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It is important to examine rape myth acceptance and the
pertinent situational factors that affect attitudes and beliefs
concerning the act of rape, perpetrators, and survivors. This
study examines the influence of alcohol consumption and KEYWORDS
perceptions of alcohol use on levels of rape myth acceptance alcohol consumption; rape;
among social work students. Results showed differences in rape myth acceptance;
levels of rape myth acceptance based on race or ethnicity sexual assault; social work
and gender. Results also showed that the version of the vign-

ette read by the participant was a significant predictor of rape

myth acceptance. Respondents’ perceptions of alcohol con-

sumption were also a strong predictor of rape myth accep-

tance levels. These results demonstrate there are multiple

factors that influence social work students’ rape myth accep-

tance levels that need further examination.

Sexual assault is a public safety concern, with the U.S. Department of Justice
(2014a) reporting an estimated 284,350 sexual assaults of persons age 12 and
older in 2014. Sexual assault also has implications for public and individual
health with long-term physical and mental health consequences (National
Institute of Justice, 2007). Rape survivors report high rates of depression,
anxiety, posttraumatic stress disorder (Yuan, Koss, & Stone, 2006), sexual
dysfunction (Postma, Bicanic, Vaart, & Laan, 2013), issues with social adjust-
ment (Hayes, Lorenz, & Bell, 2013), and negative effects on self-esteem
(Perilloux, Duntley, & Buss, 2012) and health (Zinzow, Amstadter, &
McCauley, 2011). Four out of five sexual assault victims suffer from a chronic
physical or psychological condition, and rape victims are 13 times more likely
to commit suicide than those who have never been victimized (National
Institute of Justice, 2007).

Recent research has revealed that college students are at a high risk for
sexual assault (Crawford, Wright, & Birchmeier, 2008; Vanderwoerd, 2009)
with the rate of sexual assault for college women 1.2 times higher than 18- to
24-year-olds not enrolled in an institute of higher education (U.S.
Department of Justice, 2014b). College-age women are also more likely to
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be sexually assaulted than any other age group (National Institute of Justice,
2000) with 20% to 25% of women reporting a sexual assault while attending
college (White House Council on Women and Girls, 2014). College is the
time when men have the greatest likelihood of committing sexual assault.
Twenty-three percent of college men reported committing acts that meet the
definition of rape, and 35% reported some proclivity toward sexual assault if
they could be assured they would not get caught (Burgess, 2007).

The prevalence of sexual assault among college students is influenced by
the acceptance of rape myths (Chiroro, Bohner, Viki, & Jarvis, 2004). Rape
myths are prejudicial or false beliefs about rape, rape victims, and rapists
(Burt, 1980). Previous research suggests that over half of college students
endorse some combination of rape myths (Edwards, Turchik, Dardis,
Reynolds, & Gidycz, 2011). Research also shows that college students are
discriminant in their endorsement of rape myths in that they accept certain
rape myths and not others (McMahon, 2010). Therefore, it is important to
understand the factors that influence rape myth acceptance among college
students, and social work students in particular, due to their potential to be
an integral part in working with sexual assault survivors and in implementing
sexual violence prevention programming. This study seeks to further under-
stand rape myth acceptance by exploring how situational factors (date rape
and alcohol consumption) and group differences (race or ethnicity and
education level) affect which rape myths social work university students are
more likely to accept.

Rape Myth Acceptance

Rape myths support cultural values and ideas that justify the sexual victimi-
zation of women (King & Roberts, 2011) and advocate that women should
accept responsibility for their sexual victimization (Deming, Covan, Swan, &
Billings, 2013). Rape myths contribute to the public consciousness in unpro-
ductive and damaging ways (Kahlor & Morrison, 2007) and suggest that
women provoke their own sexual assault by the types of clothing they wear,
their demeanor, being alone, and being out at night or drinking. Rape myths
have been called “the most self-serving justification of sexual coercion ever
invented by callous men” (Zillmann & Weaver, 1989, p. 134). Common
myths tend to blame the victim (women often provoke rape through their
appearance or behavior), exonerate the perpetrator (men cannot control their
sexual urges), and deny or belittle the violence inherent in rape (a woman
who is raped might as well relax and enjoy it; Bohner, Siebler, & Schmelcher,
2006).

