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 Abstract
Research on victim blame in rape has tended to focus on what characteristics cause more victim blame, and the negative 
effects of victim blaming for victims. Less research has been conducted on the consequences of victim blame for the indi-
vidual doing the blaming. The current research tests the hypothesis that women blaming other female victims of rape might 
consequently engage in risk reduction strategies. Using Bayesian modeling, Study 1 examined if blame predicted heightened 
risk perception, with the results confirming the hypothesized positive relationship. Study 2 examined if blame predicted the 
change in the number of risk behaviors exhibited by participants over several weeks, with the results showing that there was 
not the hypothesized interaction between blame and risk over time.
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Research on victim blame in rape has found that it is detrimen-
tal for victims to blame themselves, and it is detrimental for 
victims when others blame them (Koss & Figueredo, 2005; 
Koss et al., 2002; Williams, 1984). In addition to the mental 
health of the victims, evidence suggests there are significant 
consequences in rape cases, as jurors’ attitudes about rape may 
influence verdicts (Feild, 1978). Significant research also exists 
on both victim characteristics and observer characteristics in 
predicting victim blame (van der Bruggen & Grubb, 2014). 
Less studied are some of the consequences for victim blam-
ing on the observer engaging in the blaming. One potential 
consequence for victim blaming, at least for women, is that the 
individual may subsequently engage in risk reduction strategies, 
as evidenced by a change in risk perception and a reduction of 
risk associated behaviors. By engaging in victim blame, the 
female observer may concentrate on the victim’s behavior and 
what they could have done differently. For example, a female 
who blames a rape victim might engage in a kind of counter-
factual thinking (Roese, 1997) and reason, “If she did not get 
drunk, she would not have been attacked”. Behaviors, such as 
the presence of alcohol, are risk factors in rape. Thus, in blam-
ing the victim, they might subsequently perceive risk differently 

and engage in less behaviors associated with risk of rape. This 
hypothesis was tested in two studies. In Study 1, the relationship 
between victim attributions and risk perception was examined. 
In Study 2, the relationship between victim attributions and risk 
behaviors over time was examined. In both studies, Bayesian 
modeling was used to test the hypothesis.

Victim blame

Disagreement remains in defining victim blame. Causality (was 
the victim one of the causes of the event), responsibility (typically 
a subcomponent of blame relating to behavior but not intent), 
and blameworthiness (does the victim deserve blame) have been 
argued to be distinct, albeit related, constructs (Cramer et al., 
2013; Shaver, 1985; Shaver & Drown, 1986). An individual may 
have, through a series of events, caused an action. However, this 
does not necessarily mean that person is blameworthy or that they 
are responsible, legal or otherwise.

The victim blame literature in rape cases tends to view any 
attempt to increase the responsibility or cause of the event 
towards the victim as victim blame (see also Bradbury & Fin-
cham, 1990; Calhoun & Townsley, 1991). In assessing blame, 
Sims et al. (2007) used the word responsibility rather than blame 
in their self-report instrument, and some argue that blame and 
responsibility can be used interchangeably. However, some 
research finds different effects when different terms are used. 
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For example, Critchlow (1985) found that in the scenarios tested, 
attributions of responsibility were higher than attributions of 
cause. In other cases (scenarios involving illegal acts with no 
provocation), responsibility and blame were similar (see also 
Cramer et al., 2013; Chockler & Halpern, 2004). The distinctions 
between cause, responsibility, and blame are therefore at least 
potentially relevant in some cases. In the current research, both 
responsibility and blameworthiness are examined. Responsibility 
is defined as the extent to which the victim contributed through 
their choices, actions, etc., to their own victimization (Gravelin 
et al., 2019; Stormo et al., 1997). Blame is defined as the extent to 
which one should be held accountable for (even suffer from) the 
victimization (Gravelin et al., 2019; Stormo et al., 1997).

If an individual is a crime victim, particularly something 
as horrendous as rape, why does this not automatically trig-
ger purely empathy for the victim? Yet, people do blame vic-
tims, not just for crimes such as rape, but robbery (Howard, 
1984) and even natural disasters (Napier et al., 2006). Sev-
eral models have been proposed, and much empirical work 
has explored these models regarding rape victim blame spe-
cifically. Theories include the defensive attribution hypoth-
esis, just world theory, personal responsibility hypothesis, 
and the legitimization hypothesis (Lambert & Raichle, 2000; 
Lerner, 1980; Lerner & Matthews, 1967; Shaver, 1970). 
Research has not consistently supported one theory over 
the other (Lambert & Raichle, 2000; Whatley & Riggio, 
1993; Yamawaki, 2009). While no one theory dominates 
the literature, the defensive attribution hypothesis has been 
argued to be relatively more supported (van der Bruggen & 
Grubb, 2014). The defensive attribution hypothesis argues 
that when negative events are perceived to affect us, we are 
motivated to attribute blame (Shaver, 1970; Walster, 1966). 
Specifically, blame should increase when the victim is highly 
similar to ourselves and when we identify with them. Some 
have interpreted this as a cognitive distortion to minimize 
the uncomfortable feeling of being possibly victimized in the 
future (Grubb & Harrower, 2008; van der Bruggen & Grubb, 
2014). While these theories tend to focus on why people 
engage in victim blaming, the current research concerns the 
consequences for women who engage in victim blame in 
rape. Unlike in defensive attribution that predicts that vic-
tim blame should be associated with feeling less vulnerable, 
the current work explores the possibility that greater blame 
causes risk reduction strategies. If risk is being reduced, one 
may subsequently feel less vulnerable.

