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Abstract
Researchers have theorized and empirically shown that compared with low 
rape myth acceptance (RMA) individuals, those high in RMA are more likely 
to discount rape prevention messages. These researchers have urged the 
development of approaches to counteract the defensiveness and related 
processes that are presumed to cause such discounting. In the present 
research we empirically tested the effectiveness of a self-affirmation 
approach designed to reduce defensiveness to and increase engagement 
with important but potentially self-threatening information about sexual 
assault. Female participants classified as low or high in RMA were randomly 
assigned to either a self-affirmation or no-affirmation control condition and 
then read about a controversial case of campus sexual assault. We found 
support for the effectiveness of such a self-affirmation intervention for 
high-RMA women. Specifically, on a questionnaire administered after the 
exposure, affirmed high-RMA women relative to the control group reported 
greater endorsement of the realistic use of the “yes means yes” standard 
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of consent, higher self-standards in defining consensual sexual behavior, 
increases in perceived knowledge of available resources for sexual assault 
victims, lower support of rape myths, and greater support for punishing 
someone convicted of sexual assault. As expected, for women low in 
RMA there were no significant differences in reporting on these measures 
between the affirmation condition and the no-affirmation condition. From 
an agentic perspective these results are encouraging. This approach may 
merit further development as part of an intervention for reducing biased 
processing and increasing the effectiveness of consent campaigns and other 
sexual violence prevention programs.

Keywords
sexual assault, sexual aggression, rape myth acceptance, defensive processing, 
psychological reactance, self-affirmation, sexual violence prevention 
programs

How people respond to reports of nonconsensual sexual interactions is 
influenced by a complex array of factors. In turn, this can lead different 
people to have significantly different perceptions of such encounters, espe-
cially when a report contains some gray areas. A recent example of this can 
be found in James Hamblin’s (2018) discussion in The Atlantic of the “date 
gone wrong” between “Grace” and actor/comedian Aziz Ansari, which 
indicated that the story was playing out as a sort of Rorschach test in which 
responses depended on how people were primed to see the ink blot.

An important factor predicting responses to reported sexual assault is the 
tendency for some people to believe in common rape myths (e.g., the belief 
that a lot of the time, what people say is rape is actually consensual sex that 
they regretted afterwards; Burt, 1991; Lonsway & Fitzgerald, 1994). This 
was an aspect common to several of the articles covering Grace’s story 
(Hindes & Fileborn, 2020). Whereas men accept rape myths more than 
women do as such beliefs can serve to justify their own sexual aggression 
(Burt, 1991), for some women adherence to rape myths can also serve a 
self-protective function by leading them to believe that only “certain other 
women” are likely to be victimized due to their bad behavior (if they them-
selves are raped, this can also prevent them from labeling it as such, see, for 
example, Bohner et al., 2009). Indeed, gender differences in attitudes to 
campaigns such as #metoo might be best characterized as dimensional dif-
ferences on such ideologies rather than fundamental group differences 
(Kunst et al., 2019).
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In a recent article Silver and Hovick (2018) present theory and findings on 
the obstacle of rape myth acceptance (RMA) to the success of such cam-
paigns. Their research was designed to assess the influence of RMA on the 
cognitive processing of an affirmative consent campaign. Participants had 
been asked to review four campaign posters and assessment was made of the 
extent to which they processed the message. The researchers found that those 
with increased RMA not only had lower self-efficacy and less positive atti-
tudes toward sexual consent-gaining, but that levels of RMA mediated the 
extent to which campaign messages were processed. They concluded that 
“perhaps the most central question resulting from these findings is how best 
to address or correct cognitive schemas such as RMA” (p. 509) to increase 
the effectiveness of interventions.

In the present article we examine the potential utility of a procedure that 
may increase the effectiveness of an intervention on those relatively high in 
RMA. We test the hypothesis that women for whom information about sexual 
assault may be more likely to produce defensiveness and denial, as indexed 
by beliefs in rape myths, will be more likely to change or correct their atti-
tudes and beliefs when they are self-affirmed prior to receiving such informa-
tion, leading to more positive outcomes.