Rape does not occur in social or cultural isolation (Campbell, Dworkin, &
Cabral, 2009). The current rape culture supports objectifying, assaulting, and
abusing women (Burt, 1980; Lonsway & Fitzgerald, 1994). Ward (1995)
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asserted that sexual assault and rape are a means to oppress women. The
current patriarchal society places the responsibility on women to prevent an
assault. Women are taught, based on their gender, that they must be careful,
as they are the main targets for sexual assault (Cahill, 2001). A woman’s
behavior, therefore, is restrained out of the fear of sexual violence (Ward,
1995). Rape myths are an extension of this rape culture; they are a complex
set of cultural beliefs that perpetuate and support male violence against
women (Aronowitz, Lambert, & Davidoff, 2012). They are false attitudes
and beliefs that serve to deny and justify male sexual aggression and violence
(Anderson, Beattie, & Spencer, 2001) by reframing rape as a natural conse-
quence of women’s provocative behavior and men’s strong sexual drive
(Chapleau & Oswald, 2013).

Rape myth acceptance has the potential to facilitate sexual aggression on
an individual level by allowing men to turn off social prohibitions against
committing sexual violence against women. Higher levels of rape myth
acceptance have been linked to increased likelihood of sexual aggression
(Basow & Minieri, 2011) and have the potential to lead to the underreporting
of sexual assaults (Heath, Lynch, Fritch, & Wong, 2013). Women who accept
these rape-supportive beliefs and whose experience corresponds with these
myths are less likely to acknowledge their experience as rape (Peterson &
Muehlenhard, 2004). Women who internalize these rape myths and blame
themselves for the incident are more likely to have poor psychological well-
being, including higher levels of depression and lower levels of self-esteem
(Branscombe, Wohl, Owen, Allison, & N’gbala, 2003).

Situational Factors
Date Rape

The acceptance of rape myths can be influenced by situational factors such as
the relationship between the perpetrator and the victim. Studies have shown
that rape-supportive beliefs are applied to date rape more than stranger rape
(Bridges, 1991; Grubb & Harrower, 2008). For college women, 85% to 90% of
victims know their offender (National Institute of Justice, 2008). The major-
ity of sexual assaults committed by college men occur on dates or at parties
where the victim and perpetrator know one another (Abbey, McAuslan,
Zawacki, Clinton, & Buck, 2001). Date rape is considered less distressing
(Heath et al., 2013), and observers are less likely to label forced sex with an
acquaintance or date as rape (Bridges, 1991). Victims tend to be blamed
more in incidents of date rape (Bridges, 1991; Hinck & Thomas, 1999). In
date rape situations, women are often held responsible for not maintaining
control of the situation, and the man’s behavior is often mislabeled as a
simple miscommunication or misunderstanding of sexual cues (Bridges,
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1991). Date rape incidents are also more likely to involve the consumption of
alcohol (Finch & Munro, 2007).

Alcohol Consumption

Alcohol is a significant factor in the commission of sexual assault
(Bernat, Calhoun, & Stolp, 1998) and can be viewed as both a precipitant
of and excuse for sexually aggressive behavior (Finch & Munro, 2007).
Forty percent of victims report they believed the offender was drinking
prior to the victimization (U.S. Department of Justice, 2011). Alcohol
consumption is a situational factor that has the potential to affect levels
of rape myth acceptance (Bernat et al., 1998). College men and women
attribute more responsibility to female victims and less responsibility to
male offenders when alcohol consumption is involved. A double stan-
dard exists where perpetrators are held less responsible when consuming
alcohol and victims are held more responsible (Finch & Munro, 2007).
Due to this double standard, victims are more likely to blame themselves
for the rape when they have been drinking alcohol and might not seek
necessary resources because they believe they were at fault (Hayes-Smith
& Levett, 2010).

Previous studies have found that sexual assault is more likely to occur
among college students when one or both parties have been consuming
alcohol. Sexual assault with voluntary alcohol consumption is the most com-
mon type of rape on college campuses (Lawyer et al., 2010). Rape and sexual
assault have profound impacts on college students, including detracting from
the quality of their college experience (Fisher, Daigle, & Cullen, 2009). The risk
of alcohol being involved might be in part due to the dynamics of college life
(Kilpatrick et al., 2007), such as participation in sororities or fraternities
(Murnen & Kohlman, 2007). An individual’s attitudes toward alcohol con-
sumption in general could also have an effect on their levels of rape myth
acceptance. Research has shown that helping professionals, including social
workers, could have stigmatizing attitudes toward substance abusers (Rao
et al,, 2000) that might affect the social worker’s interaction with a client
who has experienced a sexual assault that involved alcohol use. Although
research has demonstrated the increased stigma associated with alcohol
dependence, very little research has been conducted to examine people’s
perceptions concerning alcohol consumption or intoxication.

