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Abstract

Because female rape survivors who are listened to and believed have been found to have fewer difficulties, it is essential that
researchers examine factors that influence the social reactions survivors receive. The present experiment included 397 female
U.S. college-students who were randomly assigned to read a vignette that either reflected an acknowledged rape survivor (i.e.,
used the word “rape” to describe the incident) or described an unacknowledged rape survivor (e.g., used the word “miscommu-
nication” to describe the incident). The college women then answered questions about their own levels of rape myth rejection and
indicated on measures of positive social reactions, negative social reactions, and victim blame how they would respond to the
hypothetical rape survivor. The results demonstrated that the female participants’ answers on positive social reactions and victim
blame were a function of both the survivors’ acknowledgment status and the participants’ rape myth rejection. The interaction
was not supported for negative social reactions, but this non-finding may have stemmed from a restricted range of variance and
overall low scores on that variable. The results are discussed in the context of both individual and systemic interventions that may

lead to more positive, helpful, and affirming responses to survivors via the reduction of rape myths.

Keywords Sexual assault - Victimization - Interpersonal relationships - Self-disclosure - Social reactions - Social support

A series of highly publicized events (e.g., accusations against
Harvey Weinstein), large-scale demonstrations (e.g.,
Women’s March on Washington in 2017), and widespread
social media campaigns (e.g., #MeToo) have contributed to
a growing dialogue about the frequency of sexual violence
and best practices for preventing such violence. In addition
to generating important conversations about the pervasiveness
of sexual violence and the deleterious effects of victimization
on survivors, these recent events have also prompted messag-
ing that is potentially harmful to survivors. For example, sev-
eral political figures publicly mocked the testimony given by
Dr. Christine Blasey Ford, who accused now U.S. Supreme
Court Justice Brett Kavanaugh of sexual assault (Dawsey and
Sonmez 2018). Given that female survivors who are listened
to and believed have been found to have fewer psychological
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and physical symptoms (Campbell et al. 2001; Ullman
1996b), it is essential that researchers examine factors that
influence the social reactions survivors receive.

It is well accepted that the majority of rape survivors dis-
cuss their victimization with at least one person (Aherns et al.
2007; Ullman and Filipas 2001). Furthermore, existing data
suggest that the majority of survivors receive negative social
reactions from at least one of those people (Filipas and Ullman
2001). This response is concerning given that one negative
social reaction (e.g., victim blaming) can outweigh the bene-
ficial effects of multiple positive responses (e.g., believing the
survivor; Campbell et al. 2009). Overall, there is building
empirical evidence that the social reactions a survivor receives
are an essential element in the facilitation of their recovery
(Campbell et al. 2009; Ullman 2010; Ullman and Peter-
Hagene 2014). For example, Ullman and Peter-Hagene
(2014) found that positive social reactions were associated
with a survivor reporting greater perceived control over their
own recovery, which in turn was associated with fewer PTSD
symptoms. Conversely, more negative social reactions have
been linked to greater survivor self-blame and use of avoidant
coping (Ullman 1996b). Another study found that negative
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social reactions increased PTSD symptoms via increased
shame (DeCou et al. 2017). Despite the prior studies demon-
strating that social reactions impact the psychological recov-
ery of female sexual assault survivors, the literature examining
factors that influence disclosure recipients is under-developed.

Information provided by the survivor about the event, such
as emotion conveyed when describing the incident, is one
factor that has been found to affect disclosure recipients. For
example, female survivors who are perceived as more emo-
tional (e.g., tearful) when describing their victimization are
seen as more credible and less to blame for the incident
(Klippenstine and Schuller 2012; Winkel and Koppelaar
1991). Prior research has suggested that this is because those
survivors are perceived as presenting in a way that is more
“typical” of a survivor (Klippenstine and Schuller 2012). One
related variable that has received little attention in this context
is the survivor’s conceptualization of their victimization expe-
rience, commonly called rape acknowledgment (Koss 1989).
This may be particularly relevant because a meta-analysis
demonstrated that 60% of female rape survivors are unac-
knowledged survivors, meaning that most survivors use non-
victimizing language (e.g., “it was a miscommunication”) to
describe their victimization experience (Wilson and Miller
2016). Given that the emotional information conveyed during
disclosure impacts social reactions, it is possible that the lan-
guage the survivor uses to describe the incident could also
impact the reaction they receive.

