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Abstract This investigation explored three categories of
college students’ perceptions of sexual assault: perceptions
of similarity to vignette characters, perceptions of vignette
characters’ sexual intent, and victim-blaming behaviors,
using a convenience sample of 652 U.S. undergraduates
and an on-line factorial survey containing a two-part
heterosexual date rape vignette. This investigation predicted
that vignette character attire, character alcohol use, and
participant gender would each significantly influence
perceptions in all three categories. Strong associations
appeared between all three experimental variables and
perceptions, with characters that wore suggestive attire or
became intoxicated perceived as less similar and having
greater sexual intent than characters that wore neutral attire
or abstained. Few differences in actual victim-blaming
appeared, likely because of the elimination of hindsight bias.
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Introduction

This investigation uses an on-line factorial survey and a
two-part heterosexual date rape vignette to explore three
categories of college students’ perceptions of sexual

assault: perceptions of similarity to vignette characters,
perceptions of vignette characters’ sexual intent, and
victim-blaming behaviors. It addresses three significant
gaps concerning those categories in the existing literature:
First, how do college students perceive men and women
who wear sexually suggestive attire that is not physically
revealing (i.e., t-shirts with suggestive slogans) compared
to women who wear physically revealing attire (i.e., a short
skirt and low-cut top) or men and women who wear non-
suggestive, non-revealing attire (i.e., plain t-shirts)? Sec-
ond, how do college students perceive men and women
who use alcohol to the point of intoxication compared to
men and women who abstain from alcohol? Third, how
does participant gender moderate the relationships between
character attire and alcohol use on perceptions of similarity,
perceptions of sexual intent, and victim-blaming behaviors?
Additionally, this investigation eliminates the hindsight bias
that has clouded prior research on perceptions of similarity
and sexual intent and has confounded those perceptions
with victim-blaming behaviors.

Research in the past quarter century has documented that
perceptions of heterosexual sexual assault can have pro-
found influences on social reactions to the assault and to the
victim and perpetrator (Cameron and Stritzke 2003;
Howells et al. 1984; Workman and Freeburg 1999). The
most well-known consequence of these influences is
victim-blaming. Victim-blaming includes beliefs that the
victim of a sexual assault wanted, asked for, enjoyed, or
deserved to be assaulted because of her behavior or
character (Koss et al. 1994). Victim-blaming attitudes are
pervasive (Cameron and Stritzke 2003; Cowan 2000; Krahe
1988). Prior research has documented numerous factors to
influence victim-blaming and other perceptions of sexual
assault, three of which are of particular interest to this
investigation: attire of the victim or perpetrator, alcohol
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consumption by the victim or perpetrator, and perceivers’
gender.

Effects of Victim and Perpetrator Attire on Rape
Perceptions

Prior research has documented the influence of attire on
perceptions of sexual assault, primarily focusing on
perceptions of women who wear physically revealing
clothing (e.g., short skirts, see-through clothing, tight-fitting
clothing, tops that reveal cleavage). However, this research
has not consistently operationalized “revealing” clothing
across studies. For example, Workman & Orr (1996) used
photographs of women who wore skirts of three different
lengths (with each length precisely specified), whereas
Whatley (2005) used a written vignette with a description
of a skin-tight outfit involving a short skirt (length
unspecified) and a top that showed cleavage.

Most of this research has reported that participants judge
women who dress in revealing clothing significantly
harsher and perceive them to be more promiscuous than
women who dress in less revealing clothing (Abbey et al.
1987; Whatley 2005; Workman and Freeburg 1999).
However, see Johnson and Lee (2000) and Johnson
(1995) for examples of a lack of significant effect of victim
attire. The typical explanation for the relationship between
victim-blaming and victim attire invokes the use of mistaken
inferences based on otherwise reasonable assumptions. There
is a widespread belief that the clothes a woman wears signal
her sexual availability and intent and imply advance consent
to sexual intercourse (Johnson et al. 1999). Clothes cannot
signal intent, however, because they address a general
audience whereas sexual consent is a specific communica-
tion given on an individual basis (Johnson et al. 1999).

Two sociological phenomena explain why clothing is
frequently misperceived as a sign of intent. First, a primary
function of clothing is to serve as a means of non-verbal
information about the wearer, but the cultural meaning of
particular clothing is constantly renegotiated and varies
from person to person (Roach-Higgins and Eicher 1992).
Second, even rape survivors acknowledge that although
women cannot use their clothing to indicate consent to
sexual intercourse, they can use it to communicate a general
interest in the opposite sex (Johnson et al. 1999). As a
result, participants infer from a woman’s clothing that she
desires and consents to sex, and are thus able to rationalize
claiming that a victim of sexual assault actually wants the
encounter (Abbey et al. 1987; Cassidy and Hurell 1995;
Muehlenhard and MacNaughton 1988; Workman and Orr
1996). This is despite the fact that interest in sex does not
equate to interest in rough sex or rape, yet so powerful is
the desire to rationalize the behavior that all types of
interest are treated as equivalent.

However, this line of research has two critical gaps.
First, the attire of the male perpetrator is rarely presented or
assessed in these investigations, and when it is, it is usually
a contrast in social status (i.e., a “poorly” dressed man is
contrasted with a “well” dressed man). Although this has
been documented to influence attributions of blame against
both the perpetrator and the victim (e.g., Yarmey 1985,
reported that “well” dressed perpetrators were less likely to
be seen as responsible for an assault and that women were
blamed more for resisting a “well” dressed perpetrator), this
operationalization is more a function of social status than of
sexual suggestiveness, and as such does not carry the same
meaning as a woman wearing a revealing outfit. There has
been no prior research investigating the potential influence
of men’s sexually suggestive attire on perceptions of sexual
assault even though it is theoretically possible for such
attire to affect perceptions, especially perceptions of men’s
sexual intent.

