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Sexual aggression is one of the most humiliating forms of gender-based violence and may profoundly affect vic-
tims’ physical, mental, and sexual health. This research analyzed the role of previous experiences of sexual coer-
cion by an intimate partner on women’s behavioral, cognitive, and emotional responses to a video clip showing a
sexual assault involving a couple. Spanish college women with (N = 63) and without (N = 77) experience of sexual
coercion indicated the point at which they would leave the situation (response latency), the probability of ter-
minating the relationship if they were the woman in the video, attributions of responsibility to victim and per-
petrator, and their emotional state. Victims were less likely to say they would terminate the relationship and re-
ported more negative emotions than did nonvictims, but no differences were found on the response latency and
attribution measures. Overall, the results suggest that previous sexual coercion may be related to women’s beha -
vioral and emotional responses to situations involving the threat of sexual victimization. 
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Sexual coercion is a manifestation of male aggression
against women that is especially frequent in intimate
relationships (Edwards et al. 2014; Smith et al. 2017).
For the purposes of this research, the term of sexual
coercion is used to refer to an unwanted sexual activ-
ity that occurs after a person is pressured in a non-
physical way, for example by telling lies, using persist-
ent verbal pressure to have sex, making false prom-
ises, threatening to end the relationship or spread ru-

mors, showing displeasure, or getting angry (Koss et
al. 2007; Smith et al. 2018).

Sexual  coercion  is  more  common  than  may  be
widely recognized. In a study from the United States,
13.2 percent of  women reported having experienced
one or more incidents of nonphysical sexual coercion
at some point in their lifetime, and in 74.7 percent of
cases, the perpetrator was a current or former partner
(Smith  et  al.  2017).  A  very  similar  prevalence  for
verbal  sexual  coercion  of  13.3  percent  was  found
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across  nine  European  countries,  with  the  rate  for
Spain being 15.7 percent (Krahé et al. 2015). Another
Spanish study found a prevalence rate of 19.1 percent
(Santos-Iglesias and Sierra 2012).

Despite  a  large  body  of  evidence  on  the  con-
sequences  of  sexual  victimization  (for  example,
Brown, Testa, and Messman-Moore 2009), not much is
known about the relationship between the experience
of sexual coercion and the recognition of risky situ-
ations,  especially in interactions with intimate part-
ners. Such knowledge is important because impaired
risk awareness is thought to play a critical role in the
risk of revictimization, whether within the same rela-
tionship or in a new one. The current study sought to
address this gap. We examined whether women’s be-
havioral,  cognitive,  and  emotional  responses  to  a
scenario involving the risk of sexual assault by an in-
timate partner varied in relation to two factors: previ-
ous experience of sexual coercion by an intimate part-
ner, and increasing severity of sexual violence as the
experimental situation unfolds. Behavioral responses
were measured by the time the women took to decide
they would leave the situation and probably termin-
ate  the  relationship,  cognitive  responses  were  as-
sessed in terms of attributions of responsibility to the
perpetrator and the victim, and emotional responses
were  measured  on  the  valence  and  control  dimen-
sions.

1 Previous Experience of Sexual Assault and 

Perceptions of Rape
A large body of literature has addressed the effect of
sexual assault experiences on the increased risk of be-
ing  victimized  again  (revictimization),  and impaired
risk perception has been identified as a critical medi-
ating variable in explaining this link (see reviews by
Decker and Littleton 2018; Rinehart and Yeater 2015).
A few studies have compared victims’ and nonvictims’
awareness of the threat of sexual assault in vignettes
with a hypothetical  partner,  finding  that  victimized
women take longer to recognize the point at which a
sexual situation turns risky and it would be time to
leave.  For  example,  Soler-Baillo,  Marx,  and  Sloan
(2005) found that college women with sexual victimiz-
ation experiences took longer to realize that a man’s
behavior became sexually  inappropriate in an audio

vignette about a date-rape interaction. Several other
studies suggest that women with sexual victimization
histories are less likely than nonvictimized women to
identify threat and decide they would leave the sexu-
ally aggressive situation (Gidycz, McNamara, and Ed-
wards 2006; Messman-Moore and Brown 2006; Frank-
lin 2013; Haugen, Salter, and Philipps 2019; Neilson et
al. 2018). 

How previous experience of sexual victimization in-
fluences the decision to terminate a relationship may
also be considered as a measure of risk response, even
though it is more far-reaching than deciding to leave
a specific risky situation and implies a greater degree
of  conscious  reflection.  A  small  number  of  studies
have found that prior experience of sexual coercion by
an intimate partner predicted a lower probability of
terminating the relationship in hypothetical scenarios
(for example if  the partner had been unfaithful;  Ar-
riaga,  Capezza,  and Daly  2016;  Garrido-Macías  and
Arriaga 2020).

