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Previous researchers have explored the role of race and respectability, independently, on 
attributions of responsibility; however, the interaction between race and respectability 
has not been analyzed in situations of acquaintance rape. Participants (N 5 241) read a 
vignette detailing a case of acquaintance rape that manipulated the race of both the victim 
and the perpetrator and the respectability of the victim. Regression and ANOVA analyses 
indicated that victim race and respectability interacted in such a way that when Black 
victims were respectable, they were held less responsible than respectable White victims; 
however, less respected Black victims were held more responsible than less respected 
White victims. Manipulating perpetrator race revealed surprising results; the White perpe-
trator was found guilty more often than the Black perpetrator (although this appeared to 
be related to victim race).
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One common misperception of rape is that it occurs between strangers (Estrich, 
1987); however, acquaintance rape occurs more frequently than stranger rape 
and results in more arrests and criminal trials. According to the Bureau of 

Justice Statistics (2008), 65% of all rapes/sexual assaults in the United States occur 
between nonstrangers, with 46% occurring between individuals who know each other 
well (not including relatives) and 13.5% occurring between casual acquaintances. 
Unfortunately, because rape myths indicate that rapes occur between strangers, victims 
of acquaintance rape are usually held more responsible than victims of stranger rape 
(Bridges & McGrail, 1989; Calhoun, Selby, & Warring, 1976; Donnerstein & Berkowitz, 
1981; Grubb & Harrower, 2009; Janoff-Bulman, Timko, & Carli, 1985; Muehlenhard &  
Hollabaugh, 1988; Sinclair & Bourne, 1998), leading to further victimization by the 
legal system (Campbell et al., 1999).

Approximately 122,000 cases of acquaintance rape (i.e., the offender is well known 
or casually acquainted) were reported to the police in 2008 (Bureau of Justice Statistics). 
Consequently, it is not surprising that researchers have deemed it important to study attri-
butions of responsibility using the “rape perception framework” (Krahe, 1991; Pollard, 
1992). The framework investigates the various victim, perpetrator, and situational factors 
that lead to victim blaming. Two factors leading to victim blaming include the race of the 
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victim and perpetrator (Feild, 1979; George & Martinez, 2002; Hymes, Leinart, Rowe, & 
Rogers, 1993; Ugwuegbu, 1979; Varelas & Foley, 1998; Willis, 1992) and the respectabil-
ity of the victim including prior sexual history and dating history (Cann, Calhoun, & Selby, 
1979; Cohn, Dupuis, & Brown, 2009; Heaven, Connors, & Pretorius, 1998; Kanekar & 
Kolsawalla, 1977; Luginbuhl & Mullin, 1981; Spencer, 1987). The purpose of this article 
is to explore the interaction between race and respectability; that is, if respectability is 
manipulated, will it be used to justify racial disparities in attributions of responsibility, 
guilt, and sentencing?

VICTIM BLAMING AND RESPECTABILITY

Rape is an underreported crime for many reasons, including the victim’s apprehension that 
she will not be believed by law enforcement or by the public (see Alicke & Yurak, 1995). 
Common rape myths include that women “ask” to be raped, fantasize about rape, lie about 
rape, or deserve to be raped if they dress provocatively or drink too much alcohol (Burt, 
1980; Kanekar, Kolsawalla, & D’Souza, 1981; Stormo, Lang, & Stritzke, 1997). The typi-
cal rape victim is often thought of as a prostitute or seductress, a woman who dresses and 
behaves in a sexual manner (Mazelan, 1980; Spencer, 1987).

Jones and Aronson (1973) showed that defensive attributions may be used to blame 
victims of rape when the victim has seemingly not deserved her fate (such as respectable 
married women or virgins); however, replications of their methodology has sometimes 
resulted in contrasting findings (Heaven et al., 1998; Kahn et al., 1977; Kanekar &  
Kolsawalla, 1977). A large body of research has instead shown that less respectable 
women are blamed to a greater degree than more respectable women (Acock & Ireland, 
1983; Cohn et al., 2009; Feldman-Summers & Lindner, 1976; Kanekar et al., 1981).  
It is likely that less respectable victims are believed to be more likely to offer “token 
resistance” (i.e., saying no, but meaning yes; see Muehlenhard & Hollabaugh, 1988) than 
more respectable victims.