Group Differences

Previous studies have examined which racial or ethnic groups are more likely
to accept and reject rape myths. One study reported that those who identify
as Black or African American or Hispanic were more likely to accept rape
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myths compared to their White counterparts (Lonsway & Fitzgerald, 1994).
Many studies have also examined whether the race of the perpetrator or
victim affects rape myth acceptance levels among observers (Carmody &
Washington, 2001; Hayes, Abbott, & Cook, 2016; Johnson, Kuck, &
Schander, 1997); however, studies have not examined whether the race of
the observer affects rape myth acceptance levels. Previous studies have also
demonstrated that less educated individuals are more likely to accept rape
myths (Kassing, Beesley, & Frey, 2005).

Sexual Assault and Social Work

Sexual assault is an understudied area in social work (McMahon &
Schwartz, 2011), yet social workers play a large part in both intervention
and prevention of sexual violence. Social workers are involved in the
treatment of sexual assault survivors as well as the treatment of perpetrators
of sexual assault. Social workers also develop and implement prevention
programming to reduce sexual violence. Therefore, it is essential to exam-
ine the attitudes and beliefs of social work students as it relates to sexual
assault to ensure that those perceptions and perspectives do not interfere
with their professional obligations. The type of knowledge that social work
students possess will affect their ability to understand complex issues, such
as sexual assault and the multiple variables, including rape myth accep-
tance, that need to be addressed in prevention programs and considered
when intervening with survivors of sexual violence. For social work stu-
dents to fully understand the nuances of sexual assault and positively
influence their future practice, it is imperative that they understand how
rape myth acceptance affects a woman’s emotional and mental state prior to
and after experiencing a sexual assault, a man’s proclivity toward rape, how
these myths might affect a woman’s willingness to report the incident, and
how the internalization of these myths might influence mental health out-
comes during treatment.

Previous research has established that alcohol consumption by the victim,
perpetrator, or both (Bernat, Calhoun, & Stolp, 1998) and whether a scenario is
a date or acquaintance rape (Heath et al., 2013) independently affect rape myth
acceptance among observers. This study seeks to further understand the nuan-
ces of rape myth acceptance among social work students by examining the
potential relationship between perceptions of alcohol, alcohol consumption,
and date rape by presenting students with a hypothetical scenario depicting a
date rape involving alcohol consumption by the victim, perpetrator, both victim
and perpetrator, or neither victim nor perpetrator. No studies known to the
authors have been conducted to examine whether these perceptions affect the
rape-supportive beliefs an individual attributes to a particular incident of rape.
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Methods

This is an exploratory study using a cross-sectional, survey design to assess
social work students’ rape-supportive beliefs, examine if group differences or
situational factors affect rape myth acceptance levels, and if rape myth
acceptance levels are affected by perceptions of alcohol consumption. Three
main research questions were asked: (a) What situational factors influence
rape supportive beliefs among social workers?; (b) Are there differences in
rape myth acceptance levels among groups (race or ethnicity and education
level)?; and (c) Do perceptions of alcohol consumption affect a social work
student’s willingness to accept rape myths?

Procedure

Participants were recruited by contacting all social work instructors in the same
academic department as the primary researcher at a southwestern U.S. uni-
versity via email and asking if they would be willing to distribute a link to an
anonymous survey or allow facilitation of the survey in their classroom. The
instructors were informed that the purpose of the research was to examine
perceptions of rape among social work students. Twenty-six total professors
were contacted. After receiving responses from 23 instructors, each class was
randomly assigned to one of the four different conditions with the following
number of social work students in each condition: victim drinking (n = 52),
perpetrator drinking (n = 54), both drinking (n = 35), and neither drinking
(n = 54). Students did not receive incentives for completing the survey. For
those students completing the survey online, a study description and link to the
survey were forwarded to instructors who then sent the information to their
students. After 2 weeks, a reminder was sent to instructors encouraging stu-
dents to complete the survey. The survey remained available online for 1
month. The study received university institutional review board approval.

