetrator condemnation, participants used the 1-7 scale to rate how far they agreed on seven dimensions of condemnation: harm, normal sexual desires, blame, deserving of punishment, likely to commit future sexual crime, distorted sexual interests, and need of professional intervention
. The questionnaire therefore consisted of 17 experimental items split into three condemnation factors: situation (3 questions), victim (7 questions), and perpetrator (7 questions). Importantly, the terms “statutory rape”, “rape”, “victim” and “perpetrator” were not used within the survey or any related documents to avoid the bias that these terms would introduce, instead the questionnaire referred to the “younger” or “older” person respectively - the terms victim and perpetrator are used in this paper for ease of understanding and consistency with past research (Koon-Magnin & Ruback, 2012; 2013). A pilot of the study was performed (n = 5) to ensure all survey wording and navigation was understandable and valid, this data was excluded from the analysis sample. 
Procedure

The study was approved by a UK institutional research ethics committee and adhered to the British Psychological Society code of ethics and conduct. The online study link contained an information sheet and participants indicated their consent via a button press. Participants initially entered demographic information to allow the online survey software (Qualtrics) to populate the Respondent Gender variable using a branching procedure. Within each Respondent Gender branch, a randomiser function distributed surveys with equal allocation of Perpetrator Gender. Each respondent saw four scenarios with fixed victim-perpetrator gender, presenting victims as either 13/15 years of age and perpetrators as either 16/17 years of age, with participants answering the questionnaire about each age combination to provide data for all possible age gaps (1, 2, 3, and 4 years) as in Horvath and Giner-Sorolla (2007). Finally, participants were debriefed and thanked for their time. On average the study took 10 minutes to complete.
Analysis 

To analyse the effect of the experimental variables on condemnation scores, while also analysing for difference between condemnation types (as in Koon Magnin, 2012; 2013), a factorial mixed between-within 2 (respondent gender: male, female) x 2 (perpetrator gender: male, female) x 4 (age gap: 1, 2, 3, 4 years) x 3 (condemnation: situation, victim, perpetrator) ANOVA was performed, treating the condemnation of situation, victim, and perpetrator as a within-subject measure since participants rated every condemnation category for each age gap. The outcome variable scores (situation, victim, and perpetrator condemnation) were created using participant’s mean question score for that questionnaire section, per age condition (see Materials above), where questions were rated on a Likert scale from (1) “Strongly Disagree” to (7) “Strongly Agree”. The wording of survey questions allowed scale midpoint 4 to act as a maximum cut off for higher and lower condemnation of behaviour if mean scores were used as final measure (as in Horvath & Giner-Sorolla, 2007; Koon-Magnin & Ruback, 2013), below the midpoint reflected lower condemnation and above reflected higher. Also, situation consisted of less questions than victim and perpetrator therefore using any other measure (i.e., total scores) would have given inaccurate comparison.
Results

Prior to analysis, and after removal of cases with more than 5% missing data (n = 73), remaining cases with missing datapoints (n = 7) underwent series mean imputation, Little’s Missing Completely at Random test suggested these were random (p > .05). Assumptions were assessed according to criteria set out in Tabachnick & Fidell (2013) and Field (2018), resulting in extreme cases being removed (n = 7), minor issues of normality distribution remained but were overlooked as these are expected with the controversial topic, particularly in larger age gaps where they were most evident. Despite outcome variables (condemnation types) being statistically treated as a ‘within subjects’ measure, multivariate assumptions were tested for thoroughness, in which they satisfied criteria requirements. The mixed between-within ANOVA multivariate tests were interpreted with Pillai’s Trace as it copes best with any assumption violations (Pallant, 2020), utilising Greenhouse Geisser correction where appropriate. Post hoc lower order ANOVA pairwise comparisons were used to delineate statistically significant interactions and Benjamini-Hochberg corrections were used where appropriate (Benjamini & Hochberg, 1995). Partial Eta squared is reported for each effect, both main and interaction, as an index of effect size. The authors take responsibility for the integrity of the data, the accuracy of the data analyses, and have made every effort to avoid inflating statistically significant results. 
Main Effects
Age Gap

