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Abstract 

Undergraduate students evaluated scenarios depicting violence in a long-term dating relationship—in either video or 

written form, and involving either a male or female aggressor in either a same- or other-gender relationship. Other than the 

genders of the victims and assailants, the details of the scenarios were identical. Results showed that participants rated 

written scenarios as more powerful than video scenarios and believed that sexual assault was more likely to have 

happened in the written than in the video scenarios. Compared to men, women were more emotionally impacted by the 

scenarios, thought sexual assault was more likely to have happened, were more likely to think the aggressor wanted to 

have sex with the victim, and were less likely to think the victim wanted to have sex with the aggressor. Participants who 

rated other-sex scenarios thought sexual assault was more likely to have occurred, that the aggressor more likely wanted 

to have sex with the victim, and that the victim less likely wanted to have sex with the aggressor than those rating 

same-sex scenarios. When women were portrayed as the victims, regardless of relationship type, the scenario was more 

emotionally evocative. On average, participants strongly agreed that sexual assault had occurred in each of the scenarios. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Introduction of the problem 

Although estimates vary some, studies generally show that about one in five women and one in 20 men report having been 

sexually assaulted (Black et al., 2011). College-age women experience the highest rates of sexual assault, but within this 

age group, college women have lower victimization rates than similarly-aged women who are not in college. Men who are 

in college experience a higher sexual assault rate than similarly-aged men who are not in college (Sinozich & Langton, 

2014 

1.2 Relevant Scholarship 

Research shows that the gender of the victim impacts people’s perceptions about sexual violence. For instance, in one of 

the earliest studies to vary the genders of sexual assault victims and assailants, researchers found that participants 

believed women raping men to be the most pleasurable and least stressful of the conditions for the victim (Smith et al, 

1988). Later, Hull et al. (2016) found that both men and women were more likely to view a male aggressor-female 

victim than a female aggressor-male victim scenario as rape.   

The incidence of sexual violence involving male victims is less well known and its sequelae less well understood 

(McEvoy, 2017). In one survey, male survivors of sexual assault indicated that 67% of their attackers were women and 

35% were other men (Office of the Chancellor, 2014). Davies et al. (2006) found that participants thought a male victim 

was more to blame than a female victim when he was attacked by someone of the gender he found attractive, with 

heterosexual male victims of a female perpetrator blamed more than any other victim type. Ollen et al. (2017) found 

that sexual minority members of their focus groups thought sexual assault was less likely in gay than heterosexual 

relationships and that the barriers to reporting and seeking help were similar to those for heterosexual victims. 

Perpetrators of sexual violence are commonly known to their victims. A National Crime Victimization Survey analysis 

found that women, aged 18-24, knew their attackers about 80% of the time (Sinozich & Langton, 2014). According to 

the National Institute of Justice, college women who experienced sexual assault reported knowing their attacker in 
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85-90% of cases. About 50% of the time, the women were on a date with their attackers (National Institute of Justice, 

2008). While over half of victims were raped by a current or former partner (Black et al., 2011), most rape and sexual 

assault research has focused on stranger rape, involving victims and attackers who have either never met, or have only 

just met (Smith et al., 1988; Hull et al., 2016).  

Almost all research on date rape asks participants to respond to a written description. In a notable exception, Sleed et al. 

(2002) compared the assignment of blame in three vignettes presented in either written or video form. Results showed no 

difference in believability, but video scenarios were rated significantly more emotionally evocative than written ones. 

Researchers concluded that written vignettes might be better for measuring rape stereotypes and myths, and video 

vignettes might be better for researching the contexts and emotions of rape. 

1.3 Research Design and Hypotheses 

Our research investigated participants’ evaluation of scenarios portraying sexual violence in college-aged dating couples. 

In order to address some of the research limitations identified previously, we included same- and other-gender scenarios 

presented in either video or written form. The couples were described as being in a long-term relationship, and scenarios 

were presented in both video and written form. Additionally, questions asked by Sleed et al. (2002) regarding the 

emotional impact of the experimental conditions were included. Based on prior research, we hypothesized that the video 

presentations would have a greater emotional impact than the written scenarios, but that the written and video scenarios 

would be equally powerful (Sleed et al., 2002), and that participants would be less likely to identify sexual assault as 

having happened in the same-gender than in the other-gender scenarios (Hull et al., 2016). 

