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ABSTRACT OF THESIS 

Himpathy? The Impact of Defendant Social Status on Perceptions of a Rape Legal Case 

There is limited work regarding multiple indicators of social status in the legal 
system (e.g., power and SES). The present study investigated the influence of defendant 
social status on case judgments in a first-degree rape case. The experiment used a 2 
(defendant power: high vs. low) x 2 (defendant SES: high vs. low) x 2 (participant 
gender) between-subjects design. A sample of 282 community members were recruited 
via Amazon’s Mechanical Turk. Participants were presented with a case summary, asked 
to make guilt and credibility judgments, complete the system justification gender scale 
(gender SJ: Jost & Kay, 2005), and answer standard demographic questions. Main effects 
were found such that female participants and defendants rated higher in power (i.e., legal 
authority), led to increases in pro-victim judgments (i.e., guilty verdicts). No main effect 
of defendant SES was found. Further, the effects of power and wealth were mediated by 
victim credibility, such that increases in defendant power led to increased victim 
credibility, raising the number of guilty verdicts. However, this mediation varied based 
on participants’ gender SJ scores. Overall findings indicate that when a defendant was 
rated as high in legal authority, participants viewed rape as an abuse of power, and/or the 
victim as braver (i.e., credible) for coming forward.  

KEYWORDS: rape, sexual violence, legal psychology, social status, socioeconomic 
status  
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CHAPTER 1.  LITERATURE REVIEW 

Sexual violence continues to be a pervasive problem in U.S. society. According to 

the Rape, Abuse, and Incest National Network (RAINN; 2019), one out of six 

women has been the victim of attempted or completed rape, and one out of 33 

men have experienced the same. Despite the large number of people who 

experience sexual violence, conviction rates and punitive measures remain 

relatively low. Tjaden and Thoennes (2006) estimate that only 3.4% of rapes total 

lead to conviction of a rapist. Of those who perpetrate rape, are convicted, and serve 

time, over half serve less than five years in prison (Kaeble, 2018). This issue of 

achieving justice in rape legal cases has recently been brought into the public eye by 

the #MeToo movement (Burke, 2006). This social movement focuses on bringing 

awareness to how many people have been affected by sexual violence. In particular, 

#MeToo has caught the public’s attention for helping to bring high-status offenders to 

justice. Two such offenders with high social status, Harvey Weinstein and Bill Cosby, 

were able to sustain careers of sexual violence for decades by leveraging their power 

with no legal consequences, until their very recent criminal convictions (Burke, 

2006; Feuer, 2020; Levenson & Cooper, 2018).   

In western society we tend to equate status with credibility (e.g., the halo effect: 

Kaplan, 1974; what is beautiful is good effect: Eagly et al., 1991). The purpose of the 

present study is to explore how aspects of defendant social status affect perceptions of 

guilt in rape legal cases. This will be achieved by examining two indicators of defendant 

social status (power and socioeconomic status) to shed light on inequity of guilt 

judgments in these sexual assault cases. These indicators may unfairly increase positive 
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perceptions of a defendant’s credibility, and thereby sway individuals against a rape 

victim in court.  

As seen with the Cosby and Weinstein cases, there appear to be different, albeit 

unwritten societal rules regarding culpability for rape when it comes to individuals that 

society perceives as high status (in terms of power and/or socioeconomic status). One 

potential explanation of this can be found in the philosophical concept of himpathy, or 

undue sympathy that is extended toward high-status men by our society (Manne, 2018). 

Himpathy is described as a function of misogyny, such that society values an accused 

male rapist’s potential more than a female victim’s trauma (Manne, 2018). To clarify, 

Manne posits that the public judges rape cases by weighing loss of future opportunities 

for an alleged rapist against the amount of trauma they believe that a victim has suffered, 

at least when that the legal case appears ambiguous (i.e., no strong evidence to support 

the defendant’s guilt or innocence; Manne, 2018). Although an intriguing philosophical 

explanation, it has yet to be tested experimentally. It is this philosophical concept that 

inspired the present study.  

Anecdotally, consider the highly publicized case of Brock Turner – a Stanford 

University swimmer and high-status student in terms of both social power (as a 

prominent college athlete) and socioeconomic status. Turner was sentenced to six 

months in jail for committing sexual assault, and only served three months (Stack, 2016). 

The presiding judge granted leniency in sentencing, largely due to character letters for 

Turner that discussed how being a convicted sex offender would negatively impact the 

defendant’s life (through loss of opportunities), rather than how sexual assault had 

traumatized his victim. In his character letter to Judge Persky, Turner’s father minimized 
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the victim’s trauma by noting that his successful son should not be punished for “20 

minutes of action,” with an intoxicated and unconscious woman (emphasis added: 

Miller, 2016). The #MeToo social movement drew attention to this case as a prime 

example of defendant social status and victim blaming unfairly swaying the legal system 

(Miller, 2016; Stack, 2016). What is still not understood in the current literature is 

whether power and socioeconomic status singularly or jointly affect case outcomes. As 

will be discussed in the following literature review, research is limited on the impact of 

social status indicators of the defendant (in particular, power and socioeconomic status) 

on guilt judgments in rape cases.  

1.1 Rape Legal Cases 

Numerous studies of rape have focused on what attitudes and values influence 

individuals’ perceptions of victims, and by extension legal outcomes (see Golding et al., 

in press for a comprehensive review of research regarding rape in the legal system). For 

instance, myths about rape circumstances have been found to impact how participants 

view rape victims and perpetrators (Bieneck & Krahe, 2011; Burt, 1980; Burt & Albin, 

1981). The public often assumes rape occurs between two strangers under threat of force 

or cover of night, by a brutal defendant and an innocent victim. In reality, most instances 

of rape are perpetrated by someone known to and likely trusted by the victim (Black et 

al., 2011; Burt, 1980; Finkel et al., 1991; Hammond & Calhoun, 2007; Lazar, 2010; 

Raphael & Logan, 2009a, 2009b; Spohn et al., 2001; Tjaden & Thoennes, 2006).  

Relatedly, Pickel and Gentry (2017) found that when rape is presented as 

stereotypical (i.e., stranger rape), participants judged a victim as less responsible, and 

thought it was more likely that the defendant was guilty compared to when a date rape 



4 

was presented. Bernard and colleagues (2015), found that a provocatively presented 

victim decreased the amount of blame participants attributed to the rapist (i.e., the 

victim’s clothing and attitude decreased her believability). Yarmey (1985) replicated 

similar findings – that victims who were portrayed as demure were blamed less for their 

rape than provocative victims. Abrams and colleagues (2003) additionally discovered 

that sexist beliefs were associated with the belief that the victim’s behavior prior to and 

during the rape incident was inappropriate. The literature commonly supports the notion 

that participant values and victim characteristics (stereotypical victim, traditional, 

untraditional, etc.) affect the way rape cases are judged.  

Thus, there is evidence that extralegal factors (i.e., factors outside of legally 

admissible evidence) influence jurors’ perceptions of a rape victim and by extension, 

legal decisions. These findings are in line with parts of the himpathy framework. Manne 

(2018) describes himpathy in legal decisions as a battle of status, wherein victims must 

prove that they are credible compared to their alleged rapist. Philosophically, Manne 

(2018) argues that victims have a higher chance of justice when they are higher status 

than an alleged rapist. According to the framework, 1) social status indicators change 

how the public perceives a defendant’s social status in comparison to the victim; 2) the 

impact of defendant social status compared to victim social status changes their 

perceived credibility. For example, if the victim is presented as high social status and the 

perpetrator is presented as low social status, the victim should be perceived as more 

credible than the defendant; and 3) this comparison of defendant to victim social status 

results in inequitable changes to case outcomes (Manne, 2018). For the purposes of the 
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present study the himpathy framework is not being tested in full but had a substantial 

impact on the direction and hypotheses of the experiment.  

Apart from legal evidence, it also appears that any behavior departing rape 

stereotypes strikes a blow to victims’ social status via damage to the victim’s credibility. 

This has been supported by previous work regarding stereotypes and prototypicality of 

rape victims (Devine et al., 2001; Finkel & Groscup, 1997; Groscup & Tallon, 2016; 

Louden & Skeem, 2007; Stuart et al., 2019). Prior research has found that counter-

stereotypical behavior by a victim (intoxication, untraditional religious beliefs, etc.) may 

lower the victim’s perceived level of trauma and/or credibility (Brown-Iannuzzi et al., 

2019; Cassidy & Hurrell, 1995; Hodell et al., 2009; Workman & Freeburg, 1999). Thus, 

evaluating the defendant’s lost opportunities versus the victim’s perceived trauma may 

lead to negative perceptions of a victim and result in fewer guilty verdicts.  