An initial main effect of age gap (F [3, 330] = 403.60, p < .001, ηp2 = .79) violated Mauchly’s test of sphericity (X2 [5] = 250.82, p < .001) but maintained statistical significance after correction of degrees of freedom using Greenhouse-Geisser estimates of sphericity (ε = .67, F [1.98, 657] = 732.39, p < .001, ηp2 = .69). Pairwise comparisons showed that on average there were significant differences in condemnation scores between all age gap conditions, and a pattern of condemnation scores increasing significantly with each rise in age gap, as suggested in hypothesis [1]. A 1-year age gap resulted in lower condemnations scores (M = 2.92, SE = .59) relative to a 2-year (M = 3.51, SE = .06, Mdiff = .594, 95% CIdiff [.517, .670]) 3-year (M = 4.43, SE = .05, Mdiff = 1.510, 95% CIdiff [1.402, 1.618]), and a 4-year gap (M = 4.86, SE = .05, Mdiff = 1.946, 95% CIdiff [1.834, 2.058]). A 2-year gap also received significantly less condemnation than a 3-year gap (Mdiff = .917, 95% CIdiff [.828, 1.005]) and a 4-year gap Mdiff = 1.352, 95% CIdiff [1.261, 1.444]), but more than a 1-year. Finally, an age gap of 3 years was less condemned than a 4-year (Mdiff = .436, 95% CIdiff [.380, .492]) but more condemned than all those below it. All pairwise comparisons survived Benjamini-Hochberg multiple comparisons correction (all padj < .001, see Benjamini & Hochberg, 1995).

Condemnation Type (Situation, Victim, Perpetrator)
A main effect of condemnation type (F [2, 331] = 506.82, p < .001, ηp2 = .75) violated Mauchly’s test of sphericity (X2 [2] = 35.25, p < .001) but also maintained statistical significance after correcting degrees of freedom using Greenhouse-Geisser estimates of sphericity (ε = .92, F [1.82, 603.08] = 669.66, p < .001, ηp2 = .67). Pairwise comparisons for condemnation types, suggested all condemnation types (situation, victim, perpetrator) differed significantly on overall condemnation scores with all p < .001 and survived Benjamini-Hochberg correction (all padj < .001). The condemnation of victims (M = 3.20, SE = .05) was less than perpetrators (M = 4.01, SE = .06, Mdiff = .812, 95% CIdiff [.742, .882]) and the situation itself (M = 4.57, SE = .06, Mdiff = 1.375, 95% CIdiff [1.289, 1.460]). Perpetrators also received less condemnation than the situation itself (Mdiff = .562, 95% CIdiff [.496, .629]) but more than victims, supporting hypothesis [3].

Perpetrator Gender

There was a significant main effect of perpetrator gender on condemnation scores in general (F [1, 332] = 5.72, p = .02, ηp2 = .02) such that overall condemnation was higher when the perpetrator was male (M = 4.04, SE = .07) than female (M = 3.81, SE = .07, Mdiff = .226, 95% CIdiff [.040, .412]), supporting hypothesis [4] and refuting its competing hypothesis [5].
Respondent Gender
There was no statistically significant main effect of respondent gender on condemnation scores (F [1, 332] = 1.23, p = .27, ηp2 = .004) such that male respondent’s condemnation scores (M = 3.98, SE = .07) did not differ significantly from those of female respondent’s (M = 3.87, SE = .07) therefore hypothesis [7] was not supported.