Second, clothing has been operationalized as sexually
suggestive primarily in terms of how physically revealing it
is (i.e., how much of a woman’s skin is visible or how
much of her figure is discernable), but this does not capture
the full range of sexually suggestive clothing options. An
alternative form of sexually suggestive clothing that has
appeared in the past decade, but which has not yet been
investigated, is t-shirts with sexually suggestive messages
(e.g., “Slut,” “I Swallow,” “Open 24/7”). Unlike revealing
attire, which can be highly ambiguous, attire with sugges-
tive messages presents a substantially less ambiguous
statement that the wearer willingly chose to send about
her or his sexuality. Although this message is also subject
to interpretation (e.g., “What does a shirt with that slogan
say about the woman who chose to wear it?,” “Is that really
what she is trying to say about herself?”), it differs from
physically revealing clothing in that it can be taken at face
value as carrying an explicitly sexually suggestive meaning
in a way that is difficult to deny.

For example, the interviews of Johnson et al. (1999) with
rape survivors indicated that survivors believed it was
impossible for a woman to indicate consent to sexual
intercourse with her clothing unless that clothing carried an
explicit written message to that effect: “Unless it actually
has a sign on the dress, or something that says: ‘Give me a
good lay’ or something.” (p. 19) and “Well you can’t really
[consent via clothing] unless you have a shirt on that’s
saying: ‘I want sexual intercourse.’” (p. 21). What remains
to be seen is if this type of sexually suggestive clothing
triggers the same perceptions of victims’ sexual intent and
the same victim-blaming behaviors as physically revealing
clothing. Additionally, to what extent would the perpetra-
tor’s wearing of this type of sexually suggestive clothing
influence perceptions of his sexual intent or responsibility
for a sexual assault? To address these questions, this
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investigation explicitly compares four different attire con-
ditions in a common vignette: neutral attire for both
characters (i.e., plain t-shirts), revealing attire for the victim
and neutral attire for the perpetrator, a t-shirt with
suggestive slogan for the victim and neutral attire for the
perpetrator, and neutral attire for the victim and a t-shirt
with suggestive slogan for the perpetrator.

Effects of Victim and Perpetrator Alcohol Use on Rape
Perceptions

Alcohol consumption by the victim and perpetrator also
significantly influences perceptions of sexual assault.
Results from this literature illustrate a clear sexual double
standard. Individuals judge intoxicated male perpetrators to
be less blameworthy than sober perpetrators, but actually
judge intoxicated female victims harsher than sober victims
(Cameron and Stritzke 2003; Schuller and Stewart 2000;
Stormo et al. 1997). A common explanation for this double
standard is that individuals assume that alcohol use, like
suggestive attire, demonstrates women’s level of sexual
intent, thus increasing their responsibility for the outcome
(George et al. 1988). In contrast, that same level of alcohol
consumption by men is perceived to be irrelevant to their
level of sexual intent and instead to excuse them from
responsibility for their actions because they are perceived to
no longer be in control of them.

However, investigations into the role of character
alcohol consumption on victim-blaming and character
perception typically assess victim and perpetrator sexual
intent retrospectively rather than prospectively. That is,
after reading a sexual assault scenario, participants indicate
how much the victim and perpetrator wanted or intended
for the outcome of the scenario to happen (Cameron and
Stritzke 2003; Osman and Davis 1999). There are two
fundamental problems with this methodology. First, these
questions lack measurement validity as they do not assess
sexual intent; they assess sexual assault intent. The
outcome of these scenarios is sexual assault, not consensual
sex, and wanting to have sex and wanting to rape or be
raped are not the same thing. Thus, asking how much the
victim and perpetrator wanted or intended for the outcome
of the scenario to happen cannot be used as a retrospective
indicator of sexual intent.

Second, even if the questions appropriately inquired
about sexual intent, asking participants to answer those
questions after they read information about the outcome of
the scenario (i.e., sexual assault) confounds their answers
with hindsight bias (Janoff-Bulman et al. 1985). Decisions
about sexual intent are made prospectively—what one
intends to do in the future. The appropriate place to ask
questions about the influence of character alcohol con-
sumption on sexual intent is after presentation of the

information about alcohol consumption, but before presen-
tation of the outcome of the scenario. This avoids any
potential contamination from hindsight bias, wherein
perceptions of sexual intent are retrospectively influenced
by knowledge of the scenario outcome (Janoff-Bulman et al.
1985).

This investigation eliminates the problem of hindsight
bias by presenting participants with a scenario in two parts.
The first part of the scenario presents information about the
characters, followed by questions about perceived sexual
intent. The second part presents the outcome of the
scenario, followed by questions concerning victim-blaming.
This investigation explicitly compares four different alcohol
conditions in a common vignette: both characters abstain
from alcohol, the victim abstains but the perpetrator is
intoxicated, the victim is intoxicated but the perpetrator
abstains, and both characters are intoxicated.

Effects of Participant Gender on Rape Perceptions

In addition to attire and alcohol, prior research has also
consistently documented that participant gender significant-
ly influences perceptions of sexual assault. Most studies
report that men perceive higher levels of victim sexual
intent (Johnson 1995; Proite et al. 1993; Workman and Orr
1996) and engage in more victim-blaming (e.g., are more
likely to attribute responsibility or blame to a female victim,
are less likely to label the assault a “rape,” are more willing
to endorse rape myths such as claiming the victim wanted
intercourse) than women (Johnson and Lee 2000; Lonsway
and Fitzgerald 1994; Workman and Freeburg 1999).
However, a few studies have reported that women engage
in more victim-blaming (Cameron and Stritzke 2003), or
that no gender difference appears (Cassidy and Hurell
1995; Yarmey 1985). Despite these occasional discrepan-
cies, the bulk of the literature suggests that participant
gender consistently influences perceptions of sexual intent
and victim-blaming behaviors.

