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An Initial Test of the Tactic-
First and Item-Order Hypothe-
ses: Accounting for Response 
Discrepancies in Sexual Victimization  
Questionnaires 
 
RaeAnn E. Anderson1  , Erica L. Goodman1 ,  
and Alyssa M. Ciampaglia2  
 
Abstract 
Reported prevalence rates of sexual violence range widely in the literature, even in the same sample 
when using two different questionnaires of the same construct. These discrepancies are concerning as 
they indicate we may be underestimating the rate of sexual violence and, therefore, resources and 
treatment for victims. Thus, the current study aimed to investigate two mechanisms that may contrib-
ute to differences in reported prevalence rates across the literature and discrepancies within studies: 
the tactic-first and item-order hypotheses. Participants were 265 MTurk workers whom all com-
pleted the Post-Refusal Sexual Persistence Scale (PRSPS), then were randomly assigned to one of two 
versions of a tactic-first Sexual Experiences Survey (T-SES). Experimental conditions varied in the 
item order of the T-SES, one condition received the traditional hierarchical item order (n = 130) 
while the other received a randomized item order (n = 135). Our results suggest strong support for 
the tactic-first hypothesis; victimization prevalence rates on the T-SES were double compared to the 
traditional SES (54.1 vs. 19.8%) in prior research. Further, in both conditions, victimization prevalence 
rates were statistically equivalent between the PRSPS (62.6%) and the tactic-first SESs (56.2 and 
54.1%), χ2(1) < 2.5, p ≈ .1 -.7, contrary to prior research. We did not find support for the item-order 
hypothesis; there were few differences between item-order conditions. Our findings indicate that un-
intentional underreporting remains a threat to validity in sexual violence assessment, and continued 
research into the mechanisms of measurement is warranted. 
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Sexual violence is any form of sexual contact without consent (Basile et al., 2014). This serious public 
health problem can take many forms, ranging from unwanted sexual contact (e.g., groping) to the most 
violent and criminal, rape (e.g., sexual intercourse by incapacitation or force; Basile et al., 2014). Approx-
imately 50% of American women will be harmed by sexual violence (e.g., sexual victimization) in some 
form (Black et al., 2011). Sexual victimization is associated with a wide range of physical and mental health 
outcomes (Dworkin et al., 2017) in addition to threatening public safety. Yet, the true scope of sexual 
violence remains unknown, partially due to measurement issues. For example, estimates of sexual vio-
lence victimization in men range from 2 to 73%, depending on the definition and measurement strategy 
used (Peterson et al., 2010). Estimates are less extreme in range for women but are still variable; estimates 
of rape victimization in college women range from 1.8 to 34% (Fedina et al., 2018). The way in which 
individuals are asked about sexual victimization greatly affects their answers. Without precise and accu-
rate information, research on risk factors and the development and delivery of prevention, justice and 
treatment programs are hindered. Thus, research that examines why prevalence rate estimates vary is 
necessary. The goal of this study was to test two different explanations for variation in sexual violence 
measurement and, therefore, prevalence rates: the tactic-first and item order hypotheses. 

A Brief History of Sexual Violence Measurement 
The most common measure of sexual victimization is The Sexual Experiences Survey (the SES: Koss 

& Oros, 1982) and variations thereof, such as the officially revised and updated, Sexual Experiences Survey 
– Short Form Victimization, which we will refer to as the 2007 SES (Koss et al., 2007). A dramatic and 
field-changing innovation of the SES was the use of behaviorally specific language to describe sexual acts. 
This vastly increases the rate of identified victims1 (Fisher et al., 2003). Although the mechanism is unclear, 
we suggest that the use of behaviorally specific language de-stigmatizes experiences for participants, facil-
itating disclosure. Providing a behavioral description also provides participants a clear frame of reference 
to compare their own experiences to and provides researchers with precise information. Indeed, using a 
question like, “have you ever been raped?” results in at least half as many cases being identified for women 
(Wilson & Miller, 2016) and even more missed cases for men (Artime et al., 2014). The use of behaviorally 
specific measures such as the SES have dramatically improved the recognition and prevention of sexual 
violence (Fisher et al., 2005; Hamby, 2014; Krebs, 2014; National Research Council, 2014). 