Several studies have demonstrated that acknowledged rape
survivors are significantly more likely to disclose their victim-
ization to others than unacknowledged survivors (Layman
et al. 1996; Littleton et al. 2006). However, it is important to
note that the majority of survivors disclose their victimization
regardless of whether or not they acknowledge their victimi-
zation as rape (e.g., 91% of acknowledged survivors, 80% of
unacknowledged survivors; Littleton et al. 2006). What is less
understood is how rape acknowledgment impacts social reac-
tions received during the disclosure process. In the only
known study on the topic, Littleton et al. (2006) found that
acknowledged survivors reported significantly more egocen-
tric reactions compared to unacknowledged survivors.
However, their study found no differences in levels of victim
blame, being treated differently, distraction, or taking control
based on acknowledgment status.

Littleton et al. (2006) suggested that one explanation for
why they largely failed to find differences is that people are
increasingly rejecting false stereotypes about sexual victimi-
zation. In the present study, we hypothesized that acknowl-
edged rape survivors would receive more positive social reac-
tions, as well as lower levels of negative social reactions and
victim blame, because they would be perceived as being more
“typical” of sexual assault survivors by disclosure recipients
and the incident would also be taken more seriously.
Furthermore, based on the study conducted by Littleton
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et al., we posited that it may be more informative to study
the impact of survivor rape acknowledgment on social reac-
tions in the context of the disclosure recipient’s rejection of
rape myths (i.e., an interaction).

Arguably, the most frequently studied and demonstrated
predictor of social reactions is disclosure recipient’s gender.
Specifically, women respond to female rape survivors more
positively than men (Earnshaw et al. 2011). However, existing
studies have suggested that this gender difference is actually
attributable to women’s greater rejection of rape myths
(Basow and Minieri 2011). Rape myths are “attitudes and
beliefs that are generally false but widely and persistently
held, and that serve to deny and justify male sexual aggression
against women” (Lonsway and Fitzgerald 1994, p. 134).
Thus, rape myth rejection has been demonstrated to be a cru-
cial contributor to the way in which people respond to survi-
vors given that it is linked to more positive social reactions. In
fact, Ullman (1996a, p. 555) posited that “Perhaps the most
important factor in real-life disclosures of traumatic events is
the recipient of the disclosures who may determine both the
type of reaction experienced by victims and the impact of that
reaction on the victim.” Consistent with a large literature base
(see Van der Bruggen and Grubb 2014, for a review), we
hypothesized that greater rape myth rejection would be asso-
ciated with more positive social reactions as well as lower
negative social reactions and victim blame.

In sum, the aim of the present study was to examine wheth-
er there was an interaction between the rape acknowledgment
of a female survivor in a hypothetical rape vignette and dis-
closure recipients’ rape myth rejection in relation to the social
reactions the participant reported they would provide.
Survivor rape acknowledgment was manipulated by randomly
assigning participants to read one of two different versions of
a hypothetical rape vignette, both with a female survivor and
male perpetrator. Rape myth rejection was operationalized
using a self-report measure, where higher scores indicated
greater rejection of rape myths based on the scoring instruc-
tions of the measure (McMahon and Farmer 2011). The out-
come variables in the present study included self-report mea-
sures of positive social reactions, negative social reactions,
and victim blame (Davies et al. 2006; Ullman 2000).

Because prior research has shown that people who have
experienced sexual assault themselves are more likely to be
the recipients of disclosures and have increased empathy to-
ward other survivors (Paul et al. 2014), we included a measure
of sexual victimization history (Koss et al. 2007) to ensure the
experimental groups did not significantly differ from each
other on this relevant variable. If they do differ, this could be
a potential alternative explanation for the results. Participants
were restricted to only U.S. college women because gender
has been found to impact rejection of rape myths and rates of
sexual victimization (Breiding et al. 2014; Grubb and Turner
2012). Furthermore, prior research has found that female
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survivors are more likely to disclosure their sexual assault to a
female peer (Orchowski and Gidycz 2012). We hypothesized
that survivor rape acknowledgment would have a stronger
relationship with social reactions (i.e., positive and negative
social reactions, victim blame) among disclosure recipients
who reported lower rape myth rejection than those who re-
ported greater rape myth rejection.