Experience  of  sexual  victimization  has  also  been
linked to the level of attribution of responsibility to
other victims (Miller, Amacker, and King 2011). In line
with  the  defensive  attribution  hypothesis  (Shaver
1970),  women  who  had  experienced  sexual  assault
perceived greater similarity to the victim and less sim-
ilarity to the perpetrator than did nonvictimized wo-
men,  leading  to  less  responsibility  attributed to the
victim and more responsibility attributed to the per-
petrator  (Grubb  and  Harrower  2008;  Osman  2011;
Amacker and Littleton 2013). Miller et al. (2011) found
that a history of sexual assault predicted lower victim
responsibility  attributions  mediated  through  greater
perceived similarity to the victim. 

Finally,  the experience of sexual victimization may
have an  impact  on  emotional  responses  to  sexually
risky situations. Abundant research has analyzed the
relationship  between  sexual  victimization  and  emo-
tional outcomes,  showing that victims of  sexual ag-
gression  experience  more  negative  affect,  emotional
distress, anxiety, anger, frustration, sadness, and dis-
gust than women who had not suffered sexual aggres-
sion (Livingston et al. 2004; Mason and Lodrick 2013;
Jeffrey  2014).  For  example,  Soler-Baillo  et  al.  (2005)
found that victims of sexual assault experienced less
positive-valence affect after a vignette about a date-
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rape interaction than did nonvictims. These emotions
associated with sexual victimization could make wo-
men less willing to acknowledge and use emotions as
cues that signal the need to escape, undermining risk
awareness  (Magar,  Phillips,  and  Hosie  2008;  Walsh,
DiLillo, and Messman-Moore 2012).

To our knowledge, no research to date has specific-
ally examined how prior experience of sexual coercion
by an intimate partner relates to women’s responses
to hypothetical sexually risky situations. The literat-
ure closest to this area has found that sexual coercion
is perceived negatively, unless a woman has personal
reasons to reinterpret or minimize the harmful beha-
vior of the other person (Arriaga et al. 2018). Accord-
ing to Betrayal Trauma Theory (Freyd 2020), victims of
sexual  assault  by  their  intimate  partners  remember
and process the sexual transgression differently from
transgressions involving betrayal by individuals with
whom victims do not  have such a close connection
(Gobin and Freyd 2017; Klest, Tamaian, and Boughner
2019). Based on this reasoning, betrayal trauma the-
ory can offer a framework to explain why victims of
partner  sexual  coercion  may  be  less  perceptive  of
partner sexual assault than nonvictims, as indicated
by impaired risk awareness and response.

Many studies about the influence of sexual victimiz-
ation  experiences  on  perceptions  of  sexual  assault
have grouped together subjects who had experienced
physical  and  verbal  sexual  coercion  (for  example,
Soler-Baillo et al.  2005;  Messman-Moore and Brown
2006;  Haugen et al.  2019).  However, because women
tend to normalize experiences of verbal sexual coer-
cion (Katz and Tirone 2010; Salwen and O’Leary 2013),
and to perceive these forms of violence less negatively
than  physical  forms  (Brown  et  al.  2009;  Garrido-
Macías, Valor-Segura and Expósito 2020), the current
research aimed to analyze how the experience of non-
physical sexual coercion relates to behavioral, cognit-
ive, and emotional responses to a sexually risky situ-
ation. 

2 Increase in the Severity of Sexual Violence

The literature indicates  that  a  perceived increase in
the severity of coercive means is related to women’s
decision  to  leave  a  hypothetical  situation  involving
the risk of sexual violence and to terminate a (hypo-

thetical)  abusive  relationship  (Yeater,  McFall,  and
Viken 2011; Garrido-Macías et al. 2020). For example,
Yeater et  al.  (2011)  reported that  women’s response
effectiveness  increased  when  vignettes  of  situations
that carried the risk of sexual assault became increas-
ingly violent, but the increase was less pronounced in
victimized  than  in  nonvictimized  women.  Similarly,
research has demonstrated that more responsibility is
attributed to the victim,  less  responsibility  is  attrib-
uted to the perpetrator, and a greater probability of
continuing  the  relationship  is  reported  for  verbal
sexual coercion than for physical force (Katz, Moore,
and  Tkachuk  2007;  Edwards  et  al.  2012;  Garrido-
Macías et al. 2020; Garrido-Macías and Arriaga 2020).
Further,  research  has  shown that  the  perceived  in-
crease in the severity of violence is  related to more
negative emotional reactions (Ullman et al. 2007). For
example, Jeffrey (2014) demonstrated that more force-
ful  tactics  of  sexual  aggression used by the partner
were associated with more negative emotional reac-
tions. 

3 The Current Study
The  current  study  integrated  findings  from  several
lines of research, summarized above,  to analyze the
role of experiences of sexual coercion by an intimate
partner and the increasing severity of sexual violence
in a sexually risky scenario (with a hypothetical part-
ner) in predicting women’s responses to the incident.
In  contrast  to previous  studies that  used written or
audiotaped scenarios (Soler-Baillo et  al.  2005;  Mess-
man-Moore and Brown 2006;  Franklin 2013; Haugen
et al.  2019), we decided to employ a film clip to in-
crease the realism of the simulated threat situation. 