While investigations of victims and participant characteristics has covered a broad 

range of experimental manipulations, prior literature regarding defendant characteristics 

is narrower (see Golding et al., in press). Past research has found an impact of defendant 

race (Devine & Caughlin, 2014; Feild, 1979; Hodson et al., 2005; Hurwitz & Peffley, 

1997; Klein & Creech, 1982), attractiveness (Bagby et al., 1994), and socioeconomic 

status (SES; Black & Gold 2008) on case judgments. This past research, however, has 

rarely investigated the impact of multiple defendant characteristics. Moreover, no 

research has examined the simultaneous influence of two defendant social status 

indicators. In the present study, I investigate how the manipulation of two different social 

status indicators of the defendant (i.e., power and SES) affect perceptions of a first-

degree rape legal case. These constructs will allow an empirical test inspired by Manne’s 
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(2018) himpathy framework as well as shed light on how high-status individuals like 

Weinstein and Cosby were able to delay legal consequences for an extended period.  

1.2 Social Status 

Social status can be difficult to define, leading previous studies to examine this 

concept in various ways: SES (e.g., Black & Gold, 2003), attractiveness (e.g., Erian et al., 

1998; Jacobson, 1981; Lynch et al., 2017), professional success/celebrity status (e.g., 

Knight et al., 2001; Nyul et al., 2018), etc. In Western society, it has been shown that we 

widely value power and SES as important indicators of status (Archer, 2014; Wilkinson 

& Pickett, 2017), and therefore the present research will investigate social status as a 

combination of these two factors (VanderPyl, 2019). As the himpathy framework 

mentioned earlier has not been fully tested in psychological research, the present study 

will only focus narrowly on the defendant’s status, to first establish how these factors 

might impact rape case outcomes. However, perceptions of social status may be affected 

by individual differences in acceptance of the hierarchical nature of society.  

One measure of individual differences in acceptance of social status hierarchies is 

system justification (SJ). SJ states that individuals high in SJ are more likely to believe in 

upholding the status quo and supporting the current systems (Jost & Banaji, 1994; Kay & 

Jost, 2003). Those who are high in SJ beliefs are more likely to believe that individuals at 

the “top” of society (i.e., powerful or wealthy individuals) deserve to be there, and have 

earned their way to the top. A relevant subcomponent of SJ theory for rape cases is 

gender SJ, in which individuals are particularly motivated to uphold traditional gender 

roles and view these roles as justified (Jost & Kay, 2005). Prior research on gender SJ 

and rape cases is limited, but previous studies have found that similar constructs (e.g., 
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sexism and rape myth acceptance: Martini & De Piccoli, 2020; Papp & Erchull, 2017) are 

significantly related to rape case judgments (e.g., Abrams et al., 2003; Visher, 1987). 

Specifically, adherence to gender SJ beliefs could cause participants to extend greater 

leniency to those who they view as more credible in rape cases (i.e., males who are high 

in social status; Foley & Pigott, 1997; Kelly et al., 2015), and significantly impact case 

outcomes where defendant power and SES are salient.  

1.2.1 Power 

Social status may involve power, or the ability of a person to influence society 

(Chen, 2020). Power in the present study is specifically operationalized as having 

authority in a particular realm, granting an individual powerful influence in their realm. 

Consider Weinstein and Cosby. Both individuals had different authority over their 

domains: Weinstein over who could succeed in the film industry, Cosby on issues of 

family and morality through his famous television show (Levenson, 2020). Were these 

men able to evade consequences due to their wealth (i.e., high SES) or was this evasion 

due to authority level in their respective arenas? Very limited work on components of 

power in the context of an adult rape legal case exists. Moreover, previous work on 

power has focused primarily on sexual abuse of minors by those who have authority over 

them (i.e., clergy, parents, teachers: Sahl & Keene, 2012; Weiss, 2002).  

In one related study, Knight and colleagues (2001) manipulated the race and 

celebrity status of a defendant (a form of power) in a case involving rape. The public 

often listens to celebrities and their recommendations, giving them authority to influence 

individuals and society (for literature reviews see: Bergkvist & Zhou, 2016; Yang, 2018). 

The researchers predicted interaction effects due to aversive racism tendencies (i.e., 
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implicit racial prejudice; Gaertner & Dovidio, 1977; 2005), such that participants would 

judge black celebrities the most harshly (Knight et al., 2001). In this study, white 

undergraduate students read a rape vignette featuring a female rape victim in which the 

male defendant was portrayed as either a celebrity (e.g., George Clooney, Will Smith) or 

non-celebrity (“Jason”) and either black or white (Knight et al., 2001). As predicted, 

when controlling for attractiveness effects, it was found that participants judged the guilt 

of a white celebrity and non-celebrity similarly but judged a black celebrity more harshly 

than a black non-celebrity.  

Along similar lines, a correlational study examined perceptions among citizens of 

Hungary of a real rape case perpetrated by a high-status Hungarian celebrity (Nyul et al., 

2018). The incident in question occurred approximately 55 years prior to publication of 

the research, and in fact the celebrity was jailed for a short period but had since gone on 

to have a very successful career. At the time of Experiment 1 it was believed that the 

victim had died and was unavailable for questioning regarding the rape. Participants were 

presented with the details of the case, asked to rate their moral perceptions of the case, 

and their perceptions of the celebrity’s professional success, complete the rape myth 

acceptance (RMA) scale, and determine whether the case qualified as rape (Nyul et al., 

2018). In Experiment 1, it was found that higher RMA scores were positively related to 

higher perceptions of the celebrity’s professional success. A higher rating of success was 

associated with fewer negative moral judgments about the case. This, in turn, decreased 

the likelihood of a participant labeling the case as rape. Prior to Experiment 2, it was 

discovered that the victim was alive. After the victim came forward, the celebrity 

confessed to the crime, and the same design as Experiment 1 was employed to examine 
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public attitudes a second time. Again, they found the same results. Across both 

experiments, participants who viewed the celebrity positively and accepted more rape 

myths were less likely to label the case as rape, even after the celebrity confessed to the 

crime. It seems that this celebrity’s power and success led people to view him positively, 

even when his direct confession was that he had committed rape. It remains unclear as to 

whether this is due to the well-known (in Hungary) celebrity’s personal authority or the 

public’s admiration for his success. Thus, the proposed study aims to clarify the 

relationship between defendant authority and rape case outcomes by manipulating the 

defendant’s authority level, rather than using a well-known celebrity.   

1.2.2 Socioeconomic Status  

Another component of social status is socioeconomic status. Socioeconomic 

status (SES) is an individual’s economic status in comparison to society. Individuals are 

generally classified as high or low SES. Essentially, SES indicates how wealthy a person 

is, taking into consideration the society in which that individual lives. Those with high 

SES are individuals who have relatively higher annual earnings compared to others, those 

with low SES are individuals who have relatively lower annual earnings compared to 

others (or may fall below the poverty line; Office of Behavioral and Social Sciences 

Research, 2016). Victims, defendants, and research participants alike all have their own 

SES that shapes their worldview, how they see themselves, and how they see others 

(Freeman, 2006). The official classification of where someone falls on measures of SES 

is still a matter of contention, in that researchers disagree on the proper way to classify an 

individual’s SES position (Office of Behavioral and Social Sciences Research, 2016). 

Most commonly it is defined by a combination of occupation and annual income. For the 
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present research, SES is represented by the presumed income the defendant earns, as 

indicated by their occupation (either high or low SES). A defendant’s SES has rarely 

been studied in the context of a rape legal case.  

Some previous research exists on SES in legal contexts, without a specific focus 

on rape. For example, in an early meta-analysis, Mazzella and Feingold (1994) found that 

low SES defendants were more likely to be found guilty and receive greater punishment 

from participants than high SES defendants across multiple crimes. Participants were 

likely to render a guilty verdict for low SES defendants in rape cases but not for the crime 

of negligent homicide. Additionally, Freeman (2006) found that students who were high 

in justifying beliefs (specifically, belief in a just world) were more likely to attribute 

greater responsibility for a crime to low SES defendants rather than high SES defendants. 

Regarding an explanation for why low SES defendants may be found guilty more often 

than high SES defendants, Volpato et al. (2017) argued that lower SES individuals are 

often stereotyped negatively or dehumanized in general. A historical analysis found that 

low SES workers were portrayed negatively in past political propaganda, perpetuating 

negative stereotypes from the public (e.g., the use of terms like “white trash:” Volpato et 

al., 2017).    