Participants

A total of 197 social work students completed the survey. As shown in
Table 1, a majority of respondents self-identified as female (84%) and
White or Caucasian (61%). The majority of respondents (69%) were graduate
students with a mean age of 29.

Measures

Vignette scale
The survey included a vignette describing a sexual assault that was created by
the authors. The vignette for this study was developed using a template that
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Table 1. Demographics.

N %

Gender

Female 166 84.3

Male 31 15.7
Race or ethnicity

White or Caucasian 121 61.4

Black or African American 10 5.1

Hispanic/Latino 39 19.8

Asian 3 1.5

Native American 8 4.1

Pacific Islander 0 0

Mixed race 11 5.6

Other 4 2.0
Age

18-22 34 17.3

23-25 58 29.4

26-30 37 18.8

31-62 68 345
Education level

Undergraduate 61 31

Graduate 136 69

had been created previously for sexual assault research. The researchers from
the previous study defined and identified each significant element of their
vignette as it applied to sexual assault (Crawford et al., 2008). The authors of
this study used that example as a template and incorporated elements
relevant to this particular study. Given that prior research suggests that to
ensure vignette equivalency, all descriptions of the scenarios should be the
same except for the factor being measured (Rice, Robone, & Smith, 2011),
each aspect of the four vignettes in this study was the same except for the
drinking component: The first vignette described a sexual assault with only
the victim, Audrey, drinking (Vignette 1); the second vignette described a
sexual assault with only the perpetrator, Joshua, drinking (Vignette 2); the
third vignette described a sexual assault with both the victim and perpetrator
drinking (Vignette 3); and the fourth vignette described a sexual assault with
neither the victim nor the perpetrator drinking (Vignette 4). The participants
were asked to read the vignette and respond to survey questions based on the
situation described in the vignette:

Audrey was invited by her friends to attend a fraternity party on her college
campus. Audrey was excited to go and spent the entire afternoon picking an outfit,
deciding on her favorite strapless little black dress and 4-inch heels. She had spent
the entire week studying nonstop for midterms and was ready to have a little fun.
She was even more excited to find out that Joshua was going. Joshua had taken her
out on a few dates; taking her to a concert, dinner, a picnic in the park and the
movies; and they had been intimate. They really liked each other. When they arrive
at the party, Audrey and her friends grab a beer. They dance, talk, and have a good
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time. Audrey immediately goes to Joshua when she sees him walk through the
door. They kiss and hug each other. They spend the rest of the party talking,
kissing, and flirting. Audrey continues to drink throughout the party. At the end of
the night Audrey invites Joshua back to her room. She is feeling slightly intoxicated
and since Joshua has only had soft drinks the entire night, he drives her to her
dorm so she doesn’t have to walk. When they arrive at Audrey’s room, they begin
to kiss. Joshua is assertive and pushes her down on the bed. Audrey says she
doesn’t want to because she is feeling sick but Joshua persists. He tells her it’s not a
big deal because they had sex before but Audrey insists and tells him she doesn’t
want to. Joshua gets on top of her and she tries to push him off. She continues to
tell him “no” but he doesn’t stop. After a couple of minutes of trying to push him
off and telling him no, she puts her head to the side and closes her eyes. After
Joshua finishes, he kisses her on the lips gently and puts on his clothes. He tells her
he will call her tomorrow and leaves. Audrey sits up and checks her body to see if
she has any bruises. After not seeing any physical injuries, she turns off her cell
phone, lays down, and tries to go to sleep.

After reading the vignette, respondents were asked to answer 10 specific
survey questions pertaining directly to the vignette. For example, “Because
they previously had sex, it is okay that Joshua expected to have sex with
Audrey?” Answer options for these questions were agree, disagree, or uncer-
tain. Ten of the questions were common across all surveys. For three of the
four vignettes, there were additional unique questions that pertained speci-
fically to the scenario presented in the vignette. For example, in Vignette 1
with Audrey drinking, participants were asked if Audrey, the victim, could
consent to having sex with Joshua. This question would not have been
relevant in the vignettes describing Joshua drinking or neither drinking.
For those who read the vignette with Audrey drinking, statements such as,
“Audrey should not have taken Joshua to her room considering her intoxi-
cated state” were posed. For those who read the vignette with Joshua drink-
ing, statements such as, “Joshua didn’t fully understand what he was doing
because he had been drinking” were posed. For those who read the vignette
with both Audrey and Joshua drinking, statements such as, “Because of their
intoxicated states, Audrey should have expected Joshua would want to have
sex” were posed. These questions were necessary to evaluate students’
responses to the specific scenario prior to assessing their general levels of
rape myth acceptance using standardized scales. When conducting statistical
analysis, only the 10 common questions were analyzed and treated as a scale
(Vignette Scale [VS], a = .93).