Discrepancies in Measurement 
Yet, as the above ranges of prevalence estimates suggest, there is room for improvement in estimating 

the true scope and impact of sexual violence. Recent research has explored how seemingly minor differ-
ences in questionnaires can result in sometimes large discrepancies in reported prevalence rates, even 
when using two questionnaires that incorporate behaviorally specific terms. For example, the Revised 
Conflict Tactics Scales only considers intimate partners as perpetrators, and 40-50% of perpetrators of 
sexual violence are acquaintances (Black et al., 2011). Following, the Conflict Tactics Scales should identify 
fewer cases than the SES, which captures cases from any perpetrator. And yet, the Revised Conflict 
Tactics scales identify more cases of sexual victimization than the SES, in the range of 10 – 26 percentage 
points higher prevalence rates, in multiple studies (Anderson et al., 2018a; Cook, 2002; Moreau et al., 
2014), even when controlling for item content (Anderson et al., 2018a).  

The unexpected discrepancies in sexual violence measurement are not limited to the Revised Conflict 
Tactics Scales and the SES. An in-depth comparison between the 2007 SES and the Post-Refusal Sexual 
Persistence Scale (PRSPS) also documented large discrepancies, suggesting a broader problem in the vio-
lence literature (see also: Cascardi & Muzycyn, 2016; DiLillo et al., 2006). To wit, the 1987 SES identified 
45 cases while the PRSPS identified 73 (12.1 vs. 19.6%: Strang et al., 2013). And perhaps most alarmingly, 
of the total 93 affirmative cases, only 25 cases overlapped (e.g., were identified perpetrators by both 
questionnaires, Strang et al., 2013). Results were even starker using the 2007 SES; the PRSPS identified 
2.6x as many cases (54.3 vs. 19.7%). Notably, the 2007 SES is more behaviorally specific than the 1987 
SES, which theoretically should have decreased discrepancies but did the opposite. In replications of these 
discrepancies between the SES and the PRSPS, the degree of discrepancy is often largest for men – par-
ticularly when assessing men’s victimization (Anderson & Delahanty, 2019). Further, while controlling for 

 
1 Although we use the phrase “victims” for clarity in this specific context, we do NOT wish to label any individual’s experience 

for them. Individuals may want to use the term victim, survivor, neither, or both and we affirm their choice and autonomy 
to do so. 



Anderson, Goodman and Ciampaglia  3 

 

 
 

content does decrease discrepancies (Testa et al., 2015; Anderson & Delahanty, 2019), it does not elim-
inate them, suggesting the contribution of additional mechanisms (Anderson & Delahanty, 2019).  

These studies also illustrate that some tactics appear harder to adjust or control for than others. 
Verbal coercion tactics are consistently more likely to be discrepant, perhaps due to their more context-
driven nature (Anderson & Delahanty, 2019; Testa et al., 2015). Strang and colleagues (2013) detailed a 
veritable laundry list of possible explanations for these discrepancies that have not yet been investigated, 
including the operationalization of consent,  tactic-first vs. behavior-first items, different response formats, 
and the order of items. Two possible explanations raised by Strang et al., (2013) and Anderson et al., 
(2018a) that remain unexplored and would impact many different violence questionnaires, not just the 
2007 SES, are the use of tactic-first items and item-order issues. 

Reasons for Discrepancies: Tactic-first items 
The SESs use detailed, behaviorally specific, compound items; the sexual behavior is the “stem” or the 

first part of the item with each possible tactic that was used to coerce this sexual behavior listed under-
neath (Figure 1). In contrast, the PRSPS contains an initial instruction set describing what sexual behavior 
is. The PRSPS defines sexual behavior as “sexual contact (kissed, fondled, genital touching, oral sex, anal 
sex, or intercourse),” and then each item listed below is a possible tactic used to coerce sexual behavior. 
For example, a PRSPS item is “tried to talk you into it by repeatedly asking”, see Figure 1. Thus, each 
PRSPS item is a tactic, whereas 2007 SES items are a combination of sexual behavior + tactic(s). Tactic-
first items look something like this: 

 “Someone forced me [tactic = force] to have sex [behavior = sex] without my consent.” 
Whereas a sexual behavior-first item might look like this: 

 “I had vaginal sex [behavior = vaginal sex] without my consent by force [tactic = force].  
One experimental study demonstrated the power of tactic-first items (Abbey et al., 2005). Abbey and 

colleagues randomly assigned participants to either a tactic-first modified SES or a traditional, sexual be-
havior-first SES. The tactic-first version resulted in higher prevalence rates (74%) than the traditional, 
sexual behavior-first version (62%: Abbey et al. 2005); the effect was even starker for perpetration. This 
is one possible explanation for discrepancies between the 2007 SES and the Revised Conflict Tactics 
Scales and the 2007 SES and the PRSPS2. This finding is also consistent with a recent systematic review of 
nearly 80 studies that found tactic-first questionnaires reliably produced larger prevalence rates than 
sexual behavior-first questionnaires (Anderson et al., 2019).  

