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Abstract Oneinfourcollegewomenexperiencesexualassault

oncampus;yet,campusesrarelyprovidethein-depthself-defense

programs needed to reduce sexual assault risk. Further, little is

known about the range of possible behaviors elicited by sexual

assault threat stimulibesidesassertion.Tofill thisgap, theaimof

the current studywas to explore qualitative themes in women’s

intended behavioral responses to a hypothetical sexual assault

threat,daterape,byusinga laboratory-controlled threat.College

women(N=139)were randomlyassignedtooneof fourdifferent

levels of sexual assault threat presented via an audio-recorded

vignette.Participantsarticulatedhowtheywouldhypothetically

respond to the experimentally assigned threat. Responses were

blinded and analyzed using Consensual Qualitative Research

methodology.Sixmajor themesemerged: assertion, compliance/

acceptance, conditionaldecisionmaking, avoidance, expressions

of discomfort, and allusion to future contact. Although almost all

participants described assertion, a number of non-assertive

responses were described that are not currently recognized

in the literature. These non-assertive responses, including

compliance/acceptance, conditional decision making, and

avoidance,mayrepresentuniquebehavioral responsestylesand

likely reflect the complex psychological process of behavioral

response to threat. The variety of themes found illustrates the

great rangeofbehavioral responses to threat.Thisbroad range is

not currently well represented or measured in the literature and

better understanding of these responses can inform future inter-

ventions,advocacyefforts,andpoliciesfocusedonsexualassault.
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Introduction

Sexual assault is startling common on college campuses where

one in four women will experience rape during their time on

campus; thispaperwill focusonwomen’sexperiencesaswomen

have been the participants in the majority of research on sexual

assault (Gross, Winslett, Roberts, & Gohm, 2006). Most often,

these are assaults committed by acquaintances, often on dates or

at parties, andare associatedwith ahost of social, emotional, and

physicaldifficulties (Classen,Field,Koopman,Nevill-Manning,

&Spiegel,2001;Koss,1993;Tjaden&Thoennes,2000).Women

respond to the threat of acquaintance rape by juggling concerns

about the relationship, the possible impact of the threatening sit-

uation on their social circles, as well as concerns about their own

safety(Macy,Nurius,&Norris,2007).Thesecompetingconcerns

may create barriers to engaging in effective and protective

behavioral responses to the threatof rape.Moreover, theprocess

of behaviorally responding to the threat of rape is an extraordi-

narilycomplexonewithvariableoutcomes,especiallygiven the

relational nature of the threat in the case of acquaintance or date

rape (Nurius & Norris, 1995). Feminist self-defense is a com-

mon risk reduction strategy forwomen;womenwhoparticipant

in these interventions report positive benefits and findmeaning
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in their participation (Hollander, 2004). Indeed, there is some

evidence that women who have previously experienced sexual

assaultmaymoreoftenopttoparticipateintheseprograms(Brecklin,

2004). This paper uses the descriptive term, womenwho have

experienced sexual assault, rather than victim or survivor in

order to avoid using a label that was not chosen by the person

who experienced the event(s) herself. Interventions for sexual

assault risk reduction have low efficacy (Orchowski, Gidycz,

& Raffle, 2008) perhaps due to lack of understanding of the

mechanisms of the intervention. Further research on behav-

ioral responses to the threatofsexualassaulthas thepotential to

inform and improve interventions for peoplewho have ormay

experience sexual assault.

The complex process of behavioral response is likely to be

especially true in the caseof threats fromanacquaintancewhere

the aggressor may have both social and physical power. Acquain-

tancerape, forcedorcoercedvaginal, anal,ororal intercourse, is the

most commonformof rape, accounting fornearly90%ofall rapes

(Tjaden&Thoennes,2000).Althoughrecent researchhasbegun

to identify barriers to assertive responses towards acquaintance

ordate rape situations, less isknownaboutwhat specific stylesor

types of behavioral responses are elicited in these situations and

thefactorsthatfacilitatedifferentresponses.Abetterunderstanding

of the behavior elicited by the threat of sexual assault may inform

interventions, advocacy efforts, and policies focused on responses

to sexual assault. As such, the goal of the present study was to

qualitatively explore the rangeofbehavioral responseselicited

by an experimental date rape threat (a specific type of acquain-

tance rape) using an open-ended response procedure to a brief,

realistic audio stimulus.

Responses to the threat of sexual assault can bemanifested

in a variety of ways, from tonic immobility, (i.e., motor inhibi-

tion caused by intense fear) to kicking and screaming. For the

currentstudy,weuse the termbehavioral response to refer toany

behavior, verbal or non-verbal, that is elicited by the threat of

sexual assault. The term behavioral response is used to encom-

pass the entire continuum of possible behaviors associated with

thethreatofrapeincludingbothplanned,activebehaviorssuchas

kickinganattacker and involuntary, automatic responses suchas

tonicimmobility.Additionally,behavioralresponseisusedrather

than‘‘behavioral resistance’’to indicate that somebehaviorsmay

be engaged in without conscious recognition or perception of a

riskandthatsomeof thesebehaviors, suchasbargaining,maynot

be perceived as‘‘resistance’’although they are enacted with that

purpose. Past research examining behavioral responses to the

threat of rape has generally categorized them by two opposing

dimensions based on assertive behavior as the presumedmodel

or default, physical or non-physical (i.e., verbal) and forceful or

non-forceful (Gidycz,VanWynsberghe,&Edwards,2008).This

model cannot capture the entire range of responses which may

include behavior not easily categorized in this manner. For

example, turning the body away could be seen as forceful or

non-forceful depending on the context.

This approach has overwhelmingly found that physically

forceful behavior in response to a threat of rape is most often

associated with protective or less severe outcomes (Clay-

Warner,2002;Fisher,Daigle,Cullen,&Santana,2007).Although

the dominant model, there are important limitations in this

approach to categorizing behavioral responses; factors such

as age, gender, culture, power dynamics, and substance consump-

tionmay influence and/or alter one’s ability to respond to threat

ina forcefulphysicalmatter.These factorsplaya role inenabling

women’s‘‘enforced inaction’’by encouraging social myths that

women cannot effectively defend themselves (encouraging

‘‘freezing’’ or immobile responses) or might face dramatic

social consequences if they do (for a primer, see Rozee, 2000).

Feminist self-defense interventions therefore seek to overcome

barriers to effective responses by repeated practice of skills and

psycho-education on possible barriers to implementing skills

(Gidycz,Orchowski,&Edwards, 2011).Although this research

has been fruitful in identifying effective responses and inspiring

interventions to train assertive responses, it is limited because it

does not focus on changingmen’s attitudes and behaviors and it

has not characterized the possible scope of responses beyond

physical vs non-physical and forceful vs non-forceful.