Method
Participants

The analyzed sample consisted of 397 female U.S. college-
students. The average age of the participants was 19.20 years
(SD=3.03, range = 17-49). The sample was predominantly
Caucasian/White (n =287, 72.3%), with 30 (7.6%) partici-
pants indicating that they identify their race/ethnicity as
Hispanic/Latinx, 24 (6.0%) as African American/Black/
African origin, 20 (5.0%) as Asian American/Asian Origin/
Pacific Islander, 4 (1.0%) as Middle Eastern, 28 (7.1%) as Bi-
racial or Multi-racial, and 4 (1.0%) selected “Other.” The ma-
jority of participants were first year undergraduate students
(n=234, 58.9%), whereas 80 (20.2%) were second years, 40
(10.1%) were third years, 37 (9.3%) were fourth years, and 6
(1.5%) were fifth years.

Procedure and Measures

The participants in the present study were primarily recruited
through a university psychology subject pool (n=361,
90.9%). The university psychology subject pool’s participants
received course credit for their participation. We also recruited
participants through Facebook to attempt to obtain a more
diverse sample (n =36, 9.1%). The exact same study descrip-
tion was used to recruit in the psychology subject pool and the
Facebook post. The psychology subject pool and Facebook
participants did not significantly differ on any of the variables
of interest or demographic variables, except they were, on
average, 1 year older, #390) =—3.51, p=.001, and more like-
ly to be an upperclassmen as opposed to a first year student,
(4, n=397)=123.52, p<.001.

The study was conducted as an online experiment that took
approximately 30 min to complete. The study was advertised
as examining how attitudes impact our memory of stressful
events. We included a statement that explicitly stated that the
content of the survey included questions about sexual violence
history and descriptions of sexual violence, which could have
potentially biased which participants self-selected to partici-
pate. Our study was reviewed and received approval by the
Institutional Review Board at the university where the data
collection was conducted. All participants indicated their

consent by continuing with the online study after reading the
informed consent information.

Sexual Experiences Survey-Short Form Victimization
(SES-SFV)

Participants first completed the SES-SFV to assess prior sex-
ual victimization experiences (Koss et al. 2007). The measure
captured whether or not participants had experienced seven
types of unwanted sexual experiences due to five different
perpetrator tactics, resulting in a total of 35 items. These items
used behavioral language to assess each experience so that
participants did not have to acknowledge the experience as
victimization to respond “yes.” Participants completed the
questions in relation to the time period since their 14th birth-
day. The response options were revised so that the participants
indicated if they had experienced each type of victimization
(i.e., yes/no) rather than the number of times each type of
victimization had occurred. Prior research has demonstrated
high 2-week test-rest reliability and validity for the SES-SFV
among college women (Johnson et al. 2017). The SES-SFV
was administered to examine if the experimental groups dif-
fered on sexual victimization history. Within the analyzed
sample, 147 (42.1%) responded “yes” to at least one item
assessing sexual victimization history. Conversely, 205
(51.6%) responded “no” to all of the items, and 25 (6.3%)
elected to not answer these questions. Random assignment
worked in the present study because the two vignette groups
did not significantly differ on victimization history, Xz(l, n=
372)=.37, p=.544, and therefore victimization history is not
a viable alternative explanation for any observed group
differences.

Updated lllinois Rape Myth Acceptance Scale (UIRMAS)