Specifically,  we  predicted  in  Hypothesis  1  that
women  who  experienced  one  or  more  instances  of
sexual  coercion  by  an  intimate  partner  would  have
more difficulties recognizing a sexual assault risk than
nonvictims, as indicated by a longer latency for iden-
tifying the point at which they would leave the situa-
tion and a lower probability of terminating the rela-
tionship  (Arriaga  et  al.  2016;  Decker  and  Littleton
2018). According to the information-processing model
proposed  by  Rinehart  and  Yeater  (2015),  deciding
when to leave the situation reflects the first stage of
risk perception at which environmental stimuli are in-
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terpreted  based on individual  experience.  Indicating
the probability of terminating the relationship with a
sexually aggressive partner reflects the second stage
of the model, involving decisions about what skills are
needed to reduce or avoid future risk.

At the level of cognitive and emotional responses,
we predicted that  victims,  compared to nonvictims,
would attribute more responsibility to the perpetrator
and less responsibility  to the victim (Hypothesis  2a)
and would experience more  negative  emotions  (Hy-
pothesis 2b). Based on the proposition in Hypothesis 1
that victims have a higher threshold for interpreting a
situation as risky, the two parts of Hypothesis 2 as-
sume that victims would be more likely to blame the
perpetrator and less likely to blame the victim once
they have concluded that the situation involves the
risk of a sexual assault. Victims are likely to feel more
similar to the woman in the video compared to non-
victims,  reducing  the  tendency  of  victim  blaming
(Miller et al. 2011). Observing another woman experi-
encing sexual coercion may remind them their own
victimization and trigger more negative emotional re-
sponses  compared  to  nonvictims  (Soler-Baillo  et  al.
2005). In combination, Hypotheses 1 and 2 predict a
main effect of victim status. 

Further,  we predicted a main effect of severity:  as
severity of violence increased participants would at-
tribute more responsibility to the perpetrator and less
responsibility to the victim (Hypothesis 3a) and would
experience  more  negative  emotions  (Hypothesis  3b).
Again, the increased use of coercive behavior by the
perpetrator may be seen as clarifying for the partici-
pants that a sexual assault is happening, reducing vic-
tim-blaming  and  increasing  negative  emotional  re-
sponses (Ullman et al. 2007; Yeater et al. 2011). Finally,
we predicted that  victims,  compared to nonvictims,
would show a larger increase in negative perceptions
(more responsibility attributed to the perpetrator and
less to the victim;  Hypothesis  4a)  and emotional  re-
sponses (Hypothesis 4b) as the severity of the man’s
behavior increased, because they would be less likely
to consider the situation risky at the lower levels of
coercive  behavior  in  the  earlier  phase  of  the  video.
This reasoning leads to the prediction of an interac-
tive effect of victim status and increase in severity.

4 Method

4.1  Participants and Design
Participants were 150 students at a Spanish university
who  self-identified  as  female  and  were  enrolled  in
different academic subjects. They were invited to par-
ticipate  in  a  study  about  intimate  relationships,  in
which the purpose was to inquire about conflict reso-
lution,  emotions,  and decision-making, and received
course credit for their participation. The sample size
was determined a priori by a power analysis to detect
a moderate effect size [η2

p = .06], with  α =.05 and a
power  of  80 percent;  Faul  et  al.  2007).  Participants’
mean age was  M = 21.18 years (SD = 3.03), and 86.7
percent self-identified as heterosexual, 4.7 percent as
homosexual, and 8 percent as bisexual. Regarding re-
lationship  status,  64  percent  were  in  a  relationship
(mean  duration:  M =  28.75  months,  SD =  32.83
months) at the time of the study. Based on their re-
sponses to the Sexual Coercion in Intimate Relation-
ships  Scale  (SCIRS;  Shackelford  and Goetz  2004),  a
categorical variable of sexual coercion experience was
defined: Women who did not report any sexual coer-
cion or physical sexual assault were classified as non-
victims (N = 77). Women who endorsed at least one
item of (nonphysical) sexual coercion, but no item re-
ferring to physical violence, were classified as victims
of  intimate  partner  sexual  coercion  (N  =  63).  Ten
women who reported at  least  one  physical  form of
sexual  assault  (regardless  of  whether  they  had suf-
fered  verbal  sexual  coercion  or  not)  were  excluded,
leading to a final sample size of N = 140 (see detailed
description below). 

The study was a two (previous sexual coercion: vic-
tims  vs.  nonvictims;  between-participant  factor)  by
three  (increase  of  violence:  Baseline  vs.  Time  1  vs.
Time 2; within-participant factor) design. Based on re-
sponses to the video, appraisal of sexual assault risk
(indicated by response latency for leaving the situa-
tion and probability of terminating the relationship),
attributions  of  responsibility  to  the  victim  and  the
perpetrator, and emotional responses to the film clip
were examined as dependent variables. 