Several studies have also shown that men are more likely to blame a rape victim than 
are women (Bridges & McGrail, 1989; Calhoun et al., 1976; Cohn et al., 2009; George & 
Martinez, 2002; Grubb & Harrower, 2009; Howells et al., 1984), whereas other studies 
have reported that women attribute greater fault to a rape victim or have reported no gender 
differences at all (Acock & Ireland, 1983). The participant’s perceived similarity to the 
rape victim may be a differentiating factor for gender differences in victim blaming; that is, 
a woman may attribute more, or less, blame to a “similar” female victim (Gerber, Cronin, 
& Steigman, 2004; Grubb & Harrower, 2009; Kanekar et al., 1981).

RACE AND RACISM

Victim and perpetrator biological features also play a role in attributions of responsibility. 
For example, Kanekar et al. (1981) found that female participants believed that an unat-
tractive woman was more likely to be raped than an attractive one. Kanekar and colleagues 
postulated that attractive women used defensive attributions to convince themselves that 
rape was more likely to happen to a woman who was unattractive. It would be likely that 
race would also be used as a biological feature indicating similarity. Furthermore, race is 
also an important variable in the formation of group identity and can lead to in-group bias.
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The Bureau of Justice Statistics (2008) indicate that approximately 75% of rapes/
sexual assaults against White women are committed by White men and 75% of rapes/
sexual assaults against Black women are committed by Black men. Intraracial rapes, 
therefore, occur more frequently than interracial rapes; however, a racial rape myth 
involves White women being raped by Black men (Brownmiller, 1975; Giacopassi & 
Dull, 1986; LaFree, 1980). This Black male/White female rape myth affects beliefs 
about culpability and responsibility. These racial biases can play out in the legal sys-
tem. Ugwuegbu (1979) found that White participants were more likely to hold a Black 
defendant culpable if he raped a White woman than if a White defendant raped a Black 
woman. The “myth of the black rapist” also leads participants to attribute more respon-
sibility to a Black perpetrator than to a White perpetrator (Varelas & Foley, 1998). 
However, Hymes and colleagues (1993) argued that Blacks are not necessarily placed 
at a disadvantage in the legal system. What appears to affect jurors is the “racial rela-
tionship between the victim and the defendant and what they thought this relationship 
implied about the victim’s willingness” (Hymes et al., 1993, p. 632). In their study, 
Hymes and colleagues varied the race of the defendant and the victim in an acquain-
tance rape case. They found that a Black defendant was more likely to be convicted 
if he raped a White victim and a White defendant was more likely to be convicted if 
he raped a Black victim. Thus, perpetrators of interracial rapes are more likely to be 
convicted (Hymes et al., 1993).

Results related to race and victim attributions of responsibility have varied. For exam-
ple, Varelas and Foley (1998) found that White participants attributed more responsibility 
to a Black woman raped by a Black man than to a White woman raped by a Black man. 
On the other hand, Black participants were more likely to blame the Black woman if 
a White man had raped her. Other researchers have found victims raped by a perpetra-
tor of the same race (i.e., White male/White female) are blamed more and/or attributed 
more responsibility than when the rape is intraracial (George & Martinez, 2002). These 
results may be caused by a bias against women who date outside of their race (George & 
Martinez, 2002; Willis, 1992). For example, Willis (1992) found that Black victims are 
seen as less truthful and more responsible than White victims; however, White victims are 
also seen as less truthful when they have been raped by an acquaintance who is Black than 
one who is White. George and Martinez (2002) further showed that racism was a signifi-
cant predictor of men’s victim blaming; although, racism only affected women’s blaming 
if the victim was involved in an interracial rape.