This 22 item self-report measure was used to measure the
participants’ agreement with myths about sexual violence
(McMahon and Farmer 2011). Participants were asked to
respond to each item using a 1 (strongly agree) to 5
(strongly disagree) Likert scale. The UIRMAS comprises
four subscales, which have been identified in prior re-
search through factor analysis: She asked for it (6 items;
e.g., “If a girl acts like a slut, eventually she is going to
get into trouble”); He didn’t mean to (6 items; e.g.,
“When guys rape, it is usually because of their strong
desire for sex”); It wasn’t really rape (5 items; e.g., “If a
girl doesn’t say “no” she can’t claim rape”); and She lied
(5 items; e.g., “A lot of times, girls who say they were
rape agreed to have sex and then regret it”). Because the
purpose of the current study was to assess the role of rape
myths globally and not specific types of rape myths, we
calculated a total score by summing responses across the
items.
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Consistent with the scoring instructions provided by the
authors of the measure, higher UIRMAS scores indicated
greater rape myth rejection. Therefore, we framed the con-
struct as rape myth rejection rather than acceptance
throughout the paper. This measure is a revised version of
the instrument created by Payne et al. (1999) and reflects
more current language than the original measure. Prior re-
search has demonstrated adequate internal consistency and
support for the factor structure of the revised measure
(McMahon and Farmer 2011). Cronbach’s alpha for the
UIRMAS in the current study was .90, demonstrating ex-
cellent internal consistency.

Hypothetical Rape Vignettes

Next, participants were randomly assigned to read one of
two vignettes that depicted a hypothetical rape. The vi-
gnette was adapted from the hypothetical rape vignette used
by Loughnan et al. (2013). The original vignette described a
scenario where a woman was raped by a male acquaintance
while on a date. The original version described the event in
the third person and the tone was factual, like a police re-
port. We revised the vignette so that it was presented from
the perspective of the survivor in the first person and was
written in a conversational style. The details of the vignette
were based on common characteristics of rape incidents,
including a female victim who was a college student, said
“no” once, and froze during the incident (Bucher and
Manasse 2011; Dunn et al. 1999). Also consistent with
common characteristics of sexual assaults, the assault hap-
pened in the male perpetrator’s apartment, did not involve
physical injury, and both parties consumed alcohol (Bucher
and Manasse 2011; Dunn et al. 1999).

Research has shown that only 40% of female rape survi-
vors describe their victimization experiences as “rape” (i.e.,
acknowledged survivors; Wilson and Miller 2016). Of the
60% who do not use the term “rape” to describe the incident
(i.e., unacknowledged survivors), the most common term
they use is” miscommunication” or they indicate that they
are not sure what happened (Layman et al. 1996; Littleton
et al. 2009). One of the vignettes in the present study pre-
sented a survivor who used the word “miscommunication”
to describe what happened to her (i.e., miscommunication
vignette). The second vignette presented a survivor who
used the word “rape” to describe what happened to her
(i.e., rape vignette). The scenarios were written so that the
participant was asked to think of themselves as a friend of
the survivor because prior research has shown that the most
common disclosure recipient is a friend (Dunn et al. 1999).
The miscommunication vignette was randomly assigned to
193 (48.6%) participants and the rape vignette was assigned
to 204 (51.4%) participants.
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Participants read the following vignette:

While reading the following text, please pretend that
you receive a phone call from your friend, Michelle.
She is a student who is in your major. You have known
Michelle since you started college and you consider her
to be a close friend. During that phone she says the
following:

I was at a party last week and I met a guy named Chris.
We hung out during the party and had a really good
time. He seemed really nice. At the end of the night,
we exchanged phone numbers and [ went home. I didn’t
hear from him for a few days, but then he called and
asked me out. I was so excited to hear from him, so I
said “yes” when he asked me out on a date. We went to
see a movie on Saturday night and we got a few drinks
afterwards. It was a lot of fun! He seemed like a good
guy. When the bar closed, Chris asked if I wanted to go
back to his place to hang out before he took me home. I
was having a good time so I said “yes.” When we got
there, we were sitting on the couch and we started
kissing. I liked him so I kissed him back. Then, he
started touching my breasts, and started kissing harder
and harder. I pulled away and told him to stop. But, he
became really angry and said “But, I thought you liked
me?!?”’ I didn’t know what to do. I was having a good
time on the date and I did like him. But, I wasn’t ready to
have sex with him. I froze. Before I knew it, he was on
top of me, pulled my pants down and was inside of me.
I’'m not sure what happened. I guess it was a miscom-
munication. [In the acknowledged vignette the last two
sentence were replaced with “I was raped”.]