Interaction Effects
Age Gap with Condemnation Type

There was an initial significant interaction effect of age gap and condemnation type (F [6, 327] = 143.66, p < .001, ηp2 = .73) which violated Mauchly’s test of sphericity (X2 [20] = 247.27, p < .001) but maintained statistical significance after correction of degrees of freedom using Greenhouse-Geisser estimates of sphericity (ε = .83, F [4.84, 1608.27] = 244.68, p < .001, ηp2 = .42). All pairwise comparisons survived Benjamini-Hochberg correction (all padj < .001). Pairwise comparisons replicated the main effect pattern of condemnation scores increasing significantly with each age gap, within each condemnation type. This was present in situation condemnation (1-year gap {M = 3.10, SE = .07}, had lower condemnation than 2-year gap {M = 3.90, SE = .07, Mdiff =.770, 95% CIdiff [.613, .927]}, which was condemned less than a 3-year gap {M = 5.36, SE = .07, Mdiff =1.288, 95% CIdiff [1.104, 1.472]}, which had lower condemnation than a 4-year gap {M = 5.91, SE = .06, Mdiff =.636, 95% CIdiff [.485, .788]}), and in victim condemnation (1-year gap {M = 2.72, SE = .05}, condemned less than a 2-year gap {M = 2.99, SE = .05, Mdiff =.292, 95% CIdiff [.219, .364]}, which was condemned less than a 3-year gap {M = 3.45, SE = .05, Mdiff =.422, 95% CIdiff [.321, .523]} which was condemned less than a 4-year gap {M = 3.64, SE = .05, Mdiff =.183, 95% CIdiff [.104, .261]}) as well as perpetrator condemnation (1-year gap {M = 2.93, SE = .06}, condemned less than a 2-year gap {M = 3.62, SE = .07, Mdiff =.719, 95% CIdiff [.590, .847]}, which was condemned less than a 3-year gap {M = 4.47, SE = .07, Mdiff =.758, 95% CIdiff [.620, .897]}, which was condemned less than a 4-year gap {M = 5.03, SE = .06, Mdiff =.496, 95% CIdiff [.391, .601]). These means directly support hypothesis [2] and also replicate the pattern of the condemnation type main effect, as situation was the most condemned variable across all ages, followed by perpetrator then victim condemnation, therefore also supporting hypothesis [3]. The elements labelled ‘Overall’ in Figure 1 demonstrate the interaction of age gap*condemnation type before accounting for perpetrator gender.
Age Gap with Respondent Gender with Perpetrator Gender

An initially significant interaction effect of age gap*respondent gender*perpetrator gender (F [3, 330] = 3.15, p = .03, ηp2 = .03) violated Mauchly’s test of sphericity (X2 [5] = 250.82, p < .001) and did not survive degrees of freedom correction using Greenhouse Geisser estimates of sphericity (ε = .67 F [1.98, 657.00] = 2.05, p = .13, ηp2 = .01). 

Age Gap with Condemnation Type with Perpetrator Gender

A significant interaction between age gap*condemnation type*perpetrator gender (F [6, 327] = 2.37, p = .03, ηp2 = .04) violated Mauchly’s test of sphericity (X2 [5] = 250.82, p < .001), however maintained significance after Greenhouse Geisser corrected degrees of freedom (ε = .67, F [4.84, 1608.27] = 2.90, p = .01, ηp2 = .01). This interaction was explored with post-hoc lower order ANOVA’s and their pairwise comparisons using Benjamini-Hochberg correction. Within both perpetrator genders, all condemnation types scored significantly 
[Figure 1 here horizontal]
different to both other condemnation types within the same age gap, with situation always being the highest, followed by perpetrator then victim condemnation (see Figure 1), again supporting hypothesis [3]. In the context of the situation condemnation, there was a significant gender difference (ε = .79, F [2.35, 785.88] = 3.18, p = .034, ηp2 = .01) in which situations involving male perpetrators (with female victim) were condemned more than those involving female perpetrators (with male victim), for a 4- year age gap (Mdiff = .352, 95% CIdiff [.112, .592],  p = .004, padj = .005) and 3-year age gap (Mdiff = .516, 95% CIdiff = [.248, .784], p < .001, padj = .004), but no difference in a 2-year or 1-year age gap, therefore partially supporting hypothesis [4] and refuting its competing hypothesis [5]. Similarly, perpetrator condemnation had a significant gender difference (ε = .68, F [2.01, 671.78] = 3.06, p = .047, ηp2 = .01) in that male perpetrators were condemned more than female in only a 4-year age gap (Mdiff = .395, 95% CIdiff [.144, .645], p = .002, padj = .004) and 3-year age gap (Mdiff = .262, 95% CIdiff [.000, .524], p = .050, padj  = .050), but not a 2-year or 1-year age gap, again partially supporting hypothesis [4] and refuting its competing hypothesis [5]. Victim condemnation did not significantly differ across perpetrator genders in any age gap condition, therefore offering no support for hypothesis [6]. Means across conditions can be seen in Table 1 (for full details of this interaction effect see supplemental materials).
Detailed statistics pertaining to the 3-way interaction between Age Gap with Condemnation Type with Perpetrator Gender can be found here: [PRE-PRINT LINK REMOVED FOR REVIEW]
[Table 1 here]