Based on the mixed results of past research regarding race and respectability, this 
study was conducted to examine whether information given to participants regarding both 
race and respectability would play a role in attributions of responsibility. As previously 
discussed, researchers have examined race and they have examined respectability, but the 
two variables have not been examined in the same study. In this study, four hypotheses 
were analyzed. First, when victim respectability was high, Black victims would be held 
less responsible than White victims, but when victim respectability was low and could be 
used in place of race, Black victims would be held more responsible than White victims. 
Second, victims of interracial rapes would be held more responsible than victims of intra-
racial rapes. The third hypothesis related to the perpetrator; Black perpetrators would be 
held more responsible than White perpetrators.

Based on past research, in this study, we also controlled for the specific participant 
variables of racism and gender to show that victim race, perpetrator race, and respectability 
would emerge as significant predictors of victim and perpetrator responsibility.
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METHOD

Participants

To gain a diverse community sample, participants (N 5 257) were recruited using 
Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk) and were compensated $0.25 upon completion of 
the study (see Buhrmester, Kwang, & Gosling, 2011, for a review of MTurk procedures 
and viability). An analysis of race indicated that 65% of participants indentified as White 
and 13% indentified as Black. To simplify the results, only participants who indicated that 
their race was White or Black were included in the final analysis, thus the final N 5 241. 
Of those participants, 58% were between the ages of 18 and 25 years, 20% were between 
the ages of 26 and 35 years, and 22% were older than 35 years. In terms of gender, 67% 
of the participants were women.

Materials

Vignettes. Participants were given one of the eight written vignettes that varied the race 
of the victim and the perpetrator and also varied the respectability of the victim. These 
vignettes were modeled on an actual case in the Louisiana Court of Appeals. The first page 
of the packet was designed to look like a criminal case docket, but the case number indi-
cated to the researcher which vignette was being given (i.e., NO. 2010-BB-0453 indicated 
that the vignette was for the Black perpetrator/Black victim with low respectability). The 
first paragraph of testimony gave identifying information for the victim and perpetrator 
(e.g., “The victim, Alyson Jordan [25, White female, black hair/brown eyes, 5 6], was 
walking along Galvez Street near Music Street”).

The vignette gave brief victim testimony, witness testimony, and defendant testimony 
(three pages total). The victim described walking down a street, meeting the defendant 
along the way, and being dragged into a building and raped. It was revealed that the vic-
tim had previously, and only briefly, dated the defendant but had not seen him in a year. 
Officer testimony indicated that the officer had, in fact, seen a man coming out a building 
and leaving quickly before noticing the victim who looked disheveled and was crying. 
A witness for the defense claimed that she was with the defendant when he received a 
call from the victim and that, in her presence, the victim and defendant had met up and 
left together. Finally, the defendant’s testimony gave the respectability of the victim. 
He stated that the victim had called him and had asked why he did not call her. The 
defendant admitted that the two of them had sex, but claimed it was consensual. He then 
either described the victim as a “party girl” whom he had seen pickup numerous men in 
bars or he stated that he was confused that she would accuse him given her “sweet nature” 
who really never dated much and never went to bars. Pilot study data (N 5 30) indicated 
that college undergraduate students believed the vignettes were based on an actual rape 
case and manipulation checks ensured that participants had read the case before answer-
ing further questions.

Measures

The first measure participants completed was the responsibility questionnaire. The ques-
tions were based on past research by Cohn et al. (2009) and consisted of 22 questions 
regarding victim and perpetrator responsibility. All items were based on a 7-point Likert 
scale of 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree); examples include, “Alyson overreacted 
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to the situation” and “Darnell planned it.” A rotated principal components factor analysis 
was conducted to force the items onto two factors. These factors were named “victim 
responsibility” (10 items, Cronbach’s a 5 .95, M 5 25.87, SD 5 14.22) and “perpetrator 
responsibility” (7 items, Cronbach’s a 5 .85, M 5 39.74, SD 5 8.08); three items were 
omitted because of eigenvalues lower than .50.