Risk reduction strategies

A strategy to reduce risk could take several forms, including 
changing how one perceives risk, as well as engaging in less 
behaviors associated with risk.

Risk perception

Some research on identifying risky situations has shown 
that victims of sexual abuse take longer to identify a risky 
situation, compared to non-victims (Soler-Baillo et al., 
2005). Research has also found that compared to sexual 
assault victims who experienced only one assault, those 
who have been revictimized show lower risk recognition 
(Wilson et al., 1999). Bockers et al. (2014) sampled indi-
viduals including those that had not been victimized, those 
that had been victimized (including sexual abuse), and 
those who had been victimized multiple times. Results 
indicated that while there was no significant difference 
in risk recognition between non-victimized and revictim-
ized individuals, victimized individuals had significantly 
faster risk recognition. It was not the case that revictimized 
individuals took a long time to identify a risky situation, 
it was that those who had only experienced one victimiza-
tion were significantly quicker to identify a risky situation.

In addition to victimization being related to identifying 
a threatening or risky situation, some research has also 
found risk perception is related to actual risk of being rev-
ictimized. Messman‐Moore and Brown (2006) presented 
hypothetical scenarios of a stranger and acquaintance 
rape to participants. Participants were presented with 25 
chronological statements that contained both clear and 
ambiguous risk factors for rape, with each statement 
increasing the likelihood of rape. As an assessment of risk 
perception, participants were asked to indicate when they 
would feel uncomfortable and when they would leave the 
situation. Participants were also assessed at an 8-month 
follow-up. Lower risk perception was predictive of a 
greater risk of rape (for those with no previous history 
of victimization) and rape revictimization (for those with 
a previous history of victimization). Results suggested 
that a delayed response in risk identification could be one 
factor that explains why some women are vulnerable to 
revictimization.

Behavioral risk reduction

Past research has shown that in the context of rape, some 
individuals engage in behavioral risk reduction, and that 
may reduce one’s likelihood of being victimized. For exam-
ple, Gilmore et al. (2018) collected data from 77 college 
women on their history of sexual assault over several time 
periods and behavioral strategies to prevent it. Strategies 
were assessed using the Dating Self-Protection Against 
Rape Scale (Breitenbecher, 2008; Moore & Waterman, 
1999). The results indicated that those who used more 
behavioral strategies (e.g., trying to be aware of common 
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objects that could be used as weapons) had lower sexual 
assault severity (as assessed by the Sexual Experiences 
Survey; Koss et al., 2007) in a 3-month follow-up. Simi-
larly, Bart and O'Brien (1984) interviewed 94 adult women, 
some of whom had been raped and others who had avoided 
rape, and found that those who avoided rape used more 
types of strategies including screaming and trying to run 
away, whereas those who were raped used more affective 
verbal strategies (e.g., pleading with the perpetrator). Thus, 
it may be possible to reduce risk by employing certain 
behavioral strategies. While these studies generally focus 
on those who were victims, this same risk reduction might 
occur when observer women engage in victim blame. There 
are a host of factors, including demographic factors, that 
increase the probability of being a victim of rape, including 
being a female, Black, and young (Morgan & Oudekerk, 
2018). However, these cannot be behaviorally altered. On 
the other hand, alcohol and drug use, risky sexual behavior, 
and attending parties, are behavioral.

Alcohol and drug use

A substantial portion of rapes, particularly college rapes, 
involve alcohol (Abbey et al., 2004; Koss et al., 1987). 
However, there are wide estimates on this effect depend-
ing on how rape is defined and if the effect concerns 
victims, perpetrators, or both. Additionally, the research 
has tended to be correlational. Unless the proper causal 
analytic techniques are applied, it is difficult to estimate 
the direct effect of the victim consuming alcohol. Some 
evidence indicates that alcohol can influence intention to 
engage in sex (Abbey et al., 2000). As with alcohol, illicit 
drug use is associated with an increased likelihood of rape 
(McCauley et al., 2010).

Risky sexual behavior

Risky sexual behavior, such as having sex at an earlier age, 
an increased number of partners, and greater frequency of 
sex, is a predictor of sexual victimization and revictimization 
(Alleyne et al., 2011; Messman-Moore et al., 2010).

Party attendance

Location can also be a risk factor. At least among college 
students, evidence indicates that a substantial portion of 
sexual assaults occur at parties, particularly incapacitated 
(passed out or unable to provide consent) sexual assaults 
(Krebs et al., 2007).