Self-affirmation theory proposes that to maintain a positive self-image, indi-
viduals are motivated to respond to threatening information in a biased, self-
serving manner, but that self-image–affirming activities reduce this defensive 
motivation (Sherman et al., 2000). Two previous studies have interestingly 
raised the possibility that self-affirmation may be effective in the context of 
responses to sexual assault, but unfortunately these studies had some serious 
drawbacks. One study focused on judgments of victim blaming when the per-
petrator had or had not yet been arrested (Loseman & van den Boss, 2012). 
Whereas control participants blamed the victim more when the perpetrator had 
not been arrested, self-affirmed participants did not differ between conditions 
in their judgments, suggesting to the authors that self-affirmation reduces the 
need to blame innocent victims. Contrary to the principle that affirmations 
should be presented before participants engage in defensive rationalization 
(Cohen & Sherman, 2014), however, the affirmation occurred after the presen-
tation of threatening information. In addition, the authors did not use the most 
studied experimental manipulation, which has people write about core personal 
values (Cohen & Sherman, 2014). A second study was a doctoral dissertation 
(Paquin, 2016) that reported in the abstract that self-affirmed men but not 
women blamed the perpetrator of a sexual assault to a greater extent than con-
trols but in the body of the dissertation the relevant analysis is not separated by 
gender and the findings actually reported show no significant difference using 
a one-tailed t test but an effect approaching significance using a one-tailed 
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Wilcoxon test. Unfortunately, the latter test was used inappropriately here as it 
is suited for comparisons of dependent samples only and in this dissertation the 
samples were in fact independent ones. Neither of these studies accounted for 
the potential influence of individual difference variables such as relatively 
higher RMA that can lead to differences in motivational strategies, nor were 
participants in these studies exposed to a persuasive message as we do here.

RMA

Research has shown that variance in women’s RMA can lead to differences 
in responding to information about sexual assault. RMA negatively predicts 
women’s reliance on victimization risk information when making explicit 
risk judgments in social situations (Yeater et al., 2010). Women higher in 
RMA are more likely to believe that a rape victim could have avoided what 
happened (Kopper, 1996) and attribute more blame to the victim (Mason 
et al., 2004). They also perceive themselves to be less vulnerable to sexual 
assault (Bohner & Lampridis, 2004). Taken together, these findings suggest 
the possibility of RMA as a quasi-protective factor, serving to moderate the 
potentially self-threatening nature of messages about sexual violence.

Other studies have investigated RMA as a self-protective mechanism 
more directly. Bohner et al. (1993) found that women high in RMA were 
largely unaffected by exposure to a rape report, whereas women low in RMA 
showed decreases in self-esteem and positive affect. In an extension of this 
research, the same research group corroborated these results (Bohner et al., 
1999; Bohner & Lampridis, 2004).

In sum, endorsing rape myths may function as an avoidance behavior in 
some women, motivating defensive strategies designed to maintain self-
image, for example, “If there’s a ‘typical’ rape victim (as described by rape 
myths), then to the extent that I’m atypical, I’m in little danger of being vic-
timized.” As Bohner et al. (1993) note, however, these rationalizations allow 
these women only “to maintain ‘an illusion of control’ over the threat of rape” 
(p. 576). We note that the immediate consequence of this for sexual violence 
prevention programs is that RMA may affect women’s attention to and so the 
awareness and acceptance of important information, such as items and infor-
mation on what consent looks like, the nature of victim-blaming attitudes, and 
available services and resources for people who experience sexual assault.

The Psychology of Self-Defense: Self-Affirmation 
Theory

Self-image maintenance processes can play an important role in many wom-
en’s evaluative judgments of reported sexual assault. An appreciation of why 
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this is so can be gained by looking to theory. The motivation to believe that 
bad things happen to bad people (and, conversely, that good things happen to 
good people), or just world beliefs (Lerner & Matthews, 1967), offers one 
theoretical framework for understanding. The defensive attribution hypothe-
sis (Shaver, 1970) suggests that one’s reactions to threatening or otherwise 
negative events depends on a combination of two factors: situational and 
personal relevance. In this article, we investigate the role and influence of 
self-protective processes from the perspective of self-affirmation theory.

According to self-affirmation theory (Steele, 1988), individuals are funda-
mentally motivated to protect their self-image. Furthermore, as suggested by 
the Intertwined Model of Reactance, threatening information can activate 
negative cognitive schemas and emotions, resulting in a sense of lack of con-
trol, feelings of guilt and avoidance, or to backlash effects in which blame is 
externalized (Dillard & Shen, 2005). In the context of reported sexual assault, 
for those in whom priming thoughts about sexual assault is self-threatening, 
they may therefore be motivated to reject the information presented or to 
rationalize its implications. As explained above, women’s endorsement of 
rape myths may generally be one such self-protective strategy.

When individuals can find support for self-integrity in self-affirmation, 
however, they can then more carefully consider threatening information 
and perspectives (Cohen & Sherman, 2014; Sherman, 2013). Accordingly, 
self-affirmation results in greater perceived control over threatening infor-
mation (Reed & Aspinwall, 1998) and has been found to increase the effec-
tiveness of health promotion campaigns (Cohen et al., 2000). Self-affirmation 
techniques have been shown to have physiological bases for their desired 
effects by buffering neuroendocrine and psychological stress responses 
(Creswell et al., 2005) and by activating relevant brain-reward systems 
(Dutcher et al., 2016).

To our knowledge, existing efforts (e.g., of sexual violence prevention 
programs) to educate about sexual assault have not employed techniques of 
self-affirmation. Because these efforts do not appear to recognize the role and 
impact of information-processing biases, they may be less effective or have 
unintended, counterproductive consequences.