2. Method 

2.1 Participants 

Six hundred ten college students from a mid-sized public university served as participants, and were recruited via mass 

e-mailing, announcements in classes and student organization meetings, the enticement of extra credit, and entrance into a 

raffle for gift cards. Eleven hundred fifty-seven students accessed the study’s Qualtrics account; 610 provided usable data. 

Demographic information gathered after the study showed that most participants were undergraduates (98%), with a mean 

age of 21.4 (SD = 5.59), from a variety of majors. Sixty-six percent identified as female, 24.8% as male, and 1.5% as 

nonbinary. Seventy-three percent identified as hetero, 11% as bisexual, 2.5% as lesbian, 1% as gay, and 4.3% as 

otherwise-oriented. Eighty-three percent identified as white, and 4% as Native-American, with all other racial identities 

accounting for less than 1% of the total. Most respondents described themselves as Democrats or politically unaffiliated. 

2.2 Materials 

The first author wrote four scripts depicting a sexual assault scenario involving a couple that had been dating and was 

celebrating their anniversary: Male Aggressor-Female Victim; Male Aggressor-Male Victim; Female Aggressor-Female 

Victim; and Female Aggressor-Male Victim. The scripts were identical except for which person was portrayed as the 

aggressor, and which the victim; the names and pronouns used to refer to the aggressor and victim; and the explicit 

particulars of the sexual intercourse situations. 

The names of the characters were chosen by looking at the top American baby names of 1997—a year in which many of 

the participants would have been born. Name pairings in the scenarios were chosen to be phonetically dissimilar, and 

paired as follows: Mike/Sarah, Chris/Jake, Jessica/Beth, and Megan/Josh. 

Final scripts were reviewed and edited by a small group of knowledgeable advisors, including a college-aged man and 

woman with histories of abuse, a licensed professional counselor trained in trauma therapy with extensive experience 

counseling survivors, an attorney with extensive experience prosecuting and defending family and relationship crimes, a 

college-aged member of the LGBTQ+ and non-binary community with a history of relationship abuse, and participating 

student actors.  

Four fully-briefed actors—two men, and two women—were chosen. For consistency of body language and body 

appearance, one man and one woman portrayed the victims in two scenarios, and the second male and female actors 

portrayed the aggressors in two scenarios. This made for more consistent “victim” and “aggressor” acting across the four 

scenarios. Efforts were made to make the four videos as similar as possible in terms of timing, movement, and body 

language. Videos were recorded in silhouette in order to increase the universality of the portrayed experiences by 

removing factors like race, hair color, makeup, clothing style, and individual attractiveness, and to increase the actors’ 

level of comfort.  

Audio was dubbed later, using one male and one female actor to portray the victims and another male and female actor to 

portray the assailants. The resulting audio files ended up being very uniform across conditions, as voice actors were able 

to read their lines from a script in the recording booth. Researchers edited the video scripts into written, prose conditions. 
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Efforts were made to make the described behaviors as similar as possible to those depicted in the videos. 

2.3 Procedure 

Each participant either read or watched a scenario depicting sexual assault involving a couple who had been dating and 

were celebrating their anniversary. The scenarios were identical except for which person was portrayed as the aggressor 

(the man or the woman), and which the victim (the man or the woman). Each participant was randomly presented with one 

of the eight conditions in a 2 (presentation mode—video or written) x 2 (gender of the aggressor) x 2 (relationship type) 

design. 

After watching or reading the scenario, all participants evaluated the scenario by responding to a series of Likert items 

using a 1-7-point scale. In their ratings, participants indicated how powerful they thought the scenario to be, how likely it 

reflected sexual assault, how emotionally impactful it was, how likely they thought the aggressor wanted to have sex with 

the victim, and how likely they thought the victim wanted to have sex with the aggressor.  

After completing their ratings, participants provided demographic information, and were given the opportunity to 

comment if they wished. All aspects of the study, including the consent form, random presentation of one of the scenarios, 

Likert items, demographic questions, debriefing, resources for any participant who was troubled by the content of the 

project, and an external link for participants to enter the gift card drawing were presented via Qualtrics, in order to 

guarantee anonymity to the participants. 

3. Results 

3.1 Data Analysis 

Initially, responses to each of the Likert items were analyzed in 2 presentation style (written or video) x 2 aggressor gender 

(male or female) x 2 relationship type (same- or other-gender) x 2 gender of the participant (male or female) using 

separate analyses of variance. 