Further, this literature has documented a strong correla-
tion between gender and rape myth acceptance, and one of
the most prevalent rape myths is that a woman was asking
for sex or deserved to be raped because of what she was
wearing (see Lonsway and Fitzgerald 1994, for a review).
This suggests an interaction between participant gender and
character attire such that gender might moderate the
relationship between character attire and perceptions of
sexual intent and victim-blaming behaviors (e.g., men may
blame women wearing suggestive clothing more than
women would). Despite this clear theoretical link, much
of the prior research on attire and gender has not explicitly
tested for such interactions (Johnson 1995; Johnson and
Lee 2000; Whatley 2005). Additionally, this literature has
occasionally shown gender to interact with information
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about the alcohol consumption of scenario characters,
moderating the influence of alcohol on perceptions (Stormo
et al. 1997). This may also be related to the correlation
between gender and rape myth acceptance, as men may be
more likely to infer intent from women’s drinking (i.e., “she
was asking for it”) than women would be. Unfortunately,
much of the literature that has examined both gender and
alcohol consumption has not explicitly tested for such
interactions (Cameron and Stritzke 2003; Schuller and
Stewart 2000), so the nature and consistency of this finding
remains unclear. Finally, none of the prior literature has
examined the influence of participant gender in concert
with both character alcohol use and character attire. This
study addresses these gaps in the literature by examining
the influence of participant gender and its possible
interactions with both character attire and character alcohol
use. Doing so will yield a more complete picture of the
relationship between attire, alcohol use, and gender as
potential influences on perceptions of sexual assault.

Victim-blaming as a Function of Hindsight Bias

In addition to research outlined above, the literature has
also explored the processes by which participants reduce
the cognitive dissonance of victim-blaming. That is,
participants have to cognitively justify responding to a rape
victim with blame instead of sympathy, which would be a
more socially-acceptable response, or face the possibility
that they are not behaving in a socially acceptable or
compassionate manner. A particularly valuable line of this
research that relates to this investigation concerns the
perceived degree of similarity between the victim and the
survey participant. Seeing a victim as dissimilar from
oneself (or a perpetrator as more similar to oneself) reduces
the cognitive dissonance of victim-blaming (i.e., if the
victim is nothing like me, and I don’t deserve to be raped,
then the fact that the assault happened to her must mean
that she deserved it in some way). This type of ego-
soothing blame avoidance has been frequently documented
(Johnson 1995; Workman and Freeburg, 1999), and is
firmly theoretically grounded within both defensive attri-
bution theory (Shaver 1970) and just world theory (Lerner
and Miller 1978).

Although this literature is valuable, a fundamental
temporal issue clouds this research. The very fact that rape
victims are victims may prime defensive attributions and
cause participants to see victims as more dissimilar, thus
reducing the cognitive dissonance of blaming the victim for
the rape. It seems that participants perceive victims as more
dissimilar in response to blaming them (Janoff-Bulman et al.
1985). Thus, these measures appear to lack measurement
validity in that they actually assess the use of cognitive
dissonance reduction strategies, not perceived similarity to

scenario characters. However, if similarity were assessed
before participants were aware of the outcome, then the
degree of similarity should be determined by targets’
characteristics and other behaviors, which can be systemat-
ically varied across conditions, not the outcome of the
situation, which would remain constant. This would avoid
any potential contamination from hindsight bias, wherein
perceptions of similarity are retrospectively influenced by
knowledge of the scenario outcome (Janoff-Bulman et al.
1985), and allow a more controlled examination into how
perceptions of similarity vary as a product of information
about attire and alcohol consumption. As outlined above, this
investigation eliminates this problem of hindsight bias by
presenting participants with a scenario in two parts and
assessing perceptions of the scenario characters, both
perceived similarity and perceived sexual intent, after the
presentation of attire and alcohol information, but before the
presentation of the scenario outcome.

Present Study

The current investigation addresses the aforementioned
shortcomings of prior research on the influence of attire,
alcohol, and participant gender on perceptions of sexual
assault. By recruiting a large sample, and using a factorial
vignette methodology, it is possible to test simultaneously
32 different conditions representing various combinations
of the attire and alcohol situations (and participant gender).
This project expands upon the dimensions of the clothing
factor that have been previously used to include several
new levels presenting information on t-shirts with sugges-
tive messages for both the perpetrator and the victim, and
compares these conditions to a more traditional operation-
alization of suggestive clothing. Finally, it eliminates
hindsight bias in the assessment of perceived similarity to
the vignette characters and their perceived sexual intent by
presenting those questions before information about the
outcome of the sexual assault scenario.

This project uses six dependent variables. Four assess
pre-rape perceptions of the characters: perceived similarity
and perceived sexual intent for both the female and male
characters. Two assess post-rape perceptions of the rape:
attribution of responsibility for the outcome to the charac-
ters and labeling the incident as rape. The first five
dependent variables have been addressed in the literature
discussed above, but the rape-labeling variable requires
additional explanation. Although a rape-labeling question is
occasionally used as a manipulation check (Cameron and
Stritzke 2003; Stormo et al. 1997), failing to label a rape as
rape is itself a form of victim-blaming (Lonsway and
Fitzgerald 1994) and therefore of interest to this investiga-
tion. By assessing two different manifestations of victim-
blaming, attribution of responsibility and rape-labeling, it is
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possible to more fully explore the influences of attire,
alcohol, and gender on victim-blaming behaviors.