Additional research more closely aligned to rape, but not in a legal context, used a 

between-subject design and a student sample to present participants with scenarios about 

hypothetical sexual advances (i.e., “hitting on” the victim), manipulating the level of 

coercion (gentle vs. forceful touch) and SES of the defendant (high vs. low; Black & 

Gold, 2003). These scenarios were manipulated so that male participants read scenarios 

with a female perpetrating a sexual advance, and vice versa. Participants then rated their 
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agreement to items on how acceptable they perceived the behavior of the perpetrator to 

be (Black & Gold, 2003). Overall, male and female participants were more likely to rate 

unwelcome sexual advances as more acceptable when perpetrated by a wealthy 

individual versus a poor individual (Black & Gold, 2003), but only when the touch was 

gentle, not forceful. Finally, female participants were more likely than male participants 

to rate a gentle touch as more acceptable than a forceful touch. It is unclear how these 

findings will apply to a rape case, in which physical force is often considered a 

prerequisite. However, Black and Gold (2003) had participants imagine themselves as the 

victim of an unwanted sexual advance, whereas the proposed study will have participants 

objectively evaluate evidence in a legal case. This creates mental distance between 

participants and the crime in question and will likely change perceptions of the case 

(Srull & Gaelick, 1983). Further research is necessary to clarify the relationship between 

SES and rape legal case outcomes, and the present study intends to address this gap.  

Notwithstanding the research by Black and Gold (2003), there is no other 

published research investigating how defendant SES might affect a rape case outcome. 

The proposed research would be an opportunity to greatly expand knowledge on this 

relationship. However, it is reiterated that individuals who are high in SES may not be 

high in power. For instance, a wealthy citizen does not necessarily hold authority over 

other individuals but may still be admired by society for their accumulation of wealth 

(Wilkinson & Pickett, 2017). Thus, testing power and SES as distinct components of 

social status could clarify the previous work on social status in the legal system.  
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1.3 The Present Study 

While there is some previous work on the individual components of social status, 

no work exists on the combination of these two components of status (i.e., power and 

SES) in the context of an adult rape legal case. Judging by limited previous work, we see 

some markers of high social status as negatively associated with judgments of culpability 

(e.g., Knight et al., 2001; Mazzella, 1994; Nyul et al., 2018), but further research is still 

needed to determine how aspects of social status affect perceptions of rape. In addition to 

examining the influence of social status on perceptions of rape, the present study 

extended the methodology of prior research by utilizing a community sample, whereas 

most previous research has used undergraduate student participants. While previous work 

has found that student and community samples judge legal cases similarly (Bornstein et 

al., 2017), using a community sample allows replication of previous findings that has 

used a student sample. In addition, community members tend to have a higher mean age, 

more life experience, and may have more knowledge of the law that could contribute to 

differences in opinion from a student sample. The proposed research used a 2 (defendant 

power: high vs. low) x 2 (defendant SES: high vs. low) x 2 (participant gender) between-

participant design, with case judgments as the primary dependent variable. Guilt ratings, 

verdict, sentencing recommendations, credibility, sympathy, and anger towards the 

victim and defendant are among those examined as dependent variables. Based on 

previous research, the following hypotheses are offered: 

Hypothesis 1 (H1): Participants would find the defendant with high power (i.e., 

high in legal authority) less culpable (as indicated by fewer guilty verdicts, shorter 

sentences, etc.) than a low power defendant. In rape research, at least two studies have 



13 

found that celebrity status of the defendant can lower their perceived guilt (Knight et al., 

2001; Nyul et al., 2018).  

H2: High SES defendants would receive more leniency (e.g., higher credibility 

ratings, fewer guilty verdicts, shorter sentences) than low SES defendants. This is based 

on previous research which finds that low SES defendants are more likely to be found 

guilty than high SES defendants for the same crimes (e.g., Black & Gold, 2003; 

Mazzella, 1994; Volpato et al., 2017; Wilkinson & Pickett, 2017).  

H3: Female participants would exhibit more pro-victim judgments than male 

participants. Previous work regarding rape in the legal system (across various 

experiments and manipulations) has found that female participants tend to return more 

guilty verdicts and recommend harsher sentences (e.g., Black & Gold, 2008; Fischer, 

1997; Hodell et al., 2009; Jenkins & Schuller, 2007; Lippert et al., 2017; Lynch et al., 

2017; Lynch et al., 2013; McKimmie et al., 2014; Russell et al., 2011; Wenger, & 

Bornstein, 2006).  

H4: The main effects of defendant social status indicators would be driven by an 

interaction effect, such that when the defendant is low in power the defendant’s SES will 

have a greater impact on case perceptions. For example, with guilty verdicts as the 

dependent variable, the predicted pattern of results is low SES > high SES for low power 

defendants and low SES = high SES for high power defendants.  

H5: The relationship between the social status and guilt would be mediated by 

credibility (e.g., Golding et al., in press; Lynch et al., 2019). For example, when the 

defendant was presented as high in power and/or SES, this may decrease guilty verdicts 

by increasing the defendant’s credibility.  
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H6: Gender system justification (SJ) scores were predicted to moderate the 

relationship between the independent and mediating variables (e.g., credibility). 

Participants high in gender SJ were predicted to rate the defendant as more credible when 

the defendant is high social status (both power and SES), whereas participants low in 

gender SJ were predicted to rate low and high social status defendants similarly (Jost & 

Banaji, 1994; Jost & Kay, 2005; Kay & Jost, 2003).  

Exploratory analyses: Additionally, although not predicted, it is possible that the 

variables of interest will interact with each other in an unexpected way. Therefore, all 

possible two and three-way interactions between the independent variables were tested. 
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CHAPTER 2. METHOD 

2.1 Participants  

A priori analyses using G*Power (Faul et al., 2007; Faul et al., 2009) indicated that 

in order to have 80% power to detect an effect size of f2 = 0.07 (e.g., Golding et al., 

2021), approximately 334 participants would need to be recruited for the between-

subjects design. Recruitment of the sample was done via Amazon’s Mechanical Turk. 

There were 318 total respondents to the study. Two participants were excluded for failing 

to complete at least 50% of the study, and 24 participants were excluded for incorrectly 

answering at least 78% of the attention checks. An additional four participants were 

excluded for being outliers, leaving a total sample size of 282 used in analyses.  

 Participants were a mean age of 41.87 (SD = 13.30). There were more female 

participants (55%) than male participants. Additionally, most participants were white 

(85.8%) followed by Asian or Pacific Islander (5.7%) and Black/African American 

(5.7%), multiracial/other (2.1%), and finally middle eastern (< 1%). 61 participants 

reported previously serving on a jury. The sample skewed liberal in political ideology (0 

[liberal] – 6 [conservative], M = 2.62, SD = 1.79) and most of the sample reported being 

below the midpoint on subjective and objective SES, class, and status. Post-hoc power 

analyses using G*Power (Faul et al., 2007; Faul et al., 2009) indicated that the analyses 

had adequate power to detect relationships, 1-β = .86. 

2.2 Design 

Each participant was randomly assigned to one of four conditions. The study 

followed a 2 (defendant power: high vs. low) x 2 (defendant SES: high vs. low) between-



16 

subjects design, with participant gender as a quasi-independent variable. The primary 

dependent variable was verdict, or the perceived guilt of the defendant for the rape. 

Alternate sentencing recommendations, victim and defendant credibility, and several 

other measures were also examined as dependent and mediating measures. All other 

participant demographics were controlled for during analyses.  

2.3 Materials 

2.3.1 Trial Summary 

 The fictional criminal trial summary included a male defendant charged with first 

degree rape of a female victim (See Appendix 1 for an example of the case summary). 

The summary included two witnesses for the prosecution and two for the defense, with 

direct and cross-examination of all witnesses. The four conditions varied only on what 

was necessary to manipulate the independent variables (i.e., defendant power and SES). 

Each condition featured a defendant with a different career to indicate the defendant’s 

SES and legal authority levels. The high power x high SES defendant was described as a 

district attorney, the low power x high SES defendant was described as a financial advisor 

at a prominent firm, the low power x low SES defendant was described as an employee at 

the same company as the victim (in a different department), and the high power x low 

SES defendant was described as a police officer. These careers were chosen to represent 

defendant power and SES to hold the high-power defendant careers constant in one area 

of authority (in this case, legal authority).  

The summary begins with the prosecution’s direct examination of the victim 

(Anna Smith). Ms. Smith alleges that she met and discussed careers with the defendant in 

a bar, and that they shared a cab home. Ms. Smith explains that the defendant wanted to 
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come up to her apartment, but she refused, at which point he brandished a knife and 

threatened her. She then describes her forcible rape at the hands of the defendant after 

arriving at her residence. This is followed by cross examination from the defense, in 

which the victim agrees it is possible her kindness was mistaken as flirtation. The 

prosecution’s case additionally includes testimony of the responding police officer, 

followed again by cross examination from the defense. In direct examination, the police 

officer testifies that the victim was disheveled and shaking when he responded to the call, 

but upon cross examination he states it is possible that these behaviors could be 

attributable to other causes.  