Current research

The purpose of the current research is to test the hypoth-
esis that women engaging in victim blame in rape will 
subsequently show risk reduction strategies. A risk reduc-
tion strategy could include heightened perception of 
risky situations as well as reducing the number of actual 
risk behaviors. Victim blame could cause such an effect 
because blame is often inherently associated with attend-
ing to the victim’s behavior and the generation of coun-
terfactual thoughts. For example, in a situation where a 
victim had been drinking at a party when she was raped, a 
person engaging in victim blame would likely think, “She 
shouldn’t have been drinking”, “If she had not gone to that 
party, she would be fine,”, “She should have been more 
careful,” or “If she was not using drugs, she would not 
have been incapacitated”. These examples are all cases of 
victim blame and counterfactuals. Those engaging in vic-
tim blame are considering antecedent conditions (drink-
ing alcohol, going to a party, etc.) and their consequences 
(greater likelihood of incapacitation, victimization, etc.). 
By focusing on those conditions, one may then be able 
to identify a risky situation sooner (i.e., heightened risk 
perception). Furthermore, antecedent conditions that are 
frequently mentioned in victim blame, like alcohol con-
sumption, are in fact risk factors (so a causally relevant 
antecedent action has been identified). Therefore, greater 
victim blame attributions should lead to engaging less 
in those risk behaviors. This argument is consistent with 
theory and research that finds that counterfactuals are 
automatically activated from negative affect, there is an 
association between counterfactuals and blame, and coun-
terfactual thinking can be used in risk reduction (Roese, 
1997; Roese & Epstude, 2017; Smallman et al., 2022). As 
discussed earlier, this hypothesis is distinct from defensive 
attribution hypothesis, which would predict that a conse-
quence of victim blame is feeling less vulnerable. Consist-
ent with defensive attribution, Pinciotti and Orcutt (2020) 
found that greater victim blame was associated with less 
perceived vulnerability to sexual victimization; however, 
the current studies investigated the effect of blame on risk 
reducing strategies. Conditional on engaging in risk reduc-
tion, those engaging in victim blame would also feel less 
vulnerable.

The hypothesized effect of blame on risk reducing strat-
egies is only hypothesized to occur in women, as men are 
not as likely to be the victims of rape (Morgan & Oude-
kerk, 2018), rape is associated with larger reproductive 
losses for women compared to men (Symons, 1979; Wil-
son et al., 1997), and the reasons for victim blame for 
men in these cases is more likely to be related to sup-
porting sexually coercive attitudes (Gladden et al., 2008; 
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Sommer et al., 2016). Furthermore, Pinciotti and Orcutt 
(2020) found that blame decreased perceived vulnerability 
to sexual victimization, but only among women.

At the distal level (as opposed to proximal), a risk reduc-
tion effect of victim blame for women might also concern 
rape avoidance behaviors as threat management. Evolution-
ary theories have posited that strong selective pressures 
due to rape have resulted in psychological mechanisms to 
motivate rape avoidance (McKibbin et al., 2009; Thorn-
hill & Palmer, 2000). Predicting that women’s attractive-
ness, relationship status, number of family members living 
nearby, and age would relate to their rape avoidance behav-
iors, McKibbin et al. (2011) found support for all hypoth-
esized effects with the exception of age. Similarly, Prokop 
(2013) found an age effect inconsistent with the evolution-
ary predictions; but did find that women in a committed 
romantic relationship self-reported more rape avoidance 
behavior. McDonald et al. (2021) found that women who 
were more fearful of rape self-reported more interest in true 
crime, as assessed by items such as, “I follow news cover-
age of serial killer investigations”, and indicated that the 
interest was motivated by learning about attack prevention. 
Findings were argued to be consistent with the rape avoid-
ance arguments of McKibbin et al. (2011). Taken together, 
there appears to be some theoretical support and empirical 
evidence, that rape avoidance strategies, which involve risk 
reduction, vary among women and are sensitive to relevant 
conditions.

An effect of blame on risk reduction strategies would 
likely be context specific, as different contexts mean differ-
ent risks. One particularly important context for the current 
hypothesis is the victim-perpetrator relationship. Evidence 
indicates that in stranger rapes, where the victim and per-
petrator had no prior relationship before the assault, less 
blame is attributed to the victim, and the perpetrator may 
be more likely to be convicted (Bieneck & Krahé, 2011; 
Lundrigan et al., 2019; Tetreault & Barnett, 1987). Addition-
ally, stranger rapes are perceived as involving more force 
than date rapes, more likely to be seen as caused by male 
pathology and hostility than partner rapes, and less likely to 
be seen as female precipitated (Amir, 1968; Cowan, 2000; 
Langley et al., 1991). If there is an effect of blame on risk 
reduction strategies, it would be expected to occur in the 
context of acquaintance rape, where it appears that there is 
a greater perception of controllability and less randomness, 
as opposed to stranger rapes.

To examine the hypothesis, two studies were conducted, 
where participants were asked to attribute responsibility 
and blame to the victim in an acquaintance rape situation. 
Risk reduction strategies could come in several forms. Study 
1 examined if victim attributions (i.e., responsibility and 
blame) predict when women perceive risk in a situation 
involving a rape. Study 2 examined if victim attributions 

predict change in the number of risk behaviors exhibited 
by participants over several weeks. Behavioral risk factors 
include party attendance, alcohol consumption, drug use, 
and risky sexual behavior. It is predicted that those who 
blame the victim will subsequently engage in less of these 
contextually relevant risk behaviors.

Study 1

In Study 1, participants were presented with an acquaint-
ance rape scenario, asked to attribute responsibility and 
blame to the victim, and then were assessed on risk percep-
tion regarding a situation that gradually builds up to a rape. 
According to the hypothesis, victim attributions should be 
related to risk perception, such that women who hold the 
victim more responsible and blame the victim more should 
be uncomfortable and want to leave the situation sooner in 
a risky situation.

Method

Participants and design

Participants were 195 women recruited through Prolific 
Academic. Research indicates that using Prolific Academic 
is advantageous as a research platform, as participants tend 
to be more diverse than MTurk, and yield quality data (Peer 
et al., 2017). The average age for participants was 31.68 
(SD = 10.64). Participants tended to be Caucasian (non-His-
panic; ~ 67%), followed by Asian (~ 13%), Black (~ 9%), and 
Hispanic (~ 7%). Most participants had a Bachelor’s degree 
(~ 41%), followed by some college (~ 19%), and Master’s 
degree (~ 14%).