Consistent with prior research, we hypothesized:

H1: Attire Condition in the vignettes will significantly
influence perceptions of the vignette such that
compared to a condition where a character wears
neutral clothing, the wearing of sexually suggestive
clothing by a character will result in:

H1a: Less perceived similarity to that character
H1b: Greater perception of sexual desire by that character
H1:c Greater perception of sexual desire by the other

character if it is the female character who is
wearing suggestive clothing

H1d: Greater attribution of responsibility for the
outcome to the female character

H1e: Less labeling of the incident as rape

H2: Alcohol Condition in the vignettes will significantly
influence perceptions of the vignette such that
compared to a condition where a character abstains,
the use of alcohol by a character will result in:

H2a: Less perceived similarity to the character(s)
using alcohol

H2b: Greater perception of sexual desire by the
character(s) using alcohol

H2c: Greater perception of sexual desire by the other
character if it is the female character who is using
alcohol

H2d: Greater attribution of responsibility for the
outcome to the female character

H2e: Less labeling of the incident as rape

H3: Participants’ gender will significantly influence per-
ceptions of the vignette such that compared to
women, men will:

H3a: Perceive themselves as more similar to the male
character and less similar to the female character

H3b: Perceive greater sexual desire by the male and
female character

H3c: Attribute more responsibility for the outcome to
the female character

H3d: Label the incident as rape less often

Additionally, this investigation examines the interactions
between the three independent variables. The literature
reviewed above provided an empirical basis for expecting
interactions among attire, alcohol, and gender. Further, as none
of the prior literature has simultaneously examined all three
independent variables, attire, alcohol, and gender, and as two of
the attire conditions presented here have not previously been
tested, it seemed prudent to explore all possible relationships
between the independent variables and the outcome variables.

Method

Participants

Participants were 652 undergraduate students from a rural
southeastern university in the U.S. Participants ranged in
age from 18–25 (M=20.3, SD=1.6), with 392 (60.1%)
identifying as women and 260 (39.9%) identifying as men.
In terms of ethnic background, 547 participants (83.9%)
identified as white, 77 (11.8%) identified as black, nine
(1.4%) identified as Hispanic, two (.3%) identified as
Asian, eight (1.2%) identified as other, and nine (1.4%)
chose not to report their ethnicity.

Materials

This study was part of a larger investigation of campus
alcohol use. The online survey used in this investigation
contained 41 questions, only ten of which are of interest
here (four demographic questions described above, and six
dependent variables). Participants were required to respond
to all questions, but for each question could decline to
answer by selecting the option I decline to answer this
question. When participants selected that option, the
software coded the data as missing. Missing data were
replaced with item means.

Participants read one of 16 date rape vignettes presented
in two parts, adapted from Hannon et al. (1996). The first
part contained the following text: “Matt & Jenny meet at a
party. They hang out for a while and talk to one another.
They go to one of the bedrooms in the building, sit down
on the bed, and start making out.”

We created the experimental conditions by inserting
additional information into the presented text. Information
about the attire of the characters (one of four conditions)
was inserted after the first sentence as follows: 1. “Both
Matt & Jenny are wearing t-shirts and jeans.” (Neutral). 2.
“Matt is wearing a t-shirt and jeans. Jenny is wearing a
short skirt and a tight, see-through, low-cut top that shows
off her cleavage.” (Revealing Female). 3. “Matt is wearing
a t-shirt and jeans. Jenny is wearing jeans and a t-shirt with
the slogan, ‘I do all those things your girlfriend won’t.’”
(Suggestive Female). 4. “Matt is wearing jeans and a t-shirt
with the slogan, ‘Don’t rub the lamp unless you’re ready for
the Genie.’ Jenny is wearing a t-shirt and jeans.” (Sugges-
tive Male).

The Revealing Female condition used operationaliza-
tions commonly found in the literature and seen around
campus. We selected the suggestive slogans from those
seen around campus. Both t-shirt slogans were sexually
suggestive, but we did not intend for them to have parallel
meaning, only that they were both suggestive. The
Suggestive Female slogan implied both sexual availability
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and sexual willingness. The Suggestive Male slogan closely
aligned with the rape myth that women are responsible for
rape if they sexually arouse a man.

Information about the alcohol use of the characters (one of
four conditions) was inserted immediately after the second
sentence, with the exception of the first condition. In the first
condition, the period at the end of the sentence was replaced
with a comma and the following text was added: 1. “Steering
clear of the alcohol at the party.” (Abstain, italics absent in
the original). For the remaining three conditions, a full
sentence was added after the second sentence as follows: 2.
“Jenny steers clear of the alcohol at the party, but Matt gets
really drunk and starts stumbling around.” (Drunk Male). 3.
“Matt steers clear of the alcohol at the party, but Jenny gets
really drunk and starts stumbling around.” (Drunk Female).
4. “Both Matt and Jenny get really drunk and start stumbling
around.” (Both Drunk).

After reading the first part of the vignette, participants
answered four questions: 1. “How much does Matt seem
like you?” (1 = Not at all like me to 5 = A lot like me); 2.
“How much does Jenny seem like you?” (same response
categories as question 1); 3. “How much do you think Matt
wants to have sex?” (1 = Not at all to 4 = A lot); 4. “How
much do you think Jenny wants to have sex?” (same
response categories as question 3).

The first two questions addressed perceived similarity to
the male and female characters. The last two questions
addressed perceptions of the characters’ sexual intent. The
presentation of these four questions before information on
the second part of the vignette reduced any potential
hindsight bias and allowed us to assess the extent to which
the experimental manipulations influenced perceptions of
the characters’ attire and alcohol use independent of
knowledge of outcome. After answering the questions,
participants read the second part of the vignette, which
contained the following text:

After kissing for a while, Matt puts his hand under
Jenny’s shirt and starts squeezing her breasts. Jenny says,
“No,” and pushes his hand away. Matt says, “You know
you want it,” and puts his hand back under her shirt.
Jenny shouts, “No!” and tries to push him away. Matt
persists, takes off Jenny’s clothes, and they have sex
despite Jenny’s protests, struggles, and attempts to stop.