The defense case opens with the testimony of the Ms. Smith’s friend (who she 

went to the bar with), followed by testimony of the defendant. Ms. Smith’s friend testifies 

that she saw the victim and defendant talking throughout the night, and that the defendant 

did not seem aggressive. However, the victim’s friend states in cross examination that 

since she and her fiancé could not hear their conversation, it is possible he was acting 

aggressive, but she was unaware. Finally, the defendant (Mr. Danes) testifies that he and 

Ms. Smith had consensual sex because the victim came on to him. Mr. Danes admits that 

the sex was rough, but he never wielded a knife or threatened the victim. Upon cross 

examination, Mr. Danes admitted that he does own a pocketknife, but that he keeps it in 

the trunk of his car. Following the cases of the prosecution and defense, participants read 

the judge’s instructions regarding rendering a verdict (i.e., guilt beyond a reasonable 

doubt). The summary ends with closing arguments of the prosecution and defense.  
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2.3.2 Attention and Manipulation Check Questions 

 Throughout the presentation of the case summary, participants answered multiple 

choice attention and manipulation check questions regarding the variables and 

information within each vignette (Appendix 2). If participants failed to correctly answer a 

question, they were informed that they answered incorrectly and were instructed to read 

carefully (Oppenheimer et al., 2009). Participants who did not correctly answer at least 

78% of the attention check questions correctly were excluded from data analysis.  

The nine attention check questions assessed whether participants paid attention to 

the information in the case summary. Whereas the three manipulation check questions 

asked participants about information regarding the manipulated variables in the case 

summary. The first manipulation check asked participants which career the defendant 

had, to ensure they noticed this detail that is specific to the condition they are in. At the 

end of the case summary, they then rated the authority level and wealth of the defendant 

on a 7-point Likert scale from 0 (Low) to 6 (High) to ensure that manipulation of the 

defendant’s power and SES was successful. These variables also served as a more 

sensitive measure of the participants’ perceptions of the independent variables (defendant 

power and SES). Theoretically, these variables would be a better indicator of how 

participants viewed the power and SES of a defendant which would likely have a greater 

impact on case judgments than the dichotomous variables (Lynch et al., 2013). Following 

the attention and manipulation check questions, participants completed the trial 

questionnaire.  
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2.3.3 Trial Questionnaire 

 See Appendix 3 for the complete trial questionnaire. The main dependent 

variable collected was the case verdict (guilty vs. not guilty). This item was presented 

first, as it was the main dependent variable. If participants select a guilty verdict, they 

were then asked to make sentencing recommendations from zero jail time served to the 

maximum possible sentence for first-degree rape in Kentucky (20 years).  

Next, several rating questions were presented for each case summary and 

measured on a 7-point Likert scale from 0 (not at all) to 6 (completely): guilt of the 

defendant, confidence in their verdict, victim credibility, believability of the victim, 

honesty of the victim, anger and sympathy toward the victim, defendant credibility, 

believability of the defendant, honesty of the defendant, anger and sympathy toward the 

defendant, and responsibility ratings. These questions were presented in a fixed order, as 

there was no reason to expect ordering effects.  

2.3.4 Gender System Justification Scale 

The system justification gender scale (See Appendix 4) measures the extent to 

which individuals endorse the systems that are in place regarding gender roles (Jost & 

Banaji, 1994; Kay & Jost, 2003; Jost & Kay, 2005). In short, how much people support 

the status quo of gender in Western society. Participants rated their agreement to eight 

statements such as “Society is set up so that men and women usually get what they 

deserve,” or “Most policies relating to gender, and the sexual division of labor serve the 

greater good.” Items were measured on a 9-point scale from 0 (strongly disagree) to 8 

(strongly agree). Gender SJ scale responses were averaged for each participant and were 

then tested as a moderator of the relationship between the independent variables (social 
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status of the defendant) and the mediating variables (e.g., defendant/victim credibility, 

sympathy, and anger).  

2.3.5 Demographics 

Standard demographics were collected: participants’ race/ethnicity, age, gender, 

political ideology, and socioeconomic status (both objective and subjective ratings). 

Participants were also asked if they were U.S. citizens (and therefore eligible to serve on 

a jury) or had previously served on a jury. All participant demographics were controlled 

for in analyses, except for participant gender which was treated as a quasi-independent 

variable.  

2.4 Procedure 

Participants accessed the survey via Qualtrics and first completed the informed 

consent. They were then randomly assigned to one of the four conditions. In each 

condition, participants were instructed to carefully read the case summary. Periodically 

during the presentation of the case summary, participants were asked attention and 

manipulation check questions to ensure they were paying attention to the summary and 

noticed the manipulated variables. If the participant failed to answer these questions 

correctly, they were informed that the answer was incorrect and redirected to pay closer 

attention before continuing with the summary.  

The case summary was followed by the trial questionnaire, system justification 

gender scale (Jost & Kay, 2005), and demographics. Questions were presented in this 

order to avoid priming effects of participants’ responses to the gender SJ scale or 

demographic information on their judgments of the case since these were the variables of 
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primary interest (Fazio, 2001). Presenting the scales in this order allowed for greater 

confidence that perceptions of the victim and defendant were not contaminated by the 

gender SJ responses. Of course, there is a small possibility that participants’ responses to 

the gender SJ scale could be impacted by responding to the trial questionnaire first, but 

the effect was judged to be unlikely to detract from the final model. 

At the end of the survey, participants were debriefed about the true nature of the 

study and provided with the researchers’ contact information. Resources regarding 

experiences of sexual assault or rape and affordable counseling were included in the 

debriefing. Specifically, there was a link to an online counseling service called TalkSpace 

(2020), a link to RAINN’s (2020) website for more information on issues of rape and 

sexual abuse, and the telephone number for the National Assault Telephone Hotline. 

Participants were given the opportunity to opt out of including their data in any analyses, 

presentations, or published manuscripts.  

2.5 Analytic Plan 

Participants were excluded for failing to answer 78% or more of the attention 

check questions correctly before data was assessed for outliers or missing data. Outliers 

were assessed using measures of leverage, discrepancy, global and specific influence. 

Those who were considered outliers on 3 or more of these measures were excluded from 

analyses (Cohen et al., 2003). Following this, missing data was analyzed using a variety 

of approaches. Since 5% or less of the data was missing in the data set, no additional 

steps beyond case wise deletion were employed. Missing data was correlated with the 

study variables to ensure there was no correlation with demographic variables that 

explained the relationship. No such relationship was found.  
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To test for significance, logistic and linear hierarchical regression were used to 

determine the effects of the independent variables on the dependent variables (e.g., 

verdict, rating of the defendant’s guilt), controlling for covariates (all participant 

demographics except gender). Both the logistic and linear analyses followed the same 

procedure. Participant demographics (including gender) were entered in Step 1. 

Defendant power and SES were entered in Step 2. In addition, ratings of defendant 

authority and wealth were used in data analysis to allow for greater sensitivity in the 

regression analyses. These ratings indicated participants’ perceptions of how authoritative 

and wealthy the defendant to be, which could theoretically account for a greater 

proportion of variance than using the dummy coded independent variables (Lynch et al., 

2013). Using these ratings resulted in running the regression analyses twice – once with 

the dummy-coded independent variables, and once with the rating variables. When 

authority and wealth ratings were used, these ratings were entered in Step 2 instead of the 

dummy-coded independent variables. The dummy-coded independent variables are 

referred to as defendant power, defendant SES, and participant gender, whereas the rating 

variables are referred to as “ratings of defendant authority/wealth” in the text. In Step 3, 

all possible exploratory two-way interactions were entered, and finally in Step 4, the 

three-way interaction between all independent variables was entered. If the cross-product 

term (i.e., interactions between the independent variables) in the logistic or linear 

regression model was significant, a simple slopes analysis was conducted using the 

PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2018). The PROCESS macro provides information about the 

simple slopes of interaction effects that make the interpretation of findings clearer.  
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The predicted model of moderated mediation was tested via Hayes’ PROCESS 

macro model seven (Hayes, 2018). Victim and defendant credibility were tested as 

mediators of the previously mentioned relationship between defendant social status, 

participant gender, and case judgments, while gender SJ scores were entered as the 

moderator. Significance is indicated when the 95% confidence intervals do not cross 

zero. The PROCESS macro tests for mediation by determining the direct and indirect 

effects, and tests for moderation by examining interaction effects. Mediation analysis is 

conducted by first examining the effect of the independent variables on the dependent 

variable (defendant guilt), followed by the effects of the independent variables (defendant 

SES and power, participant gender) on the mediating variable (e.g. credibility), the 

effects of the mediating variable on the dependent variable, and finally the indirect effects 

of the independent variables on the dependent variables, accounting for the mediator. If 

mediation in the final model is statistically significant (i.e., the confidence interval does 

not contain 0), the direct effects of the independent variables on the dependent variables 

become insignificant. In other words, if the effects of defendant SES and power on 

judgments of a defendant’s guilt became insignificant in the final step of mediation, this 

relationship is in part explained by changes in perceptions of credibility. Participants’ 

average gender SJ scores were entered as a moderator of the relationship between social 

status of the defendant and credibility of the defendant and victim. If moderation by 

participants’ gender SJ scores is significant, it indicates that participants at varying levels 

of gender SJ beliefs view the credibility of the victim and defendant differently, affecting 

case outcomes. Thus, the overall exploratory model is hypothesized to be moderated 

mediation (Figure 2.1).   
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CHAPTER 3. RESULTS 

3.1 Descriptive Statistics 

The independent variables of the present study were defendant power (i.e., legal 

authority: high vs. low), defendant SES (high vs. low), and participant gender (male vs. 

female), with the dependent variables being judgments of the rape case presented (e.g., 

verdict, credibility ratings). Overall, there were more guilty verdicts rendered (56.4%) 

than not guilty verdicts (43.6%). One hundred and forty-six participants received a trial 

summary with a high authority defendant (i.e., police officer or district attorney: 51.8%). 