Participants were also asked if they would find the defendant guilty if the case went to 
trial (21 5 no, 1 5 yes) and, if they were to find the defendant guilty, what sentence they 
would impose (1 5 none, 2 5 probation, 3 5 jail: less than one year; 4 5 jail: 1–5 years; 
5 5 jail: 6–10 years; or 6 5 jail: more than 10 years).

Finally, participants completed the Symbolic Racism Scale (Henry & Sears, 2002). This 
scale includes eight items and it assesses racism directed toward Blacks (e.g., “Over the 
past few years, Blacks have gotten more economically than they deserve”). Seven of the 
items are assessed using a 4-point Likert scale and one item is assessed using a 3-point 
Likert scale. Scores on the racism scale ranged from 8 to 29 (M 5 17.36, SD 5 4.18) and 
the scale had okay reliability (Cronbach’s a 5 .75).

Procedure

The study was completed via the SurveyGizmo online survey site. Each vignette was set 
up as a separate survey and the MTurk “hit” listed all of the surveys (only by an identifying 
number for the researcher) and asked participants to copy and paste one of the links into a 
separate Internet window. MTurk restrictions, thus, disallowed participants from complet-
ing more than one survey.

Only MTurk users from the United States, 18 years and older, were allowed to partici-
pate. Individuals were paid $0.25 for successful completion of the study (see Buhrmester, 
2010, for information regarding using MTurk in research). The first page of the survey 
included all of the consent information with a basic description of the study’s purpose. 
Participants indicated consent by clicking “next” and being directed to the vignette page. 
For anonymity purposes, the final page of the survey included a blank text field that asked 
the participants to enter a unique 5-digit number; this number was then also entered on the 
MTurk completion page. The researcher matched the unique identifiers and participants 
were paid if the identifiers matched (no participants “cheated”—all participants who 
entered a 5-digit number on MTurk had completed the survey entirely). Upon hitting 
“submit,” participants were brought to a separate debriefing page and were again provided 
with the researcher’s contact information.

RESULTS

Correlation analyses (see Table 1) were conducted between the independent variables 
(IVs; victim race, perpetrator race, and victim respectability), the dependent variables 
(DVs; victim responsibility, perpetrator responsibility, perpetrator guilt, and perpetra-
tor sentencing), and the participant variables (age, race, gender, and racism scores). 
Several of the variables of interest (i.e., victim race, perpetrator race, participant gender 
and race, perpetrator guilt, and victim respectability) were dichotomous variables, thus, 
phi coefficients were analyzed for these variables when they were correlated with each 
other. Point biserial correlations were conducted between the dichotomous and continu-
ous variables.
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TABLE 1. Intercorrelations of IVs, DVs, and Participant Variables

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

 1.  Victim 
Responsibility

 2.  Perpetrator 
Responsibility

2.80*

 3. Guilt 2.47* .65*

 4. Sentencing 2.30* .31* .28*

 5. Victim Race .04 2.05 2.07 2.03

 6.  Perpetrator 
Race

2.06 .05 .16* 2.12 2.00

 7. Respectability .15* 2.08 2.07 2.03 2.02 2.02

 8.  Participant  
Age

2.00 .13 .00 2.01 2.19* 2.01 2.04

 9.  Participant 
Race

.02 2.09 .00 .12 2.10 2.07 2.08 2.12

10.  Participant 
Gender

2.22* .06 2.09 2.11 2.04 2.01 2.16* 2.12 2.04

11. Racism .22* 2.11 .02 2.05 2.03 2.09 2.07 .05 2.13* 2.18*

Note. IVs 5 independent variables; DVs 5 dependent variables.
*p , .05.