Participants then answered two victim-blaming questions
about the vignette: 1. “Who is responsible for the outcome
of the incident described?” (1 = Matt is entirely responsible
to 5 = Jenny is entirely responsible); 2. “Some people
would say that the outcome of the incident described
constituted a ‘rape.’ Using the scale below, please indicate
your opinion.” (1 = I strongly believe that it was not a rape
[underlines italicized in original] to 5 = I strongly believe
that it was a rape).

Procedure

Students, faculty, and staff were invited to participate in an
online survey of college alcohol use. Faculty received an
email about the study and a request to announce the study
in classes. Ads appeared in the student newspaper and on
the social networking Web site Facebook (http://www.
facebook.com), and flyers were posted both on and off
campus and in residence halls. To prevent fraudulent
entries, participants were required to enter an e-mail address
on the survey informed consent Web page in order to gain
access to the survey. (These addresses were stored in a
separate data file that could not be linked to responses,
which was noted in the informed consent page.) Partic-
ipants answered demographic questions first, followed by
questions about alcohol use and perceptions, and finally
questions about the date rape vignette. Participants were
randomly assigned to one of the 16 vignette conditions in a
4 (Alcohol Condition) ! 4 (Attire Condition) matrix. In
exchange for their participation, participants were entered
into a lottery for cash prizes and gift certificates to local
merchants. The data reported here are the subsample of the
undergraduate students between the ages of 18–25.

Results

Preliminary Analyses

Correlations and descriptive statistics for the six dependent
variables appear in Table 1. For both the character
similarity variables, that average response was below the
scale midpoint, indicating that participants perceived
themselves as more dissimilar than similar to each of the
vignette characters. Participants on average also reported
perceptions of sexual desire above the scale midpoint for
both of the vignette characters, though the perceived desire
was higher for the male character than the female character.
For the responsibility variable, participants assigned most
of the responsibility to the male character, but still some
responsibility to the female character. Finally, participants
were most likely to state that they believed the incident was
rape, but not that they “strongly” believed it was rape.
Because of the correlations between dependent variables,
we chose multivariate tests to control for the shared
variance and to reduce the Type I error rate.

Multivariate Analyses

We analyzed a 2 (Gender) ! 4 (Alcohol Condition) ! 4
(Attire Condition) MANOVA that included all four possible
interaction terms. This analysis revealed a significant
multivariate main effect for Gender (Pillai’s Trace=.11, F

428 Sex Roles (2008) 58:423–434

http://www.facebook.com
http://www.facebook.com


(6, 615)=12.43, p<.001, partial !2=.11), Alcohol Condi-
tion (Pillai’s Trace=.14, F(18, 1,851)=4.89, p<.001, partial
!2=.05), and Attire Condition (Pillai’s Trace=.11, F(18,
1,851)=3.79, p<.001, partial !2=.04). In addition, one of
the interaction terms indicated a significant multivariate
effect, Alcohol Condition ! Gender (Pillai’s Trace=.05, F
(18, 1,851)=2.11, p<.01, partial !2=.02). The other three
interaction terms were not significant.

Univariate Analyses

We conducted follow-up univariate ANOVAs for all six
dependent variables, five of which yielded significant
models: similarity of the male character to self, F(31,
620)=2.90, p<.001, partial !2=.13; similarity of the female
character to self, F(31, 620)=2.47, p<.001, partial !2=.11;
how much the male character wanted sex, F(31, 620)=2.01,
p<.01, partial !2=.09; how much the female character
wanted sex, F(31, 620)=3.07, p<.001, partial !2=.13; and

labeling the incident as “rape,” F(31, 620)=1.64, p<.05,
partial !2=.08. How responsibility should be divided
between the characters did not yield a significant model,
F(31, 620)=1.37, ns, and was eliminated from further
analyses. Thus, hypotheses involving attributions of re-
sponsibility (1d, 2d, 3c) were not supported, and will not be
discussed further in this section.

Combining the results of the multivariate and univariate
analyses thus far, we examined three independent variables
and one interaction term in five dependent variable models
to test our three hypotheses. See Table 2.

Hypothesis One

We hypothesized that the wearing of sexually suggestive
clothing by a character, compared to neutral clothing, would
result in less perceived similarity to that character, greater
perception of sexual desire by that character, greater percep-
tion of sexual desire by the other character if the female

Table 2 Univariate analyses of variance for five dependent variables (N=652).

Independent variable Dependent variable

1. Similarity to
male character

2. Similarity to
female character

3. Male character
wants sex

4. Female
character wants
sex

5. Is it rape

F !2 F !2 F !2 F !2 F !2

Attire conditiona 3.85* .02 4.56** .02 3.87** .02 7.98*** .04 .82 –
Alcohol conditiona 5.31** .03 5.44** .03 6.62*** .03 2.78* .01 1.34 –
Genderb 24.08*** .04 .67 – .14 – 25.72*** .04 16.28*** .03
Gender ! alcohol condition interactiona 3.53* .02 1.36 – 1.05 – 2.35 – .55 –
Model mean square error 1.06 – 1.26 – .49 – .58 – 1.01 –

!2 is effect size as partial eta-squared. For Variables 1 and 2, the scale is 1 = Not at all like me to 5 = A lot like me; for Variables 3 and 4, the scale
is 1 = Not at all to 4 = A lot; for Variable 5, the scale is 1 = I strongly believe that it was not a rape to 5 = I strongly believe that it was a rape.
a df = 3, 620. b df = 1, 620.
*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001.

Table 1 Correlations and descriptive statistics for dependent variables (N=652).