3.2 Analysis for Presentation Style 

Surprisingly, there were main effects for presentation style in four areas, each main effect suggesting that the written 

presentation was more powerful than the video presentation. Using 7-point rating scales ranging from 1 = strongly 

disagree to 7 = strongly agree, participants rated the written description as more likely to reflect sexual assault (F(1, 

600)= 7.69 p = .006, ηp
2 = .013; M written = 6.72, SD = .78; M video = 6.52, SD = .99), more emotionally evocative 

(F(1, 600)= 16.58 p < .001, ηp
2 = .027; M written = 5.66, SD = 1.07; M video = 5.25, SD = 1.44), more likely to 

suggest that the aggressor wanted to have sex with the victim (F(1, 600)= 7.69 p = .002, ηp
2 = .015; M written = 6.57, 

SD = 1.36; M video = 6.16, SD = 1.88), and less likely to suggest that the victim wanted to have sex with the aggressor 
(F(1, 600)= 13.33 p < .001, ηp

2 = .022; M written = 1.41, SD = 1.29; M video = 1.88, SD = 1.85). Because of the very 

small group sizes and the consistent presentation effects, presentation styles were combined for further analyses. 

3.3 Analysis for Likelihood that Sexual Assault Occurred 

A main effect for gender of the participant showed that women were more likely to think that sexual assault occurred in 

the scenarios than were men, F(1, 546)= 23.48 p < .001, ηp
2 = .02; M men = 6.37, SE = .068; M women = 6.78, SE 

= .042. An interaction between gender of the aggressor and gender of the victim showed that participants thought that 

sexual assault more likely occurred in other- than in same-gender relationships, F(1, 546)= 13.27 p < .001, ηp
2 = .04; M 

male with male = 6.42, SE = .086; M male with female = 6.76, SE = .078; M female with male = 6.66, SE = .079; M 

female with female = 6.42, SE = .077. 

3.4 Analysis for Emotional Impact 

Main effects for the emotional impact of the scenarios showed that women were more emotionally impacted by reading 

the scenarios than were men, F(1, 544)= 33.92 p < .001, ηp
2 = .06; M men = 5.03, SE = .097; M women = 5.70, SE 

= .059, and that participants were more emotionally impacted when the victim was a woman than when the victim was a 

man, F(1, 544)= 5.86 p = .041, ηp
2 = .008; M male victim = 5.25, SE = .083; M female victim = 5.48, SE = .078. A 

gender of the aggressor by gender of the victim interaction showed that the greatest impact was for either men or 

women aggressing against a woman, followed by a woman aggressing against a man, with the least emotional impact 

coming when a man was aggressing against another man, F(1, 544)= 6.81 p = .009, ηp
2 = .001; M male with male = 

4.81, SE = .14; M male with female = 5.77, SE = .086; M female with male = 5.26, SE = .133; M female with female = 

5.62, SE = .082. 

3.5 Analysis for Aggressor Wanted to Have Sex with the Victim 

A main effect for participant gender showed that women were more likely to think the aggressor wanted to have sex 

with the victim than were men, F(1, 545)= 10.34 p = .001, ηp
2 = .02; M men = 6.19, SE = .115; M women = 6.62, SE 
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= .07. An interaction between gender of the aggressor and gender of the victim showed that participants were more 

likely to think the aggressor wanted to have sex with the victim in other- than in same-gender relationships, F(1, 545)= 

27.91 p < .001, ηp
2 = .05; M male with male = 5.98, SE = .144; M male with female = 6.75, SE = .13; M female with 

male = 6.77, SE = .133; M female with female = 6.12, SE = .131 

3.6 Analysis for Victim Wanted to Have Sex with the Aggressor 

A main effect for participant gender showed that men were more likely to think the victim wanted to have sex with the 

aggressor than were women, F(1, 545)= 15.58,  p < .001, ηp2 = .03; M men = 1.83, SE = .105; M women = 1.35, SE 

= .064. An interaction between gender of the aggressor and gender of the victim showed that participants were more likely 

to think the victim wanted to have sex with the aggressor in same- than in other-gender relationships, F(1, 545)= 42.46 p 

< .001, ηp
2 = .07; M male with male = 1.16, SE = .132; M male with female = 1.16, SE = .119; M female with male = 1.22, 

SE = .121; M female with female = 1.91, SE = .119. 