Myth Adherence Scale

After answering the vignette questions, students completed an adapted ver-
sion of the Myth Adherence Scale (MA; Bouffard & Bouffard, 2011; a = .71;
current sample a = .91). The scale was created by combining the Rape Myth
Acceptance Scale (Burt, 1980) with original questions such as, “A woman
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who goes to a man’s home/apartment on the first date implies her willingness
to engage in sex” (Bouffard & Bouffard, 2011). The generic pronouns used to
identify the victim and perpetrator were replaced with the names of the
victim and perpetrator described in the vignette. The MA is a 20-question
validated instrument assessing general levels of rape myth acceptance on a 4-
point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree, with higher
scores indicating higher levels of rape myth acceptance. Statements included,
“Audrey did something careless to put herself in that situation,” and “Joshua
would only rape Audrey because of his strong desire for sex.”

Acceptance of Modern Myths about Sexual Aggression Scale

Students completed the Acceptance of Modern Myths about Sexual
Aggression Scale (AMMSA; Gerger, Klev, Bohner, & Siebler, 2007; a = .76;
current sample o = .93), which is a 32-question validated scale assessing
students’ general levels of rape myth acceptance. The scale has shown good
predictive and concurrent validity with meaningful patterns of correlations
with scales measuring the construct of rape myths along with satisfactory
levels of test-retest reliability and high levels of internal consistency (Gerger
et al., 2007). The scale responses were on a 4-point Likert scale ranging from
strongly disagree to strongly agree, with higher scores indicating higher levels
of rape myth acceptance. Statements included, “Many women tend to exag-
gerate the problem of male violence” and “Any woman who has been
drinking is partly to blame if she is raped.”

Students completed two scales to examine rape myth acceptance levels
because the first scale (MA), which was modified to replace the generic
pronouns with the victim or perpetrator in the vignette, was used to reflect
their rape myth acceptance levels as it pertains to the vignette. This second
scale (AMMSA) was used to assess general rape myth acceptance levels by
leaving the generic pronouns to encourage participants to think about their
more broad and general perceptions.

Attitudes Toward Alcohol, Alcoholism, and Alcoholics Scale

Students completed an adapted subscale of the validated Attitudes Toward
Alcohol, Alcoholism and Alcoholics Scale (ATAAA; Vargas & Luis, 2008;
a = .90; current sample o = .89). The total survey is 144 questions
answered on a 4-point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree to
strongly agree. The utilized subscale asks nine questions that assess the
general public’s opinion of alcohol and alcoholics. The remainder of the
scale pertains specifically to the beliefs of health care professionals, so it
was not included in this study. The scale has demonstrated good face and
content validity (Vargas & Luis, 2008) with statements such as, “An
alcoholic cannot be trusted.” Because the word alcoholic implies a sub-
stance use disorder and this study sought to examine attitudes toward



Downloaded by [TCU Texas Christian University], [Nada Elias-Lambert] at 06:19 03 August 2016

10 A. BALDWIN-WHITE AND N. ELIAS-LAMBERT

drinking and intoxication, the word alcoholic was replaced with a person
who drinks a lot in all of the questions.

Data Analysis Plan

Because research using vignette studies to examine rape myth acceptance is
limited, multiple analyses were performed to answer the research questions.
Independent samples t tests were performed to assess differences in rape
myth acceptance among racial and ethnic groups and among undergraduate
and graduate students. An analysis of variance (ANOVA) was performed to
assess the differences in rape myth acceptance levels among students based
on which vignette they read. A regression analysis was executed to assess
whether the vignette a student read was a significant predictor of scores on
rape myth acceptance scales. A correlation analysis was performed to exam-
ine the relationship between rape myth acceptance and social work students’
perceptions of alcohol consumption. A regression analysis was performed to
assess whether positive or negative perceptions of alcoholics are a strong
predictor of rape myth acceptance levels.