Variable Correlations Mean and standard deviation

1 2 3 4 5 M SD

1. Similarity to male character – 1.77 1.07
2. Similarity to female character .31*** – 2.05 1.16
3. How much male character wants sex !.09* .00 – 3.28 .72
4. How much female character wants sex .13** !.14*** .08* – 2.52 .80
5. Who is responsible !.05 !.10* .06 .05 – 1.82 .80
6. Is it rape !.01 .02 .06 !.07 !.56*** 4.23 1.02

For Variables 1 and 2, the scale is 1 = Not at all like me to 5 = A lot like me; for Variables 3 and 4, the scale is 1 = Not at all to 4 = A lot; for
Variable 5, the scale is 1 = Matt is entirely responsible to 5 = Jenny is entirely responsible; for Variable 6, the scale is 1 = I strongly believe that it
was not a rape to 5 = I strongly believe that it was a rape.
*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001.
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character wore suggestive clothing, and less labeling of the
incident as rape. This hypothesis was partially supported.

Attire Condition significantly influenced the first four
dependent variables, but not the rape-labeling variable, thus
failing to support hypothesis 1e. We conducted Bonferroni
post hoc tests to explore the nature of the significant effects.
See Table 3. Participants perceived the male character in the
Suggestive Male condition to be significantly less similar to
themselves than the male character in the Revealing Female
condition, but not significantly different from the other two
conditions, partially supporting the similarity hypothesis
(1a). Participants perceived the female character in the
Suggestive Female condition to be less similar to them than
the character in either the Neutral or Suggestive Male
conditions, but none of the three conditions was signifi-
cantly different from the Revealing Female condition, also
partially supporting the similarity hypothesis.

Participants perceived the male character to want sex
more in the Revealing Female and Suggestive Male
conditions than the Neutral condition, but neither condi-
tion was significantly different from the Suggestive
Female condition, partially supporting the sexual desire
hypotheses (1b, 1c). Further, participants perceived the
female character as wanting sex more in the Suggestive

Female condition than in either the Suggestive Male or
Neutral conditions, but not in comparison to the Revealing
Female condition, also partially supporting the sexual
desire hypotheses.

Hypothesis Two

We hypothesized that the use of alcohol by a character,
compared to a condition where the character abstains,
would result in less perceived similarity to that character,
greater perception of sexual desire by that character, greater
perception of sexual desire by the other character if the
female character used alcohol, and less labeling of the
incident as rape. This hypothesis was partially supported.

Alcohol Condition significantly influenced the first four
variables, but not the rape-labeling variable, thus failing to
support hypothesis 2e. We conducted Bonferroni post hoc
tests to explore the nature of the significant effects. See
Table 4. The perceived similarity to the male character was
qualified by an interaction with participant gender. To
investigate the interaction, we visually inspected the means
by condition for both men and women. Men reported
greater similarity to the male character in the Abstain (M=
2.42, SD=1.18) and Both Drunk (M=2.18, SD=1.22)

Table 3 Means and standard deviations by attire condition and Bonferroni post hoc analyses.

Dependent variable Attire condition

Neutral Revealing female Suggestive female Suggestive male

M SD M SD M SD M SD

1. Similarity to male character 1.85ab 1.07 1.88b 1.20 1.75ab 1.08 1.57a .87
2. Similarity to female character 2.17b 1.20 2.01ab 1.15 1.76a 1.01 2.27b 1.24
3. How much male character wants sex 3.15a .73 3.37b .66 3.26ab .72 3.36b .74
4. How much female character wants sex 2.45b .70 2.55ab .80 2.74a .87 2.32b .78

In each row, means with different subscripts are significantly different (after a Bonferroni adjustment to an initial p<.05 level). For Variables 1 and
2, the scale is 1 = Not at all like me to 5 = A lot like me; for Variables 3 and 4, the scale is 1 = Not at all to 4 = A lot.

Table 4 Means and standard deviations by alcohol condition and Bonferroni post hoc analyses.

Dependent variable Alcohol condition

Abstain Drunk male Drunk female Both drunk

M SD M SD M SD M SD

1. Similarity to male character 2.02a 1.16 1.58b .94 1.73ab 1.07 1.76ab 1.08
2. Similarity to female character 1.86a 1.08 2.40b 1.16 1.88a 1.17 2.06a 1.16
3. How much male character wants sex 3.18bc .71 3.47a .62 3.11c .80 3.36ab .68
4. How much female character wants sex 2.61a .79 2.31b .76 2.54a .90 2.63a .70

In each row, means with different subscripts are significantly different (after a Bonferroni adjustment to an initial p<.05 level). For Variables 1 and
2, the scale is 1 = Not at all like me to 5 = A lot like me; for Variables 3 and 4, the scale is 1 = Not at all to 4 = A lot.
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conditions than the Drunk Male (M=1.85, SD=1.12) and
Drunk Female (M=1.71, SD=1.03) conditions. In contrast,
women reported greater similarity to the male character in
the Abstain (M=1.72, SD=1.04) and Drunk Female (M=
1.75, SD=1.11) conditions than the Drunk Male (M=1.44,
SD=.81) and Both Drunk (M=1.50, SD=.88) conditions.
That is, men reported greater similarity to a male character
who matched the female character’s behavior whereas
women reported greater similarity to male characters who
did not drink regardless of the female character’s behavior.
This interaction fully supports the similarity hypothesis (2a)
for women’s perceptions of male characters, but only
partially supports that hypothesis for men’s perceptions of
male characters.