One hundred and forty participants received a trial summary with a high SES defendant 

(i.e., district attorney or financial advisor: 49.6%).  

Means for study variables are presented in Table 3.1 and correlations between 

study variables are presented in Table 3.2. A simple between-participants t-test found 

that the participants rated the high power defendants as more authoritative (0-6: M = 

4.08, SD = 1.27) than the low power defendants (M = 2.55, SD = 1.46), t(280) = 

-10.847, p < .001, and rated the high SES defendants as significantly wealthier (0-6: M 

= 3.60, SD = 0.97) than the low SES defendants (M = 2.17, SD = 1.23), t(280) = -9.367, 

p < .001. However, note that these means were driven by ratings of defendants low in 

legal authority (the call center employee and financial advisor). Participants did 

rate the district attorney defendant as significantly wealthier than the police officer 

but did not significantly differ in ratings of their authority.  
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3.2 Main Analyses 

Prior to analyses, victim and defendant credibility scores were created by 

averaging the credibility, honesty, and believability rating questions (victim credibility, α 

= .94; defendant credibility, α = .95). Items 3 & 7 on the gender system justification scale 

were reverse scored, and all items on the scale were then averaged to create a gender SJ 

score for each participant (α = .88, M = 3.96, SD = 1.80). To avoid issues of 

multicollinearity, class, objective SES, and subjective SES were summed to create an 

overall status score for participants (α = .82). After excluding participants who failed 

manipulation checks and failed to complete 50% of the study, less than 5% of the data 

was determined to be missing, thus, multiple imputation was not employed. There were 

no violations of regression assumptions (e.g., normality of residuals, homoscedasticity). 

Continuous predictor variables (ratings of defendant authority and wealth) were mean-

centered prior to analyses.  

Data was analyzed using hierarchical logistic and linear regression, in line with 

the analytic plan described earlier. Inferential analyses were run in the following order: 1) 

logistic regression with dichotomous IVs and verdict as the DV, χ2 = 21.827, p = .03, 2) 

logistic regression with ratings of defendant authority and wealth and verdict as the DV, 

χ2 = 30.945, p < .01, 3) linear regression with dichotomous IVs and continuous DVs (e.g., 

victim credibility), 4) linear regression with rating IVs (defendant authority and wealth) 

and continuous DVs (e.g., victim credibility: F[14, 259] = 2.547, R2 = .127, Adj-R2 = 

.077, p < .01), 5) probing significant interaction effects between defendant social status 

indicators on the dependent variables using the PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2018), 6) 
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Mediation analyses, 7) moderated mediation analyses, 8) probing significant exploratory 

interaction effects.  

3.3 Study Hypotheses 

3.3.1 Hypothesis 1 (H1): Main Effect of Defendant Power 

It was predicted that defendants high in legal authority would receive greater 

leniency in a rape trial. In the logistic regression model, defendant power did not 

significantly predict verdict when entered, B = -0.250, OR = .779, p = .34, nor did 

defendant power significantly predict the continuous dependent variables in the linear 

regression analyses.  

Conversely, ratings of defendant authority significantly predicted ratings (when 

entered in Step 2) of defendant guilt, b = 0.271, p = .02, perceptions of victim credibility, 

b = 0.225, p = .01, and sympathy for the victim, b = 0.192, p = .05, such that participants 

who rated the defendant as having more authority were more likely to view the defendant 

negatively and render pro-victim judgments. These results ran counter to the predicted 

direction of the main effect (i.e., ratings of defendant authority negatively predicted 

leniency for the defendant).  

3.3.2 H2: Main Effect of Defendant SES 

It was predicted that high SES defendants would receive greater leniency in a rape 

trial. This hypothesis was not supported by the results. The logistic regression analysis 

found that defendant SES did not significantly predict verdict when entered on Step 2, B 

= .063, OR = 1.065, p = .81, nor did participant ratings of defendant wealth, B = 0.144, p 
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= .22. Regarding the linear analyses, defendant SES did not significantly predict any of 

the dependent variables when entered, nor did ratings of defendant wealth.  

3.3.3 H3: Main Effect of Participant Gender 

Female participants were predicted to exhibit more pro-victim judgments than 

male participants. This hypothesis was supported by the results. For these analyses, 

gender was coded with a 0 representing males, and 1 representing females. In the logistic 

regression analysis, participant gender significantly predicted verdict when entered on 

Step 1, B = 0.600, OR = 1.821, p = .02. Female participants were 1.82 times more likely 

than male participants to render a guilty verdict. Regarding continuous dependent 

variables, linear regression analyses found that participant gender was predictive of 

several ratings when entered in Step 1: defendant guilt ratings, b = 0.971, p < .01, victim 

credibility, b = 0.695, p = .02, sympathy for the victim, b = 0.675, p = .02, and anger 

toward the defendant, b = 1.287, p < .01.  

3.3.4 H4: Interaction Effect 

This hypothesis was partially supported. No significant interaction effect was 

found for defendant power and SES on case verdict or the continuous dependent 

variables. However, the cross-product that represented the interaction between ratings of 

defendant authority and wealth significantly predicted participants’ anger toward the 

defendant when entered in Step 3, b = 0.1825, p = .04. Due to the significance of the 

cross-product in linear regression analyses, the interaction between defendant authority 

and wealth was probed using Hayes’ PROCESS macro for SPSS. When defendants were 

rated at the mean (M = 2.87, SD = 1.31) or above (+1 SD) the mean in wealth, a positive 
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relationship was found between defendant authority and anger toward the defendant (i.e., 

greater authority predicted greater anger). In other words, for defendants rated at one SD 

below the mean in wealth, the relationship between authority ratings and 

participant anger toward the defendant was not significant (see Figure 3.1). 

3.3.5 Mediation 

It was predicted that the relationship between defendant social status and verdict 

would be mediated by credibility (e.g., Golding et al., in press; Lynch et al., 2019). This 

hypothesis received partial support. The effects of defendant power and SES on case 

judgments were not significantly mediated by credibility (victim or defendant). However, 

ratings of victim credibility mediated the direct effects of ratings of defendant 

authority on verdict (see Figure 3.2), as well as the direct effects of ratings of 

defendant wealth on verdict (see Figure 3.3). In other words, when the defendant was 

rated higher in authority and wealth, victim credibility increased, leading to an 

increased likelihood of guilty verdicts.  

3.3.6 Moderated Mediation Model 

Participants high in gender SJ were predicted to rate victim credibility as 

significantly lower and defendant credibility as significantly higher when the defendant 

was high social status vs. low social status (both power and SES), whereas participants 

low in gender SJ were predicted to perceive low and high-status defendants similarly 

(Jost & Banaji, 1994; Jost & Kay, 2005; Kay & Jost, 2003). This hypothesis received 

partial support. Gender SJ scores did not significantly moderate the relationship between 

defendant power, SES, and defendant or victim credibility. However, gender SJ scores 

significantly moderated the relationship between the continuous independent variables 
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and victim credibility (the mediator). At mean levels of gender SJ (M = 3.96, SD = 1.80) 

or above (+1 SD), victim credibility mediated the direct effects of defendant authority 

and wealth ratings on verdict (see Figure 3.4). At levels below the mean of gender SJ, 

the mediation model was insignificant (see Figures 3.5 & 3.6). Thus, only for 

participants at or above the mean on the gender SJ scale, higher levels of authority and 

wealth lead to an increase in victim credibility, increasing the likelihood of guilty 

verdicts. Participants who were low (-1 SD) in gender SJ did not significantly differ 

in their judgments of victim credibility or number of guilty verdicts based on the 

defendant’s authority or wealth.  

3.3.7 Exploratory Interaction Analyses 

Finally, all possible two- and three-way interactions between the independent 

variables were examined. There were no other significant two- or three-way interactions 

between the independent variables.  