4.2 Procedure and Materials

Participants completed the measures in the e-prime
program under the supervision of a female research
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assistant in a separate lab room. After providing con-
sent, participants responded to a baseline measure of
emotional  state  and then watched a  video  about  a
couple that ended with the woman having unwanted
sex with her male partner. Participants were asked to
stop the video when they would leave the situation if
they  were  the  woman  in  the  video.  At  that  point
(Time 1), they rated their emotional state again, along
with the degree of responsibility assigned to the vic-
tim and the perpetrator, the perceived severity of the
situation  (manipulation  check),  and  the  probability
that  they  would  terminate  the  relationship.  Then,
they watched the video again from the beginning to
the end, which meant that they saw more severe vio-
lent behavior by the man than at Time 1. After the
end of the video (Time 2), they again completed the
dependent variables and manipulation check. All par-
ticipants completed the measure of experience of sex-
ual  coercion (SCIRS).  The order  in  which  the  video
clip and the SCIRS were presented was counterbal-
anced. In the final part, participants provided demo-
graphic  information  and  were  debriefed.  Sessions
lasted approximately thirty minutes. All measures and
procedures  were  approved  by  the  Research  Ethics
Committee of the first author’s university.

4.3 Measures
Video

A clip of 165 seconds from the Spanish film “No estás
sola, Sara” [“You are not alone, Sara”] was used. This
scene  is  about  a  couple  in  a  romantic  relationship,
both of whom are university students. They are in the
woman’s bedsit studying for a university exam, when
the man attempts to persuade the woman to have sex-
ual intercourse. As the videotape progresses, the man
engages in an escalating sequence of verbally coercive
behaviors (during the first 105 seconds; for example,
verbal pressure, emotional blackmail, signs of disgust
and anger) and physical acts (in the last 60 seconds),
ending with the man using physical force (holding her
arms and legs, throwing her to the floor and physi-
cally  blocking  her  body)  to  have  sexual  intercourse
with her.  The woman responds with verbal  refusals
and resistance throughout the interaction, clearly in-
dicating that she does not want to have sex with her
partner, but at the end of the scene, she stops resist-

ing and remains immobile. After watching the video
and in line with previous research, to assess the extent
to  which  they  were  immersed  in  the  experimental
task, all participants were asked to rate how realistic
the portrayed interaction was,  using a scale from 1
(completely unrealistic) to 7 (completely realistic).

Manipulation check. 
One question assessed whether the manipulation of
the increase of sexual violence had the intended effect
of invoking perceptions of greater severity (“How se-
vere do you consider the situation shown in the video
to be?”). This item was measured at Time 1 and Time
2, and the rating was made on a seven-point response
scale: 1 (not at all), 7 (very much), with higher ratings
reflecting greater perceived severity.

Perception of partner sexual assault 
Two measures assessed the perception of sexual  as-
sault. The first was a response-latency measure, as de-
veloped by Marx and Gross  (1995).  In  the  standard
use of  the paradigm, participants  are asked to stop
the situation to indicate when “the man has gone too
far,”  which is  a  useful  indicator of  threat  detection.
However, some studies suggest that the difference be-
tween victims and nonvictims lies not in their ability
to recognize risky sexual situations but rather in their
response to the risk of sexual assault (Vanzile-Tamsen,
Testa, and Livingston 2005; Yeater et al. 2006). There-
fore, instead of asking participants to indicate when
the man had gone too far, we asked them to indicate
at what point they would leave the situation if they
were the woman in the scene, following the procedure
used by Anderson and Cahill (2014). The score of in-
terest  is  the  length  of  time  (measured  in  seconds)
from the start of the video until the participant de-
cides to stop the clip. Longer response latency is con-
ceptualized as indicating a lower perception of sexual
coercion. The second measure of perception was one
item that evaluated the likelihood that the participant
would  terminate  the  relationship  (“to  what  extent
would you be willing to leave the relationship if the
situation happened to you?”).  Responses were made
on a seven-point scale from 1 (I would definitely not
terminate the relationship) to 7 (I would definitely ter-

minate  the  relationship).  Participants  answered  this
item after stopping the video (Time 1) and after hav-
ing seen the full video (Time 2).
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Attributions of responsibility 
Two items assessed the degree of responsibility attrib-
uted to the man and the woman (“to what extent do
you consider  the  man/woman to  be  responsible  for
what occurred?”). Both ratings were based on a seven-
point response scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (a
lot). Higher ratings reflect higher attributed responsi-
bility.  Participants  answered  these  items  at  Time  1
and Time 2. 

Emotional responses 
Emotional responses to the video were measured us-
ing the valence and control dimensions of the Self-As-
sessment Manikin (SAM, Bradley and Lang 1994). Re-
sponses ranged from 1 (very sad) to 9 (very happy) on
the valence dimension and from 1 (with very little con-

trol) to 9 (with a lot of control) on the control dimen-
sion.  Participants  indicated their  emotional  state  at
the beginning of the experiment (Baseline), after they
decided to stop the video (Time 1), and after having
seen the full video (Time 2). Furthermore, the negative
scale of the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule Scale

(PANAS; Watson, Clark,  and Tellegen 1988)  was ad-
ministered. It consists of ten words describing differ-
ent emotions (such as “irritable, upset, nervous”), and
participants  rated  to  what  extent  they  experienced
each presented emotion,  using  a  scale  from 1  (very
slightly) to 5 (very much). Participants made these rat-
ings at Baseline (α = .87), Time 1 (α = .82), and Time 2
(α = .79). 