Exploring behavioral responses as a complex psycholog-

ical process that can bemeasured, evaluated, and targeted for

intervention couldbe critical toprovidingagreater numberof

effective interventions for people who are at risk of or have

experienced sexual assault. Recent research has established

that the behavioral responseswomen describe hypothetically

in laboratory scenarios correspondwell to the responses they

employ in real life,makinghypothetical and analog scenarios

powerful tools for learningmoreabout behavioral response to

threat (Turchik, Probst,Chau,Nigoff,&Gidycz, 2007).Amore

comprehensiveunderstandingof therangeofpossible responses

that may be elicited in response to acquaintance rape threats is

needed in order to better understand the phenomena of sexual

assault.Thiscanbehelpful for risk reduction interventionaswell

as psychotherapy for survivors to help contextualize and nor-

malize experience. Existing research is limited by overwhelm-

ingly quantitative outcomes,which inherently limits the number

and typeof responseswomencandescribe (Gidycz,McNamara,

&Edwards,2006).Thus,a lessconstrained,qualitativedepiction

of the ways people respond to the threat of acquaintance rape is

necessary in order to learnmore about the general tactics, broad

themes, and behavior elicited in response to threat. To our knowl-

edge, only one study has examined howwomen respond behav-

iorally to threat using a qualitative design.

Masters,Norris, Stoner, andGeorge (2006) recruitedwomen

to read a vignette describing an acquaintance rape attempt in

progress. Women were then asked to write the ending of the

story anddescribe anticipatedbehavioral responses.Examining

women’s sequential responses to the aggressive action (i.e.,

aggressor action 1, defensive response 1, aggressor action2, de-

fense response2,etc.),Mastersetal. foundthatwomentendedto
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increasetheiruseofphysicallyassertivebehaviorswhiledecreas-

ing their use of verbally assertive behaviors from the first to

second action (Masters et al., 2006). This is critical in elab-

orating that a forceful, physical response which is likely the

most effective responsemaynot be thefirst naturallyoccurring

behavior.Additionally, they found that descriptions of assertive

behavior were common, but a small minority of women descri-

bednon-assertiveresponsessuchasmakingexcusesforwhythey

did not want to engage in sex; this kind of response is not well

characterized by the physical/non-physical, forceful/non-force-

ful dichotomy.Thatwomendescribednon-assertive responses

suggests that the range of behavioral responsesmay include

behaviorthathasnot typicallybeenstudiedorwellcharacterized

by researchers. Therefore, qualitative research may have a partic-

ularlyimportantroletoplayinthedevelopmentoftoolstomeasure

and assess behavioral responses because it iswell situated to

elicit the broadest possible range of responses. The study by

Mastersetal.was limited,however, inutilizingonlyonesevere

stimulus forwomen to describe their behavioral response to,

thereby potentially limiting the range of behavioral responses

thatmightbeelicited.Therefore,researchusingavarietyofstimuli

(including less severe stimuli) is needed as women would ben-

efit from learning to respond to threats as early and quickly as

possible.

Given the need to better understand behavioral responses

to the threat of acquaintance rape and the limitations of cur-

rent quantitative assessment of behavior, the purpose of the

current study was to explore qualitative themes in college

women’s hypothetical behavioral responses to a date rape

stimulus. Because little is known about the possible range of

behavioral responses to threatsofdate rape, thecurrentanalysis

willexplore themesin thebroadestmannerpossiblebyrecruiting

college women of any background and any assault history using

an open-ended response format. Furthermore, a hypothetical

response paradigm with varying degrees of threat within the

same basic scenario was used to elicit a broad range of

responses without introducing responses specific to the envi-

ronmental characteristics of the stimulus rather than the threat

level of the stimulus.

Method

Participants

A total of 143 college womenwere recruited in Fall 2010 and

Spring 2011 semesters through psychology courses offering

credit for participation. Inclusion criteria were that women nee-

ded to be 18years of age or older. The data of two participants

who identified as exclusively lesbianwere excluded fromdata

analyses,butnotparticipation,as itwas theorizedthat theymay

havedifficulty imagining themselves ina scenario thatportrayed

aheteronormativedate(twocisgenderpeoplewhochosetogoon

a stereotypical date to the movies) and this subsample was too

small toanalyzeseparately.Twoparticipants’ responses included

information that would permit identification of their assigned

conditionpossibly introducingbias in thecoders (apersonmay

feel certain stimuli shouldbeassociatedwith certain responses),

thusmakingblindcodingof the response impossible.Following,

these two responseswere also excluded leaving afinal sample of

139 participants and corresponding transcripts.

Participantswere139undergraduatewomen,ages18–39years

(M= 21.8, SD= 4.1, mode= 19), enrolled at a medium-sized

Midwestern university. Participantswere predominantlyCau-

casian (77%); 10% reported being African American, 4%

reported Asian or Pacific Islander, 6% selected their race as

‘‘other,’’7%asHispanic orLatino, and 1%bi- ormulti-racial.

Four participants (3%) identified their sexual orientation as

bisexual and the remainder identified as heterosexual.

Procedure

Thecurrent studywasaqualitativeanalysisofanexperimental

study that investigated the utility of an audio vignette—analog

threat paradigm to quantitatively evaluate behavioral responses

to the threatofacquaintance rape (Anderson&Cahill, 2014).To

assess therelationshipbetweenthe intensityofresponsesandthe

intensity of threat stimuli, participants were randomized to four

different conditions representing different levels of intensity of

the same coercive stimulus. The variable of interest for the exper-

imentalstudywasthequantitativeintensityorclarityofwomen’s

hypothetical responses to the stimuli; for further details, see

Anderson andCahill (2014). Participants were also asked to

respond to the stimuli in an open-ended format. For the current

study,we are qualitatively analyzing the open-ended responses.

The Vignette Stimulus

The audio recording used as the threat response stimulus was

createdby trainedactors.Thevalidityof thescenariodepicted in

the audio vignette has been rated as realistic by college student

participantsandusedextensively tostudyfactors related to threat

perception and sexual assault (Marx &Gross, 1995). The record-

ingdepictsacoupleonadate, JennyandDan,whohave recently

returned to the man’s apartment after a movie. Limited back-

ground information was provided on the context of the date;

instructions noted that the couple portrayed in the recordinghad

been on two dates before but never had sexual intercourse.

The scenario begins with casual conversation followed by

mutual kissing. Coercive sexual behavior is later enacted by

theman and escalates as the scenario continues. In the phases

of escalating coercive sexual behavior, the woman politely

refuses his advances but the man persists. The woman con-

tinuestoverballyrefusethemanwhothenapologizes.Thecouple

continues to kiss and the man begins to verbally and physically

pressure the woman into escalating their sexual intimacy (e.g.,
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touchingherbuttocks, etc.) inwhich thewoman refusesverbally,

angrily shouting at the man.