Discussion
Overview of Key Findings
This study explored UK perceptions of young similar-aged ‘consensual’ sex that is criminalised by UK consent law, considering the legally relevant factor of age gaps, and exploring perpetrator and respondent gender effects which research finds relevant, utilising previously used measures of situation, victim, and perpetrator condemnation (Koon-Magnin & Ruback, 2012; 2013). Larger age gaps were criticised more, with condemnation decreasing as the age gaps decreased for both overall condemnation and each condemnation type (situation, victim, perpetrator); supporting hypothesis 1 and 2. Perpetrator gender influenced this interaction and is discussed later. Victim condemnation always fell below midpoint 4 regardless of age or gender. Analysis found an effect of condemnation in that situation was criticised most, followed by perpetrators and then victims, which supports hypothesis 3. There was a significant effect of perpetrator gender in that male perpetrators and situations involving male perpetrators were condemned more than those with female perpetrators overall, partially supporting hypothesis 4 and refuting hypothesis 5, but gender differences on perpetrator condemnation were again only driven by age gaps of 3 or 4 years. Opposing hypothesis 6, which predicted there would be higher condemnation for female victims, there were no significant gender differences in condemnation of victims across any age gaps. Finally, there were no significant effects for respondent gender which is an unexpected finding refuting hypothesis 7 that females would be more critical overall.
Interpretation and Implication of Age Effects
Results are interpretated with consideration to the wording of questions included and using the scale midpoint 4 as an indication of higher/lower condemnation (as in Horvath & Giner-Sorolla, 2007; Koon-Magnin & Ruback, 2013), and therefore the extent to which public found this acceptable – below midpoint reflected lower condemnation and above reflected higher. In regard to the situation itself which was a combined rating of whether it is normal, immoral or should be illegal, participants were more accepting of situations with a 1 and 2-year-age gap overall and for both separate perpetrator genders, except male perpetrated situations of 2-year gap which fell just short of the cut off for lower-condemnation. Whereas situations with 3–4-year age gaps overall and for both perpetrator genders were highly condemned and therefore seemingly unacceptable. Similarly, when considering perpetrator ratings, which included whether perpetrators were exploring normal sexual interests, were harmed, to blame, deserving of punishment, likely to commit future sexual crimes, had distorted sexual interests and needed professional intervention, results show that with a 1 or 2-year age gap regardless of gender, public were more accepting of the perpetrator based on the lower/higher midpoint threshold. However, not only did views of a perpetrator become highly condemned for any age gaps over 2-years, but male perpetrators were criticised significantly more against these factors than female in these larger age gaps. Additionally, when evaluating victims against these same questions of whether they were exploring normal sexual interests, were harmed, to blame, deserving of punishment, likely to commit future sexual crimes, had distorted sexual interests and needed professional intervention, judgements significantly increased with age gap but still all falling below midpoint therefore not highly criticised and arguably accepted, this was not effected by gender.
These results suggest the UK public deems some young sexual activity, generally acceptable, normal and non-harmful, which aligns with modern discourse around adolescence sexual autonomy (Zhu, 2023) and demonstrates disparity between theories of sexual offending outlined and the behaviour of similar-aged consensual young sex. For example, the Pathways Model (Ward & Siegert, 2002) and the Integrated Theory (Marshall & Barbaree, 1990) both outline deviant sexual scripts as one of the explanations for sexual crime, however, with deviancy being part of our measure, perceptions of young sex particularly with 1-2-year age gaps do not align with an offending narrative. Likewise, the Motivation Facilitation Model (Seto, 2019) incorporates paraphilia’s (abnormal sexual desires) as a motivation for sexual offending, whereas this study shows again that up to a 2-year age gap was generally accepted, where measures involved such deviant and normal sexual desires. This is less so discrediting the theories of sexual offending, but more recognising disparity between respected theories of sexual offending, and the perceptions of some young sexual behaviour that is currently classified as sexual offending under UK consent law. By bracketing all sex under 16 as criminal and not creating a clear legal distinction between predatory sex and consensual similar-aged young sex, policy makers are failing to address increasing presence of young sex and acknowledge increased acceptance as evidenced here.