It should also be noted that the effect of self-affirmation should be limited 
to women for whom the issue of sexual assault is personally relevant. This is 
because for potentially threatening information to produce defensiveness, it 
must have some personal relevance (Sherman et al., 2000; see also Liberman 
& Chaiken, 1992, personal relevance heightens defensive processing, such 
that high- but not low-relevance subjects process self-threatening messages 
in a biased fashion). Given the incidence of sexual violence and sexual assault 
on college campuses (e.g., Krebs et al., 2016), however, this is a concern for 
most undergraduate women.
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The Present Study

The present study addresses whether self-affirming techniques that have been 
shown to reduce unhelpful thinking styles in other contexts (Cohen & 
Sherman, 2014) can reduce biased processing of information about sexual 
assault for women higher in RMA. Adherence to rape myths was established 
in a study presented as an unrelated study conducted 2 weeks before the pri-
mary manipulation. We used a median split to divide women into low- and 
high-RMA groups.

In the main experiment, participants in the intervention condition affirmed 
a central value by writing for 10 min about their highest-ranked value; those 
in the control condition wrote about their ninth-ranked value. We then 
exposed affirmed and non-affirmed participants to an actual case of sexual 
assault in the university setting, in which the defendant took off the victim’s 
pants and underwear and touched her inappropriately, and later received a 
short 6-month jail sentence after being found guilty. All participants were 
exposed to a persuasive message in the form of a 1,500-word excerpt from 
the victim impact statement read at trial (e.g., “Future reference, if you are 
confused about whether a girl can consent, see if she can speak an entire sen-
tence. You couldn’t even do that . . . If a girl falls down help her up. If she is 
wearing a cardigan over her dress don’t take it off so that you can touch her 
breasts. Maybe she is cold, maybe that’s why she wore the cardigan.”).

Following this, all participants answered survey questions assessing their 
perceptions of the victim, the perpetrator’s responsibility for the sexual 
assault, and the fairness of the outcome at trial. We then tested for global 
positive effects of the intervention on conceptualization of consent, post-
manipulation rape beliefs, and bystander behaviors. Similarly, we assessed 
perceived knowledge of procedures and resources for dealing with sexual 
assault, and belief that if they were sexually assaulted their school would take 
their case seriously and respect their rights. In view of recent research finding 
that greater RMA in college women is associated with lower help-seeking 
intentions and lower intentions to report sexual assault to the university, and 
also indicating that students’ trust in formal supports is a critical variable to 
take into account (Holland, 2020), these latter factors are timely to consider.

We predicted that for high-RMA women, the self-affirmation intervention 
would reduce defensive responding to the information, in turn reducing reli-
ance on a self-serving attributional bias and giving rise to a sense of personal 
agency through greater self-efficacy. In the intervention group we therefore 
expected to see, relative to high-RMA women in the no-affirmation control 
condition, higher personal standards in defining consensual sexual behavior, 
increases in perceived knowledge of available resources for sexual assault 
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victims, reduced endorsement of rape myths, and increased bystander behav-
iors. On responses to the priming materials, in the high-RMA group when 
affirmed than when unaffirmed we expected to see more support for the vic-
tim, greater perceived responsibility of the perpetrator for the sexual assault, 
and a greater willingness to acknowledge the punishment at trial was too 
lenient. We did not have reason to expect any significant changes in the low-
RMA group by affirmation condition.

Accordingly, we used planned comparisons for each of the dependent 
measures in the study, because it was the most direct test of our theoretically 
derived hypotheses (see, e.g., Fein & Spencer, 1997). First, we used planned 
comparisons to examine within-group effects. We hypothesized that any sig-
nificant differences across conditions would be limited to high-RMA women. 
An additional analysis was done using between-group comparisons, on the 
assumption that differences between groups in the no-affirmation control 
condition would be reduced or eliminated in the intervention condition due to 
positive changes in the high-RMA group.

Method

Participants and Design

Participants were 86 women drawn from a subject pool at a large public 
university in California who received partial course credit for participation 
in two ostensibly unrelated sessions. A total of 16 out of the 86 were 
excluded for lack of personal relevance. These women had indicated in the 
study conducted 2 weeks before the primary experimental manipulation, in 
a dating information survey, that they were not at all worried that they 
might be sexually assaulted or have sex with someone when they are unable 
to give consent. However, when we included the full sample in the analysis, 
results for the global measures were virtually unchanged and were also very 
similar for the case-specific measures (data not shown). The final sample 
was mostly heterosexual (92.6%) and ethnically diverse (33.8% Asian 
American; 27.7% European American; 21.5% Hispanic American; 6.2% 
African American; 10.8% other).