Manipulation Check

On the page after the vignette, participants were asked “How
did she describe the event to you?” as a manipulation check.
They had to select the correct answer from four options, which
included miscommunication, bad sex, crime, and rape. The
correct answer for the unacknowledged vignette group was
miscommunication and for the acknowledged vignette group
was rape. From the original sample, nine (2.3%) of the partic-
ipants who were assigned to the acknowledged group and 19
(4.8%) of the participants who were assigned to the unac-
knowledged group answered the manipulation check item in-
correctly and therefore were excluded from the analyzed
sample.

Victim Blame
Next, participants completed 11 revised items from Davies

et al. (2006) to assess victim blame. These items were revised
to reflect the names from the vignettes used in our study.
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Participants responded to each item using a 1 (not at all) to 7
(completely) Likert scale to indicate how much they believed
the victim was to blame for the incident. Four of the items
were reverse worded, and this correction was made prior to
creating a total score by summing the items, with higher
scores indicating greater victim blame. An example item is
“Do you think that Michelle was to blame for what happened
because she didn’t try hard enough to escape?” The
Cronbach’s alpha for these items was .74, which reflected
adequate internal consistency.

Social Reactions Questionnaire (SRQ)

Lastly, participants completed a revised version of a 46-item
self-report questionnaire, which assessed the type of social
reaction they believed they would have toward the survivor
in the vignette (Ullman 2000). The original measure was writ-
ten to assess the types of social reactions rape survivors have
received. We revised the wording of the measure to assess the
type of social reactions the participant predicted they would
give to the hypothetical survivor. Participants responded to
each item using a 0 (very unlikely) to 4 (very likely) Likert
scale. The SRQ consists of seven subscales: Emotional
Support/Belief (15 items; e.g., “Listened to her feelings”),
Treat Differently (6 items; e.g., “Pull away from her”),
Distraction (6 items; e.g., “Distract her with other things”),
Take Control (7 items; e.g., “Make decisions or do things
for her”), Tangible Aid/Information Support (5 items; e.g.,
“Help her get medical care”), Victim Blame (3 items; e.g.,
“Tell her she could have done more to prevent the experience
from occurring”), and Egocentric (4 items; e.g., “Express so
much anger at the perpetrator that she has to calm you down”).
These subscales can be grouped into positive social reactions
(i.e., Emotional Support/Belief, Tangible Aid/Information
Support) and negative social reactions (i.e., Treat
Differently, Distraction, Take Control, Victim Blame,
Egocentric) factors. In the analyses presented here, we exam-
ined the mean scores of the positive and negative social
reaction factors. Ullman (2000) found that the SRQ has ade-
quate reliability and factorial structure. In the present study,
the Cronbach’s alpha for the positive reactions factor was.78
and for the negative reaction factor was .83, which both indi-
cate adequate internal consistency.

Data Analysis

All statistical analyses were conducted in SPSS, Version
24. Linear regressions were used to examine the primary
hypotheses, including the main effects of the vignette and
UIRMAS, and the interaction between vignette and
UIRMAS on the positive and negative factors of the SRQ
and victim blame. The dichotomous main effect (i.e., vi-
gnette) was dummy coded (i.e., 0 = miscommunication or

unacknowledged; 1 =rape or acknowledged) and the
UIRMAS was mean-centered based on recommendations
by Dawson (2014). Separate moderation models examined
the positive SRQ factor, negative SRQ factor, and victim
blame. The interaction term was created by taking the prod-
uct of the mean-centered continuous main effect and the
binary main effect. When the interaction term was signifi-
cant, simple slopes were tested according to the procedures
recommended by Holmbeck (2002).

Results
Descriptive Statistics

Prior to analyzing the hypotheses, independent samples #-
tests revealed that the participants who read the miscommu-
nication and rape vignettes did not significantly differ on
rape myth rejection, #(384)=-.67, p=.506, or age,
#(390) =—.96, p =.339. Chi-square tests revealed that the
participants who read the miscommunication and rape vi-
gnettes did not significantly differ in recruitment source,
x*(1, n=397)=.77, p =.382, race/ethnicity, x*(6, n=
397)=5.23, p=.515, or year in school, X2(4, n=397)=
3.42, p =.490. Therefore, any observed differences on the
outcome variables between the vignette groups cannot be
attributed to these variables.