Materials

Demographics and background

Participants were asked questions about their age, sex, 
income, education level, race/ethnicity, and if they have been 
sexually assaulted in the past.

Acquaintance rape vignette

Participants read a vignette describing an acquaintance 
rape. This vignette was developed by Allen and Meadows 
(2017) and involves common themes in real acquaintance 
rape cases. A female named Amy is at a friend’s party where 
she is sexually coerced by a male acquaintance, Mike. At 
first, they consensually kiss, but as Mike puts his hand up 
Amy’s skirt, she verbally refuses the sexual advances. As 
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Mike continues, Amy becomes more verbally assertive and 
then physically tries to push Mike away. The vignette ends 
with Mike raping Amy. The vignette was modified slightly 
for use here. Specifically, the background for Mike and Amy 
was kept vague, in order to be neutral. In Allen and Mead-
ows (2017), multiple vignettes were used and one of the 
variations in the vignettes was the similarity of Amy with 
participants. In the high similarity part of the vignette, Amy 
is a college student and she knows Mike through a class. 
In the low similarity part of the vignette, Amy is a single 
mother and Mike is a coworker. As similarity was not of 
interest here, the description of Amy was vague (“Amy is a 
woman living in the United States”) and Mike is described 
only as an acquaintance.

Attributions

Blame Participants were asked, “How blameworthy is 
Amy?” and responded using a Likert scale from 1-not at 
all blameworthy to 5-entirely to blame (Gravelin et al., 
2019; Stormo et al., 1997). Participants were provided with 
the definition of blame for clarity (M = 1.26, SD = 0.70, 
Mdn = 1.00, range = 4.00).

Responsibility Responsibility was assessed using a percent-
age (Gravelin et al., 2019; Stormo et al., 1997). Participants 
were asked, “How responsible is Amy?” The definition 
of responsibility was provided to participants, as well as 
examples of 0%, 50%, and 100% responsibility (M = 6.71, 
SD = 17.15, Mdn = 1.00, range = 100.00).

Risk Perception Survey (RPS)

The Risk Perception Survey (RPS) was developed by Mess-
man‐Moore and Brown (2006). While the RPS was based 
on vignettes in Meadows et al. (1997; originally contain-
ing ambiguity in the sexual situations), the RPS presents 
events/situations that are not ambiguous (in terms of the 
assault occurring). The RPS contains 25 events that start 
with an evening out with friends, talking to an acquaintance 
at the party named Ted, and the events eventually leading 
to a rape. The RPS has both a stranger and an acquaintance 
rape version, but only the acquaintance version was used. 
Participants were asked to imagine they are participating in 
each event and to indicate at what point they felt uncomfort-
able and at what point they would leave the situation. The 
sooner participants report leaving or feeling uncomfortable, 
the more sensitive their risk perception. The most frequent 
event that participants felt uncomfortable at was event 8- 
“As he puts his arms around you Ted says, ‘Man you look 
sexy tonight in that outfit.’” The most frequent event that 
participants said they would leave the situation at was event 
19- “Even though you push him away Ted kisses you again, 

this time more passionately, and reaches for your breast. He 
says, ‘I know that you have a secret crush on me. Otherwise 
you wouldn’t have come here.’”

Procedure

Participants signed up for the study and were redirected 
to an external survey delivered through Qualtrics. On the 
informed consent, participants were told that the research 
involved studying people’s sexual perceptions, and that if 
they were uncomfortable with sexual language or content, 
they could decline to participate. Rape was not mentioned, 
as that could have biased their responses.

Next, participants read a short description of events that 
might happen to a woman. This was the acquaintance rape 
vignette adopted from Allen and Meadows (2017). Partici-
pants then answered the questions regarding the victim’s 
level of blame and responsibility. The order of these items 
was counterbalanced to control for any order effects.

Participants then completed the RPS. Specifically, they 
read a chronological description of an experience that 
could occur to a female during her lifetime. Participants 
were asked to pretend that they were participating in each 
activity as described. Participants marked when they would 
feel uncomfortable and when they would leave the situa-
tion, which were the dependent variables. Participants then 
completed demographic and background questions, and two 
attention check questions: Mike and Amy’s relationship and 
whether Amy consumed any alcoholic beverage. Participants 
were also asked whether a rape occurred between Mike and 
Amy from 0—I strongly believe that it did NOT constitute 
a rape to 6—I strongly believe that it did constitute a rape. 
Participants were then debriefed and paid $1.00 for partici-
pation (~ $10/hr). A copy of the survey in a.qsf file is in the 
Supplementary Materials (https:// osf. io/ t7xge/).

Results

Attention check

Four participants did not answer the first attention check 
question correctly and 14 participants did not answer the 
second attention check question correctly. However, zero 
participants missed both questions, thus no individuals were 
removed.

Missing data

The only missing data was on the RPS. Five participants 
did not answer the “uncomfortable” question on the RPS, 
and five participants did not answer the “leave the situa-
tion” question on the RPS. All participants with missing data 

https://osf.io/t7xge/
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nonetheless correctly answered the attention check items. 
Multiple imputation was used via the R package MICE 
(Multivariate Imputation by Chained Equations; van Buuren 
& Groothuis-Oudshoorn, 2011). The number of imputations 
was set at 50. For those details, see the https:// osf. io/ t7xge/? 
view_ only= bfc17 3036a 5d41d 98989 c0ea9 0f93b 8c.