As noted above, RMA scores used to divide into high and low groups 
were obtained 2 weeks prior to the main study. In the main study, partici-
pants were randomly assigned to either the affirmation or control condi-
tion. The experiment therefore contained a 2 (rape myth beliefs: high vs. 
low) × 2 (affirmation condition: yes vs. no) between-participants factorial 
design. University Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval was obtained 
prior to data collection.
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Procedure and Materials

Experimental sessions were run in individual sessions in a university lab. In 
the initial study, the experimenter instructed participants that the purpose of 
the session was to learn more about the relationship between personality 
traits (e.g., the big five inventory), media exposure, and sexual attitudes. The 
Rape Supportive Attitudes Scale, 10-item version (Lottes, 1991), was used to 
measure rape myth beliefs.

In the main experiment, participants were told that they would be partici-
pating in two unrelated studies in our lab: (a) a brief study designed to collect 
data on how well college students can express themselves in writing, related 
to a criterion commonly used by companies in selecting employees; and (b) a 
study of factors contributing to campus sexual assault.

In actuality, the writing exercise served as the affirmation manipulation. 
Participants were given a values scale (Harber, 1995) that has been used in 
other affirmation studies (Davis et al., 2016; Sherman et al., 2000) and asked 
to rank their values. In the self-affirmation condition, participants were told 
that they had 10 min to write a short essay about their top-ranked value/qual-
ity, including why this value/quality is important to them and how it makes 
them feel good about themselves. In the no-affirmation control condition, 
participants were asked to write for 10 min about their ninth-ranked value/
quality, and why this might be important to the average college student. 
Participants were randomly assigned to conditions, and the experimenter was 
unaware of participants’ treatment condition as the affirmation materials 
were placed in envelopes and randomly ordered prior to the session.

Following completion of this exercise, for the last part of the experiment, 
participants read about a controversial case of campus sexual assault in which 
the defendant denied intending to commit rape. Materials came from news 
reports and court records (e.g., Anderson & Svrluga, 2016; Baker, 2016; 
Rocha, 2016). Both parties were drunk and there had been consensual danc-
ing and kissing. Describing himself as an “inexperienced drinker and party-
goer,” the defendant blamed the “party culture and risk-taking behavior” that 
goes along with campus life (Rocha, 2016). The materials included lengthy 
excerpts from the probation report in the case and a persuasive message from 
the victim impact statement read at trial. Among others, the case description 
noted that the victim’s attorney had asked for a 6-year prison sentence; that, 
under the law, the defendant could have served up to a maximum of 14 years 
in prison; and that the judge had sentenced him to 6 months in jail based on a 
finding of “unusual circumstances” in the case, such as the fact that he was 
young, did not have any prior criminal convictions, was intoxicated, and did 
not demonstrate criminal sophistication.
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A manipulation check indicated that participants were unaware that the 
various studies were related.

Dependent Measures

Participants first rated the victim in terms of her overall personality, which 
was assessed by the extent to which they agreed that each of 20 traits described 
her (e.g., sincere, superficial; Cronbach’s α = .82). Negative traits were 
reverse scored. This measure has been used in other self-affirmation studies 
(Fein & Spencer, 1997). This was followed by a more basic measure of liking 
adapted from Rubin’s (1973) Liking Scale, in which participants indicated 
the degree of victim liking (three-item scale; Cronbach’s α = .82; e.g., in 
their opinion, is the victim of an exceptionally mature person). To reduce the 
data, we combined the two variables (bivariate correlation = .68) into one 
summary score labeled victim liking (Cronbach’s α = .86).

Next, participants rated their agreement with a series of statements drawn 
from news reports and court records. A principled components analysis with 
a Varimax rotation showed that the items loaded on three different factors, 
which we labeled blaming the victim (two-item scale; Cronbach’s α = .71; 
e.g., was it wrong for the defendant’s attorney to ask the victim how many 
times she had blacked out in college), perpetrator’s responsibility for the 
sexual assault (four-item scale; Cronbach’s α = .66; e.g., was the defendant 
less responsible for the sexual assault because he was away from home and 
influenced by the campus party culture), and fairness of the outcome (three-
item scale; Cronbach’s α = .73; e.g., was it correct for the judge to call this 
an “unusual case” where the interests of justice would best be served by a 
reduced sentence).