The significant differences found in judgements from smaller to larger age gaps, refutes the underlying assumption in UK consent law that a single definitive age of consent effectively represents sexual behaviour becoming acceptable, or that 16 is the most suitable age to set consent. This discrepancy could reflect a gradual shift from a rigid approach with young sexuality to a more open-minded discourse as discussed earlier (Zhu, 2023), with comparison of NATSALS 1, 2 and 3 showing statistically increased diversity in sexual activity and attitudes (Mercer et al., 2013). The consent age of 16 does reflect median age of first sexual activity in the 2001 NATSAL-2 just prior to SOA (2003) being introduced, therefore may have been an appropriate set consent age at the time, but NATSAL-3 and the results presented above suggest this definitive age is not necessarily appropriate now. 
Since 17 of 18 condemnation results up to 2-years age gap fell within the midpoint lower condemned threshold mentioned (see table 1) - except for male perpetrated situation of 2 years - this implies that the UK public deem 2-years an appropriate legal sexual consent age span. This replicates public perceptions in USA research, a similarly westernised country (Koon-Magnin and Ruback, 2013; Oudekerk et al., 2013), and aligns with literature suggesting smaller age gaps are safer in terms of risk taking and relational problems (Bierie & Budd, 2016; Lippert et al., 2022; Oudekerk et al., 2014). This also reflects legislation already in place in many USA states, Canada, ROI and South Africa, in which sexual activity under the consent age is legalised with up to 2-year age gap (Bierie & Budd, 2016; Callander, 2019; Criminal Law (Sexual Offences) Act, 2017; Essack, & Toohey, 2018). However, the scenarios receiving more acceptance in this study both involved a 15-year-old victim, with either a 16- or 17-year-old perpetrator, in contrast, the scenarios that were highly condemned (3–4-year gaps) involved a 13-year-old victim, therefore it is crucial to note that the present study can only offer support for an age span with older adolescents and not younger (13 or below). This research would also suggest this is safer due to younger adolescents being less developed to resist psychosocial influences such as peer pressure and arousal in their decision making (Icenogle et al., 2019; Oudekerk et al., 2014).
Interpretation and Implication of Each Measure:
Results pertaining to perpetrator ratings specifically, inherently refute the offending narrative given the low condemnation on a measure evaluating perpetrator blame, normal or distorted sexual interests and need of professional or punitive intervention. This creates distinction between those within 2-years and the 3-4-year gaps with older ‘perpetrators’ that more align with perceptions of coercion or exploitation of a much younger partner (Koon-Magnin & Ruback, 2013; Oudekerk et al., 2013). Furthermore, given that perpetrator judgement was always significantly higher than victim, results suggest more responsibility is assumed on the older party for sexual intercourse, which was expected due to internalised judgements of consent laws placing criminality on an older party with even small age gaps. However, while victim ratings were always below perpetrators, results do suggest increased responsibility on victims as they get older with significantly increasing ratings with age, given their measure also includes blame, normal or distorted sexual interests and need of intervention. Notably, this always fell below the scale midpoint therefore victims were not highly criticised; this is possibly due to older ‘victims’ being seen progressively somewhat responsible since scenarios highlight that they consented (as in Koon-Magnin & Ruback, 2013), with younger victim’s lower condemnation scores being potentially driven by the view of innocence and exploitation (Hines & Finkelhor, 2007; Oudekerk et al., 2013). This demonstrates value in investigating victim condemnation to understand increasing social shame and psychological damage for the younger person if the act is legalised and allowed to occur, although our results suggest this consequence is unlikely since all victim’s behaviour was low in criticism. 