Threatconditionswerecreatedbyincreasingthe lengthof the

audiorecordingparticipantsheardbeforebeingaskedtorespond;

an additional 18 s was added in each condition thus introducing

smallamountsofadditionalcoercivebehavior.Thescenariopar-

ticipants listened to for each conditionwas, respectively: the

woman politely refusing the man’s advances (low threat, Con-

dition 1), theman apologizing for touching her breasts a second

time(mediumthreat,Condition2),andthewomanangrilyrefusing

the man for touching her buttocks (high threat, Condition 3).

Participants in Condition 4, the control condition, chose the

threat level themselves bypushing a button to indicate theman

had ‘‘gone too far.’’This allowed for comparison of how par-

ticipants viewed threat when the threat was identified by them-

selves versus when it was designated by the experimenter as in

conditions 1–3 as presumably participantsmay only be able to

generate a behavioral response after they themselves have iden-

tifiedthe threat.Thiscontrolconditionis inaccordancewithhow

the stimulus has been utilized in past research (Marx&Gross,

1995).Approximatelythreequartersofparticipantsselectedstim-

uli in the same range as the other three conditions indicating

control condition participants in general selected and respon-

ded to the same stimuli (Anderson & Cahill, 2014).

Participants completed the study in individual appointments

in aprivate roomwith the assistanceof a female experimenter to

complete informed consent, explain how to complete the study

procedures independently, and illustrate how to contact exper-

imenters for further help or questions. Participants were instruc-

ted to imagine themselves in the place of Jenny in the scenario.

When the audio recording automatically paused, participants

alerted the experimenter, who entered the room and provided

further instruction. The following instructionwas given:‘‘What

would you do now if you were Jenny [the woman in the audio

recording]? Please say and/or show what your response would

be in this situation.Therearenorightorwronganswersandplease

be as honest as possible.’’After participants responded, experi-

ments gave a final cue in order to capture all possible responses

saying in a neutral tone, ‘‘anything else you would do or say?’’

Experimenters audio recorded all responses and tooknotes as to

whether any physical demonstrations or cues were utilized by

theparticipant.Noparticipantsmadephysicalgestureswithout

also giving a verbal explanation. Experimenters were allowed

to ask follow-up questions to ensure clarity. During this time,

experimentersalsorespondedtoparticipantquestions.Themajority

of participants did not have questions but several asked for

clarificationof the instructionsor confirmation regardingdetails

of the vignette.All participantswere able to generate a response

that clearly indicated what they would do next; no participants

demonstratedaphysical responsewithoutalsoverballydescribing

it.Attheendoftheappointment,participantscompleteddebriefing

where they were provided information about the nature of the

study, local resources, for survivors, and the opportunity to ask

questions and provide feedback about their participation in the

study. Participants rated their participationon average asmildly

upsettingM=3.1 (SD=2.1) on a scale of 1–10.

Responses were audio recorded and transcribed for anal-

ysis. Ten percent of transcripts were randomly selected and

examined for errors by listening to the original audio while

readingthe transcript.Transcriptsaveragedless thanoneerror in

spelling or wording per respondent. No transcripts were identi-

fied in which an error of content (e.g., part of the responsewas

missing) was identified.

Data Analysis

Transcriptions of participants’ verbal responseswere the source

of data for this study. Data were analyzed using the Consensual

Qualitative Research (CQR) methodology (Hill et al., 2005).

CQR methodology is an approach to qualitative data analysis

wherein multiple researchers come to a consensus on themes

generated fromdata review(Hill,Thompson,&Williams, 1997).

CQR is a replicable process thatmaintains scientific rigor and the

validityof thedataviaa three-stepprocedure (Hill et al., 2005). In

the first step, researchers independently develop general themes,

alsocalleddomains,byreviewing thedata lineby line.Thesame

piece of data may be evaluated for more than one theme in this

approach allowing for the fullness and richness of the data to

comeforth.Althoughdatamaybecodedformorethanonetheme,

parsimonious coding is encouraged. The independently gener-

ated themesare thendiscussedby the teamofcoders and together

they come to a consensus on the core themes; this process facil-

itates consensus as well as parsimony in the themes. Once a

consensushas been reached, core ideas are createdbyanalyzing

the rawdata (i.e., individual participants’ statements) fromeach

theme. In the final phase, called cross analysis, themes are com-

pared across all participants and, where necessary, sub-themes

are established or themes combined.

To reduce bias, strengthen the validity of thedata, and deter-

mine accuracyof coding, an auditor reviewsdecisionsmadeby

the coders at each stage in thedata analysis.Anycoded sections

of transcripts that theauditordisagreeswithoranydefinitionsof

developedcodes that theauditorfindsunclear are identifiedand

thengiven to the coding team for review. The coding team then

discusses whether to accept or reject the auditor’s concerns.

When no new themes emerge, saturation, or the stability of the

findings, is said tobeachieved(Williams&Hill,2012). InCQR,

typicality is established by indicating how frequently themes

emerge in the study. Themes and sub-themes are then labeled

asanexperience that isgeneral (i.e.,allparticipantsexperienced

it), typical (i.e., half or more of the participants experienced

it), variant (i.e., less than half of the participants experienced

it), or rare (i.e., only one or two participants experienced it)

(Hill et al., 2005).

The core team of CQR coders consisted of three undergrad-

uate women who were experienced research assistants. One of
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the research assistants had no previous experienceworkingwith

topic of sexual assault, whereas the other two research assistants

assisted in data collection in the original study. Another expe-

riencedmaleundergraduateresearchassistant,whowasunfamiliar

with the studyor sexual assault research, servedas the auditor.The

auditor identifies as a masculine demisexual genderqueer per-

son with homoromantic tendencies and was not familiar with

sexualassault research.Theauditingprocessstrengthensthevalid-

ity of results by introducing a different perspective than that of the

studyteamandonethat isdiverse ingenderandsexualorientation.

In the current study, the auditor agreedwith themajority of the

developed codes and coded transcripts.His suggested changes

or disagreements were primarily related to clarifying theme def-

initions and the coding team accepted these minor revisions. To

train the teamof coders, a seminarwasheldwherein the coders

and first author were instructed in qualitative methods by the

secondand thirdauthors andpracticedCQRmethodologyusing

examples from previously published work. In the following cod-

ingsessions, thecodersfirstmet independently tocomparecoding

anddiscussthecodingprocess.Afterthisinitialpartofthemeeting,

the first author was then invited to the coding session to help

discuss any difficulties that may have arisen in coding, i.e., dis-

agreements in coding, questions about transcripts, et cetera.

Inorder tofullyevaluate the rangeof responses to the threats

presented, we analyzed all responses blinded to the original con-

ditionor threat level. Sub-dividing samplesprior to thematic

analysis is not recommended as this could lead to the creation

ofdifferent themesduetotheartificialseparationthatmightrender

later comparison impossible (Ladany, Thompson, & Hill, 2012).