For evidence of more global effects, we used questions from The 
Survey of Current and Recent College Students on Sexual Assault 
(“Washington Post-Kaiser Family Foundation Survey of College Students 
on Sexual Assault,” 2015). We asked participants to indicate how realistic 
is the “yes means yes” standard of consent in practice when people are 
initiating and engaging in any sexual activity (i.e., affirmative consent), 
coded on a scale of 1 to 4 with 1 = very realistic and 4 = not at all real-
istic. Similarly, three items measured conceptualization of consent (e.g., 
do they think that if a person does not say “no,” this establishes consent 
for more sexual activity). Cronbach’s alpha for the scale was .69. We also 
assessed knowledge and awareness of procedures and resources for deal-
ing with sexual assault (e.g., if a friend were sexually assaulted, would 
they know where to take their friend to get help). Cronbach’s alpha for the 
three-item scale was .84. At a more personal level, participants were 
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asked if they were sexually assaulted, do they believe that their school 
would (a) take their case seriously, (b) protect their privacy, and (c) treat 
them with dignity and respect. Cronbach’s alpha for the combined mea-
sure was .84. Three items assessed post-manipulation rape beliefs (e.g., 
do they think that, a lot of the time, what people say is rape is actually 
consensual sex that they later regretted). Cronbach’s alpha for the scale 
was .71. Bystander behaviors were measured by four items indicating 
intention to intervene (e.g., if they were to see someone who looks uncom-
fortable and is being touched or grabbed in a sexual way, how likely 
would they be to speak up or help in some other way). Cronbach’s alpha 
for this scale was .64.

Results

General Measures

Given that self-affirmation decreases defensiveness and increases perceived 
control, thereby reducing reliance on a self-serving attributional bias and fos-
tering self-efficacy (Reed & Aspinwall, 1998), we predict that affirming a 
central value may likely have general positive effects on high-RMA women’s 
attitudes and beliefs about sexual violence (e.g., on how to think about sexual 
coercion and what sexual consent is). Although the same trend might be pos-
sible for low-RMA women, we did not have reason to expect changes in this 
group across conditions.

How realistic is the “yes means yes” standard of consent? The planned compari-
son confirmed that the intervention had the greatest effect on women higher in 
RMA. High-RMA women were more likely when affirmed (M = 2.00) than 
when unaffirmed (M = 2.50) to believe that the “yes means yes” standard is 
realistic to use in practice, t(1, 31) = −2.15, p < .05, whereas women lower in 
RMA were unchanged across condition (M = 2.00, affirmed; M = 2.08,  
control), t(1, 35) = −0.34, p = .74. Consistent with this view, in the control 
condition high-RMA women were less likely than low-RMA women to  
back the use of the “yes means yes” standard of consent t(1, 38) = −2.01,  
(p = .05), but there was no difference between the two groups when affirmed 
t(1, 28) = 0.00, (p = 1.00).

Conceptualization of consent. In line with prediction, affirmed high- 
RMA women were significantly less willing to accept that consent has 
been established in situations where the person did not clearly agree  
(M = 11.90) than were high-RMA women in the no-affirmation control 
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condition (M = 9.71), t(1, 31) = 2.89, p < .01. Women low in RMA were 
unchanged across conditions (M = 12.55, affirmed; M = 12.23, control), 
t(1, 35) = 0.50, p = .62. From a different angle, we can see that in the 
control condition high-RMA women were significantly more likely than 
low-RMA women to believe that consent has been obtained in these situa-
tions, t(1, 38) = 4.79, p < .001. Importantly, however, in the intervention 
condition there was no difference between the two groups, t(1, 28) = 0.74, 
p = .47.

Knowledge and awareness. The analysis showed that high-RMA women 
reported greater knowledge and awareness of procedures and services for 
dealing with sexual assault when affirmed (M = 6.05) than when unaf-
firmed (M = 8.57), t(1, 31) = −2.67, p = .01, whereas women lower in 
RMA were unchanged across conditions (M = 7.73, affirmed; M = 7.81, 
control), t(1, 35) = −0.09, p = .93. Somewhat surprisingly perhaps, when 
both groups were affirmed high-RMA women tended to report greater 
understanding of supportive resources than low-RMA women, approaching 
statistical significance, t(1, 28) = −1.72 (p = .09).

If I were sexually assaulted. Planned comparison of responses indicated mar-
ginal changes by affirmation condition in the high-RMA group in beliefs 
that if they were sexually assaulted, their school would take their case seri-
ously, protect their privacy, and treat them with dignity and respect. Women 
higher in RMA were slightly more likely when affirmed (M = 6.47) than 
when unaffirmed (M = 7.71) to believe that if they were sexually assaulted 
their school would do a good job in this area, t(1, 31) = −1.76 (p = .09), 
approaching statistical significance (lower scores indicate a better opinion 
of their school’s efforts related to sexual assault). There was no effect of 
affirmation condition on low-RMA women (M = 7.55, affirmed; M = 8.15, 
control), t(1, 35) = −0.76, p = .45.

Post-manipulation rape beliefs. Although women low in RMA were unchanged 
across affirmation condition (M = 13.64, affirmed; M = 13.85, control),  
t(1, 35) = −0.38, p = .71, women higher in RMA, as hypothesized, were 
less likely to endorse rape myths in the intervention study if self-affirmed  
(M = 13.05) than if not affirmed (M = 11.07), t(1, 31) = 3.07, p < .01. 
Important as well, although in the control condition high-RMA women, as 
expected, reported higher levels of rape beliefs than low-RMA women,  
t(1, 38) = 4.83, p < .001, there was no difference between groups in the 
intervention condition, t(1, 28) = 0.95, p = .35, that is, when affirmed, both 
groups of women were equally likely to reject rape myths.
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Bystander behaviors. Planned comparison of responses suggested no effect of 
the intervention on this outcome measure.