Means and standard deviations for the continuous vari-
ables are presented in Table 1. Pearson product moment
correlations among the continuous variables are also pre-
sented in Table 1. Rape myth rejection was significantly
positively correlated with the positive SRQ factor and sig-
nificantly negatively correlated with the negative SRQ fac-
tor and victim blame. Victim blame was negatively corre-
lated with the positive SRQ factor and positively correlated
with the negative SRQ factor. As expected, the positive
SRQ factor was significantly inversely correlated with the
negative SRQ factor.

Hypothesis Testing

The results of the moderation analyses are presented in
Table 2. The main effect of vignette was significant for the
positive support SRQ model and victim blame, but not the
negative support SRQ model. Specifically, reading the rape
vignette was associated with greater positive support and less
victim blame compared to reading the miscommunication vi-
gnette. These findings partially supported our first hypothesis
that acknowledged rape survivors would receive more posi-
tive social reactions as well as lower levels of negative social
reactions and victim blame.

The main effect of rape myth rejection was significant for
positive SRQ, negative SRQ, and victim blame. Specifically,
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Table 1 Descriptive statistics and correlations among the continuous variables
M (SD) Range 1. 2. 3.
1. UIRMAS 94.54 (11.14) 22.00-11.00 -
2. Victim Blame 19.85 (6.98) 11.00-46.00 —48%* -
3. Positive Reactions SRQ 3.41 (.36) .95-4.00 31 —49%* -
4. Negative Reactions SRQ .54 (.33) .00-2.12 —45%* A5H* —36%*

UIRMAS Updated Illinois Rape Myth Acceptance Scale, SRQ Social Reactions Questionnaire

**p<.01

greater rape myth rejection was associated with greater posi-
tive support, lower negative support, and less victim blame.
This series of findings is consistent with our second
hypothesis.

The interaction of vignette and rape myth rejection was
significant for the positive support SRQ model. The simple
slopes were examined to probe the significant interaction. The
analyses indicated that the effect of survivor rape acknowledg-
ment on positive support was significant for the low rape myth
rejection group (b=.198, SE=.046, 3=.293, t=4.29,
p<.001), but not the high rape myth rejection group (b=
—.037, SE=.046, 3=-.054, t=—.794, p = .428; see Fig. 1a).
Therefore, we supported our interaction hypothesis for posi-
tive social reactions.

The interaction of vignette and rape myth rejection was
significant for victim blame. The simple slopes were exam-
ined for the model including victim blame. The analyses

Table 2 Linear regressions predicting positive and negative social
reactions and victim blame from vignette, rape myth rejection, and their
interaction

Predictors b SE Ié] t

(a) Outcome: Positive SRQ

Vignette .081 .033 120 2.49%
UIRMAS .015 .002 A77 6.95%*
Vignette x UIRMAS —.011 .003 —.246 —3.59%*
(b) Outcome: Negative SRQ

Vignette —.045 .030 -.071 -1.53
UIRMAS -.015 .002 =519 —7.84%*
Vignette x UIRMAS .004 .003 .106 1.61

(¢) Outcome: Victim Blame

Vignette —2.553 611 —-.184 —4.18%*
UIRMAS -.364 .039 -.582 —9.24%:*
Vignette x UIRMAS 138 .055 158 2.51%

Vignette (0 = miscommunication; 1 =rape); UIRMAS = Updated Illinois
Rape Myth Acceptance Scale; SRQ = Social Reactions Questionnaire.
Positive SRQ model, F(3, 377)=19.92, p<.001, AR? for addition of
the significant interaction term was .030; Negative SRQ model, F(3,
375)=32.70, p<.001; Victim Blame model, F(3, 378)=47.03,
p<.001, AR? for addition of the significant interaction term was .012

p< .05, #p < 01
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indicated that the effect of survivor rape acknowledgment
on victim blame was significant for the low rape myth re-
jection group (b=-4.09, SE=.868, 3=—295, t=—-4.72,
p <.001), but not the high rape myth rejection group (b=
-1.01, SE=.866, 3=—.073, t=—1.17, p=.243; see Fig.
1b). Thus, we supported our interaction hypothesis for vic-
tim blame.

The interaction of vignette and rape myth rejection was not
significant for negative support SRQ model. Because the in-
teraction was not significant, no further analyses were neces-
sary. Therefore, we did not support our interaction hypothesis
for negative social reactions.