Main analyses

Analyses were conducted in R (R Core Team, 2021). There 
were two dependent variables from the RPS: when the par-
ticipant first felt uncomfortable and when they would leave 
the situation. Bayesian modeling was used for all analy-
ses. For advantages of Bayesian modeling, see for exam-
ple McElreath (2020) or Kruschke (2015). The RPS is best 
viewed as a sequential process, where a person can only 
proceed to the next event after passing through the proceed-
ing events. For example, a person can only feel uncomfort-
able at event 6 on the RPS if they did not feel uncomfort-
able at events 1–5. The same is true of these contexts in 
the real world. Therefore, both dependent variables were 
modeled with a stopping ratio model with a clog-log link 
function (see Bürkner & Vuorre, 2019). Models were fit 
using the package brms, with the function brm_multiple 
(Bürkner, 2017). This allows the model to be fit for each of 
the 50 imputed datasets where the posterior samples of the 

submodels are then combined. For a complete description 
of the models including all priors, see https:// osf. io/ t7xge/? 
view_ only= bfc17 3036a 5d41d 98989 c0ea9 0f93b 8c.

Dependent variable 1: uncomfortable

Blame Given that blame is at least ordinal rather than neces-
sarily metric, it was modeled as a monotonic effect. In this 
first model with blame predicting risk perception (uncom-
fortable), some Rhat values were higher than 1.10, indicating 
possible convergence problems. However, this was likely a 
false positive (chains of different submodels will not overlap 
exactly). Examination of each imputed dataset indicated that 
each submodel did converge.

The model indicated that those who blamed the victim 
more tended to feel uncomfortable sooner (b = -0.52, 95% 
CI = [-0.86, -0.15]). As can be seen in Fig. 1, when indi-
viduals assigned little to no blame to the victim (1 or 2), 
there was a low probability of feeling uncomfortable in some 
of the early events on the RPS. However, when individuals 
assigned about equal blame (3), more blame to the victim 
(4), or even felt the victim was entirely to blame (5), partici-
pants tended to feel uncomfortable in earlier events. Some of 
those estimates did have wide intervals, as most participants 

Fig. 1  Conditional plot for the 
effect of blame on risk percep-
tion – uncomfortable

https://osf.io/t7xge/?view_only=bfc173036a5d41d98989c0ea90f93b8c
https://osf.io/t7xge/?view_only=bfc173036a5d41d98989c0ea90f93b8c
https://osf.io/t7xge/?view_only=bfc173036a5d41d98989c0ea90f93b8c
https://osf.io/t7xge/?view_only=bfc173036a5d41d98989c0ea90f93b8c
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assigned little blame and fewer participants felt uncomfort-
able at very early events in the RPS.

Responsibility Rhats from each imputed dataset indicated 
that the submodels did converge. The model indicated 
that those who assigned more responsibility to the victim, 
tended to feel uncomfortable sooner (b = -0.0082, 95% 
CI = [-0.0164, 0.0009]), see Fig. 2. However, some of the 
probability does overlap with 0.

Dependent variable 2: leave the situation

Blame This model initially indicated some possible con-
vergence issues and there were some divergent transitions. 
The number of iterations was increased to 5,000 and adapt 
delta was set at 0.95. Examination of the Rhats from each 
imputed dataset indicated that each submodel did tend to 
converge. The model indicated that those who blamed the 
victim more wanted to leave the situation sooner (b = -1.90, 

Fig. 2  Conditional plot for the 
effect of responsibility on risk 
perception – uncomfortable. 
Note. The credible intervals are 
not shown to increase readabil-
ity of the plot. For this plot with 
intervals, https:// osf. io/ t7xge/? 
view_ only= bfc17 3036a 5d41d 
98989 c0ea9 0f93b 8c

Fig. 3  Conditional plot for the 
effect of blame on risk percep-
tion – leave the situation

https://osf.io/t7xge/?view_only=bfc173036a5d41d98989c0ea90f93b8c
https://osf.io/t7xge/?view_only=bfc173036a5d41d98989c0ea90f93b8c
https://osf.io/t7xge/?view_only=bfc173036a5d41d98989c0ea90f93b8c
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95% CI = [-6.21, -0.63]). As can be seen in Fig. 3, the results 
are similar to the model of blame and RPS (uncomfortable). 
For those that blamed the victim very little, the highest prob-
ability was leaving the situation at event 9 or 18. For those 
that tended to attribute some blame to the victim there was a 
very low probability of leaving the situation at most events, 
except for event 1. For example, for those that attributed the 
most blame to the victim, the highest probability was leav-
ing the situation at event 1. However, because few people 
attributed much blame to the victim, the credible intervals 
there tend to be very wide.

Responsibility Rhats from each imputed dataset indicated 
that the submodels did converge. The model indicated 
that those who assigned more responsibility to the victim 
tended to want to leave the situation sooner (b = -0.01, 95% 
CI = [-0.02, -0.004]), see Fig. 4.

