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Introduction and Definition of Attitudes toward Sexual Violence

Attitudes toward sexual violence represent a complex constellation of beliefs, emotions, and
behavioral intentions held by individuals and groups regarding non-consensual sexual acts, their
perpetrators, and their victims. In the field of psychology, an attitude is typically understood as a
learned predisposition to respond in a consistently favorable or unfavorable manner with respect to
a given object. In this context, the object is sexual violence itself, encompassing specific behaviors
like rape, sexual assault, and harassment. These attitudes are highly significant because they do
not exist in a vacuum; they function as powerful cognitive filters that influence the interpretation of
ambiguous social interactions, shape judgments in legal and social settings, and ultimately
contribute to the perpetuation or deterrence of sexual harm. Understanding these attitudes requires
moving beyond simple disapproval, delving into subtle forms of justification and minimization that
often characterize societal responses to violence.

These attitudes are often conceptualized using the tripartite model, consisting of cognitive,
affective, and behavioral components. The cognitive component includes explicit beliefs, such as
whether a victim contributed to the assault or whether sexual violence is a serious crime. The
affective component refers to the emotional reactions evoked by discussions of sexual violence,
ranging from empathy for the victim to hostility toward the accused, or even indifference. Crucially,
the behavioral component encompasses the readiness to act, such as the willingness to
intervene as a bystander, report a crime, or participate in victim-blaming behaviors. It is the
interplay between these three components that determines the strength and rigidity of an
individual's overall orientation toward sexual violence, dictating whether they uphold norms of
consent or implicitly endorse aggressive behavior.

Furthermore, attitudes toward sexual violence exist on a spectrum, ranging from explicit
condemnation to subtle, often unconscious, forms of acceptance or minimization. Explicit attitudes
are those that individuals consciously report on surveys, reflecting socially desirable responses,
while implicit attitudes are automatic evaluative responses that are often more resistant to
conscious control and may reveal underlying biases. For instance, an individual may explicitly state
that rape is always wrong, yet hold implicit associations that link female intoxication with culpability.
This distinction is vital for researchers and practitioners, as interventions aimed solely at explicit
attitude change often fail to address the deeper, automatic cognitive structures that truly drive
behavior and systemic acceptance of violence.

Measurement and Conceptualization of Attitudes

The rigorous measurement of attitudes toward sexual violence is essential for both theoretical
development and effective prevention efforts. Because these attitudes are often socially sensitive,
researchers must employ diverse methodological approaches to capture the full range of both
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explicit and implicit beliefs. Explicit measures typically involve self-report questionnaires utilizing
Likert scales, designed to assess agreement with statements related to victim responsibility,
perpetrator excusability, or the perceived seriousness of sexual assault. The efficacy of these
scales relies heavily on the careful phrasing of items to minimize social desirability bias, prompting
respondents to reveal beliefs they might otherwise conceal in face-to-face interactions or public
forums.

One prominent explicit measurement tool is the lllinois Rape Myth Acceptance Scale (IRMA),
which focuses specifically on the degree to which an individual endorses false beliefs about sexual
assault. Other scales, such as those measuring adversarial sexual beliefs or acceptance of
interpersonal violence, capture broader ideological frameworks that often precede and fuel specific
attitudes toward sexual violence. Despite their utility in identifying general trends and risk factors,
self-report measures are inherently limited by the respondent's willingness and ability to accurately
introspect and report potentially stigmatizing beliefs. Consequently, researchers often seek
corroboration through behavioral indices or more nuanced projective techniques.

To overcome the limitations of explicit self-report, researchers increasingly utilize implicit
measures, such as the Implicit Association Test (IAT). The IAT measures the strength of
automatic associations between target concepts (e.g., "victim" and "responsible") and attributes
(e.g., "blame™" and "innocent"). Faster response times when pairing concepts that align with a
prejudiced attitude suggest a stronger implicit bias. These implicit attitudes are particularly
predictive of non-verbal behavior, snap judgments, and behavior under cognitive load, providing
critical insight into how biases operate in high-stress situations, such as jury deliberations or first-
responder interactions, even when explicit attitudes appear egalitarian. The combination of both
explicit and implicit measures offers a more holistic and accurate picture of the cognitive landscape
surrounding sexual violence.

Rape Myth Acceptance (RMA)

Rape Myth Acceptance (RMA) is arguably the most extensively studied component of attitudes
toward sexual violence, serving as a critical indicator of societal tolerance for sexual aggression.
Rape myths are defined as prejudicial, stereotyped, and false beliefs about sexual assault, its
perpetrators, and its victims. These myths function primarily to deny or minimize the severity of
sexual violence, shift responsibility away from the perpetrator, and place blame onto the victim,
thereby justifying the status quo and reducing anxiety associated with the randomness of violence.
Examples of pervasive myths include the belief that victims secretly desire to be raped, that
assaults primarily occur in dark alleys by strangers (the "stranger danger" myth), or that a victim
who was drinking or dressed provocatively is partially responsible for the assault.