Therefore, we analyzed themes in a way that included all partici-

pants together and then compared themes across conditions post-

coding in order to minimize possible bias and remain consistent

with the CQR approach and prior research (Paul et al., 2010).

Results

In analyzingwomen’s responses to a date rape stimulus threat,

six major themes emerged (sub-themes are listed in parenthe-

ses): assertion (physical, verbal), compliance/acceptance, con-

ditionaldecisionmaking(onDan,onself), avoidance(de-iden-

tification with victim role, deflection), expressions of discom-

fort, and allusion to future contact. Following CQR method-

ology, definitions for each theme were derived from the data

itself rather than fromprior scholarlyworkandare subsequently

presented. The number of times each theme appeared is pre-

sented inTable 1. Sub-themeswere identifiedwithin all themes

except for compliance/acceptance, expressions of discomfort,

and allusion to future contact. Sub-themeswill be discussed for

each respective code.

Assertion

Assertion was a typical experience among participants as a

response toaperceivedattemptedsexualassault in thecurrent

study. Assertion is defined as responses where a confident dec-

larationexpressingorenactingbehavioralchangewasmade.This

declarationwasdirectedatthethreatandtheperson’sdesireswere

clearly articulated. Assertive responses were viewed as a con-

tinuum from relatively less assertive responses such as physi-

cally moving away from the threat (i.e., a specific behavioral

change to escape the proximity of the threat) to relativelymore

assertive responses such as slapping and yelling at Dan (i.e.,

specificbehavioralchangesmadetodirectlycounteract or react

tothethreat).Previousworkhassimilarlydefinedassertivebehavior

inabroadfashionthatspansarangeofpossiblebehaviors (Macy,

Nurius,&Norris,2006;Mastersetal.,2006;Parrot,1996).Women

in the current study described two forms of assertion and con-

Table 1 Results of cross analysis: Frequency of theme by condition, N (% of total codes within theme)

Threat levela Domain

Assertion Expressions of

discomfort

Conditional Avoidance Compliance/

acceptance

Allusion to

future contact

1 62 (21.8) 3 (23.1) 27 (34.6) 17 (32.7) 17 (48.5) 1 (6.7)

2 55 (19.3) 4 (30.7) 16 (20.5) 9 (17.3) 13 (37.1) 4 (26.7)

3 91 (32.4) 3 (23.1) 17 (21.8) 16 (30.8) 4 (11.4) 4 (26.7)

4 (control) 77 (27.4) 3 (23.1) 18 (23.1) 10 (19.2) 1 (2.8) 6 (40.0)

Total codesb 285 13 78 52 35 15

Number of participants with at least one

mention of themec, n (% of all participants)

132 (95.0) 13 (9.4) 54 (38.8) 33 (23.7) 35 (25.1) 15 (10.7)

a Level 1—the woman politely refusing the man’s advances (low threat), Level 2—the man apologizing for touching her breasts a second time

(medium threat), and Level 3—the woman angrily refusing the man for touching her buttocks (high threat). Participants in Condition 4, the control

condition, chose the threat level themselves by pushing a button to indicate the man had‘‘gone too far.’’
b The total codes within theme were calculated as the number of times each themewas coded. A single participant couldmention a thememore than

once
c Total participants in this study= 139
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sequently two sub-themeswere created: verbal and physical

assertion.

Verbal Assertion

Many participants described their response to threat by refus-

ingadvancesverballyorbyverbally communicatingbehavioral

boundaries toDan’s advances. Verbally assertive responses

frequently included justification or explanation for why partici-

pantswould respond in theway that theydid.Twocategories

within verbal assertion were created: verbal refusal and express-

ing and enforcing boundaries.

Verbal Refusal Verbal refusal responses included those that

directlyaskedDantostopor toldDan‘‘no.’’For instance,women

providedavarietyof assertive statementsoften including expla-

nation or reprimands such as ‘‘I would just say no if I was not

comfortable with that situation,’’‘‘I probablywould tell him not

todothat,’’and‘‘Iwouldtellhimthat ‘no’meansno.’’Someverbal

responses came with further explanations of why women in the

study were rejecting Dan’s advances. For example, one woman

said, ‘‘…I would just be like ‘no’…and explain to him why I

didn’twant that [physical advances].’’Anotherwoman said,‘‘I

would tell him to slowdown…[then] say, ‘you cameon a little

too strong’.’’ Yet another participant described her response

like this,‘‘I would probably say that I’m not ready for that yet,

that type ofwhat theywere doing I guess. So Iwould tell him I

wasn’t ready.’’

ExpressingandEnforcingBoundaries Inadditiontooutright

refusal,participantsalsoprovidedconfidentverbaldeclarationsof

their physical boundaries. For instance, one woman explained

howshewouldexplicitly stateherboundaries toDan:‘‘[Iwould]

tell him exactly what [was] and was not acceptable.’’Another

woman was more specific about her description of boundary

lines, responding,‘‘I would tell him very specifically that I am

only ok with kissing and nothing else.’’Another woman indi-

cated,‘‘I would just tell Dan like that I’m not comfortable with

going tobe that sexual [sic], Idon’twanthimto touchmybreasts,

like we can kiss but that’s a little too fast for me.’’Others were

more vague with exact behavioral boundaries, but clearly expres-

sed their desire tomaintain a boundary. For example, onewoman

said,‘‘IwouldtellhimIdon’twanttogoanyfurther.’’Theenforce-

ment of such boundaries often included limits that the women

ascribedto.Forexample,onewomanshared,‘‘youshouldn’thave

toaskmore thanone time like tobe respected.’’Womenalsogave

lessdirectiveaccountsofhowtheywouldenforceboundaries.For

instance, one woman explained, ‘‘If I was Jenny, I would…not

really continue into having sex or let Dan touch my breasts.’’

When boundaries were perceived as violated, women indi-

cated that theywould verbally state their boundaries toDan and

confidently declare the need for them to be respected. As one

woman put it, she would‘‘lay down the law.’’Another woman

stated,‘‘Iwould just say [toDan]…he’s not respectingwhat I’m

asking him not to do.’’Other women’s responses were similar,

with one noting that she would tell him,‘‘I don’t appreciate the

waythat[youare]notrespectingmywishes.’’Onewomandescribed

how her delineation of boundaries would even lead to a decision

point:‘‘[Iwould]saylook, ‘youknow,wecan…continue tohang

out; I’mhavingagoodtimewithyoubut Ineedyoutorespectmy

boundaries.’’’

Physical Assertion

Asecondsub-themewasphysicallyassertive responseswherein

thewomenin thecurrentstudy identifiedphysicalbehaviors that

they would engage in as a response to the threatening situation.