(a) Predicting positive reactions
3.7

—e— Low Rape Myth

5 Rejection
& 35
Z
.2
g 3.3 /
Q
(-4
o
Z
= 3.1
S
9

2.9

Miscommunication
Vignette

Rape Vignette

(b) Predicting victim blame

18 —e— Low Rape Myth

16 Rejection

L T—

12

10

Victim Blame

Miscommunication
Vignette

Rape Vignette

Fig. 1 Interaction between vignette and rape myth rejection as predictors
of a the Positive Reaction Social Reactions Questionnaire (SRQ) factor
and b Victim Blame. Solid black lines indicate a significant relationship

(p<.01)
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Discussion

The present study extended existing research by examining
the roles of survivor rape acknowledgment and disclosure
recipient rape myth rejection in relation to social reactions
among college women. The findings supported the presence
of a main effect of survivor acknowledgment status for posi-
tive social reactions and victim blame but not negative social
reactions. These results suggested that the hypothetical survi-
vor’s use of the word “rape” was associated with more posi-
tive social reactions and less victim blame than when the hy-
pothetical female survivor used the word “miscommunica-
tion.” The main effect of participant rape myth rejection was
supported for all of the outcome variables, such that greater
rejection of rape myths was associated with more positive
reactions, lower negative reactions, and lower victim blame.
The hypothesized interaction was supported for two of the
three outcome variables. Specifically, an interaction between
survivor acknowledgment status and participant rape myth
rejection was supported for positive social reactions and vic-
tim blame, but not negative social reactions. Because the in-
teraction between survivor acknowledgment status and partic-
ipant rape myth rejection was significant, it is more informa-
tive to interpret the combined influence of these two variables
rather than the main effects.

Overall, the findings of the present study suggest that the
impact of the language the survivor uses to describe her vic-
timization on the way people treat her must be considered
within the context of characteristics of the disclosure recipient.
This is consistent with Ullman (1996a) who emphasized the
importance of the disclosure recipient. Specifically, the results
suggested that participants who reject rape myths will provide
more helpful, positive, and affirming reactions to survivors,
regardless of the way the survivor describes the event to them.
Conversely, the way in which survivors describe their victim-
ization experiences to others will impact the way people treat
them if those people report lower rejection of rape myths.
Disclosure recipients who report low rejection of rape myths
will respond more positively and with stronger support if the
survivor uses the word “rape” as opposed to if the survivor
uses the word “miscommunication.” This difference may be
because these disclosure recipients are more likely to take the
event and the impact of the event on the survivor seriously if
the survivor uses the word “rape.” Otherwise, if the survivor
uses the word “miscommunication,” then the disclosure recip-
ient’s own biases and stereotypes may have a more powerful
influence on the way they treat the survivor.

The findings of the present study may help us understand
why Littleton et al. (2006) found that acknowledged and un-
acknowledged rape survivors largely did not differ in the so-
cial reactions they received. Because social reactions appear to
be a function of both rape acknowledgment and rape myth
rejection, it is too simplistic to only examine the influence of

survivors’ rape acknowledgment. Although it was surprising
that the main effect of vignette and the interaction were not
supported for negative social reactions, it is possible that this
is due to a restricted range of responses on that particular
variable and overall low levels of negative reactions reported
by participants (M = .54, SD =.33, Observed range of .00—
2.12; Possible range = 0—4). It is also important to note that
there was a ceiling effect so that participants, generally, re-
ported high rates of rejecting rape myths. The average among
the participants was 94.54 on a scale with a possible range of
22 to 110. This is consistent with other studies that generally
find that victim blaming and exonerating beliefs about perpe-
trators are not widespread (Aherns and Campbell 2000; Van
der Bruggen and Grubb 2014). As people’s beliefs and atti-
tudes about sexual violence shift, it is possible that measure-
ment adjustments will be needed to better capture the nature
and degree of false and potentially harmful beliefs people hold
about victimization.