Situation condemnation was a valuable variable in confirming the acceptability of the age gaps without the effect being masked by blame or criticism on either party. Situation effect supports the argument presented by the perpetrator variable that a 2-year age gap provision would be beneficial in UK law, as the situation variable pattern replicates that of perpetrator - again, it is important to note this is only currently applicable to older adolescents. Regarding situation condemnation, the results also show that the situation itself was judged far more negatively than the perpetrator or victim themselves (see Figure 1). This warrants detailed qualitative consideration to explore why this is the case, however, there are competing reasons that may offer some initial insight. Firstly, it is possible that while they do not approve of the situation itself, they do not consider the individuals to actually have been harmed, to be deviant, to deserve punishment etc., as the questions ask, and therefore an educational approach may be favourable to advise on appropriate situations, rather than the arguably stigmatising punishment that the current law could impose (Skelton, 2015). Alternatively, it may be that the more simplistic questions in the 'situation condemnation' category prompt participants to condemn because they feel they socially 'should', when in fact their perceptions of each individual from the critically evaluative person focussed questions support a less punitive approach as in Horvath and Giner-Sorolla (2007).
Interpretation and Implication of Gender Effects:
The study also explored the effects of perpetrator gender on condemnation, which ensured that both genders for perpetrator and victim positions were tested rather than people assuming the older party to be male due to stereotypes (Setty, 2021). Results showed male perpetrators receiving more criticism than their female counterparts, demonstrating the consistently found sex-based double standard, that results in different ratings of males and females for engaging in the same act (Koon-Magnin & Ruback, 2012; Kreager et al., 2009; 2016). It is concerning that this gender difference was driven only by age gaps above 2 years, since this is also when scores generally reflected high criticism and given the wording of the questions therefore align with an offending narrative. Consequently, recognition of a perpetrator appears unjustly more aligned with male identity than female despite identical ages. This could arguably be an ongoing consequence of male stereotypes being predatory and sexually assertive (Shields & Cochran, 2020; Setty, 2021) and having seen more males within the criminal justice system (Shields & Cochran, 2020; CPS, 2022). This effect may have been further mitigated by lower criticism of female perpetrators, as evidenced by female perpetration being downplayed as harmless and innocent (Denov, 2003). Unrecognised crime in the female population has been evidenced and could be dangerous for potential victims (Cortoni et al., 2017),  The above results also align with research suggesting female victimisation is more validated than male (Davies & Rogers, 2006) which may have indirectly increased the criticism of a female victim’s male perpetrator, and likewise created possible leniency towards a male victim’s female perpetrator. The above issues further demonstrate the need for legal professionals to be aware and responsive to research in the area.
Understanding and challenging the sexual double standards evidenced above is crucial in preventing unjust legal decisions, males being instinctively viewed as predatory no doubt contributes to them facing harsher judgements as perpetrators than equivalent females (Shields & Cochran, 2020), to fearing false non-consent charges noted during the MeToo movement (Setty, 2021), and to being overrepresented as 85% of defendants in UK rape cases (CPS, 2022). With current UK law, despite having ‘consent’ and a similar-aged sexual partner, young ‘offenders’ of both genders risk similar sex offender registration and resultant social/personal problems to that of their much older ‘predatory’ counterparts (Tewksbury, 2005; Tewksbury & Zgoba, 2010; Crighton & Towl, 2015; Cubellis et al., 2019), importantly, the gender-specific perpetrator narrative emerging suggests this disproportionately effects young males. Implementing a well monitored 2-year sexual consent age span as supported above, would mitigate this risk and bring the UK in line with other legislations that have already recognised and rectified this issue (Bierie & Budd, 2016; Criminal Law (Sexual Offences) Act, 2017; Essack & Toohey, 2018; Callander, 2019).