Physically assertive responses were described as refusing Dan

with some type of active physical response, distancing them-

selves from Dan, physically removing themselves from the

situation, and simply stopping the behaviors. In refusingDan’s

advances, many women provided explicit examples of behav-

iors that theywould engage into stophim.For example,women

indicated that they would ‘‘push him off,’’ ‘‘slap him,’’ ‘‘stop

kissing him,’’‘‘not let him touchme,’’or‘‘make him stop doing

what hewas doing.’’Others described how theywould distance

themselves fromDan and from the situation. For example, one

womansaid,‘‘Iwouldgetupandlikesit somewhereelse,maybe

turn on the lights, kinda put some space between us.’’Another

described shewould‘‘kinda back away and bemore forceful in

my answer.’’For others, they responded by physically remov-

ing themselves from the situation by leaving. For instance,

women stated,‘‘I would just leave,’’or‘‘I would get up off the

couch and leave the apartment.’’Finally, some women respon-

ded by stopping all behavior, saying‘‘I would just stop.’’

Compliance/Acceptance

Compliance and acceptance to a hypothetical date rape sce-

nario was a less frequent theme (i.e., the theme was variant),

but it did occur on 35 occasions. Compliance and acceptance

were identified in the transcripts as very similar behaviors and

therefore were coded together; some participants described

complying with the perceived threat without specifically men-

tioning acceptance, whereas other participants specifically men-

tioned acceptance and implied compliance. In both compliance

and acceptance, participants responded to the threatening situa-

tion by opting to allow the situation to continue in accordance

with Dan’s behavior. For example, in response to the situation

onewoman indicated that shewould comply,‘‘just keepgoing,

whatever he [Dan] wants.’’Another woman said, ‘‘I probably

wouldn’t do anything [to stop Dan].’’Other women expressed

acceptance of Dan’s behavior on account of stereotypes asso-

ciated with men and sex. One woman said, ‘‘I mean guys try

things all the time; that’s just what they do.’’Another woman

expressed how aggressive tendencies are natural for men and
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should be expected and accepted;‘‘men have that type of, you

know,natural aggressive attitude,where they justwant togo in

and go for it.’’

Conditional Decision Making

The third theme was conditional decision making, that is, hypo-

thetical strategies that rely on gathering additional information.

Conditionaldecisionmakingwasavariant responsedescribedby

thewomen in our sample. Fifty-four of the 139women in the

sample indicated that they would wait to make a behavioral

response to the threat because they needed additional informa-

tion thatwould likely influence their response to the threat of

acquaintance rape. This information could come in the formof

waiting to seewhatDan’s next actionswere orwantingmore

information to take into consideration of personal emotions or

Jenny’s emotions. Thus, two sub-themes were identified: con-

ditionalonDanandconditional on Jenny/self.Notably,manyof

the women who described conditional decision making also

described assertive responses.

Conditional on Dan/Relational

Many participants indicated that they would wait for further

action fromDan beforemaking a decision or doing anything.

Thus, they would often provide conditional statements prior

to indicating how they would behave in this scenario. In partic-

ular,women stated that their responsewould depend onwhether

hestoppedhisadvances.Acharacteristic response in thisdomain

included an element such as, ‘‘If he didn’t stop or try to calm

down…’’alluding to behavioral actions occurring at the point

at which Dan did not stop his advances. One woman bluntly

described the role conditionality plays inher response,‘‘It’d all

depend on if he stopped or not.’’In this quotation,‘‘It’’refers to

her behavioral responsewhichwas unspecified, suggesting that

whatever she would do was based on Dan’s response.

Conditional on Jenny/Self

Fewer participants indicated that their behavioral response

would depend on perception of the female’s emotions (i.e.,

Jenny’s) in the encounter. Some women responded as if they

identified as the woman in the scenario, while others referred

toaconsiderationof Jenny’s emotions.Acharacteristic response

in thisdomain includedanelement suchas,‘‘if I felt reallyuneasy

by the fact, you know if I’m her…and he keeps…’’A consider-

ationofattractionorlikingfortheperpetratorwasaconditionthat

womenconsidered in the scenario. For example, onewomanput

it simply, ‘‘It also depends on how much I like him.’’ Another

woman described how consideration of liking and a desire for a

relationship could have influenced her decisions along the

sequence of sexual advances, stating,‘‘If I didn’twant or had

no thoughtsofpursuinganythingwithhim, Iprobablywouldn’t

have gotten that far.’’

Avoidance

Avoidance, defined in this analysis as an implicit or explicit

resistance to responding to the threat directly, was a variant

response in the present study. Thirty-three of the 139 women

in the sample gave responses that spoke to an avoidance of

fully engaging the scenario or avoiding the escalating sexual

advances in the scenario by attempting to redirect the per-

petrator to another activity.Othersnoted that theywouldhave

avoided the threatening situation altogether by responding

differently than what the women in the vignette would have

done. Accordingly, three sub-themes were identified: de-iden-

tification with the victim role and deflection.

De-identification with a Victim Role

Twenty-eight participants gave responses that reflected a sepa-

ration of oneself from Jenny’s behaviors and the hypothetical

acquaintance rape scenario. The difficulty in relating to Jenny

wasseenwithrespect toidentificationwiththeemotionalorphysical

aspectsofthescenarioandthewoman’sexperience.Insomecases,

participants framed their responses with what Jenny, and not

themselves, should do in the scenario. For example, one par-

ticipantstated,‘‘I thinkhetriedto feelherupthree timesalready,

sothensheshouldforsuregohome.’’Anotherparticipantanswered

thequestionbyexplainingwhyJennymight respondasshedoes

rather thandirectlyprovidingherownresponse,‘‘Shemightfeel,

you know, embarrassed or a little ashamed of her body or some-

thing. She just [might] not be in a comfortable position.’’In other

cases, women instead referenced the differences between them-

selvesandJenny.For instance,onewoman, inrespondingtoesca-

lation in physical intimacy when Jenny refused to allow Dan to

touch her buttocks after repeatedly refusing him to touch her

breasts, responded,‘‘Well, first of all if I’mon the datewith a guy

and I’mmakingoutwithhimI’mgoing toassume thathe’sgoing

towant to do that and it’s not going to botherme. So I don’t think

I’dhavethat initial reaction.’’Insomecases, thewomenadopteda

critical stance toward Jenny in their de-identification. For exam-

ple, one woman explained,

So I felt, as disrespectful as he was being she was being

very misleading…if I would have entered your apart-

ment and asked you to kiss me I would already decided

[I] want to have sex with you. I guess I don’t see if I’m

going to be intimate to a certain extent, then all of

sudden expect you to know that Iwant you to stopwhen

everything I’m doing and saying is exhibiting behavior

otherwise. So I never would have been there had I not

you knowwanted to do it with him, I never would have

gone in. You know, ‘kiss me more but don’t touch me
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there,’ that just seems real unclear on her part, frommy

perspective.