The endorsement of RMA is strongly and consistently correlated with several negative outcomes.
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Individuals who score highly on RMA scales are significantly more likely to engage in victim
blaming, express skepticism toward victims' accounts, and perceive sexual coercion as less
harmful or criminal. Furthermore, high RMA scores are robustly linked to increased acceptance of
aggressive sexual behavior, diminished empathy for victims, and, critically, higher self-reported
likelihood of committing sexual assault among perpetrators. This demonstrates that RMA is not
merely a passive set of beliefs but an active cognitive mechanism that normalizes and facilitates
sexual aggression by creating a moral and social environment where such violence is excused.

The persistence of rape myths is deeply rooted in cultural narratives and gender stereotypes. They
serve a functional role in maintaining traditional gender hierarchies, suggesting that men are
inherently sexually aggressive and women are responsible for controlling male desire. When
judicial systems or social institutions operate on the basis of RMA, the consequence is often
systemic injustice, characterized by low conviction rates, lenient sentencing for offenders, and the
secondary victimization of survivors who face skepticism and scrutiny during the reporting process.
Therefore, challenging RMA through education and critical analysis is a primary target for effective
violence prevention programs designed to shift detrimental societal attitudes.

Hostile and Benevolent Sexism

Attitudes toward sexual violence are inextricably linked to broader gender ideologies, particularly
those captured by Ambivalent Sexism Theory, which posits that sexism exists in two
complementary forms: hostile and benevolent. Hostile sexism is characterized by overtly negative
evaluations and stereotypes of women, including beliefs that women are manipulative, overly
sensitive, or attempting to control men through sex. This form of sexism directly predicts the
endorsement of rape myths and is strongly associated with acceptance of sexual aggression, as it
justifies punitive and coercive behavior toward women perceived as violating traditional gender
roles.

In contrast, benevolent sexism appears positive on the surface, characterizing women as pure,
fragile, and deserving of men's protection and adoration, provided they remain within traditional
roles (e.g., being nurturing or maternal). While seemingly benign, benevolent sexism is
psychologically insidious because it reinforces women's dependence on men and justifies gender
inequality by framing it as natural or desirable. Research indicates that benevolent sexism is highly
correlated with RMA, particularly the belief that women who deviate from traditional gender roles
(e.g., being sexually assertive or independent) forfeit their right to protection and may be
responsible for their own victimization.

The combination of hostile and benevolent sexism creates a powerful ideological framework that
legitimizes sexual violence. Hostile sexism provides the aggression and animosity necessary for
perpetration and victim blaming, while benevolent sexism ensures that women who are victims are
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judged according to whether they adhered to gendered expectations of passivity and purity. If a
victim violates the benevolent ideal--by being assertive, drinking, or having multiple partners--she
is often rapidly re-categorized as deserving of the hostility that facilitates blaming and excusing the
perpetrator. Therefore, effective intervention must target not just the overt hostility, but also the
subtle, seemingly positive gender stereotypes that underpin the societal normalization of sexual
aggression.

Theoretical Frameworks: Social Learning and Cognitive Dissonance

The formation and maintenance of attitudes toward sexual violence are explained through several
key psychological theories, chief among them Social Learning Theory. This framework posits that
individuals acquire attitudes and behaviors through observation, imitation, and reinforcement within
their social environment. Children and adolescents learn about appropriate sexual conduct, gender
roles, and responses to conflict by observing parents, peers, and, significantly, media
representations. If an individual is exposed to environments where aggressive sexual behavior is
tolerated, minimized, or even glorified--whether in pornography, locker room talk, or institutional
responses--they are likely to internalize attitudes that normalize such behavior. The influence of
peers, especially during adolescence, is particularly strong, as group norms often reinforce
attitudes that promote hypermasculinity and objectification, which are direct precursors to
acceptance of sexual violence.

Another critical explanatory framework is Cognitive Dissonance Theory, which suggests that
individuals strive for internal consistency between their beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors. When a
person engages in behavior that contradicts their existing attitudes (e.g., minimizing an assault
after being a bystander, or blaming a victim after knowing they are innocent), they experience
psychological tension (dissonance). To reduce this uncomfortable state, the individual is motivated
to change either the behavior or the attitude. In the context of sexual violence, perpetrators,
bystanders, or even members of the general public often reduce dissonance by shifting their
attitudes to align with the negative event, typically by rationalizing the action or engaging in victim
blaming. This mechanism allows the individual to maintain a positive self-image ("l am a good
person™) while justifying or minimizing the harmful event ("The victim must have exaggerated").

Furthermore, System Justification Theory offers a macro-level explanation, positing that people
are motivated, often unconsciously, to defend and justify the political and social status quo, even if
the system disadvantages them personally. Attitudes that minimize sexual violence and blame
victims serve a system-justifying function because they maintain the illusion that the existing social
order is fair, stable, and protective. Accepting that sexual violence is rampant and that institutions
often fail to respond adequately would require facing uncomfortable truths and demanding
systemic change, which is cognitively taxing. By endorsing rape myths, individuals reduce the
perceived threat to the system, thereby maintaining psychological comfort and minimizing the need
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for disruptive social action.