Regarding condemnation of victims themselves, there was a lack of gender difference despite expecting female condemnation to be higher due to choosing to consent to the activity, which is commonly seen in the literature (Koon-Magnin & Ruback, 2012; Kreager et al., 2009; 2016). However, with both gendered victims being similarly condemned, it is possible that female victim criticism was lower than expected, and equivalent to male, due to progression in sexual attitudes (Mercer et al., 2013). This may be balanced with a recognition of male victimisation that is seen in more recent research (Cortoni et al., 2017); potentially leading to higher scores driven by the questions involving harm and need for treatment intervention. Alternatively, male victim criticism may have occurred due to the concept of a younger male engaging in sex with an older female violating stereotypes of assertiveness and hegemonic masculinity (Measor, 2004; Setty, 2021). Although this study suggests all of the younger party’s (victim’s) behaviour was within acceptable range, previous literature suggests that continued research and progress in this area is crucial for the wellbeing of young people, in protecting against females suffering discriminatory social criticism (Kreager et al., 2009; 2016) and males invalidated victimisation (Davies & Rogers, 2006), both of which could lead to emotional and psychological trauma.
In terms of respondent gender, the lack of effect is surprising given research consistently finds females to be more overall critical in sexual perceptions (Koon-Magnin & Ruback, 2012), and more likely to perceive perpetrators as predatory and abusive (Dollar et al, 2004; Sahl & Keene, 2012) - characteristics that are indirectly reflected in our measure. This is thought to be a result of females receiving unwanted attention, creating gender differences in cultural readings of sexual activity (Measor, 2004). On the other hand, males are usually more biased by contextual factors (Dollar et al., 2004; Sahl & Keene, 2010) such as the age and gender manipulations in this study. Given that most of the research finding respondent gender effect is from USA, our lack of gender effect could indicate that the previously unexplored UK population may always have viewed sexuality from a more gender-neutral lens, that is less influenced by their sexual script biases (Simon & Gagnon, 1986). A more likely explanation is that this reflects a more modern heterogeneity in male and female judgements, as the one study with similar findings is slightly more recent (Oudekerk et al., 2013). This could be further influenced by possible impacts of the #MeToo movement which aimed to raise awareness of sexual harassment (Fawcett Society, 2018), in that it may have successfully heightened females’ feelings of equality and sexual respect, therefore revoked the criticism in their cultural readings of sexuality (Measor, 2004). Alternatively, it may have led to a reluctance to express opinions of sexual behaviour from both respondent genders. The study had a strong gender balance in the sample (49.7% male, 50.3% female) therefore it is unlikely that effects were simply masked by a gender imbalance. All this being said, respondent gender has clearly been an influential variable in some previous sexual research, therefore confirming and challenging this is crucial in preventing both juries and legal professionals from allowing unjust bias to effect decision making that, as discussed throughout, could define a potential defendants future.
Limitations and Future Research
This research should be discussed within the context of study-specific limitations. First, our oversight in accounting for attrition lead to the sample falling below ideal size with approximately 17.5% of participants not fully completing the questionnaire, this might reflect apprehension to answer questions on a sensitive topic (McNeeley, 2012) or alternatively a feature of internet-mediated research which sees participants consent to see the study then close before completing. This may also reflect the high demand on participants due to the quantity of questioning that came with the within-subjects design - however, this design did allow for direct perception comparison across age-spans with individual differences reduced, and any practice effects arguably positively encouraging critical thinking. The above emphasises the need for a national replication and/or research that builds upon this, while both addressing participant demand and anticipating attrition during recruitment. Second, it is possible there may have been varied interpretation of questions, such as “deserves punishment” being lawful or parental punishment, however, using an adapted version of factor analysed questionnaire sections, previously used in influential original, and confirmatory studies, supports the questionnaires validity and reliability here (Koon-Magnin, 2008; Koon-Magnin & Ruback, 2012; 2013). 