31 



32 



33 



34 



35 



36 



37 



38 



39 



40 

CHAPTER 4. DISCUSSION 

4.1 General Discussion 

The present study investigated the effects of defendant social status (power and 

SES) and participant gender on judgments about an adult rape case. The findings of the 

present study are important to the psychology and law rape literature for several reasons. 

First, the findings imply that defendant power and SES are related, but different 

components of social status because of their separate effects on the dependent variables. 

Specifically, power was far more influential than SES in leading to guilty verdicts in rape 

cases. Second, this study began exploring an empirical basis for ideas discussed in the 

himpathy framework (Manne, 2018). This philosophical framework proposes that 

defendants higher in social status than the alleged victim are viewed as more credible 

than the victim because of that high status. In the present study, defendant power took 

the form of legal authority. It appears that regarding legal authority, power may work in 

the favor of the victim, rather than the defendant, which is converse to Manne’s general 

philosophy. Third, the prediction regarding participant gender was supported (i.e., that 

female participants would render more pro-victim judgments), consistent with prior 

mock jury research and adding further support for this effect (e.g., Black & Gold, 2008; 

Fischer, 1997; Hodell et al., 2009).  

Clear patterns of results emerged in analyses. There was strong support for a main 

effect of defendant power, although the effect was opposite to the prediction. Participants 

who rated the defendant as having more authority rendered fewer judgments in the 

defendant’s favor (e.g., increased likelihood of guilty verdicts, increased victim 

credibility). It is possible that participants viewed rape committed by a man high in legal 
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authority as an abuse of power (Buchhandler-Raphael, 2011). Specifically, participants 

may have believed that the victim was brave for coming forward against a powerful 

person in the realm of the defendant’s authority, increasing victim credibility (as 

indicated by the mediation model and exploratory moderated mediation model findings). 

This interpretation is further supported by the interaction effect of authority and wealth 

ratings on anger toward the defendant.  

Whereas defendant power emerged as a strong effect, defendant SES was 

insignificant in almost all regards. These findings support the guiding hypothesis of the 

present study, that two defendant social status indicators would have separate effects on 

case outcomes. Prior research has not investigated this distinction. Regarding SES, it 

does not appear that participants agreed with the “American Dream” standard, in which 

being wealthy could serve an indicator of being a “good person” (Archer, 2014; 

VanderPyl, 2019) and therefore credible, as one might expect based on the halo effect, or 

the “what is beautiful is good” effect (Eagly et al., 1991; Kaplan, 1974; respectively). 

Defendant authority ratings were, however, positively, and moderately correlated with 

defendant wealth ratings. Thus, the two variables (authority and wealth) were related, but 

not to such an extent that they overlapped in the variance that they accounted for.  

The final main effect found regarded participant gender. Prior research has noted 

that female participants tend to render more judgments in the victim’s favor than male 

participants (e.g., more guilty verdicts, high victim credibility: Black & Gold, 2008; 

Fischer, 1997; Hodell et al., 2009). This effect was replicated again in the present study. 

It is not clear why this effect persists. Some studies have found that empathy with the 

victim mediated the relationship between participant gender and verdict (Deitz & Byrnes, 
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1981; Deitz et al., 1982; Deitz et al., 1984). Female participants expressed greater 

empathy with the victim, which then led to more pro-victim case judgments. An 

additional mediator that has been investigated is rape myth acceptance. In some cases, 

the direct effects of participant gender on case judgments are mediated by changes in 

rape myth acceptance (Clarke & Lawson, 2009). It is likely that several factors such as 

empathy/sympathy toward the victim, rape myth acceptance, and possibly others explain 

the participant gender effect in part. Further, if the gender effect is due to these 

individual differences in empathy and rape myth acceptance, is it attributable solely to 

these measures, or is this mediation driven by experiences with sexual assault? Female 

are far more likely than males to experience sexual violence, which could account for the 

strength of the participant gender effect (RAINN, 2019). Future research should examine 

other possible mediating factors of this common gender effect such as frequency, 

intensity, and type of personal experiences with sexual violence.  

Additionally, authority and wealth ratings produced an interaction effect on anger 

toward the defendant. This interaction found that when the defendant was wealthy, 

having a higher authority level increased participant anger. In terms of the defendant 

careers used as the manipulation, participants expressed greater anger toward the district 

attorney defendant than toward the financial advisor defendant. Logically, someone high 

in legal authority (i.e., a district attorney) would be expected to have relationships 

(personal and/or professional) with individuals in the legal system, whereas the same 

could not be said about wealthy individuals high in other areas of authority. Thus, a 

victim who presses charges against a defendant with legal authority seems braver (i.e., 

more credible) because they are choosing to fight against these previously established 
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working relationships. Together, the main effect of defendant authority, lack of main 

effect for wealth, and the interaction effect between the two, indicate that participants 

may have noticed that the odds were stacked unfairly in favor of the high-power 

defendant, as expressed by increased participant anger toward the defendant. This pattern 

is further supported by the mediation and moderated mediation models.  

Notably, significant mediation was found through victim credibility. The direct 

effects of defendant authority and wealth ratings on verdict were due to an increase in 

victim credibility. This warrants further exploration as it is unclear why information 

about the defendant would change credibility only of the victim rather than the 

defendant. This relationship was also not in the direction Manne (2018) proposed. An 

increase in defendant authority and wealth ratings indirectly affected the probability of a 

guilty verdict due to an increase in victim credibility (rather than decrease, as Manne 

would predict). However, this finding should be taken with a grain of salt because the 

specific form of power under investigation was, again, legal authority. Since rape cases 

are resolved in the legal realm, other forms of power (and authority) could have different 

effects. As noted earlier, prior research has found that other status indicators produce 

negative case outcomes for the victim, rather than positive (e.g., Black & Gold, 2003; 

Knight et al., 2001; Nyul et al., 2018). It is possible that the difference in findings 

between the present study and prior research is due to perceived unfairness of 

prosecuting someone for rape when that individual has a shared camaraderie with the 

people who are meant to impartially judge the case. 

Finally, the exploratory moderated mediation model received support. This model 

had previously not been explored in the psychology and law rape literature. Individual 
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differences in support for gender role justifying beliefs moderated the mediating effects 

of victim credibility. The gender SJ scale, to review, measures to what extent individuals 

support the hierarchy of traditional gender roles in society (Jost & Kay, 2005). Those 

high in gender SJ beliefs viewed the victim as more credible when the defendant was 

rated as high in authority and wealth, leading to an increased probability of guilty 

verdicts. Additionally, these participants (high in gender SJ) judged victim credibility as 

lower than those below the mean in gender SJ beliefs. This is in line with prior research, 

which finds that individuals who hold more traditional gender beliefs express greater 

blame toward the victim than those who do not (e.g., Abrams et al., 2003). It seems that 

gender SJ beliefs could be connected to benevolent sexism, in which individuals believe 

women are pure and thus need to be loved/protected by men (Abrams et al., 2003; Glick 

& Fiske, 1996; Jost & Kay, 2005; Visher, 1987), making an abuse of power more 

reprehensible to those participants. However, for those who did not hold strong gender 

SJ beliefs, the crime was reprehensible overall, regardless of the defendant’s social 

status. Of course, these relationships will need to be replicated to add support to this 

model.  

As noted earlier, the findings of the present study did not fully support the 

predicted direction of several hypotheses. Prior research indicated that participants may 

interpret the presence of high power and high SES as synonymous with defendant 

credibility, leading to fewer guilty verdicts (e.g., Black & Gold, 2003; Knight et al., 

2001; Nyul et al., 2018; Volpato et al., 2017). Rather than defendant power and SES 

decreasing the likelihood of a guilty verdict, defendant power increased the likelihood of 

a guilty verdict. Taken together, these findings clearly indicate that the presence of 
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defendant legal authority works in the victim’s favor. This relationship could be due to 

several things, but the most plausible reason is that participants viewed the defendant’s 

behavior as an abuse of authority, and/or viewed the victim as brave for confronting the 

defendant in the realm of their authority (i.e., the legal system: Bowers & Robinson, 

2012). Theoretically, participants could judge that having working relationships in the 

legal system unfairly biased judgments toward the defendant, and thus participants felt 

the need to correct for this bias by judging the defendant more harshly. A defendant with 

power in areas outside of the law, for instance, likely would not have previously 

established working relationships in the legal realm, lowering the likelihood that 

participants would view the odds as stacked in the defendant’s favor. 

Prior literature on child sexual abuse by those with authority and on group 

dynamics of legal actors adds support to this interpretation of the data. For example, Sahl 

and Keene (2012) manipulated the age gap, authority level of the offender, and gender 

within a statutory teen-adult sex abuse case. They measured the effects on perceptions of 

the offender. The age gap was either 27 years or 7 years, the offender was either the 

victim’s neighbor or teacher, and the offender and victim were presented as either 

man/girl or woman/boy (Sahl & Keene, 2012). Of importance to the present study, when 

the offender was presented as the teenager’s teacher (high authority) rather than neighbor 

(low authority), participants judged the offender more harshly. Participants believed the 

teacher offender was more predatory, should have to register as a sex offender, and 

should have access to children restricted, in comparison to the neighbor offender. 