Returning to main effects, participants perceived greater
similarity to the female character in the Drunk Male
condition than the other three conditions, partially support-
ing the similarity hypothesis (2a). Participants perceived
greater desire for sex from the male character in the two
conditions where he had been drinking than in the two
conditions where he abstained, though the difference
between the Both Drunk and Abstain conditions was not
significant. This partially supported the sexual desire
hypothesis (2b), but failed to support the character gender-
specific sexual desire hypothesis (2c). Participants perceived
less desire for sex from the female character in the Drunk
Male condition compared to the other three conditions,
partially supporting the sexual desire hypothesis.

Hypothesis Three

We hypothesized that compared to women, men would
perceive themselves as more similar to the male character
and less similar to the female character, perceive greater
sexual desire by both the characters, attribute more
responsibility for the vignette outcome to the female
character, and label the incident as rape less often. This
hypothesis was partially supported.

Participant gender significantly influenced the perceived
similarity to the male character, the perceived sexual intent
of the female character, and rape-labeling. It did not
significantly influence either perceived similarity to the
female character or perceived sexual intent of the male
character. Further, perceived similarity to the male character
was qualified by an interaction with alcohol condition, as
discussed above. These results partially supported similarity
and sexual desire hypotheses (3a, 3b) and fully supported
the rape-labeling hypothesis (3d). Men (M=2.71, SD=.83)
reported higher mean scores than women (M=2.39, SD=
.76) for perceptions of how much the female character
wanted sex. Men (M=4.04, SD=1.13) reported lower mean
scores than women (M=4.36, SD=.92) for labeling the
incident as rape.

Discussion

This investigation addressed three significant gaps in the
existing literature on college students’ perceptions of
heterosexual sexual assault concerning sexually suggestive
non-revealing attire, alcohol use, and participant gender.
The results reported here addressed all three gaps and
offered partial support for all three project hypotheses.
Attire Condition, Alcohol Condition, and participants’
gender all emerged as significant predictors.

Attire Condition significantly influenced all four pre-rape
dependent variables. Participants reported less similarity to
both the male and female characters who wore the t-shirts with
suggestive slogans compared to other attire conditions, but no
less similarity to the female character who wore the revealing
outfit. Further, participants perceived greater sexual intent
from both characters when wearing suggestive t-shirts than
neutral t-shirts. Interestingly, participants did not perceive
greater sexual intent on the part of a character’s partner when a
character wore a suggestive t-shirt. These results suggest that
while individuals perceive both men and women to be
advertising their sexual intent by means of attire with
suggestive slogans, individuals nonetheless also perceive that
such advertisements do not result in any increase in sexual
intent on the part of the romantic target. This is in stark
contrast to the findings for women’s revealing attire, where
participants reported significantly more sexual intent for the
male character compared to the neutral condition. Thus,
participants perceived that women who wore suggestive t-
shirts wanted sex more than women who wore neutral t-shirts,
but were no more likely to arouse sexual desire in their
romantic target. In contrast, women who wore revealing
clothing did not want sex more than women who wore neutral
t-shirts, but were more likely to arouse sexual desire in their
romantic target. In short, participants perceived women’s
choice of attire to be counterproductive and communicating
an interest opposite of what was intended, as the attire
associated with an increased perception of female sexual
desire was not associated with an increased perception of male
sexual desire (i.e., arousal).

It is also important to note in these comparisons that for
none of the four variables were the Revealing Female or
Suggestive Female conditions significantly different from
one another, in spite of their differences with the other attire
conditions. This suggests that these t-shirts prime many of
the same reactions as do more traditionally defined
“suggestive” clothing for women, with the primary differ-
ence being magnitude of effect. This opens up a fascinating
new avenue for future research to explore the perceptions of
women’s attire, both in terms of how the women them-
selves are perceived and in terms of how rapes could be
differentially characterized based on the presence or
absence of different kinds of attire.
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Alcohol Condition also significantly influenced all four
pre-rape dependent variables, though an interaction qualified
one of these findings. Participants reported greater similarity
to the female character in the Drunk Male condition than in
the other three conditions. It is unclear why participants
perceived the female character in the Abstain condition
differently from the one in the DrunkMale condition, as their
behaviors were identical, but it is possible that the difference
tapped into contextual issues. That is, college student
participants may have more readily identified with a
situation where an abstaining character had to interact with
an intoxicated man. Further research is necessary to explore
the nature of this finding and its implications for character
alcohol use on perceptions of sexual assault.

Alcohol Condition also influenced perceptions of both
characters’ sexual intent, though in completely different
ways. Participants perceived the male character to want sex
more in the Drunk Male condition than either the Abstain or
Drunk Female condition and to want sex less in the Drunk
Female condition than in either the Drunk Male or the Both
Drunk condition. Thus, when only the male character was
drinking, participants perceived him to have greater sexual
desire, but when only the female character was drinking,
participants perceive him to have less sexual desire. Similar
to the findings for attire, this suggests that women’s drinking
does not result in greater levels of perceived male sexual
intent and may actually be perceived to serve as a turn-off for
men in the absence of men’s drinking.

This finding is particularly important within the context
of the results for perceptions of the female character’s
sexual intent. Participants perceived significantly less
female sexual intent in the Drunk Male condition than in
the other three conditions. Whereas prior research has noted
that participants infer women’s sexual intent from their
alcohol use (George et al. 1988), in this investigation there
was no increase in perceived female sexual intent from the
Abstain condition to the two conditions where the female
character used alcohol. Rather, there was only a significant
drop in perceived female sexual intent in the condition
where the female character abstained but the male character
did not. This finding is consistent with the finding for the
male character’s sexual intent. That is, in this investigation,
participants may have perceived character alcohol use to
serve as a turn-off when the character’s romantic target
abstained, regardless of character or participant gender.