Case-Specific Measures

If self-affirmation specifically reduces the motivation in high-RMA women 
to respond defensively to the priming materials, then we should see in the 
intervention group relative to the control condition more support for the vic-
tim, greater perceived responsibility of the perpetrator for the sexual assault, 
and a greater willingness to acknowledge the punishment at trial was too 
lenient. Again, we did not have reason to expect changes in low-RMA women 
across conditions.

Victim liking. A priori planned comparison of responses indicated that the 
affirmation intervention had the greatest effect on women higher in RMA. 
Women higher in RMA tended to report more positive evaluations of the 
victim when affirmed (M = 48.44) than unaffirmed (M = 55.50), approach-
ing statistical significance, t(1, 30) = −1.73, p = .09. Low-RMA women 
were unchanged across conditions (M = 49.89, affirmed; M = 45.27, con-
trol), t(1, 33) = 1.10, p = .28. Also consistent with predictions, in the control 
condition high-RMA women rated the victim significantly more negatively 
than did low-RMA women, t(1, 38) = −3.05, p < .01, whereas when affirmed 
there was no longer any difference between the two groups, t(1, 25) = 0.32, 
p = .75.

Victim blaming. Contrary to prediction, results showed only an effect for 
low-RMA women. They were less likely to blame the victim when affirmed 
(M = 2.82) than unaffirmed (M = 4.19), t(1, 35) = −2.27, p < .05.

Perpetrator’s responsibility for the sexual assault. Attribution of responsibility 
questions, which suggested that the sexual assault was less serious for vari-
ous reasons, yielded no significant results.

Fairness of the outcome. The planned comparison indicated that the interven-
tion had the greatest effect on women higher in RMA. They were less likely 
to agree that under the circumstances a reduced sentence best serves the inter-
est of justice when affirmed (M = 13.36) than when unaffirmed (M = 12.00), 
t(1, 31) = 2.15, p < .05. Women low in RMA were unchanged across affir-
mation condition (M = 13.36, affirmed; M = 13.27, control), t(1, 35) = 0.25, 
p = .81. A somewhat different analysis supports this same conclusion. As 
expected, in the control condition high-RMA women were more likely than 
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low-RMA women to agree with the outcome, t(1, 38) = 2.09, p < .05. There 
was, however, no difference between groups when affirmed, t(1, 28) = 0.55, 
p = .58.

Discussion

This study provides support for the benefits of self-affirmation techniques on 
women’s responses to information about sexual assault. For many women 
who endorse rape myths, their beliefs may function as an avoidance behavior 
designed to maintain self-image. Self-affirmation, however, made it easier 
for these women to be less defensive about important but potentially self-
threatening information, leading to increased knowledge, agency, and posi-
tive health behaviors in the target group in a number of important ways. In the 
intervention compared with the control condition, high-RMA women: (a) 
used a more stringent definition for what it means to establish consent for 
more sexual activity; (b) found the “yes means yes” standard of consent to be 
more realistic in practice; (c) decreased reported adherence to rape myths; (d) 
reported more knowledge and awareness of existing procedures and resources 
for dealing with sexual assault when it occurs; (d) were more likely to believe 
that sexual aggressors should be punished according to the law; (e) evidenced 
somewhat more positive perceptions of a sexual assault victim as measured 
by victim liking; (f) and tended to be more likely to believe that if they were 
sexually assaulted, their university would take their case seriously, protect 
their privacy, and treat them with dignity and respect. Using a similar analy-
sis we can see that although without the intervention, high-RMA women dif-
fered from low-RMA women in nearly all of these instances in a way that 
encourages the trivialization of sexual violence and would seem to foster the 
perpetuation of a rape culture, there weren’t any differences between the two 
groups when affirmed.

This study also has implications for improving the effectiveness of sexual 
violence prevention programs on college campuses. Importantly, evaluations 
suggest that only a small number of these programs are effective (Gidycz, 
2018; Newlands & Donohue, 2016). Those that have shown effectiveness 
generally involve bystander interventions affecting bystander behaviors only 
(Edwards et al., 2019) or a focus on self-defense training programs for 
women (Senn et al., 2017).

To our knowledge, existing efforts of sexual violence prevention programs 
to educate about sexual assault have not employed techniques of self-affirma-
tion. Because these efforts do not appear to recognize the role and impact of 
information-processing biases, they may be less effective or have unintended, 
counterproductive consequences. Here we suggest that many commonly used 
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interventions may fail in part because they may lead to defensive processing 
and biased judgment that is likely to undermine the goals of the intervention. 
This study demonstrated that one such risk factor for negative outcomes is 
women’s RMA. Consistent with self-affirmation theory and the motivational 
mechanisms in defense responses to threatening information (Cohen & 
Sherman, 2014; Steele, 1988), our findings suggest that for women higher in 
RMA, affirming a central value can moderate a negative processing bias in 
appraisal of educational information about sexual assault, such as in defining 
sexual consent.