The AR? for the significant interactions terms (i.e., .030 for
positive social reactions, .012 for victim blame; see Table 2)
indicate small effect sizes and it is important to keep this in
mind when interpreting our results. However, it is also impor-
tant to note that prior research has shown that many interac-
tions in social science research only account for between 1 and
3% of the variance, meaning that small effect sizes are com-
mon when examining interactions (Champoux and Peters
1987; Chaplin 1991). It is also important to consider that the
two versions of the vignette largely differed in one key word
(i.e., “rape” versus “miscommunication”). Therefore, the size
of'the difference observed between the vignette groups, which
also contributed to the calculation of the interaction term,
could have been attenuated because of the manipulation used.
In real life, there would likely be more differences in the way
an unacknowledged survivor would describe their victimiza-
tion experiences to someone compared to an acknowledged
survivor. Given that the vignettes differed in one core word
and the hypothesis was supported for positive social reactions
and victim blame, the results of the present study highlight
how important it is to consider the impact of how survivors
conceptualize their victimization experiences in the context of
characteristics of the woman to whom they disclose.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

Several additional aspects of our study should be considered
when interpreting the results and should be used to inform
future research directions. First, the sample was restricted to
U.S. college women who were predominantly Caucasian/
White, first year undergraduate students, and mostly recruited
from General Psychology classes. This is problematic because
prior research has shown that demographic characteristics,
such as gender and race/ethnicity, can impact social reactions
given to survivors (Banyard et al. 2010; George and Martinez
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2002). It is unclear whether the results of the present study
would generalize to other recruitment sources (e.g., commu-
nity samples) or more diverse samples (e.g., participants who
do not predominantly identify as White/Caucasian or female).
Future research should be dedicated to replicating these results
in a more diverse sample.

Second, the vignettes depicted a sexual assault perpetrated
by a man against a woman. Prior research, such as a study by
Ballman et al. (2016), has demonstrated that participants re-
spond differently to vignettes depicting same-gender sexual
assault compared to mixed gender sexual assault. Follow-up
research should incorporate different vignettes to examine the
generalizability of our findings. Third, participants read a hy-
pothetical rape vignette and completed self-report measures
assessing how they would respond to the hypothetical survi-
vor. Therefore, it is possible (if not likely) that the participants
would respond differently to a real-life friend who had expe-
rienced sexual assault. Finally, we only examined one charac-
teristic of the disclosure recipient (i.e., rape myth rejection).
Future researchers should consider the impact of other rele-
vant variables, such as attitudes about women’s sexuality,
heterosexism and masculinity.

Practice Implications

The findings of the present study highlight the importance of
educating college students about sexual victimization.
Specifically, because participants who rejected rape myths
reported more affirming and positive responses, regardless
of the way the survivor described their victimization, one
point of intervention for building more supportive social net-
works for survivors is through reducing rape myths among
disclosure recipients. Many of the sexual violence prevention
programs used on college campuses specifically aim to reduce
belief in rape myths and many of them report success in doing
so (e.g., Gidycz et al. 2001). Increasingly, scholars are also
discussing the importance of systemic change rather than sole-
ly focusing on intervening at the individual level. For exam-
ple, some scholars have pinpointed community leaders, such
as leaders of religious groups, as an avenue through which
more positive and supportive messaging toward survivors
may occur (Hyman et al. 2000). But, the responsibility also
falls on other individuals who have the opportunity to reach
large audiences. Individuals who have a platform (e.g., jour-
nalists, politicians, attorneys, judges) have a duty to educate
the public about what sexual victimization can and does look
like, as well as to help challenge the misconceptions which
contribute to victim blame.

Conclusions

Although the present study helped contribute to the field’s
understanding of some of the factors that may impact how

@ Springer

disclosure recipients respond to female rape survivors, future
research is needed to more comprehensively consider addi-
tional factors that may play a role (e.g., attitudes toward
women’s sexuality, heterosexism, masculinity) and to inves-
tigate these phenomena in more diverse samples (e.g., race,
ethnicity, sexual orientation, gender identity). This future
work should be of the highest priority because there is empir-
ical evidence that reducing harmful and inaccurate beliefs
about sexual violence is a key component to better supporting
sexual assault survivors. Ultimately, this line of research sup-
ports the education of disclosure recipients so that they can
meet survivors where they are on their path to recovery by
providing survivor-affirming support that will facilitate dis-
closure and help seeking.
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