These findings further suggest that hindsight bias (Janoff-
Bulman et al. 1985) may be the cause of the reported
connection in the literature between alcohol use and
perceptions of sexual intent (George et al. 1988; Osman
and Davis 1999). If participants ascribe greater retrospec-
tive sexual intent to rape victims who have been drinking in
an attempt to reduce the cognitive dissonance of blaming
the victims for the rape, then the reported relationship

between alcohol use and sexual intent should disappear if
participants are asked about sexual intent before being
presented with any information about a rape. That is
precisely the pattern of results reported here. Future research
could further explore this issue by assessing both prospective
and retrospective measures of sexual intent to determine the
precise magnitude of this hindsight bias cognitive disso-
nance effect. If indeed it is impossible to eliminate the
contaminating effect of hindsight bias on judgments of
sexual intent (Janoff-Bulman et al. 1985), the repercussions
for our legal system, which uses intent to determine
culpability in rape cases, could be profound. For example,
if juries would (mistakenly) infer a woman’s intent to have
sex from the fact she was voluntarily drinking, this
information could be added to that already prohibited by
rape shield laws (e.g., victim’s sexual history) from being
introduced into evidence because it would bias the jury.

An interaction with participant gender moderated the
effect of Alcohol Condition on perceived similarity to the
male character and suggests that men and women use
different underlying criteria to evaluate perceived similarity
to men. Men appear to determine similarity on the basis of
the male character’s matching the behavior of the female
character, whereas women appear to determine similarity
on the basis of use or non-use of alcohol. Although the
findings for women are consistent with the prior literature
(Cameron and Stritzke 2003; Schuller and Stewart 2000),
the findings for men suggest at lease two possibilities
previously unexplored in the literature. First, men could be
actively seeking out women who engage in similar alcohol
use behaviors as they do and thus see men who deviate
from this pattern as dissimilar. Second, men could be
making their decisions about alcohol use as a function of
the alcohol use of a romantic target, likewise seeing men
who deviate from this pattern as dissimilar. Future research
could tease apart these issues to better understand the nature
of the perceived differences.

Finally, with respect to the findings for participant
gender, men perceived higher levels of sexual intent from
the female character than women, and lower levels of
confidence in labeling the scenario a rape. These findings
are consistent with a large body of research on gender
differences and victim-blaming (Johnson and Lee 2000;
Lonsway and Fitzgerald 1994; Sinclair and Bourne 1998).
The gender difference in rape-labeling behavior is especial-
ly important to note, as neither of the other independent
variables significantly influenced rape-labeling, and none of
the independent variables influenced the other victim-
blaming variable, division of responsibility. This pattern
of results, combined with the significant influences of the
attire and alcohol conditions on the pre-rape perception
variables, suggests that much of the relationship between
attire and alcohol on victim-blaming behaviors may
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actually be a product of hindsight bias contamination
(Janoff-Bulman et al. 1985). Both defensive attribution
theory (Shaver 1970) and just world theory (Lerner and
Miller 1978) predict that individuals will attempt to reduce
the cognitive dissonance of victim-blaming by retrospec-
tively interpreting the victim’s attire or alcohol use as an
indication of sexual intent or in terms of seeing the victim
as more dissimilar, and subsequently assigning the victim
more responsibility. Because we asked participants about
perceived similarity and sexual intent before presenting
information about the outcome of the scenario or any
questions about victim-blaming, we may have eliminated
their ability to reduce the cognitive dissonance of victim-
blaming and along with it the influence of victim attire or
alcohol use on victim-blaming. If this is the case,
substantial future research is required to examine the
influence of hindsight bias on victim-blaming behaviors
and attributions due to victim attire and alcohol use. For
example, how might the victim-blaming results be different
if participants answered no questions about similarity or
sexual intent as opposed to retrospective or prospective
questions? Relatively simple experimental designs could
answer such questions and provide a much fuller picture of
the relationship between these variables.

Limitations

This investigation addressed the gaps outlined in the
literature review and identified areas for future research
on perceptions of sexual assault. However, this investiga-
tion also has three notable limitations. First, we used only
single items to assess each of the dependent variables rather
than multi-item scales, which threatens construct validity.
Had we asked more questions about perceived similarity,
sexual intent, victim-blaming, or even rape myth accep-
tance, we might have observed a different pattern of results.
As an extension of this limitation, it is important to note
that we asked only two questions about the assault and thus
can make only limited inferences about perceptions of rape,
rape victims, and rapists. To prevent hindsight bias, we
asked questions about perceived similarity and sexual intent
before presenting information about the sexual assault.
Although this allowed us to draw more solid conclusions
about how individuals perceived attire and alcohol use to
influence similarity and sexual intent, it also limited the
conclusions we could draw regarding perceptions of
individuals as rape victims or rapists and may have
prospectively contaminated the victim-blaming variables.

Second, five of the six dependent variables (all but the
female character’s sexual intent) had noticeably skewed
distributions, raising the possibility that ceiling and floor
effects artificially limited the variance between conditions
and may have obscured some relationships. For example,

82.7% of participants selected one of the two highest
response options for the rape-labeling variable. These
effects may have been the product of our choice of vignette.
The vignette presented a scenario that was unambiguous
and clearly meets both the legal definition of rape in most
jurisdictions and a common sense definition of rape.
Presented with such a clear case of rape, it may have been
difficult for participants to rationalize not labeling it as rape.

Third, although not uncommon in this line of research, the
use of a sample of college students does limit the external
validity of this research. However, we believe this is a minor
limitation for two reasons. First, much of the research on this
topic specifically investigates college students as a popula-
tion of interest (Johnson and Lee 2000; Workman and
Freeburg 1999), and this research contributes to that
literature. Second, this sample actually facilitates compar-
isons between this investigation and others because so
many others have used similar convenience samples
(Cameron and Stritzke 2003; Osman and Davis 1999;
Whatley 2005). Despite these limitations, this investigation
has made modest, but meaningful, contributions to the
literature on perceptions of heterosexual sexual assault.
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