In other cases, women had identified being able to avoid

the hypothetical situation in the first place. For instance, one

woman commented, ‘‘You mean they were dating for two

days?…and she’s there in his apartment. If I were her…I

won’t go with him to his private place.’’

Deflection

Sixparticipants indicated that their behavioral responsewould

include redirection to another activity or subject of conversa-

tion, in an attempt to stop the escalation of sexual threat. Inmost

cases, deflection followed a verbal response, either a verbal

refusal or the perpetrator’s response of‘‘no.’’In all cases of deflec-

tion, the participant indicated that she would not necessarily

physically removeherself from the situationbutwould change

the activity. The purpose of deflection was to divert attention,

as one woman described,‘‘I’d try to be diplomatic. I wouldn’t

get upset ormad. Just divert attention.’’The attentiondiversion

tactics suggested by women were that they spend some more

time talking, watch another movie, or play a game.

Eightwomen deflected or diverted attention thru the use of

lying or making up excuses in an attempt to avoid possible

social and/or other perceived consequences. These instances

varied fromotherexamplesofdeflection in that theyappeared

to be undertaken to escape the situation. Women gave exam-

ples of general intent to make an excuse if they were in that

situation. For instance, one woman indicated,‘‘[I would] prob-

ably try to make up some excuse to leave.’’ In some cases, the

excuses thatwouldbegivenwerespecific. Inthesecases,excuses

often referenced the late time of night. For instance, onewoman

indicated that shewould tellDan,‘‘Myparents textedme tocome

back home.’’ In all cases of excuse-making as specific kind of

deflection, the responsewas an avoidant one and did not directly

address the unwelcome sexual advances.

Expressions of Discomfort

The fifth themewas expressions of discomfort. In this theme,

participants referred to feeling uncomfortable or experienc-

ing the emotion of discomfort in their responses when taking

on the role of Jennyor referencing the scenario. Expressionof

discomfort was a variant response endorsed by only 13 of the

139women in our sample.Women discussed that theywould

feel uncomfortable if they were Jenny in this scenario due to

perceived risky verbal and physical advances. For instance,

one woman indicated, ‘‘I would probably feel uncomfort-

able because he was touching me in places I didn’t want him

to.’’Anotherwoman responded,‘‘When he started saying stuff

about touching her—that just makes me uncomfortable.’’Yet

another woman indicated that Dan’s ignoring of boundaries

made her uncomfortable:

You know if I’m her and I felt really uneasy by the fact

that he keeps ignoring what I’m saying and it hasn’t

progressed to that pointwhere I feel comfortable to start

letting him touch me in those places.

Other women referenced Jenny’s likely global discomfort

in the situation, as one woman described, ‘‘It was a little too

fast, sheseemeduncomfortablewith it.’’Onewomanreferenced

theshortdurationof their relationship, stating that since theyhad

only been on twodates‘‘[the sexual action]would probably be a

bit uncomfortable.’’Inmany cases, women explained how their

level of comfort would influence their behavioral responses in

the scenario.For example,onewoman indicated,‘‘Iwouldn’t do

anything that I wasn’t comfortable with.’’Another woman indi-

cated that shewoulduseverbal refusal if she feltuncomfortable in

the situation, stating, ‘‘I would just say no if I was not com-

fortable with that situation.’’

Allusion to Future Contact

The sixth, and final, themewas allusion to future contact, that

is, responses thatmade a reference to future contactwithDan.

This acknowledgement of future contact could include state-

ments that theywould seeDanagain,would not seeDan again,

orwereunsure that theywould seeDanagain.Allusion to future

contact was a variant theme, endorsed by 15 of the 139 partic-

ipants.Referenceswere framedaswhat theywould tellDanand

what they told theexperimenter.This referencecould includean

indication of uncertainty as whether they would see Dan again,

as stated by onewoman,‘‘I don’t know Iwould continue seeing

him again.’’Respondents also varied in their certainty about the

prospect of a future relationship. For example, one woman

responded, ‘‘I probably won’t go on another date with him,’’

while another woman was more ambiguous, ‘‘I would…hesi-

tate tobearoundhimmore.Andmaybenotgoonathirddate,or

something.Or fourthone.’’Onewoman indicated that shemight

see him again in a different, potentially safer setting, comment-

ing, ‘‘[I would] Maybe give him another chance on a date in

public.Others referred to future contact, butweremore directive

with Dan about their wishes:‘‘I would probably say let’s do this

again just let’s not take it as fast.’’Anotherwoman referred to the

need for more time or familiarity before going further in their

relationship, stating, ‘‘I need to get to know you better or go on

moredates.’’Futurecontactcouldhypotheticallyoccursoonafter

the scenario, as one woman described regarding her dialog with

Dan: ‘‘It’s only been two dates. How about you call me this

weekendmaybe?’’Onlyoneparticipant indicated that shewould

tell him their dating relationship had no future. She stated, ‘‘[I

would] tell him I didn’t want to see him anymore.’’
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Analysis of Themes by Threat Level Condition and

Co-Occurrence

We also analyzed the frequency of each theme by each threat

level conditionand thedegree towhichparticipantsdescribed

multiple themesin their responses(seeTables 1,2, respectively).

Notably, each theme ispresent ineachcondition, indicating some

universality to the ideas expressed by those themes. However,

there was some variation in the frequency of some themes by

condition.Somethemes,suchascompliance/acceptance,and to

a lesser extent conditional responding, decreased in frequency

as threatbecamegreater (i.e., inhigherconditions).Other themes,

including assertion and allusion to future contact, increased in

frequency as threat became greater.Other themes such as con-

ditional, avoidance,andexpressionsofdiscomfortdonot seem

to vary considerably by condition.

The following response illustrates the co-occurrence of

themes and the complex nature of responses described by par-

ticipants. Underlineswere used to label the different themes

coded in this response.

E: What would you do now if you were Jenny?

P: Um well he did stop, so it’s not that big a deal, 

I mean guys try things all the time; that’s just what they do. 

Um so I mean, I guess I’d just kinda see what happened. 

If it turned bad I would I guess I’d book it.

E: What would you do in that particular situation at that moment?

P: At that moment, I’d probably see if he tried it again.

E: Ok. Is there anything else that you would do or say?

P: Um well, she already told him to stop, so...[long pause]

E: Ok. Thank you. 

Key: compliance/acceptance, conditional , assertion 

Note: Participant was in condition 1. E = Experimenter; 
P = Participant.

As illustrated above, multiple themes and theme co-occur-

rence were common; most participants’ responses included

more thanonetheme.Table 2wascreatedtoexaminepatternsof

co-occurrencewithineachparticipant’sresponseandhowspecific

themesmayhaveco-occurred.Given thatmost participantshad

at least oneassertive statement, all other themesco-occurred

with assertion.Only the avoidant themewas found to co-occur

with just one other theme. One participant had responses with

avoidance and compliance themes and another participant had

co-occurring themes of avoidance and conditional. Several par-

ticipants’ responses includedmultiple themes (e.g., 3? themes).