Teachers have authority over teenagers and are expected not to abuse this relationship. 

Similarly, legal actors have authority over the public, and are expected not to abuse this 
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position. When these individuals violate the expectation of trust, they are perhaps judged 

more harshly than those who do not have this expectation on them.  

In addition, participants may be correct if they assume some amount of bias exists 

due to relationships among legal actors. An in-group effect has been found, at least for 

practicing attorneys. Collins and colleagues (2017) examined attorney’s perceptions of 

other attorneys. A large sample of attorneys (N = 2,000) in North Carolina responded to 

the survey, providing information about themselves and their interactions with attorneys 

close to them or far from them in terms of proximity. Attorneys reported stronger 

preference for and more frequent interactions with attorneys near them rather than far 

from them (Collins et al., 2017). Frequent interactions with attorneys in their region (in-

group attorneys) increased camaraderie and trust among those individuals. Thus, 

participants may have (somewhat accurately) assumed that a defendant high in legal 

authority had similarly strong relationship ties to those filing the report (i.e., police 

officers) or adjudicating the case (i.e., district attorneys, judges). In conjunction with this 

prior research, the findings of the present study indicate that participants viewed an 

abuse of legal authority in a rape case as unacceptable, possibly because of an 

expectation of trust that was violated (Sahl & Keene, 2012), and/or the perception that 

the defendant had previously formed relationships in the legal system (Collins et al., 

2017).  

4.2 Limitations and Future Directions 

There are some limitations with the present study. First, the careers chosen to 

represent defendant power and SES likely impacted the results. The two careers meant to 

represent high power were police officer and district attorney. Both careers are high in 



47 

legal authority and were chosen to hold the area of defendant power constant across 

conditions. These careers may be the reason that the findings of the present study were 

converse to the predictions. For instance, replicating this experiment with defendants 

high in authority over employment decisions may produce vastly different results, as the 

legal odds may not be perceived as stacked in those defendants’ favor. Future research 

should examine power in other contexts to determine if the effects found here replicate or 

are specific to perceptions of defendants high in legal authority.  

Second, the careers chosen for the manipulation may not have been perceived as 

high enough in power and SES to find the effects hypothesized by Manne (2018). 

Though participants rated the defendants as different from each other, none of the 

defendants were rated at the highest level of authority or wealth (i.e., a 5 or above on the 

scales used), nor were they rated at the lowest levels (i.e., a 1 or below). It is possible that 

although participants noted there were different levels of power and SES among the 

defendants, the differences were not extreme enough to find the predicted relationships. 

Future research would benefit from replicating the present study, again, with different 

careers representing the defendant’s power and SES level. Careers that are further apart 

in power and SES levels may return different findings.  

Third, and finally, this study would benefit from replication with jury 

deliberation. Jury deliberation was not included in the present study, as it was an initial 

exploration of multiple relationships. However, deliberation between jurors could result 

in better understanding of certain case details for each juror, potentially altering case 

outcomes (Salerno & Diamond, 2010). At least one study has found that individual case 

judgments are reflective of verdict post-deliberation (Diamond, 1997), but this effect will 
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always need replication to confirm ecological validity of jury decision-making research. 

As with most jury decision-making research, future experiments would benefit from 

inclusion of jury deliberation in the design. This is important both to confirm the effects 

found in the present study replicate and to explore whether discussion with fellow jurors 

impacts case perceptions.  

4.3 Conclusion 

The findings of the present study expanded prior victimization research by 

investigating the effect of two distinct defendant social status indicators (power and SES) 

on rape case judgments. Support was found for effects of defendant authority, indicating 

that mock juror participants viewed crimes committed by those high in authority as an 

abuse of power. Additionally, the findings replicated the participant gender effect, 

supporting that female participants render more pro-victim judgments than male 

participants in rape cases. The implication of these findings is that legal authority has an 

important effect, as indicated solely by the defendant’s career. This could have ecological 

implications, in that it is possible for this status information (i.e., the defendant’s career) 

to be brought up during a trial (Epstein & Langenbahn, 1994). Thus, other areas of power 

and/or authority should be examined in the context of an adult rape legal case to further 

examine mock jurors’ potential biases. Additional research is needed to examine whether 

the exploratory models of the present study are stable effects across other power contexts.  
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APPENDIX 1. TRIAL SUMMARY 

The following trial summary was presented in the Low power x High SES defendant 

condition. Italic text in the case summary indicates the variables of interest that were 

manipulated. Breaks in the paragraphs indicate the location of manipulation check 

questions in the Qualtrics instrument.  

The case you will read about involved a criminal trial. It is important to keep in mind that 
criminal procedure refers to the legal process for adjudicating claims that someone has 
violated criminal law. Criminal laws define violations that can be punished by fines, 
imprisonment, or even death. Such offenses include murder, armed robbery, theft, rape, 
kidnapping, arson, and assault. In criminal cases, the state or federal government 
prosecutes an individual (i.e., the defendant) who is alleged to have committed a specific 
offense. A jury in a criminal case rules “Guilty” if there is evidence beyond a reasonable 
doubt that the defendant committed the crime. The jury rules “Not Guilty” if there is 
reasonable doubt that the defendant committed the crime. 

This is a criminal trial for the alleged rape of Ms. Anna Smith by Mr. Justin Dane. Rape 
is defined as engaging in sexual intercourse with another person by physical force or 
threat of physical force, express or implied, which places a person in fear of immediate 
death, physical injury to self or another person, fear of the immediate kidnap of self or 
another person, or fear of any offense under this chapter. Physical resistance on the part 
of the victim shall not be necessary to meet this definition. The prosecution alleges that 
Mr. Justin Dane, the defendant, raped Mrs. Anna Smith, on July 3, 2016 at approximately 
11:30 PM at his apartment. Allegedly, at the time of the rape, Ms. Smith, the victim, was 
25 years old and Mr. Dane, the defendant, was 28 years old. The Commonwealth is 
charging Mr. Dane with rape in the first degree. 

The defendant (Mr. Justin Danes) pleaded “not guilty” to the charge of rape. The defense 
attorney argued that the defendant is a responsible and law-abiding man who has no 
history of sexual aggression. The defense attorney denied any force and claimed that 
what happened between the two of them was consensual. Medical evidence will not be 
presented. 

Prosecution's Case  
Witness No. 1: Ms. Anna Smith 
Direct Examination: Ms. Anna Smith is a 25-year-old woman. She testified that on the 
night of July 3, 2016 at approximately 10:00 PM she was approached by a man, Mr. 
Justin Danes, at a bar in Louisville that she was attending with a close friend (Ms. Lisa 
Johnson) and Ms. Johnson's fiancée. Ms. Smith noted that she talked to Mr. Dane at the 
bar about their careers for approximately one hour. Ms. Smith learned that Mr. Dane was 
a financial advisor for a very prominent local financial consulting firm.  
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At the end of the night (around midnight) Mr. Dane, the defendant, offered to share a cab 
with Ms. Smith, the victim because there was only one left outside. The victim accepted 
so that her friend and friend’s fiancée would not have to go out of their way to take her 
back to her residence. The victim further claimed that when the cab driver dropped her 
off, she planned to go right into her apartment. However, when the cab reached her 
apartment, the defendant asked if he could come to her apartment so that they could 
continue their conversation. She testified that she said it was best not to do so, and 
instead, they should go their separate ways. She got out of the cab and was surprised to 
see the defendant also get out of the cab. The defendant then held a knife to her back and 
told her under his breath to walk toward her door, and if she yelled, he would kill her. 

Prosecution's Case  
Witness No. 1: Ms. Anna Smith 
Direct Examination: When they entered the apartment, the defendant told the victim that 
if she obeyed him, he wouldn’t hurt her. The defendant forced the victim to take her 
clothes off and began to rape her. The victim tried to stop the defendant from having this 
penetrative sex, but when she did so the defendant became angry and reached for his 
knife. At this time the victim noticed that it was a pocket knife the defendant was 
holding. The assault continued for approximately half an hour, at which time the 
defendant left. The victim called the police shortly thereafter. 

Cross Examination: Ms. Smith, the victim, admitted that by agreeing to share a cab with 
Mr. Danes, the defendant, it was possible that the defendant got the impression that the 
victim was interested in him. The victim also recognized that her friendliness could have 
been mistaken for flirtatiousness. 