Effects of being previously sexually assaulted

In addition to the effects of blame and responsibility on risk 
perception, the effects of being previously sexually assaulted 
were also examined. If there is evidence of a relationship 
between victim attributions and risk perception, it could be 
the result of a causal fork (e.g., sexual assault history) caus-
ing both blame and risk perception, making the relationship 
spurious. While there are many variables that could cause 
both victim attributions and risk perception, a prime can-
didate is having been sexually assaulted in the past. Those 
who have been sexually assaulted might blame the victim 
more in the scenario due to shame and guilt from their own 
victimization. Also due to their own victimization, they 

might have heightened risk perception. Thus, participant’s 
sexual assault history could cause both victim attributions 
and risk perception, biasing the estimates. To examine this, 
the relationship between sexual assault history and risk per-
ception was examined and this variable was included within 
the blame and responsibility models. There were 81 partici-
pants who reported that they had been sexually assaulted. 
Results indicated that sexual assault history did not predict 
risk perception-uncomfortable (b = 0.24, 95% CI = [-0.055, 
0.53]), nor did it predict risk perception-leave the situation 
(b = 0.16, 95% CI = [0.15, -0.13]). Inclusion of the assault 
history variable did not greatly impact the parameter esti-
mates from the blame models either.

Discussion

If a consequence of victim blame for the blamer is engaging 
in risk reduction strategies, then we would expect victim 
attributions to be related to risk perception. Results from 
Study 1 support this hypothesis. Women in Study 1 were 
given an acquaintance rape scenario and were assessed on 
victim attributions and risk perception. Results indicated that 
when individuals assigned about equal blame, more blame 
to the victim, or even felt the victim was entirely to blame, 
participants tended to feel uncomfortable in earlier events 
and wanted to leave the situation sooner. Similar effects 
were observed with responsibility. Those that assigned 
more responsibility to the victim tended to feel uncomfort-
able sooner and wanted to leave the situation sooner. Moreo-
ver, this relationship did not appear to be due to the sexual 
assault history of the participants.

Fig. 4  Conditional plot for the 
effect of responsibility on risk 
perception – leave the situation. 
Note. The credible intervals are 
not shown to increase read-
ability of the plot. For this plot 
with intervals, see https:// osf. io/ 
t7xge/? view_ only= bfc17 3036a 
5d41d 98989 c0ea9 0f93b 8c

https://osf.io/t7xge/?view_only=bfc173036a5d41d98989c0ea90f93b8c
https://osf.io/t7xge/?view_only=bfc173036a5d41d98989c0ea90f93b8c
https://osf.io/t7xge/?view_only=bfc173036a5d41d98989c0ea90f93b8c
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Study 2

In Study 2, participants answered questions about engag-
ing in several risk behaviors, including party attendance, 
alcohol consumption, drug use, and risky sexual behavior. 
Participants were then presented with an acquaintance rape 
scenario and assigned some level of responsibility and blame 
to the victim. Two weeks later, participants once again 
answered questions about engaging in those risk behaviors. 
It was hypothesized that those who attributed more blame/
responsibility to the victim would have a greater decrease 
(i.e., a negative interaction effect) in their risk over time 
compared to those who attributed less blame/responsibility.

Method

Participants

Participants were 302 women recruited through Prolific Aca-
demic. The average age for participants was 33.75 (SD = 11.86). 
Participants tended to be Caucasian (non-Hispanic; ~ 75%), fol-
lowed by Asian (~ 10%), Black (~ 9%), and Hispanic (~ 4%). 
Most participants had a Bachelor’s degree (~ 34%), followed by 
some college (~ 24%), and Master’s degree (~ 17%).

Materials

Demographics and background

Participants were asked questions about their age, sex, 
income, education level, and race/ethnicity.

Risk behaviors

To examine risk, participants were given five behavioral 
items that, based on past research, increases one’s likeli-
hood of being the victim of rape. Each item began with the 
stem, “In the past 14 days”, and items included: how many 
times have you had any kind of drink containing alcohol; 
how many times have you taken illicit drugs; how many 
times have you had sex with someone you did not know 
well; how many times have you had sex for money or drugs; 
and how many parties have you attended? For both alco-
hol consumption and drug use, definitions were given to 
clarify. The items were summed to create a risk variable 
that represented a count of how many of those risky events 
participants reported experiencing in the previous two 
weeks. At wave 1, ~ 31% of participants reported 0 risk 
events in the last two weeks, ~ 13% reported 1 risk event, 
and ~ 11% reported 2 risk events (range = 54). At wave 

2, ~ 22% of participants reported 0 risk events in the last 
two weeks, ~ 10% reported one risk event, and ~ 6% reported 
two risk events (range = 64). Participants reported engaging 
in a risk event in all five risk categories except having sex 
for money/drugs. The biggest contributors to number of risk 
events were alcohol and drug use.

Attributions

Attributions of blame and responsibility were assessed the 
same as in Study 1, with the scenario from Allen and Mead-
ows (2017), a Likert item for blame (M = 1.21, SD = 0.67, 
Mdn = 1.00, range = 4), and a percentage for responsibility 
(M = 5.46, SD = 15.58, Mdn = 0.00, range = 100).

Procedure

Participants signed up through Prolific Academic and were 
redirected to an external survey delivered through Qualtrics. 
Participants completed demographics items and the five risk 
items. Participants then read the same acquaintance rape 
vignette as in Study 1 and made attributions of blame and 
responsibility. Lastly, participants were given the atten-
tion check items. At the end of the study, participants were 
reminded that the study is longitudinal and that they would 
receive the study invitation for the next wave in exactly two 
weeks. Participants were also asked, “Over the next 14 days, 
please think about the scenario you read, what happened, 
Amy's actions, and Mike's behavior”. This data (wave 1) 
was collected at the end of June 2021 in one day. Two weeks 
later, participants were sent an invitation to complete wave 
2, which consisted of answering the five risk items again. 
Participants were paid $0.70 for completing wave 1 and to 
encourage complete data, they were paid $0.80 for com-
pleting wave 2 (an average of ~ $31/hr). See https:// osf. io/ 
t7xge/? view_ only= bfc17 3036a 5d41d 98989 c0ea9 0f93b 8c 
for the surveys.