Victim Responsibility

Significant correlations emerged between the victim responsibility DV and victim respect-
ability, participant gender, and racism. To further analyze these results, a hierarchical 
regression was conducted entering participant gender and racism on the first step and 
victim respectability on the second step. Zero-order, part, and partial correlations of each 
predictor with victim responsibility were requested. Results are summarized in Table 2. 
The overall regression was statistically significant, R 5 .31, R2 5 .10, adjusted R2 5 .08, 
F(3, 220) 5 7.80, p , .001. To assess the contributions of the individual predictors, the 
t ratios for the individual regression slopes were examined for each variable in the step when 
it first entered the analysis. In Step 1, racism was statistically significant, t(221) 5 2.76, 
p 5 .006, sr2

unique 5 .03. Gender was also statistically significant, t(221) 5 22.68, p 5 .008, 
sr2

unique 5 .03. The nature of the slopes was as expected; participants scoring higher in 
racism and men held the victim more responsible. It should be noted, however, that the 
unique prediction of variance for both predictors was small. Respectability significantly 
increased the R2 when it was entered on Step 2, t(220) 5 2.09, p 5 .04, sr2

unique 5 .02. 
The slope for respectability was as predicted. Victims lower in respectability (2 5 low) 
were held more responsible than victims higher in respectability (1 5 high).

To determine if there were any interactions between victim responsibility (the DV), 
victim race (Black, White), perpetrator race (Black, White), and victim respectability 
(High, Low), an ANOVA was conducted. See Table 3 for cell means. As predicted, 
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there was a significant victim race by respectability interaction: FA3B (1, 220) 5 4.49, 
p 5 .035. However, the corresponding effect size estimate, h2partial 5 .02, indicated a 
weak effect. Planned comparisons indicated that the difference between means for the 
White victim based on respectability was not significant (p 5 .97); however, the difference 
between means for the Black victim based on respectability was significant (p 5 .002); 
thus, respectability did not change participants’ attributions for the White victim, but did 
change attributions for the Black victim. When the Black victim was respectable, she 
was held less responsible (M 5 18.65) than when she was not respectable (M 5 24.29). 
Comparisons also revealed that the main difference between respectability based on the 
race of the victim was found in the high respectability condition; thus, participants dif-
ferentiated between victims with a high respectability (p 5 .02), but not between victims 
with low respectability (p 5 .35). Black respectable victims were held less responsible 
(M 5 18.65) than White respectable victims (M 5 22.84).

There was also a significant interaction between victim race, perpetrator race, and 
respectability: FA3B3C (1, 220) 5 4.22, p 5 .041. However, the corresponding effect 
size estimate, h2partial 5 .02, indicated a weak effect. Planned comparisons indicated that 

TABLE 2. Hierarchical Multiple Regression Analyses Predicting 
Victim Responsibility From Racism, Participant Gender, and 
Victim Respectability

Predictor B b sr2 R2 DR2

Step 1 .08 .07

 Racism 0.45 .18*

 Gender 23.71 2.18*

Step 2 .10 .08

 Respectability 2.72 .14*

*p , .05.

TABLE 3. Means for Victim Responsibility Interaction Effects

Low Respectability High Respectability

White V 22.95 (1.28) 22.84 (1.38)

Black V 24.29 (1.22) 18.65 (1.34)

White V/White P 24.21 (1.85) 22.96 (2.09)

White V/Black P 21.68 (1.76) 22.72 (1.82)

Black V/Black P 27.86 (1.63) 18.00 (1.92)

Black V/White P 20.72 (1.82) 19.30 (1.88)

Note. Standard error is presented in parentheses. V 5 victim; 
P 5 perpetrator.
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this effect was only significant if the victim and the perpetrator were both Black. When 
the victim was Black and the perpetrator was Black, the respectable victim was held less 
responsible (M 5 18.00) than when she was not respectable (M 5 27.86). This differen-
tiation was not made for the relationship between White victim and perpetrators. When 
the victim was White and the perpetrator was White, the respectable victim was held less 
responsible (M 5 22.96) than when she was not respectable (M 5 24.21), but this differ-
ence was not significant.