Previous sexual coercion by an intimate partner
The Sexual Coercion in Intimate Relationships Scale
(SCIRS; Shackelford and Goetz 2004) was used to as-
sess sexual coercion by an intimate partner. Partici-
pants indicated whether they had experienced any of
ten  coercive  acts  of  commitment  manipulation,  in
which men manipulate their partners by telling them
that the couple’s relationship status obliges them to
grant sexual access (for example, ‘‘my partner hinted
that if I loved him, I would have sex with him’’); nine
coercive  acts  of  defection  threat,  in  which  men
threaten  to  pursue  relationships  with  other  women
(for example, “my partner hinted that he would have
sex with another woman if  I  did not have sex with
him”); and fifteen coercive acts of  resource manipula-
tion/violence, in which men withhold or give gifts and
benefits (n = 11 items) and/or threaten or use violence

and physical force (for example, ‘‘my partner threat-
ened to use violence against me if I did not have sex
with him; n = 4 items). Participants indicated whether
they had experienced each act at some point in their
life (i.e. in a past or current relationship), using a di-
chotomous response format: 0 (has never occurred in
my  life),  1  (has  occurred  in  my  life).  As  explained
above, nonvictims were defined as scoring zero across
all items of the SCIRS, and victims of sexual coercion
were defined as scoring above zero on the thirty non-
physical coercion items (but zero on the five physical
sexual assault items). As noted in the sample descrip-
tion, the data of women who scored above zero on the
physical assault items were excluded from the analy-
sis.

Demographic characteristics
Self-identified gender and relationship status (and du-
ration, if in a relationship) were assessed with stan-
dard demographic questions. 

5 Results
5.1 Manipulation Check and Order Effects

To examine whether the manipulation of increase of
sexual violence (Time 1 vs. Time 2) influenced percep-
tions  of  severity,  we  conducted  a  within-subjects
ANOVA. As the results did not vary depending on re-
sponse times, F (1, 135) = 0.67, p = .416,  η2

p = .01, the
manipulation check was run without this control vari-
able to increase statistical power. The analysis yielded
a significant effect of time, F (1, 139) = 67.44, p < .001,
η2

p = .33. After having watched the full video (Time 2),
participants perceived the situation to be more seri-
ous,  M = 6.94,  SD = 0.32, than at the point at which
they had first stopped it (Time 1), M = 6.24, SD = 1.01. 

Although the order of presentation of the video clip
and the sexual victimization measure was counterbal-
anced, which should have ruled out systematic order
effects, we tested for possible order effects by running
a MANOVA with order (video clip before or after the
SCIRS) as independent variable and response latency
and probability of leaving the relationship at Time 1,
as well as attribution of responsibility to the man and
the woman,  negative  affect,  control,  and valence  at
Time 1 as dependent variables. The multivariate effect
of order was nonsignificant, Wilks’ λ = .92, F (7, 130) =
1.54, p  = .161,  η2

p = .08. Therefore, order was not in-
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cluded as a control variable in the hypotheses-testing
analyses.

Regarding  ecological  validity,  participants  thought
the  portrayed  interaction  was  quite  realistic.  They
perceived the video to be more realistic after having
seen  the  completed  situation,  M =  5.76,  SD =  1.34,
than  at  the  point  at  which  they  had  stopped  the
video, M = 5.44, SD = 1.43, F (1, 139) = 11.65, p = .001,
η2

p = .08. This reflects the greater ambiguity as to how
the situation might progress at Time 1 than at Time 2.
Victims and nonvictims did not differ on this measure,
F (1, 138) = 0.74, p = .391, η2

p = .01. 

5.2 Descriptive Statistics and Correlations
The means, standard deviations, and correlations for
all dependent variables are presented in Table 1. Re-
sponse latency for leaving the situation was positively
correlated  with  negative  affect  and  negatively  with
feelings of control. Probability of terminating the rela-
tionship was positively correlated with the degree of
responsibility attributed to the perpetrator and with
negative affect. The emotional measures were corre-
lated at Baseline, Time 1, and Time 2. More negative
affect  was  significantly  related  to  lower  feelings  of
control and less positive emotions, and more control
was related to more positive emotions. The two attri-
bution measures  were uncorrelated with each other
and with any of the other variables.

5.3 Perception of Partner Sexual Assault
To examine the hypothesized relation between previ-
ous sexual coercion and perception of partner sexual
assault (Hypothesis 1),  a between-subjects MANOVA
was  conducted.  Victim  status  was  the  independent
variable,  and response latency for leaving the situa-
tion and probability of terminating the relationship at
Time 1 and Time 2 were the dependent variables. Re-
sults revealed a significant multivariate effect of previ-
ous sexual coercion, Wilks’ λ = .94, F (3, 134) = 3.10, p
= .029, η2

p = .07. Consistent with Hypothesis 1, victims
were less likely than nonvictims to report that they
would terminate the relationship at Time 2, F (1, 136)
= 5.35, p = .022, η2

p = .04, MVictims = 6.61, SD = 0.93, MNon-

victims = 6.88, SD = 0.36. The univariate effect on termi-
nating the relationship at Time 1 was nonsignificant,
F (1, 136) = 2.96, p = .088, η2

p = .02. The univariate ef-
fect on response latency was also nonsignificant, F (1,

136) = 2.66, p  = .105,  η2
p = .02. In combination, these

findings lend only partial support to Hypothesis 1.