Results

The first research question inquired whether situational factors in the vign-
ette influenced a willingness to accept rape myths. A one-way ANOVA was
performed to assess whether there were differences in scores on the VS, MA,
and AMMSA based on the vignette the participant read. The overall model
showing differences in the VS scores was significant, F(3, 193) = 5.86,
p = .001, with a small effect size (> = .08). Post-hoc analysis showed
significant differences between those who read the vignette with Joshua
drinking and Audrey drinking (p = .002). Those who read the vignette
with Joshua drinking were less likely to accept rape myths than those who
read the vignette with Audrey drinking. There were also significant differ-
ences between those who read the vignette with neither drinking and Joshua
drinking (p = .008). Those who read the vignette with neither drinking were
less likely to endorse rape myths compared to respondents who read the
vignette with Joshua drinking.

A regression analysis (see Table 2) was performed to determine whether
the vignette a participant read predicted scores on the VS (M = .31), AMMSA
(M = 48), and MA (M = 1.26). Four dummy variables were created for the
vignette read variable, with those who read the vignette with neither drinking
serving as the reference category. The model was significant for the VS, F(3,
193) = 5.86, p = .001, accounting for 8% of the variance in VS scores (R* =
.08). Compared to those who read the vignette with neither person drinking,
those who read the vignette with Joshua drinking were more likely to have
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Table 2. Regression analysis: Predicting rape myth acceptance.

Outcome Predictor B R? 95% Cl for p
VS Vignette read

Audrey -.022 .033 [-.109, .066]

Joshua 141* .056 [.055, .228]

Both .093 .007 [-.003, .190]
MA Vignette read

Audrey —.025 .000 [-.163, .112]

Joshua 012 .002 [-.124, .148]

Both .148* .027 [.021, .275]
AMMSA Vignette read

Audrey .032 .001 [-.053, .118]

Joshua .063 .001 [-.022, .147]

Both 115% .015 [.020, .228]
VS ATAAA .077* .023 [.006, .148]
MA ATAAA 299%** .090 [.093, .247]
AMMSA ATAAA 269%** 123 [.166, .375]

Note: VS = Vignette Scale; MA = Myth Adherence Scale; AMMSA = Acceptance of Modern Myths about
Sexual Aggression Scale; ATAAA = Attitudes Toward Alcohol, Alcoholism and Alcoholics Scale.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

the highest rape myth acceptance scores on the VS, whereas those who read
the vignette with Audrey drinking were likely to have the lowest scores on
the VS. The overall regression model was not a significant predictor of scores
on the MA based on the vignette a person read. However, as an individual
predictor, for those who read the vignette with both drinking, the vignette
served as a significant predictor of their scores on the MA (p = .05) with
respondents having the highest level of rape myth acceptance. The regression
analysis did not produce a significant model for predicting scores on the
AMMSA. However, like the MA, for those who read the vignette with both
drinking, the vignette served as a predictor of scores on the AMMSA
(p = .05) with respondents having the highest level of rape myth acceptance.

The second research question inquired if there are differences in rape
myth acceptance levels among groups (race and ethnicity and education
level). An independent samples ¢ test was used to assess differences in rape
myth acceptance scores based on race and ethnicity. Race and ethnicity was
transformed into two categories (White or Caucasian and non-White or
minority) due to a lack of variation among self-identified minorities.
Results showed a significant difference between White or Caucasian
(M = 1.21, SD = .25) and non-White or minority (M = 1.3, SD = .28) in
scores on the MA, #(194) = -2.26, p = .03. Results were also significant
between White or Caucasian (M = 1.4, SD = .31) and non-White or minority
(M = 1.52, SD = .41) on the AMMSA, #(189) = -2.07, p = .04. Those
respondents who self-identified as White or Caucasian were more likely to
have higher scores on both rape myth acceptance scales, meaning they were
more likely to accept rape myths. However, there were no significant differ-
ences in rape myth acceptance levels on the VS based on race. Results showed
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Table 3. Correlations.