Perpetrator Responsibility

No significant correlations emerged between the perpetrator responsibility DV and the 
other variables, thus it was not further analyzed. A significant correlation did emerge 
between the guilt DV and perpetrator race. An independent samples t test was conducted. 
The mean guilt ratings differed significantly, t(237) 5 22.56, p 5 .01. Black perpetra-
tors (M 5 0.05, SD 5 1.00) were less likely to be found guilty than White perpetrators 
(M 5 0.37, SD 5 0.93). The effect size, as indexed by h2, was .03. In other words, 67 of 
the Black perpetrators were found guilty whereas 76 of the White perpetrators were 
found guilty.

DISCUSSION

Previous research examining respectability and race has been mixed. Some researchers have 
reported that high respectability leads to greater victim blaming based on similarity to the 
participant (Jones & Aronson, 1973). Other researchers have reported that low respectabil-
ity leads to greater victim blaming (Acock & Ireland, 1983; Cohn et al., 2009; Feldman-
Summers & Lindner, 1976; Kanekar et al., 1981). Furthermore, some researchers have found 
that victims of interracial rapes are blamed more than victims of intraracial rapes (George & 
Martinez, 2002), whereas some researchers have reported opposite findings (Varelas & 
Foley, 1998). In this research, we further examined respectability and race; however, this 
research addressed gaps in the literature by manipulating both respectability and race to 
examine whether one has greater influence on participants’ attributions than the other.

First, we hypothesized that Black victims would be held less responsible than White 
victims when respectability was high, but would be held more responsible than White 
victims when respectability was low. This hypothesis was supported, even when racism 
and gender were controlled for. Black victims were held less responsible than White vic-
tims, but only when respectability was high. When respectability was low, Black victims 
were held more responsible than White victims. We believe that participants did not want 
to appear racially biased by showing that they believed the Black victim was responsible 
when she had high respectability; however, when she had low respectability, participants 
were given an “out,” a way of explaining why they held her responsible for her rape. We 
also hypothesized that victims of interracial rapes would be held more responsible than 
victims of intraracial rapes. This hypothesis was not supported. Perpetrator race did not 
emerge as a significant independent predictor of victim responsibility; however, an interac-
tion between perpetrator race, victim race, and respectability did indicate that—when the 
respectable Black victim was held less responsible when raped by a Black perpetrator than 
a nonrespected Black victim raped by a Black perpetrator (i.e., Black victims of intraracial 
rapes were held more responsible, but only if their respectability was low).
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The hypothesis that Black perpetrators would be held more responsible than White per-
petrators was not supported. Perpetrator responsibility did not emerge as a significant vari-
able; however, participants were more likely to find White perpetrators guilty than Black 
perpetrators. This effect trended toward more participants deciding the White perpetrator 
was guilty when he had raped a Black victim (M 5 0.55, SE 5 0.13) than when he had 
raped a White victim (M 5 0.17, SE 5 0.13; i.e., more decisions of “guilty” in interracial 
rapes, but only when the perpetrator was White).

This study was not without its limitations. First, the vignettes may have provided the 
participants with more information than intended. The case was based on an actual court 
of appeals docket and included information about the victim’s cell phone being taken by 
the defendant. Although this only accounted for less than one line in the vignette, some 
participants wrote about this information in the open-ended manipulation check (used to 
verify if participants had read the vignette) and asked why the telephone records were not 
included as testimony. Such extra evidentiary information may have negatively biased the 
participants toward the victim and may have caused them to doubt her story.

Furthermore, many of the effect sizes calculated in this study were weak. For example, 
the variables used to predict victim responsibility only accounted for about 8% of the vari-
ance in the model. It is possible that, although the results are statistically significant, these 
variables are not important in real world decisions.

Overall, this research fills in some of the gaps of past research related to attributions of 
responsibility for an acquaintance rape. Both race and respectability were manipulated and 
participants were asked about their perceptions of the victim and perpetrator’s responsibil-
ity. The study also used a more diverse sample and explored participant variables such as 
racism and gender to further extend past research (although the Black sample was fairly 
small and should be further examined in future research). Perhaps, the most important 
contribution of this research is the comparison of responsibility when race is manipulated 
compared to when respectability is manipulated. It appears that victim respectability inter-
acts with victim race in the determination of her responsibility for an acquaintance rape.
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