Third, participants were not fully briefed about UK law pertaining to sex with someone under 16 years of age prior to responding to the vignettes. Though low in likelihood, the presence of individuals without this knowledge within our sample could have impacted condemnation ratings as well as items related to “future sexual offending” and so such knowledge should be considered in follow-up research. Finally, condemnation rating may also be influenced by ethnic and religious background, which this study arguably is not generalisable for since the majority were white and had minimal religious representation. This may be partially due to the inclusion criteria requiring UK residents which was necessary to meet the aims, however future replications should focus on proportionate matching to the UK population within demographics. This would also better place researchers to explore the correlate relationship of demographic information with data, which could not be done here due specified and limited demographic groups. The study did, however, consider generalisability in the effort to utilise a sample outside a psychology-student population, with 33.9% never having been students, and of those who were, only 27% being psychology, as opposed to the entire sample as in much psychological research.
With this study acting as a baseline of UK perception and indirectly supporting a sexual consent age-span, researchers should replicate and expand on this study by seeking direct support for changes in law that would reflect UK consent age spans with explicit explanation, and also considering more contextual factors. This should include the nature of the relationship, more age combinations (particularly including a 14-year-old as this was not tested and may be a bridge between ‘older’ and ‘younger’ adolescents) and also exploring the effects of other influential biases such as educational context (Koon-Magnin et al., 2010) respondents own sexual experience (Koon-Magnin & Ruback, 2013), and racial and same-sex pairings (Chaffin et al., 2016) on an individual and interactional analysis basis (Doerner & Demuth, 2010). Though not yet explored, issues discussed within this paper are pertinent to all and should be considered in any policy review, the risk of not doing so is made apparent in cases such as Limon v. Kansas where same-sex pairings were unfairly excluded from the existing Kansas Romeo and Juliet law (see Gross, 2007). It is worth noting that the only easily accessible data specifically on statutory rape cases, comes from USA cases (OJJDP, 2005; Gross, 2007). If UK government wish to address problems on an influential legislative level, then data that speak to these issues should be public, not only for transparency but also enablement of research to build upon the initial public perception we have contributed with this study.
Conclusion
The UK’s regulation of young sexual behaviour has been criticised for not balancing the right to sexual autonomy with protection from sexual exploitation, this paper demonstrates discrepancies between sexual offending theories/characteristics, and common consensual underage sex. To the authors knowledge, this is the first study to investigate general UK public’s perceptions of similar-aged young ‘consensual’ sex regarding age spans that constitutes statutory rape under the current UK consent law. Results suggest sex was generally accepted and considered normal and non-harmful with up to a 2-year age gap, therefore indicative that the UK public support a 2-year consent age-span, in line with other legislations. This suggests a failing in the current fixed consent age of 16 which criminalises young people for behaviour that literature and these results suggest is common and accepted in modern discourses. Gender effects demonstrated that male perpetrators receive more criticism than their female counterparts, results are discussed in relation to the legal and personal consequences that young males may unjustly suffer because of this bias. This study acts as a baseline for future UK research into perceptions of young consensual sex and the impact of various variables, suggestions are discussed as to variables that should be prioritised, including respondent gender which surprisingly did not have an effect here. The present findings demonstrate that the public’s ideas of normal and acceptable sexual behaviour, and the current law, are evidently inconsistent and also influenced by non-legal factors such as gender. Therefore, this provides argument for an immediate increase in research and review in relevant legislation, to help understand and address potential unjust criminal prosecution and bias.
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INTENTIONALLY BLANK
� Although under 16’s cannot be considered to have legally consented, the term is used throughout this paper for ease of understanding and in line with other similar research (Koon-Magnin & Ruback, 2012; 2013).


� Where items are underlined, these reflect the original questionnaire (Koon-Magnin, 2008; Koon-Magnin & Ruback, 2012; 2013), those not underlined show our adaptations. The item stating “likely to commit future sexual crime” is partially underlined as the word ‘sexual’ was added in for the sake of our study aims.





	
	
	


	
	
	