Themost frequentoccurrence(n=9)waswith theco-occurrence

amongassertion, compliance, and conditional themes.Thenext

most frequentformofco-occurrenceamongmorethantwothemes

wasamongassertion,conditional,andexpressionsofdiscomfort.

Other formsofmultipleco-occurrences ranged infrequencyfrom

one participant to six participants describing responses that were

coded with more than two themes.

Discussion

Theaimofthisstudywastobetterunderstandtherangeofbehavioral

responses to the threatofacquaintancerape throughaqualitative

analysis.Avarietyofthemesandbehaviorswereelicitedbysimilar

threatconditions includingassertion,conditional responses,avoid-

ance, compliance/acceptance, expressions of discomfort, and

allusiontofuturecontact.Certain themes,suchasassertion,did

reflect traditionally recognized behavioral responses to threat.

Many participants responded assertively, describing both phys-

ical and verbal ways to escape the escalating threat. Verbal

assertion took forms of both refusal and expressing clear bound-

aries for acceptable behavior if the interactionwere to continue.

Althoughassertionwas themost commonlyexpressed response,

other themes,notablyconditionalandcompliance/acceptance,

reflectedbehavioral responses rarely, if ever, assessed incurrent

research on sexual assault, behavioral response, or self-defense.

A smaller but significant number of participants expressed

thedesire to let theperceived threat continue,whileothersnoted

the need for more information about what would happen next

before knowing how theymight respond, thereby creating a

response that was conditional on the instigator of threat. Some

participants also chose to communicate their responses through

expressions of discomfort. It is of note that expressions of dis-

comfortwasa relatively less common theme; some researchhas

indicated that emotional reactions canbe indicators of threat

processing (Bart&O’Brien, 1984).Many described some form

ofavoidancebyphysicallyoremotionallydistancingthemselves

fromthe instigatorof the threat.This sometimes took the formof

enacting individual agency by stating a reason to leave or do

another activity. Others expressed avoidance by redirecting

attention to another activity as a means of attempting to de-

escalate the threat.This rangeof themes, someofwhich seem to

contradict one another, highlights the complicated nature of the

task—participants may or may not have viewed the stimuli as

threats depending on their own personal experiences, beliefs

(including potential internalization of rape culture), et cetera.

Overall, the diversity of themes suggests that in this sample,

participants shaped their responses to threat of date rape inmore
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than just opposing dimensions of physical or non-physical and

forceful or non-forceful responses.

A number of responses included non-assertive themes or

behavior. These themes exemplify the variety in behavioral

responses that is not currently well characterized in the lit-

erature or typicallymeasured in research on the experience of

rape or self-defense. In the case of compliance/acceptance,

somewomen felt that the kind of aggressive behavior displayed

in thevignettewas tobeexpected.This thememay reflect social

expectations that the male sex drive is unrelenting and uncon-

trollable or that men have an implicit right to access women’s

bodiesas theywish(Flood,2003;Vitellone,2000). Itmayalsobe

reflectiveofaninternalizationofrapeculture; recent researchhas

demonstrateda linkbetweenrapemythacceptanceandtolerance

for greater risk of sexual assault in a vignette task (Yeater, Treat,

Viken, &McFall, 2010).

Participants who described avoidant responses may also rep-

resent a uniquegroup.An important, though subtle, distinction

betweenavoidant responsesandcompliance/acceptance is that

womenwhodescribedavoidant responsesused their individual

agency to indirectly respond to thehypothetical threat condition

directly (e.g., they diverted attention or suggested an alternate

activity). They did, however, construct a response, but utilized

lessdirect strategies,as illustratedby theavoidant sub-themesof

de-identificationfromvictimrole,deflection,anddiversion.There

is, however, a potential value in some of the avoidant behaviors

foundin thecurrent study.Excuse-making,althoughavoiding the

threatdirectly,demonstratesa formofcoping thatmight (ormay

Table 2 Frequencies of co-occurring themes from each participant response

Frequency

1 2 3 4 5

Two Co-occurring

themes

1. Assertion

2. Compliance/

acceptance

6

3. Conditional 18 0

4. Avoidance 11 1 1

5. Expressions of

discomfort

6 0 0 0

6. Allusion to future

contact

5 0 0 0 0

Frequency

Three co-occurring themes

Assertion, Compliance, Conditional 9

Assertion, Compliance, Avoidance 2

Assertion, Conditional, Avoidance 6

Assertion, Conditional, Expressions of discomfort 2

Assertion, Conditional, Allusion 3

Assertion, Avoidance, Expressions of discomfort 2

Assertion, Avoidance, Allusion 1

Assertion, Expressions of discomfort, Allusion 3

Four co-occurring themes

Assertion, Compliance, Conditional, Avoidance 4

Assertion, Compliance, Conditional, Expressions of discomfort 3

Assertion, Compliance, Conditional, Allusion 1

Assertion, Compliance, Avoidance, Expressions of discomfort 1

Assertion, Conditional, Avoidance, Allusion 1

Assertion, Avoidance, Expressions of discomfort, Allusion 1

Five co-occurring themes

Assertion, Compliance, Conditional, Avoidance, Expressions of discomfort 1
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not)beprotective. Indirectbutagenticresponses, then,mayhave

beenperceivedbyparticipantsasprotectiveorasprovidingaway

outof the threateningsituation that they thoughtcouldprotect the

individual for suchnegative consequences, particularly social

consequences, therebyproviding a formof creative agency in

responding to threat.Yet, someavoidant responseshada similar

character to the diplomatic response characterized in prior lit-

erature that is associated with a history of sexual assault and

consistentwithgenderdifferences insocialization (Macyetal.,

2007).Avoidancewasa relatively lesscommonthemeasthreat

increased indicating that this thememay be less commonwhen

threat cues aremore easily detected ormore severe.However,

utilizingbehaviorconsistentwiththeavoidantthememayincrease

risk; in epidemiological research, non-assertive behavioral

responses have been associated with increased risk for rape

(Clay-Warner, 2002).More research is needed to identify how

these kinds of response behaviors may be related to risk.

Forwomenwho described conditional responses,many also

describedassertive responses.At facevalue, these two themes

mayappear to be in conflict, but their overlap suggests that the

conditional theme is frequently followedbytheassertive theme

suggesting other factors that maymediate the process between

these two behaviors. Many of the conditional responses indi-

cated that somewomenwouldwait toassesswhether theman in

the scenario continued to act aggressively and then only if the

manmade further advances would they take assertive action.