Societal and Cultural Influences

Attitudes toward sexual violence are profoundly shaped by macro-level societal and cultural
structures. Cultural norms regarding masculinity, femininity, and sexuality establish the baseline for
what constitutes acceptable sexual interaction and what is considered aggressive. Cultures that
emphasize rigid gender roles, promote male sexual entittement, and discourage emotional
expression among men often foster environments where coercive attitudes thrive. For instance, the
normalization of the phrase "boys will be boys" serves as a cultural script that minimizes male
aggression and sexual misconduct, framing it as an inevitable biological phenomenon rather than a
learned behavior subject to moral scrutiny.

The role of media--including traditional film, music, and digital platforms--in shaping these attitudes
cannot be overstated. Media representations frequently perpetuate rape myths by portraying
sexual assault ambiguously, romanticizing coercive behavior, or showing victims who are met with
skepticism or disbelief. Exposure to highly sexualized and aggressive content, particularly certain
forms of pornography that depict non-consensual acts as pleasurable or desirable, has been
empirically linked to increased acceptance of interpersonal violence and diminished empathy for
victims. This constant cultural input reinforces the cognitive schemas that underlie negative
attitudes, making them appear natural and immutable.

Legal and institutional responses also serve as powerful cultural amplifiers of attitudes toward
sexual violence. When legal systems fail to prosecute offenders vigorously, or when police
departments handle cases with skepticism or procedural delays, these actions send a clear
societal message: sexual violence is not taken seriously. Such institutional failures validate
preexisting attitudes of minimization and victim blaming among the public. Conversely, societies
that implement comprehensive consent education, enforce clear legal definitions of assault, and
provide robust support services for survivors demonstrate a collective attitude of intolerance for
sexual violence, which can gradually shift public beliefs over time through the mechanism of
institutional modeling.

Consequences and Perpetuation of Violence

The collective prevalence of negative attitudes toward sexual violence has profound and
devastating consequences that extend far beyond individual belief systems, contributing directly to
the perpetuation of the violence itself. One of the most immediate effects is secondary
victimization, where survivors who seek help from institutional sources (police, hospitals, courts)
are met with skepticism, judgment, and the application of rape myths. This experience often inflicts
psychological harm comparable to the original assault, leading to reluctance to report crimes,
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diminished trust in authorities, and prolonged psychological distress, including PTSD and
depression.

Furthermore, widespread negative attitudes directly contribute to the significant issue of
underreporting. When victims anticipate being blamed, disbelieved, or shamed, they are far less
likely to seek justice or medical care. This cycle of silence ensures that perpetrators face minimal
consequences, reinforcing the idea that sexual violence is a low-risk crime and normalizing
aggressive behavior within certain social groups. The societal tolerance implied by high levels of
RMA creates a climate of impunity, where potential offenders perceive little deterrence, effectively
lowering the cognitive barrier to perpetration.

Ultimately, negative attitudes toward sexual violence function as structural barriers to effective
prevention. If a community believes that sexual assault is inevitable, or that victims are primarily
responsible, resources are diverted away from perpetrator accountability and toward ineffective or
victim-focused prevention efforts (e.g., teaching women self-defense instead of teaching men
consent). By challenging and dismantling the cognitive structures that allow for the minimization
and justification of sexual harm, society can move toward creating environments where true
prevention--focused on changing perpetrator behavior and fostering a culture of consent--can take
root and thrive.

Prevention and Intervention Strategies

Effective intervention strategies aimed at reducing sexual violence must necessarily target the
deeply entrenched negative attitudes that sustain it. Interventions are generally categorized into
primary, secondary, and tertiary prevention, but all successful programs share the common goal of
challenging underlying rape myths, hostile sexism, and gender role rigidity. Primary prevention
efforts, typically delivered in educational settings, focus on improving knowledge about consent,
promoting empathy for victims, and encouraging bystander intervention. These programs utilize
technigues such as cognitive restructuring to directly confront and refute rape myths, replacing
them with accurate information about assault statistics and perpetrator responsibility.

A particularly promising approach involves the use of Bystander Intervention Programs. These
programs operate on the premise that changing attitudes is best achieved through behavioral
commitment and social influence. They train participants to recognize situations that might escalate
to sexual violence and equip them with the skills to safely and effectively intervene. By shifting the
social norm from passive acceptance to active intolerance, these programs leverage peer influence
to change individual attitudes. When individuals publicly commit to intervention, their internal
attitudes often shift to align with that commitment, reducing cognitive dissonance and solidifying
new, pro-social beliefs.

Finally, effective long-term change requires systemic and structural interventions that address the
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cultural roots of these attitudes. This includes advocating for policy changes that ensure equitable
legal responses, promoting media literacy to critically evaluate harmful representations of gender
and sexuality, and fostering community-wide dialogue about masculinity and entitlement. Attitude
change is a process, not a single event, requiring sustained effort across multiple levels of society--
individual, relational, institutional, and cultural--to ultimately cultivate a collective attitude of zero
tolerance toward sexual violence and promote genuine respect for autonomy and consent.
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