4. Discussion 

Despite past research (Sims et al., 2007; Sleed et al., 2002) that suggested video vignettes might be more emotionally 

impactful than written scenarios, our results showed that written descriptions of sexual violence had a greater impact on 

participants than video presentations. After reading a written description, participants were more likely to think sexual 

assault had occurred, that the aggressor wanted to have sex with the victim, that the victim did not want to have sex with 

the aggressor, and that the description was more emotionally evocative than after watching a video presentation, despite 

the fact that the scenes were identical and that the amount of time it took to read or watch was approximately the same. 

Overall, participants, regardless of their gender, the gender of the aggressor and victim, or the type of relationship 

portrayed, agreed that sexual assault had occurred, thought the situation described was emotionally evocative, thought the 

aggressor wanted to have sex with the victim, and thought the victim did not want to have sex with the aggressor. However, 

nuances in those overall ratings did emerge. Compared to men, women were more emotionally impacted by the scenarios, 

thought sexual assault was more likely to have happened, were more likely to think the aggressor wanted to have sex with 

the victim, and were less likely to think the victim wanted to have sex with the aggressor. Likewise, participants thought 

sexual assault was less likely to have occurred, that the aggressor was less likely to want to have sex with the victim, and 

that the victim was more likely to want to have sex with the aggressor in same- than in other-gender relationships. When 

women were portrayed as the victims, regardless of relationship type, the scenario was the most emotionally evocative. 

We found that in other-gender relationships, participants were more likely to perceive sexual assault occurring than in 

same-gender relationships. One might conclude from our research that same-gender relationships are perceived as less 

likely to be assaultive than other-gender relationships. It might also be that participants did not have much experience with 

same-gender relationships so had a harder time imagining them.  

In addition to the study of presentation style, aggressor and victim genders, and relationship style, our study makes other 

unique contributions. Sexual assault scenarios involving long-term dating couples have been rare in research, which has 

focused more on rape by strangers or new acquaintances (e.g. Smith et al., 1988; & Hull et al., 2016). In addition, our 

design enabled us to investigate perceptions of violence in same-gender relationships. Indeed, several participants 

commented about how appreciative they were that this research used a diversity of relationship scenarios: “Glad you are 

researching sexual assault in relationships, specifically among same-gender relationships. This is a topic that needs much 

more attention;” and, “This was the hardest survey I have ever taken. It got me really thinking, evaluating my thoughts and 

helped me see a lot of biases. I hope it does for everyone else.” Participants were unexpectedly cognizant of the fact that 

sexual assault can happen in both same-gender and other-gender dating relationships, and that both men and women can 

commit sexual violence. Completely coincidentally, data for this research were collected right at the peak of the 2017-18 

media-dominating revelations of #MeToo and related movements. Due to this synchronous timing, participants may have 

been unexpectedly familiar with the seriousness and commonality of sexual assault, harassment, and misconduct, in all its 

potential iterations. 

Other participant comments highlighted the importance of sexual assault education and research, as well as the value of 

exposing people to novel depictions of sexual assault situations. Two students presented with the written, female assailant 

/male victim scenario remarked, “… The situation could have been avoided with better education/understanding/exposure 

to testimonies like this,” and, “I thought this was an interesting experience to take part in. Opened my eyes to the extent 

that sexual assault can take.” Recently Jeffrey and Barata (2020), based on a series of focus groups with heterosexual men, 

concluded that presumptions about the male-centeredness of sex (such as men have a biologically-based uncontrollable 

sex drive, it is natural for men to initiate sex, the progression from initiation to sex is relatively unstoppable in men, and 

misinterpretation of women leads to violence) may be a productive focus of sexual assault education. In a related study 

(Mennicke, et al., 2020) found that educational programs might focus on slightly different topics—in particular, level of 

connection with the university, level of institutional support, and understanding of the meaning of consent. 
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Results showed that research participants did not believe that the actions portrayed in the scenarios were acceptable. 

Hopefully, students will apply their perceptions about sexual violence to real-life situations and relationships. Many 

respondents revealed that they were survivors of sexual violence, and appreciated the fact that this survey was, as one said, 

“bringing attention to other students about this issue.” This project provided a valuable opportunity to try out a novel, 

multidisciplinary research technique at a uniquely salient time in history, providing a meaningful addition to the canon of 

knowledge on sexual assault. 
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