Factor 1 2 3 4
1 Myth Adherence 1

2 Vignette Scale A459%* 1

3 AMMSA J91** A19%* 1

4 Perceptions of alcoholics 313 174%* .363** 1

Note: AMMAA = Acceptance of Modern Myths about Sexual Aggression Scale.
*p < .05. **p < .01.

a significant difference between undergraduate (M = 1.33, SD = .29) and
graduate (M = 1.21, SD = .25) students on the MA, #(194) = 3.11, p = .004,
and a significant difference in undergraduate (M = 1.58, SD = .42) and
graduate (M = 1.4, SD = .31) students on the AMMSA, #(189) = 3.46,
p = .001. Graduate students were more likely to accept rape myths compared
to undergraduate students. There was not enough variance in gender
(female = 166, male = 31) to assess any differences in scores on the VS,
MA, or AMMSA based on gender.

The final research question asked if perceptions of alcohol consumption
affect a social work student’s willingness to accept rape myths. A correlation
analysis was performed to determine the relationship between an individual’s
attitudes toward alcohol consumption and rape myth acceptance levels. As
shown in Table 3, the results generally show a strong relationship between
attitudes toward alcohol, alcoholics, and alcoholism and levels of rape myth
acceptance on all three scales. Respondents with more negative perceptions
of alcohol consumers had higher levels of rape myth acceptance. The results
of a regression analysis also showed that scores on the ATAAA were a strong
predictor of scores on the VS, F(1, 194) = 4.604, p < .05; the MA, F(1,
193) = 19.003, p < .001; and the AMMSA, F(1, 188) = 26.456, p < .001.

Discussion

Rape myth acceptance is an essential concept in the understanding of
sexual assault and the ultimate reduction of the prevalence of rape among
college students (Lonsway & Fitzgerald, 1994). Therefore, it is important
to understand rape myth acceptance among social work students not only
due to their own potential to perpetrate or be victims of sexual assault,
but also the fact that social work students are likely to interact with sexual
assault survivors in practice. Understanding rape myth acceptance among
social work students has implications for social work practice and poten-
tially other helping professions. Previous research has shown that
although college students have low levels of rape myth acceptance overall,
they do accept certain rape myths while rejecting others (McMahon,
2010). This study shows that certain factors might affect college students’
willingness to support certain beliefs about rape.
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Research suggests that males are more accepting of rape myths (Buddie &
Miller, 2001), however, in this study because the majority of the sample was
female, comparisons could not be made concerning gender. There were
differences in rape myth acceptance among participants of different ethni-
cities. Although there was not a diverse sample of students who self-identi-
fied as a member of a minority group, a comparison could be made between
those students who self-identified as White and those students who self-
identified as any specific minority group. Results showed students who self-
identified as a minority exhibited lower levels of rape myth acceptance as
compared to those who self-identified as White. A potential explanation for
this result is the effect of privilege; perhaps unchecked and unexplored
privilege has prevented White students from fully understanding oppressive
beliefs and policies and how these beliefs affect certain groups (Marsiglia &
Kulis, 2009). Rape myths are a means of perpetuating sexism and therefore a
means of continuing the oppression of women (Suarez & Gadalla, 2010).
Minority students, due to their own history of oppression, might be more
aware of how society persecutes and dominates different groups of people
including women (Arredondo, 1999).

The differences in rape myth acceptance based on education level were
unexpected. Graduate students, due to their continued education and
experience, were expected to have lower levels of rape myth acceptance;
however, graduate students exhibited higher levels of rape myth accep-
tance. There are potential explanations for this finding. First, graduate
students might be older than undergraduate students, therefore the differ-
ences in rape myth acceptance levels could be the result of generational
differences. The definition of rape has changed over decades with the
recognition of date and acquaintance rape as the more typical circum-
stances in which sexual assault occurs, so older students might not have a
clear understanding of and education concerning date rape. Also, older
students might endorse more traditional gender roles (Judge & Livingston,
2008) and therefore place the blame for the assault on the woman because
she participated in behaviors that might be seen as “asking for it,” such as
being flirtatious or drinking. Previous research has shown that those who
have more traditional gender roles are more likely to endorse rape myths
(Johnson et al., 1997).