Results

Completion rate

The completion rate was ~ 72%. Those who completed both 
parts of the study were similar in age, race, education, and 
income to those who only completed wave 1.

Attention check

Two participants failed both attention check items and were 
removed from subsequent analyses (N = 300).

https://osf.io/t7xge/?view_only=bfc173036a5d41d98989c0ea90f93b8c
https://osf.io/t7xge/?view_only=bfc173036a5d41d98989c0ea90f93b8c
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Main analyses

The dependent variable, number of risk behaviors in the 
previous two weeks, is a count variable and was mod-
eled using a Poisson distribution (log link function). A 
multilevel model was used, which has the advantage (as 
compared to repeated measures ANOVA) that data from 
participants who did not complete both parts of the study 
can still be used. Thus, an observed analysis, rather than 
a complete case analysis, was used. As the data were 
considered missing at random, no imputation was used 
for these analyses1 (Twisk et al., 2013). As in Study 1, 
models were fit using brms. All models converged with 
Rhats less than 1.01 for all parameters. For a complete 
description of the models including all priors, see https:// 
osf. io/ t7xge/? view_ only= bfc17 3036a 5d41d 98989 c0ea9 
0f93b 8c.

Blame

To test the effect of blame on risk, a conditional growth 
model was used with the random/group level component 
being wave | id and the fixed/population level terms being 
the monotonic effect of blame (b = -0.03, 95% CI = [-0.34, 
0.32]), wave (b = 0.05, 95% CI = [-0.16, 0.26]), and their 
interaction (b = -0.08, 95% CI = [-0.32, 0.16]). The estimate 
for the interaction is negative but very small (see Fig. 5). 
Bayes Factor of 32.30 on the interaction (tested on the 
hypothesis that the estimate is 0) suggests strong evidence 
for no interaction. Using K-fold cross-validation (k = 10), 
comparing the model with the interaction to a model with 
only the additive effects (ELPD diff = -1.39, SE diff = 11.86), 
and one with no predictors (ELPD diff = -10.34, SE 
diff = 12.46), suggested that the interaction model and addi-
tive model performed similarly.

Responsibility

For the effect of responsibility on risk, a conditional growth 
model was used with the random/group level component 
being wave | id and the fixed/population level terms being 
centered responsibility (b = -0.004, 95% CI = [-0.02, 0.01]), 
wave (b = 0.03, 95% CI = [-0.18, 0.24]), and their interac-
tion (b = -0.01, 95% CI = [-0.02, 0.01]). The estimate for the 

Fig. 5  Conditional Plot for the 
Interaction of Blame and Wave 
on Risk

1 Multiple imputation was explored for some models, but did not 
sample efficiently and produced nearly identical estimates as the 
models using observed case analysis. Due to the similarity in the 
initial results and other statistical arguments (see Twisk et al., 2013) 
multiple imputation was not used in Study 2. See https:// osf. io/ 
t7xge/? view_ only= bfc17 3036a 5d41d 98989 c0ea9 0f93b 8c for those 
models.

https://osf.io/t7xge/?view_only=bfc173036a5d41d98989c0ea90f93b8c
https://osf.io/t7xge/?view_only=bfc173036a5d41d98989c0ea90f93b8c
https://osf.io/t7xge/?view_only=bfc173036a5d41d98989c0ea90f93b8c
https://osf.io/t7xge/?view_only=bfc173036a5d41d98989c0ea90f93b8c
https://osf.io/t7xge/?view_only=bfc173036a5d41d98989c0ea90f93b8c
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interaction effect was negative but very small (see Fig. 6). 
The Bayes Factor of 516.20 suggests very strong evidence 
for no interaction (tested on the hypothesis that the estimate 
is 0). Using K-fold cross-validation, comparing the model 
with the interaction (ELPD diff = -3.39, SE diff = 9.16), to a 
model with only the additive effects, and one with no predic-
tors (ELPD diff = -5.98, SE diff = 9.75), suggested that the 
interaction model and additive model performed similarly.

Discussion

The purpose of Study 2 was to examine the relationship 
between victim attributions and risk behaviors over time. 
Contrary to what was hypothesized, those who tended to 
assign more blame and responsibility did not have a larger 
decrease in their risk over time. That is, there was lit-
tle evidence of an interaction. Indeed, in the Bayes factor 
results, there was strong evidence of no interaction in the 
blame model and very strong evidence of no interaction 
in the responsibility model. While blame and responsibil-
ity were assessed on different scales, there was generally a 
high degree of consistency in those results. When comparing 
models via cross-validation, the models with the interac-
tion tended to perform similarly to the additive only effects 
models, but better than models with no predictors. Lastly, 
of note are the intervals, as seen in Figs. 5 and 6, showing a 
substantial uncertainty at higher levels of blame and respon-
sibility. This was due to the majority of the participants 

assigning little blame and responsibility to the victim in the 
rape scenario.

General discussion

The current research hypothesized that women who attribute 
more blame and responsibility to a rape victim will subse-
quently engage in risk reduction strategies, as evidenced by 
a change in risk perception and decreasing the frequency 
of risk behaviors. The results from Study 1 support this 
hypothesis. Those who tended to attribute more blame and 
responsibility to the hypothetical rape victim felt uncomfort-
able sooner and left the situation sooner, an indication of 
heightened risk perception. Controlling for past history of 
sexual assault had little influence on the estimates. On the 
other hand, results from Study 2 do not support the hypoth-
esis. Blame and responsibility were not associated with less 
risk behaviors over time.