5.4 Attributions of Responsibility

Two mixed-model ANOVAs tested whether victim sta-
tus (Hypothesis 2a) and increase in severity (Hypothe-

sis 3a) would differentially affect attributions of victim
and perpetrator responsibility.  Victim status was in-
cluded  as  a  between-participants  variable,  and  in-
creasing severity of sexual violence (Time 1 vs. Time 2)
as within-participants variable. A preliminary analysis
indicated that results did not vary depending on re-
sponse times [Fvictim (1, 135) = 0.02, p  = .880,  η2

p = .00;
Fperpetrator (1, 135) = 0.99, p  = .321  η2

p = .01], so the hy-
pothesis-testing analyses were run without this con-
trol variable in order to increase statistical power. Re-
sults indicated that, contrary to Hypothesis 2a, no sig-
nificant effects of victim status were found on respon-
sibility attributions to the victim,  F (1, 138) = 1.95, p
= .165,  η2

p = .01 and to the perpetrator,  F (1,  138) =
0.25, p = .615, η2

p = .00. 
Furthermore, consistent with  Hypothesis 3a, the ef-

fect of the increase in severity was significant for at-
tribution of both victim responsibility, F (1, 138) = 5.14,
p = .025,  η2

p,= .04 and perpetrator responsibility,  F (1,
138) = 9.51, p  = .002,  η2

p = .06.  As shown in Table 2
(within-participants columns), participants attributed
more responsibility to the perpetrator, but also to the
victim, at Time 2 than at Time 1.

Finally, the predicted interaction effect (Hypothesis

4a) between victim status and the increase of sexual
violence  severity  on  attributions  was  nonsignificant
for both dependent variables: victim responsibility at-
tributions, F (1, 138) = 0.46, p = .497, η2

p = .00, and per-
petrator responsibility attributions, F (1, 138) = 0.20, p
= .656, η2

p = .00.

5.5 Emotional Responses

Three  mixed-model  repeated-measures  ANOVAs
tested whether previous  sexual  coercion (Hypothesis

2b) and the increase of severity (Hypothesis 3b) as well
as  their  interaction (Hypothesis  4b)  would  affect  (1)
negative affect, (2) valence, and (3) control. Victim sta-
tus was included as a between-participants variable,
and increase of the severity of sexual violence (Base-
line, Time 1, Time 2) as a within-participants variable. 
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A significant main effect of victim status indicated
that  victims  reported  significantly  less  positive-va-
lence affect, F (1, 138) = 8.19, p = .005, η2

p = .06, more
negative affect, F (1, 138) = 4.27, p = .041, η2

p = .03, and
marginally significantly lower feelings of control, F (1,
138) = 3.86, p  = .051,  η2

p = .03, than nonvictims at all
three time points (see Table 2,  between-participants
columns). These results  provide full  support for Hy-
pothesis 2b.

The main effect of time was significant on negative
affect, F (2, 276) = 253.86, p < .001, η2

p = .65, valence, F
(2, 276) = 297.10, p < .001,  η2

p = .68, and control,  F (2,
276) = 133.09, p  < .001,  η2

p = .49, consistent with Hy-
pothesis 3b. Specifically, as shown in Table 2 (within-
participants  columns),  participants  reported  more
negative affect, less positive affect, and lower feelings
of control at Time 2 than at Time 1 and at Baseline.

Finally, a significant time by victim status interac-
tion was found for control,  F (2, 276) = 4.48, p = .012,
η2

p = .03, consistent with Hypothesis 4b, as shown in
Table 2. Victims of sexual coercion felt less in control
than did nonvictims at  Time 1,  F (2,  135)  =  5.14, p
= .025,  η2

p = .04 (response latency was included as a
control variable here because the length of time be-
tween baseline and Time 1 depended on response la-
tency). However, no differences were found between
victims and nonvictims on control at Baseline,  F (1,
138) = 0.21, p = .648, η2

p = .00, and at Time 2, F (1, 138)
= 3.05, p  = .083,  η2

p = .02. No significant interactions
emerged for negative affect, F (2, 276) = 0.79, p = .454,
η2

p = .01, and valence,  F (2, 276) = 1.19, p  = .307,  η2
p

= .01. 

6 Discussion

The present study examined whether the experience
of nonphysical sexual coercion by an intimate partner
and an increase in the severity of observed sexual vio-
lence would be related to women’s behavioral, cogni-
tive, and emotional responses to a scenario describing
a sexually coercive situation with a hypothetical part-
ner.