Several features of the findings support the relation of self-affirmation to 
perceived control over threatening information (Reed & Aspinwall, 1998) 
and, relatedly, of a tendency perhaps to self-handicap reported ability under 
ordinary conditions of self-threat (Steele & Aronson, 1995). For example, in 
the invention condition women higher in RMA were more likely to find 
unfair the outcome of a sexual assault case. Here, the intervention may have 
influenced these women to advocate for a more “just” result when self-
affirmed because they then may have felt that they had the psychological 
resources to take on this challenge of inappropriately light sentences in these 
cases. Other results such as high-RMA women’s greater endorsement of the 
realistic use of the “yes means yes” standard of consent and greater knowl-
edge and awareness of available sexual assault procedures and services when 
self-affirmed can be similarly explained.

This is also in keeping with related theories. For example, social cognitive 
theory accords a central role to self-regulatory processes in the nature and 
function of human agency (Bandura, 1989). In this view, greater self-efficacy 
contributes to resilience in the face of perceived difficulties or setbacks in 
ordinary social realities, including heightened expectations of what one can 
do to affect the course of all manner of adverse outcomes affecting the indi-
vidual (Bandura, 1994). Similarly, just world theory explains that it is “ratio-
nal” to accept “unwarranted” outcomes as just if efforts to restore justice are 
blocked or seem to be unavailable goals (Lerner, 1980). Assuming, however, 
that self-affirmation facilitates the need to maintain a self-image as “moral, 
adaptive, and capable” (Sherman et al., 2000, p. 1,048), then it makes sense 
that self-affirmation would have motivated women higher in RMA in our 
study to take steps to avoid bad outcomes in the increased belief that they can 
make a difference through agentic action.

Despite these findings, on a measure of bystander behavior high-RMA 
women did not report greater intention to intervene to prevent sexual assault, 
indicating no effect of the affirmation on this outcome. From a theoretical 
perspective, this perhaps hints at the importance of distinguishing between 
personal and collective efficacy. The effect of self-affirmation is most 
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closely linked to the former (Derks et al., 2009). This is to say that self-
affirmation enhances individual identity, group affirmation enhances collec-
tive identity, and they work in different ways (Derks et al., 2009). Given the 
association between self-affirmation, individual identity, and people’s 
beliefs in their capabilities to exercise control over events that affect their 
lives (Bandura, 1995), it is perhaps understandable that with respect to 
other-directed behaviors such as bystander intervention, self-affirmation 
would fail to achieve this goal.

This may also help explain why self-affirmation failed to change high-RMA 
women’s perceptions of responsibility for the sexual assault, especially the per-
petrator’s responsibility. This is because motivated information processing 
associated with self-affirmation is less likely to be used with respect to infor-
mation about other people with whom identification is low, in that an individu-
al’s perceived influence over her environment is less in these situations.

Finally, we should caution that a number of factors might limit the useful-
ness of the findings. This includes a relatively small sample size (N = 70) and 
the fact that the information conveyed to participants, although important, 
potentially self-threatening, and having a persuasive appeal in the substance 
of the victim impact statement, did not have the distinct character of a typical 
educational intervention. On the contrary, to the extent that failed interven-
tions may be explained partially by the perceived “preaching” nature of the 
interventions often used, which may be very likely to activate defensive 
responses and therefore reduce persuasion, using the account of the victim 
rather than a more traditional didactic message to induce change may have 
been a strength of the procedures used in the present study.

Future Directions

Here we focused on how self-affirmation relates to information about sexual 
assault that threatens self-image maintenance. Among others, future research 
might include a focus on issues of collective rather than personal self-esteem. 
As Derks et al. (2009) describe in their study of self- versus group affirmation, 
“depending on whether personal or social identity is cognitively salient, indi-
viduals will focus on either their personal welfare or the welfare of their group 
as a whole” (p. 192). In view of this, our focus on self-affirmation may help 
explain why the intervention here was largely effective within the target group 
on events that can be seen to affect their own lives (e.g., what constitutes 
sexual consent, their knowledge and understanding of resources and actions 
for dealing with sexual assault), but also why it was relatively ineffective in 
changing behaviors that were more tangential to individual identity, such as 
intentions to help people you do not know very well in bystander situations.