Because the vast majority of the sample was female, the results suggest that
at least a portion of respondents have internalized these rape myths, poten-
tially leading to poor well-being and mental health outcomes. Women who
endorse rape myths are less likely to acknowledge an incident that meets the
definition of sexual assault as rape, are less likely to report it, or choose to not
seek treatment due to their own shame and guilt (Duran, Moya, Megias, &
Viki, 2010). Therefore, it is important to address these rape myths among
social work students because of the potential to be victimized.
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Although statistical results showed no significant differences in rape myth
acceptance levels on the two validated scales, MA and AMMSA, there is still
the potential that perceptions of alcohol consumption can affect rape myth
acceptance levels. First, there are critiques of current rape myth acceptance
scales. One in particular is that the scales lack nuance and are worded in such a
way that the scales encourage socially desirable responses (Gerger et al., 2007).
Previous research has shown that college students tend to score low on these
scales in general (Gerger et al., 2007) and discriminant analysis is necessary to
understand which rape myths college students are willing to accept. A descrip-
tive analysis of these data (Baldwin-White & Elias-Lambert, in press) demon-
strates that college students are willing to accept certain myths, so a statistical
analysis might not provide the best information concerning rape myth accep-
tance among this population. Although the results of the regression were not
significant for the validated scales, the fact that only 8% of the variance in the
VS was explained is a significant result. This potentially demonstrates that
current research is not capturing the full context of rape myth acceptance and
there are possibly multiple influential factors associated with rape myth accep-
tance that are not being taken into consideration when examining variables
that might affect rape-supportive beliefs.

The results of the correlation and regression analysis examining the relation-
ship between attitudes toward alcohol consumption and rape myth acceptance
demonstrates the need to explore previously unexamined factors to understand
rape myth acceptance. Results of this study show that social work students’
perceptions of alcohol consumption affect their levels of rape myth acceptance.
Therefore, not only does drinking and who is drinking affect rape myth accep-
tance levels, but how a person perceives drinking in general, absent the vignette,
has an effect on a person’s willingness to accept or reject rape-supportive beliefs.

Limitations and Future Research

The lack of variation in gender did not allow important gender compar-
isons, but there is still the opportunity to learn about female social workers
and their rape-supportive beliefs. Also, other demographic differences
beyond race and education level were not examined to understand if
there were any external factors that could have affected rape myth accep-
tance levels. Because the variance explained, although significant, is low,
there is the potential that there are unexplained variables that explain the
levels of rape myth acceptance. Selection bias could have had an effect on
results as well. Students who self-selected to participate in the study might
be students who have low levels of rape myth acceptance, therefore
potentially leading to the lack of the predictive nature of the vignette the
participant read. Social desirability is also a concern. Social work students
might be more likely to answer in a way that is more socially acceptable,
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therefore the results might not be a true reflection of what social work
students believe.

This study provides a good foundation for understanding rape myth
acceptance among social work students. Future research needs to include a
larger sample of men to not only understand the gender differences, but also
understand men’s rape myth acceptance levels and if male social workers’
beliefs are different or similar to men in other samples. Future samples
should have more students who self-identify as a minority to attempt to
further understand the relationship between race or ethnicity and rape myth
acceptance. Future studies should also examine rape myth acceptance levels
among other helping professionals. As previously stated, prior studies have
shown that current rape myth acceptance scales might not fully capture the
beliefs and attitudes of college students (Burgess, 2007) due to the changing
meaning and context of rape myths (Gerger et al., 2007). The results of the
studies that use these scales often lead to misrepresentations of college
students (Gerger et al., 2007), therefore future studies should qualitatively
examine beliefs and attitudes about rape and use that information to create a
new rape myth assessment tool.

Conclusion

For sexual assault survivors to have the best potential outcomes while in
treatment, it is important that social work students become aware of and
work to correct the biases they have toward the act of rape, survivors, and
perpetrators. It is imperative that these attitudes be addressed in an educa-
tional environment to promote the most positive outcomes for clients. Social
work students are taught and work to be more empathetic toward those in
need (Acker, 1999), however, this study shows that even those trained to be
empathetic can have misunderstandings concerning the act of rape and the
behaviors of perpetrators and survivors. These misunderstandings could lead
helping professionals to dismiss a victim’s claim of sexual assault, which
could have tremendous negative effects on clients. Survivors who are not
believed tend to have poorer psychological or emotional outcomes (Ullman
& Peter-Hagene, 2014). This study reiterates the need to examine and
investigate the multiple factors that influence rape myth acceptance to
lower rape-supportive beliefs and reduce the prevalence of sexual assault
and rape among this population.
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