The aim of the study was to examine whether previ-
ous sexual coercion by an intimate partner affects vic-
tims’ evaluation of a sexual assault scenario. We pre-
dicted that prior experience of sexual coercion by an
intimate partner would be linked to lower risk aware-

ness, measured through participants’ response latency
before indicating that they would leave the situation
and the probability that they would terminate the re-
lationship. Regarding response latency, there was no
evidence that victims took longer than nonvictims to
stop the  video  to  indicate  the  point  at  which  they
would  leave  the  situation.  Some  past  research  also
found no differences between victims and nonvictims
in the length of time they allowed the simulated sexu-
ally violent situation to continue (e.g. Chu, DePrince,
and Mauss 2014). However, there were differences in
the probability of choosing to terminate the relation-
ship at Time 2. As predicted in  Hypothesis 1, women
with the experience of sexual coercion by an intimate
partner, compared to women without this experience,
were less likely to say they would terminate the rela-
tionship  when  the  situation  increased  in  severity
(Time 2). This result confirms prior research (Arriaga
et al. 2016; Garrido-Macías and Arriaga 2020). 

One possible  explanation of  the differences  in  the
probability  of  terminating the hypothetical  relation-
ship, but not on response latency, is that the level of
cognitive  processing  may  play  an  important  role.
Stopping the video when they would leave the situa-
tion  is  a  more  spontaneous,  situational  decision,
whereas deciding they would terminate the relation-
ship involves a greater degree of conscious reflection.
This higher cognitive processing involved in thinking
about ending the relationship –as compared to leav-
ing the sexually coercive situation – is consistent with
the idea that victims of intimate partner aggression
remember and process the transgression by minimiz-
ing  or  reinterpreting  it  to  adapt  their  beliefs  and
therefore avoid the decision to end the relationship
(Gobin and Freyd 2017; Goodfriend and Arriaga 2018).
In this sense, it is possible that victims of sexual coer-
cion were able to recognize the risk but decided they
would to stay in  the relationship for other reasons.
For example, a lower probability of deciding to leave
the relationship might be linked to higher levels  of
commitment  or  dependence  (Garrido-Macías,  Valor-
Segura,  and  Expósito  2017;  Valor-Segura,  Garrido-
Macías, and Lozano 2020), so victims would prefer to
ignore  or  downplay  the  betrayal,  something  that
would not happen in the case of sexual assault com-
mitted by a stranger. These possibilities should be ad-
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dressed in future research by comparing responses of
victims of partner vs. stranger sexual coercion. Such a
comparison  would  also  facilitate  an  examination  of
the impact of betrayal trauma on risk awareness and
responses.

The hypotheses regarding responsibility attributions
and emotional responses depending on victim status
were  only  partially  supported.  The  prediction  that
women who had suffered sexual coercion would as-
sign less responsibility to the victim and more respon-
sibility  to  the  perpetrator  than nonvictims  was  not
supported  by  the  data.  This  finding  is  inconsistent
with Amacker and Littleton (2013),  Grubb and Har-
rower (2008), and Miller et al. (2011) and fails to sup-
port  Hypothesis 2a. However, the positive correlation
found between responsibility attributed to the perpe-
trator and probability of terminating the relationship
suggest that the more women blame the perpetrator,
the more likely they would be to leave an abusive re-
lationship (Edwards et al. 2012). 

In support of  Hypothesis 2b, victims of sexual coer-
cion reported less positive-valence affect, more nega-
tive affect, and lower feelings of control than did non-
victims.  These  results  are  consistent  with  past  re-
search indicating that victims of sexual assault experi-
ence  less  positive  emotions  (Livingston  et  al.  2004;
Soler-Baillo et al. 2005; Mason and Lodrick 2013; Jef-
frey 2014) than nonvictims when they re-experience
similar situations of sexual assault. Taken as a whole,
these results indicate that victims may exhibit a dif-
ferent pattern of emotional reactivity in response to a
sexual  assault  scenario  compared  to  nonvictims,  so
that  these altered emotional  reactions  might be re-
lated to victims’ ability to react to these risky situa-
tions.

The hypotheses that increasing severity of the sex-
ual violence would be linked to women’s attributions
(Hypothesis 3a) and emotional responses (Hypothesis
3b) were supported. Regardless of victimization status,
women attributed more responsibility to the perpetra-
tor after they had watched the full video (at Time 2)
than when  they  stopped  the  video  at  the  point  at
which they would leave the situation (Time 1). This
finding confirms the results of previous research (e.g.
Katz et al. 2007; Edwards et al. 2012) and is consistent
with Hypothesis 3a. Unexpectedly, women also attrib-

uted more responsibility to the victim at Time 2 than
at  Time  1.  Regarding  this  result,  it  is  important  to
note that the woman stopped resisting at the end of
the video when she realized she could not fight off the
attacker (even though she clearly showed that she did
not want to have sex and tried to resist all the time).
This last scene, along with the fact that she told him
not  to  make  noise  because  her  mother  was  down-
stairs, might have given the impression to participants
that the victim accepted to have sex with him. Con-
cerning  emotions  in  relation  to  increasing  severity
(Hypothesis 3b) women reported more negative affect,
less positive emotions,  and lower feelings of control
when the situation included physical  force (Time 2)
than  at  the  point  where  they  decided  to  stop  the
video. These results support the idea that the increas-
ing severity of violence through greater use of forceful
and physical tactics is associated with more negative
emotional reactions (Ullman et al. 2007; Jeffrey 2014).