One advantage of the current research was the statisti-
cal modeling, particularly the effect of blame. Blame is 
often treated as a continuous quantity without any meas-
urement support for such claims. Here, the effect of blame 
was modeled as a monotonic effect, which assumes less 
about the structure of blame. Interestingly, in Study 1, the 
effect of blame at l and 2 was similar, but then there was a 
sharp increase in the effects on the RPS for higher levels 
of blame. Future research might consider similar modeling 
approaches. Blame and responsibility had similar effects 

Fig. 6  Conditional plot for the 
interaction of responsibility and 
wave on risk
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in both studies, consistent with Cramer et al. (2013) and 
Chockler and Halpern (2004).

It was argued that at least some victim blame inherently 
has counterfactual thinking associated with it, but there are 
multiple causal models that would be consistent with a blame-
risk effect. For example, blame could cause counterfactuals 
which then lead to risk reduction or counterfactuals could 
cause blame which then leads to risk reduction. In both cases 
though, there would still be the hypothesized relationship of 
blame and risk. These effects could also be integrated with 
defensive attribution theory. One possibility is that hearing 
about a negative event, like a rape, causes negative affect. The 
negative affect triggers counterfactual thinking, which in turn 
results in blame and responsibility attributions. More blame 
could result in risk reduction strategies, as argued here. If an 
individual is reducing their risk, they may feel less vulnerable. 
Thus, the results could be consistent and integrated with the 
functionalist view of counterfactuals and defensive attribu-
tion. Understanding the precise causal nature of these effects 
would be a fruitful area of future research given that several 
theoretical frameworks could be brought together; however, 
given the mixed evidence in the current research, it is not clear 
if this blame-risk effect is reliable yet.

Limitations and future directions

One explanation for the mixed findings, and a possible 
limitation, is that having participants attribute blame/
responsibility based on a short hypothetical vignette may 
not have produced a strong enough effect. In Study 1, risk 
perception was assessed directly after participants victim 
attributions, whereas in Study 2, there was a two-week time 
period between attributions and the second wave. While par-
ticipants were told to think about the victim blame scenario 
over those two weeks, any effect on risk induced by victim 
attributions might have been too weak over that time period. 
Alternatively, the potential effect of blame on risk may be 
highly transient. A future direction might be to replicate 
Study 2 and remind participants every day about the victim 
blame scenario. Another direction could be a video of a rape 
victim recounting their story, which might be more potent 
than a vignette. In fact, Cohn et al. (2009) have developed a 
videotape approach, which may contain more contextually 
relevant details and be more realistic. Lastly, if Study 2 is 
replicated, the time period over which the data is collected 
could be shortened.

Another limitation is the risk assessment in Study 2. 
While behaviors were chosen specifically because they were 
relevant to the context, different risk behaviors do not nec-
essarily pose the same level risk (e.g., attending a party vs. 
having sex for money). Even within a risk behavior, some 

acts might be riskier than others, such as a dinner party 
between a small group of friends compared to a large fra-
ternity party. Future research might develop a better risk 
assessment questionnaire or assess risk via scales including 
the Date and Acquaintance Rape Avoidance Scale (DARAS; 
Resendez & Hughes, 2016) or the Rape Avoidance Inventory 
(RAI; McKibbin et al., 2009).

Another limitation is in attributing cause directly to vic-
tim attributions in Study 1. The results of Study 1 showed 
an association between victim attributions and risk percep-
tion, but no evidence of a causal effect. There are many pos-
sible effects for which it would be important to control. It 
would be advantageous to develop more robust theoretical 
frameworks to do the proper conditioning and thereby attain 
reasonable causal estimates. While past sexual assault was 
assessed in Study 1, it was not included in Study 2, because 
conditional on sexual assault, the effect of blame on risk 
perception remained the same, and it was important to keep 
Study 2 as short as possible to reduce attrition. Nonetheless, 
it would be advantageous to include this in future research. 
However, it should be noted that the lack of including sex-
ual assault history in Study 2 would not explain the lack of 
effect in that study (Pearl, 2009). To deconfound the effect 
of blame on risk, experimentally manipulating victim blame 
could be done (thereby removing any backdoor paths), but 
there are some ethical considerations with this methodology. 
For example, it may be somewhat problematic to increase 
participants blame and responsibility they attribute to the 
victim, unless, after completing the study, steps are taken to 
substantially decrease blame participants felt. The manipula-
tion could be to decrease their victim blame; however, this 
could induce a floor effect.

Another limitation concerns the sample, which was over-
represented with higher education individuals. Greater edu-
cation might influence people’s attitudes and knowledge of 
rape as well as exposure to risk and thus may have con-
tributed to the lower victim blame observed across the two 
studies and less variability in risk in Study 2 compared to the 
general population. Future studies with more representative 
samples will extend the generalizability of these findings.

Conclusions

The causes and consequences of victim blame are multifac-
torial. This research investigated an understudied area, the 
consequences of victim blame for the blamer. The hypoth-
esis was that women who blame rape victims might con-
sequently engage in risk reducing strategies. The hypoth-
esized relationship between blame and risk reduction was 
examined in two studies. While the evidence was mixed, 
there are clear directions for future research.
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