This typeof‘‘wait andsee’’respondinghasnotbeenrecognized

wellinpriorresearch,althoughresearchontheprocessofappraisals

indicates that this likely occurs with some frequency (Norris,

Nurius,&Graham, 1999).This could also reflect the relational

nature of date rape threats—these threats are inherently cou-

ched in a social context—participants who described condi-

tional responsesmayhavebeen seeking further information,

particularly relational information, to shape their response. Alter-

natively, for participantswhodescribed conditional responses, the

process of appraisal may be different as theymay be sensitive

tospecific typesofcues (e.g., expressionsofsexualor romantic

interest; see examples suchasByers,Giles,&Price, 1987) that

disrupt threat processing. Or they may have greater difficulty

estimating their own risk, due to the common positivity bias,

tending tounderestimate risk (Norris et al., 1999).Morework

clearly needs to be done to examine potential risk reduction

strategiesondaterape, includingworkwithmentoreducesexual

violence and date rape.

Alternatively, conditional respondingmay reflect varying

levels ofwanting and consent that are dimensional butmaybe

inopposition tooneanother. Inotherwords,sexualwantingand

sexual consent are separate dimensional facets that may conflict.

For example, a womanmay experience sexualwanting but for

various reasons, such as feeling social pressure to abstain, not

consent(Peterson&Muehlenhard,2007).Thesedimensionsmay

conflict in ways that may impact copingwith sexual assault.

Peterson and Muehlenhard found that women who rated non-

consensual experiences higher in wanting were less likely to

label these experiences as sexual assault, in spite of the lackof

consent.Other researchhas found that participantswhodidnot

acknowledge their assault experience had slower risk recogni-

tion (Marx&Soler-Baillo, 2005).Theconditional thememay

represent a conflict betweenwanting andconsenting, a conflict

which could impact risk recognition and behavioral response to

threat.This theme represents a typeofbehavioral response that

isnotcurrently recognizedinthe literatureandworthyoffuture

study to better characterize this response style.

Examination of themes by condition demonstrated that all

themeswere present in all conditions—indicating the strength

of the qualitative coding process and the broad applicability of

the themes identified. Variation of the themes by condition

appeared tobe appropriately contextual to the strengthof the

threat.Analysisofco-occurrenceamong themes indicates that

participants frequently described responses that included mul-

tiple behavioral responses to threat. Furthermore, participants

frequently described assertive and non-assertive behaviors

within the same response. At face value, this would appear con-

tradictorybutlikelyreflects thecomplexpsychologicalprocessof

responding to the threatofdate rapewhereinmultiple concerns

are weighed and juggled against another.

Responding in ways that are less stereotypically assertive

is rarelyassessed inresearchonthreat responseorself-defense,

which often assumes that women will find the situation threat-

ening enough to act in a physically assertive manner. Future

research should continue to investigate the possible range of

behavioral responses in order to better characterize the variety

of possible responses to perceived date rape and to empirically

research whether or not these responses lead to decreased or

increased risk for sexual assault. This information would be

important for providing data to women; it would also help nor-

malize sexual assault survivors’ experiences in psychotherapy

and for law enforcement and the judicial system to better under-

stand the phenomena of sexual assault and create more sensitive

practices and policies. Future research should also investigate

issues related to specific behavioral responses within the cogni-

tive-ecological model as it is likely that specific background

(prior abuse), intrapersonal (personal beliefs), and interpersonal

(type/lengthofrelationship)factorsmayshapebehavioralresponse

styles (Nurius&Norris, 1995).Future researchcanalsobolster

gender-transformativeworkwithmentoreshapegenderedpower

relations and shift the specific inequitable gendered attitudes and

behaviors that foster all forms of sexual violence (Dworkin,

Treves-Kagan,&Lippman, 2013; Pulerwitz &Barker, 2008).

Future research should also investigate how men perceive

behavioral responsesandhowmencanbeintervenedwith tobe

understood and respect cues of consent. Research examining

this area from the perspective of men who may aggress is extre-

mely limited but has great potential.
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Limitations

The results of this study are limited by the use of a contextually

restricted, brief stimulus to a hypothetical situation that likely

does not elicit all possible response behaviors. Indeed, it is

reasonable that some participants (particularly in condition 1)

maynot haveperceived the stimulusas threatening, depending

ontheirownvaluesandbeliefs.This study isalso limitedbythe

use of a hypothetical stimulus.While research has showngood

correspondence between hypothetical response behaviors and

responses in real life, a laboratory stimulus cannot fully capture

therelationalnatureofthethreatofdaterape(Turchiketal.,2007).

To wit, as seen in some of the quote above, some participant’s

responses were laden with narratives of victim blaming and

criticism of the woman portrayed in the vignette. Given the

analog scenario, itmay be difficult for participants themselves

toknowwhat their responsemight be as they juggle competing

internaldemands, includingdemands topositionthemselvesas

correct against the hypothetical woman who is‘‘incorrect’’by

being in the threatening situation itself.

Additionally, thewomandepicted in the experimental story

did model assertive behaviors that may have influenced par-

ticipants toalsodescribe these typesofbehaviors.The scenario

portrayed, an acquaintance date rape, corresponds only gen-

erally to the sexual assault threats many college women face.

Given the specific scenario to which participants hypotheti-

cally responded, theresultsof thisstudyaremost relevant to the

threat of date and perhaps acquaintance rape for high school or

college-aged women; however, this type of threat is exceed-

ingly common in this high-risk group. While the auditing pro-

cess introducedanewperspectivedesignedtostrengthencoding,

any one perspective is inherently a partial one. Not all possible

perspectives based on gender or sexual orientation identitywere

able to be represented in the coding process. The process of

decidinguponandexecutingabehavioral response iscomplex,

yetthisstudywasonlyabletoexploreparticipants’initialresponses.

Although this research is important for learning about the expe-

rience of sexual assault in order to help survivors and reduce risk,

research on those who engage in sexual aggression is critical to

reducing rape.

Conclusions

Assertive behavioral responses to the threat of acquaintance

rape were easily described by most of the sample. Themes

suchasexpressionsofdiscomfortandallusion to futurecontact

indicate that even when being asked to focus on a specific, con-

textually limited threat, women internally juggle multiple con-

cerns, especially concerns about social relationships. Given

that nearly all participants described some type of assertion,

this response style has intuitive appeal but likely comes into

conflict with social pressures to privilege male sexual desire.

Future research should examine the psychological factors that

influence behavioral response styles and how assertive behavior

is perceived by men who enact sexual aggression.

However, some of the themes identified in this study, such

as compliant or conditional behavioral responses, were fairly

frequent and seemed practical and effective to participants.

Yet, theseresponsestylesarerarelyassessedinstudiesexamining

behavioralresponseorself-defensebehavior.Theexclusivefocus

onovertassertivebehaviormayinadvertentlyencouragethosewho

were unable to act in thismanner to blame themselves. As seen in

this study, it is likely that a great variety of responses are common

amongsurvivors;greaterinformationisneededaboutthistoinform

psychotherapy with survivors as well as law enforcement profes-

sionals, intervention researchers, and policy advocates.
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