Finally, the predicted interaction effect between vic-
tim status and increasing severity of sexual violence
on attributions (Hypothesis 4a) and emotions (Hypoth-
esis 4b) was significant only for the feeling of control
of  the situation.  Specifically,  victims of  sexual coer-
cion by an intimate partner felt less in control than
did nonvictims at  Time 1,  after  having stopped the
video. When both groups had seen the full video clip
(Time 2),  the difference between their emotional re-
sponses was superseded by a main effect of severity.
Since Time 2 included physical force from which the
woman was unable to escape, both victims and non-
victims realized that a loss of control had occurred.
When they decided to stop the video (Time 1), there
was more room for interpretation, as sexual coercion
was less severe and there was a greater chance of con-
trolling the situation, allowing the differences in the
experiential background between victims and nonvic-
tims with regard to sexual coercion to show an effect. 

While the findings of this study shed light on the
perceptual  and  emotional  responses  of  victims  and
nonvictims of sexual coercion to a realistic film clip
depicting a sexual assault, several limitations should
be noted. First, our study adopted a quasi-experimen-
tal design in which women were assigned to the vic-
tim and nonvictim groups based on self-reported vic-
timization.  Therefore,  the  design  is  subject  to  the
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problem of  potential  third variables inherent in any
quasi-experimental  comparison.  We  did  not  assess
victimization  experiences  outside  intimate  partner-
ships and the domain of sexuality, so we were unable
to examine in what other ways beyond the experience
of sexual victimization by an intimate partner partici-
pants in the two groups may have differed and how
these differences would have been linked to our de-
pendent variables. Thus, our data cannot speak to a
causal influence of prior victimization on responses to
the sexual assault vignette. Victim status is a quasi-ex-
perimental variable by nature, and true experimental
designs to capture the effects of differences in victim
status  are not  possible.  Prospective longitudinal  de-
signs  would  be  needed  to  come closer  to  a  causal
analysis of the impact of victimization on subsequent
processing of information about a sexual assault situ-
ation. Second, the sample consisted exclusively of col-
lege students, which does not allow us to generalize
our results to other populations. Nonetheless, sexual
coercion is  a  major  issue  on college  campuses,  and
thus, college students are a population that is appro-
priate for studying sexual coercion (Krebs et al. 2016).
Third, our findings could not support the differences
between victims’ and nonvictims’ hypothetical threat
responses in terms of leaving the sexually risky situa-
tion,  which  is  at  odds  with  some  past  research
(Gidycz  et  al.  2006;  Franklin  2013;  Anderson  and
Cahill  2014).  Due to  the difficulty  of  differentiating
between  threat  detection  and  threat  response,  as
noted in prior research (for example, Franklin 2013), it
is  necessary to develop more suitable ways to mea-
sure  women’s  responses  to  the  threat  of  sexual  as-
sault. Furthermore, responses women give to fictitious
situations in the laboratory may differ from their re-
sponses when facing the risk of sexual assault in their
real life, although some research has shown responses
in both situations to be similar (Turchik et al.  2007;
Gidycz, Van Wynsberghe, and Edwards 2008). Finally,
we were unable to elucidate the processes underlying
the differences between victims and nonvictims estab-
lished in our study. To explain why victims were less
likely to say they would leave the relationship if their
partner used sexual  violence against them, different
mediating processes could be considered.  For exam-
ple, victims may have less negative attitudes toward

violence  by  intimate  partners,  which  would  make
them less likely to leave an abusive relationship (Mc-
Quiller-Williams, Porter, and Smith 2016). The differ-
ences might also be due to 1) a greater identification
of victims with the female character in the video clip
or 2) by the activation of memories about their own
victimization driving their affective states and sense
of control. Future studies should include such process-
related constructs to clarify the differences in process-
ing assault-related information from the video among
victims and nonvictims.

Despite these limitations, our findings suggest that
the experience of sexual coercion by an intimate part-
ner and the severity of the sexual assault may be re-
lated to women’s behavioral, cognitive, and emotional
responses to risky sexual situations. The results have
implications for analyzing factors involved in the per-
ception of sexual assault and how this perception de-
termines the complex process of deciding whether to
terminate, or remain in, a risky situation and an abu-
sive relationship. They may also contribute to under-
standing the widely demonstrated risk of revictimiza-
tion  among  victims  of  sexual  aggression  (Noll  and
Gyrch 2011; Decker and Littleton 2018). Additional re-
search using experimental designs with sensitive mea-
surement procedures is needed to strengthen and re-
fine the findings reported here. Furthermore, more re-
search  is  needed into  the  factors  that  may explain
how women respond to the risk of sexual assault (for
example, relational variables such as commitment and
dependence)  and  what  types  of  responses  promote
the ability to identify the risk of sexual aggression and
engage in effective decision making.
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