Huppin and Malamuth NP374316 Journal of Interpersonal Violence 00(0)

Following this logic, future studies in this area might start by affirming 
aspects of the collective self in women higher and lower in RMA. Then, 
affirmed and control participants could be examined on how they respond to 
information associated with group or social identities, such as identification 
with a sexual assault victim, attributions of blame, and bystander behaviors. If 
affirming a part of the self-concept of group members were to cause one to 
view a threat of sexual assault to another woman as a threat to self, due to the 
priming of a shared group identity, then this may have positive implications 
for these outcome measures within the target group. In some support, studies 
show that bystanders intend to offer more help to friends than strangers in 
potential party rape scenarios based on their shared social group membership 
(Katz et al., 2014).

Importantly, however, although this may suggest the utility of group affirma-
tion so as to reduce the perception of difference and so to increase, for example, 
bystander behavior, it is complicated by the fact that in some situations group 
affirmation may be less effective in promoting behavior change to the benefit of 
the group for low-identified than high-identified group members (Derks et al., 
2009). Such a distinction is relevant to the study of RMA. Compared with low-
RMA women, women higher in RMA tend to have lower chronic accessibility 
of gender as a mode of self-construal and to see rape as happening to a distinct 
outgroup (i.e., potential rape victims; Bohner et al., 1999). Even though group 
affirmation turns the focus to the social self, it is therefore important to consider 
the group membership primed. For example, perhaps for sexual violence pre-
vention programs in undergraduate settings, high-RMA women should be 
affirmed in their affiliation with the campus community, which may be more 
likely to motivate group-serving behaviors than if the collective aspects of the 
self to be primed were gender related. Future research might explore this issue.

Other research might explore how affirmation interventions can promote 
positive behaviors in sexually aggressive men. We are presently conducting 
preliminary studies in this area. We should note here that studies that have 
examined the impact of commonly used rape prevention interventions on 
low- vs. high-risk men tend to find these interventions to be relatively inef-
fective or counterproductive with high-risk men (Elias-Lambert & Black, 
2016; Stephens & George, 2009), leading some to conclude that “high-risk 
males may require a different type of prevention program that can help 
change the stubborn attitudes and habits they have developed” (Elias-Lambert 
& Black, 2016, p. 3,229)

One complicating factor for high-risk males may be that for those in whom 
rape myths are deeply held beliefs and where there is little or no internal incon-
sistency, affirming them might possibly lead to more negative outcomes in some 
by decreasing evaluation apprehension of socially undesirable responses (for a 
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related example, see Davis et al., 2016). This point underscores the importance 
of using affirmation in the context of more comprehensive educational pro-
grams. Whether with women higher in RMA or with sexually aggressive men, 
affirmation interventions should be most effective in the context of educational 
efforts of some duration and intensity, which can take advantage of participants’ 
decreased defensiveness to promote information acceptance and behavior 
change. Indeed, in general, one-shot or other brief interventions are unlikely to 
achieve lasting behavioral change. Moreover, one of the basic principles associ-
ated with effective prevention programs is that participants need to be exposed 
to enough of the intervention to have an effect, as measured by the quality and 
quantity of contact hours (Nation et al., 2003). Consistent with this notion, 
among sexual violence prevention researchers there has been a growing recog-
nition for the need for such a comprehensive framework, underscored similarly 
by the Social-Ecological Model used by the Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention, which incorporates the dynamic interplay between individual, rela-
tionship, community, and societal factors (Dahlberg & Krug, 2002).

Conclusion

In an op-ed article in the New York Times criticizing Aziz Ansari’s accuser, 
opinion writer Bari Weiss (2018) wrote that she has had similar “lousy sexual 
encounters” but did not say anything at all about them because they were far 
from being sexual assault, while acknowledging that many feminists might 
view her response to the story as internalized misogyny. She added that if you 
start to hook up and do not like the way he acts, end it.

If there’s anything that the Ansari accusation revealed, it is that information 
processing is complicated. Sometimes we pretend that our own biases do not 
exist. The Ansari story, for example, was notable for the number and variation 
of rape myths that were contained in commentators’ critical responses to 
Grace’s account (for a summary, and an analysis of how the perpetuation of 
rape myths in situations like this can affect our understanding of gender roles, 
responsibility, and sexual violence, see Hindes & Fileborn, 2020).

If the goal is contributing to the end of a rape culture and empowering 
women, however, there are ways to reduce bias as a factor influencing per-
ception. Here, we used self-affirmation techniques to decrease defensive 
responses to important but potentially self-threatening information about 
sexual assault. We found that when self-affirmed, women higher in rape myth 
beliefs increased their self-reported awareness and acceptance of important 
information about sexual assault and changed their reactions to an actual 
sexual assault. By allowing for a decoupling of self and threat, the affirmation 
exercise presumably allowed cognitive processes to produce more agentic/
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adaptive responses in a group of women who under normal conditions tend to 
exhibit a negative processing bias. This is a promising result, with positive 
implications for pairing educational interventions with self-affirming tech-
niques, and particularly for changing the conversation about consent, the rape 
culture, and what should be normative and expected.
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