Prosecution's Case  
Witness No. 2: Police Officer Crosby 
Direct Examination: Officer Crosby was assigned to the case after the victim contacted 
the police on the night of the alleged rape. He testified that when he arrived at the 
apartment, the victim seemed disheveled and was shaking while tightly gripping a pillow. 
He stated that her clothes were slightly unkempt, and there appeared to be bruises on her 
arms. He testified that he drove the victim to the hospital so that the victim could be 
examined, and any available evidence collected. Officer Crosby stated that he was 
responsible for keeping track of all evidence in this case. 

Cross Examination: Officer Crosby acknowledged that he could not say exactly why the 
victim was disheveled or tightly gripping a pillow. Moreover, he stated that it was 
possible that she seemed disheveled because she had been up late. He further stated that 
the bruises could have been from falling, an injury suffered at the bar, or even rough 
sexual behavior. 

Defendant's Case  
Witness No. 1: Ms. Lisa Johnson 
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Direct Examination: Ms. Johnson is a close friend of the victim. Ms. Johnson testified 
that on the night in question she went out to the bar with her fiancé and with the victim. 
During the evening, Ms. Johnson stated that the victim started talking with the defendant 
after the defendant approached them after they ordered drinks. Ms. Johnson said that the 
victim continued to speak with Mr. Danes throughout the night. Ms. Johnson said that she 
was able to see the two talking, but she could not hear what the two were talking about 
during the time they were together. At no time did Ms. Johnson notice the defendant 
show any signs of aggressive behavior toward the victim or say anything of a sexual 
nature. 

Cross Examination: Ms. Johnson stated that it was possible that the defendant could have 
been aggressive towards the victim or spoke to him in a sexual manner that she and her 
fiancé were not able to hear or observe. 

Defendant's Case 
Witness No. 3: Mr. Justin Danes 
Direct Examination: Mr. Danes, the defendant, is a 28-year-old man. He testified that he 
was just trying to be kind to Ms. Smith, the victim, by sharing and paying for a cab. Mr. 
Danes explained that he had to take a cab home because he did not drive to the bar in 
order to avoid the hassle of finding and paying for a parking spot. He admitted to having 
consensual sex with Mr. Smith, but explained that the victim came on to him, and it was 
Ms. Smith who suggested that they both exit the cab and enter his residence. 

Defendant's Case 
Witness No. 3: Mr. Justin Danes 
Direct Examination: Mr. Danes, the defendant, further testified that he initially turned 
down the offer, but the victim insisted he come with him. The defendant stated that after 
they left the cab Ms. Smith, the victim, took his hand and led him to the apartment. Mr. 
Danes also stated that the foreplay, as well as the consensual sex was actually somewhat 
rough. He remembers that afterwards he had bruises on his body, which he attributed to 
the rough sexual activity. Finally, Mr. Danes stated that although the consensual sex was 
rough, at no time did he wield a knife or threaten the victim. 

Cross Examination: Mr. Danes confirmed he does work as a financial advisor, and stated 
that he did own a pocketknife, but that he usually kept it in the trunk of his car. 

Judge Graham charged the jurors with the following instructions:  
You will find the Defendant guilty of First-Degree Rape under this instruction if, and 
only if, you believe from the evidence beyond a reasonable doubt all of the following:  
A. That in this county on or about July 3rd, 2016 and before the finding of the Indictment
herein, he engaged in First Degree Rape with Ms. Anna Smith. Rape in the first degree
"engaging in nonconsensual sexual intercourse with another person."
AND
B. That he did so by forcible compulsion. "Forcible compulsion" means physical force or
threat of physical force, express or implied, which places a person in fear of immediate
death, physical injury to self or another person, fear of the immediate kidnap of self or



53 

another person, or fear of any sexual offense. Physical resistance on the part of the victim 
shall not be necessary to meet this definition. 

Prosecution Closing Arguments 
The Prosecution concluded that Mr. Danes should be found guilty and convicted of rape 
in the first-degree.  The Prosecution emphasized that although Ms. Smith took a cab with 
Mr. Danes, it does not mean she had any intention of having sexual relations with Mr. 
Danes. 

Defense Closing Argument 
The Defense's attorney argued that there was no evidence other than Ms. Smith's 
allegations to convict Mr. Danes of rape in the first-degree. The Defense's attorney stated 
that Mr. Danes made clear that the sex was consensual. The Defense's attorney also 
argued that Mr. Danes would never hurt anybody and has a good reputation with his 
peers. Mr. Danes also had no prior convictions, or evidence of a violent personality. 

Prosecution Closing Argument 
The Prosecution restated that the victim's, Ms. Smith, testimony is a crucial aspect of this 
case. His testimony made it clear that the defendant, Mr. Danes, committed this act of 
rape and he should consequently be convicted of this crime. The Prosecution argued that 
the defense failed to prove Mr. Danes was engaging in consensual sex and that they are 
putting the blame on the victim. The Prosecution urged the jury to convict Mr. Danes of 
first-degree rape. 
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APPENDIX 2.  ATTENTION AND MANIPULATION CHECK QUESTIONS 

Multiple choice manipulation and attention check questions are presented below in the 

order they were asked for all conditions. Questions with an *asterisk are manipulation 

check questions, rather than attention check questions. 

*The victim stated that the defendant works as a_______?
            Financial Advisor 
 Police Officer 
 District Attorney 
 Call Center Employee 

What weapon did the defendant have on the night of the assault? 
            A gun 
 A pocketknife 

Defendant did not have a weapon 

Where did Officer Crowley take the victim? 
            To the hospital 

To the police precinct for questioning 
To a counselor 

Could Ms. Johnson hear the conversation between the victim and defendant? 
 Yes 
 No 

The defendant is a_______? 
28-year-old man
28-year-old woman
15-year-old man
15-year-old woman

What did the defendant state in his testimony? 
He did not attend the same event as the victim 
The sex with Ms. Smith, the victim, was consensual  
He never left the cab 

Did the defendant state that he owned a pocketknife? 
 Yes 
 No 

The Judge’s instructions indicated that:  
You should only be concerned with defendant’s testimony 
The defendant is on trial for First Degree Rape 
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The victim was a distant cousin of the defendant 

What did the Defense argue? 
The sex was consensual 
The defendant has a violent personality 
The defendant has prior convictions 

Based only on the information presented, and on a scale from 0 to 6, please rate your 
agreement to the following questions. 

*How wealthy do you think the defendant is?

0 1 2 3 4 5 6

Not at all Moderately Very  
wealthy wealthy wealthy

*How much authority do you think the defendant has to influence society?

0 1 2 3 4 5 6
No power A moderate An extreme 

at all amount of 
authority 

amount of
authority 
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APPENDIX 3. TRIAL QUESTIONNAIRE  

Full trial questionnaire presented in order. Participants rated their agreement to the 

following statements on a scale from 0 (not at all/none at all) to 9 (completely) for all 

items except for those marked with an *asterisk. 

How would you rate the guilt of the defendant in this case? 

*What is your verdict in this case? (Guilty/Not Guilty)

How confident are you of your verdict? 

*If Guilty is selected the following question appears here: Imagine you are the

Judge presiding on this case. Based on the information presented, how long of a 

jail sentence would you give the defendant? (rated from 0 – zero jail time to 6 – 

20 years in jail) 

*What led to your verdict? (Open-ended)

How credible was the victim? 

How honest was the victim? 

How believable was the victim? 

How responsible was the victim for the incident in question? 

How much sympathy did you have for the victim? 

How much anger did you have toward the victim? 

How credible was the defendant? 
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How honest was the defendant? 

How believable was the defendant? 

How responsible was the defendant for the incident in question? 

How much sympathy did you have for the defendant? 

How much anger did you have toward the defendant? 
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APPENDIX 4. GENDER SYSTEM JUSTIFICATION SCALE  

Jost, J. T., & Kay, A. C. (2005). Exposure to benevolent sexism and complementary 

gender stereotypes: Consequences for specific and diffuse forms of system 

justification. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 88(3), 498-509.  

Statements marked with an *asterisk indicate a reverse-scored item.  

1) In general, relations between men and women are fair.

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
      Strongly Neutral Strongly 

Agree Disagree 

2) The division of labor in families generally operates as it should.

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
      Strongly Neutral Strongly 

Agree Disagree 

3) Gender roles need to be radically restructured. *

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
      Strongly Neutral Strongly 

Agree Disagree 

4) For women, the United States is the best country in the world to live in.

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
      Strongly Neutral Strongly 

Agree Disagree 

5) Most policies relating to gender and the sexual division of labor serve the greater
good.

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
      Strongly Neutral Strongly 

Agree Disagree 

6) Everyone (male or female) has a fair shot and wealth and happiness.

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
      Strongly Neutral Strongly 

Agree Disagree 
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7) Sexism in society is getting worse every year. *

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
      Strongly Neutral Strongly 

Agree Disagree 

8) Society is set up so that men and women usually get what they deserve.

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
      Strongly Neutral Strongly 

Agree Disagree 
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