The mechanism of tactic-first items producing higher prevalence rates is unclear but could be related 
to memory retrieval. Tactics may have a sharper memory trace – they may be easier to recall because 
the experience is more unique (Conway & Bekerian, 1987) and negatively valenced (Kensinger & Ford, 
2020). Sexual behaviors, even when coerced by violent tactics, would share some overlapping features 
with consensual sexual experiences and more frequent experiences are harder to recall in detail (Roedi-
ger et al., 2010). Negatively valenced memories are easier to retrieve (Kensinger & Ford, 2020). Prior 
research on the use of behaviorally specific items to assess rape suggests that the specificity of items is 
essential for triggering memory and facilitating memory retrieval (Fisher, 2009). In sum, evidence is build-
ing that describing tactics first or emphasizing tactics over the sexual behavior is a mechanism of discrep-
ancy; we refer to this as the tactic-first hypothesis.  

Reasons for discrepancy: Item-order 
Another possible explanation for measurement discrepancies is the order of the items in the ques-

tionnaire, particularly in regard to the placement of more severe items. The PRSPS and Revised Conflict 
Tactics Scale items appear in a randomized or semi-randomized order; the severity of the tactics (e.g., 
violence, criminality) is dispersed throughout the questionnaire. In contrast, SES items are administered 
in a hierarchical order, starting with the least severe items and building in violence severity and criminal 
implications. Less hierarchical and more randomized order of items results in higher prevalence rates, at 
least for Revised Conflict Tactics Scales items (Dietz & Jasinski, 2007; Ramirez & Straus, 2006). The mech-
anism behind this is unclear, but perhaps randomization de-stigmatizes the items, facilitating greater in-
tentional disclosure by participants. It is also possible that randomized items promote greater engagement 
– participants are forced to concentrate more and thus, may disclose more (Swain et al., 2008). We refer 
to this possible mechanism of discrepancy as the item-order hypothesis. 
2 It is also reasonable to call PRSPS items tactic-focused rather than tactic-first given the structure of the PRSPS. We use tactic-
first for rhetorical emphasis. 
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The Current Study 
The goal of the current study is to test the tactic-first and item-order hypotheses as mechanisms for 

the documented discrepancies between questionnaires in the violence literature broadly and the 2007 
SES and PRSPS specifically. We seek to investigate whether changing the structure of the 2007 SES to 
incorporate features of the PRSPS (e.g., tactic-first items and randomized item order) will minimize or 
eliminate differences in prevalence rates. The strongest support for our hypotheses would be a lack of 

Figure 1. Example Items from the Questionnaires 
The Sexual Experiences Survey-Short Form Victimization (the 2007 SES) 

1. A man put his penis into my vagina, or someone inserted fingers or objects without my consent by: 

a Telling lies, threatening to end the relationship, threatening to spread rumors about me, making 

promises I knew were untrue or continually verbally pressuring me after I said I didn’t want to. 

b Showing displeasures, criticizing my sexuality or attractiveness, getting angry but not using physical 

force, after I said I didn’t want to. 

c Taking advantage of me when I was too drunk or out of it to stop what was happening 

d Threatening to physically harm me or someone close to me. 

e 

 

Using force, for example holding me down with their body weight, pinning my arms, or having a 

weapon. 

….4-6 more items like this 

The Tactic-first Sexual Experiences Survey-Short Form Victimization (the T-SES) 

1. Have you ever given someone of the opposite sex alcohol or drugs without their knowledge or consent in 

order to…: 

a Fondle, kiss, or sexually touch them without their consent? 

b attempt to make them have oral, anal, or vaginal sex with you, but for some reason sex did not hap-
pen? 

c make them have oral sex with you?  

d make them have vaginal sex with you? 

e make them have anal sex with you?  

….8 more items like this 

The Post-Refusal Sexual Persistence Scale-Victimization (The PRSPS-V) 

Since of 14, has someone ever used any of the tactics on the list below to have sexual contact (kissed, fondled, 

genital touching, oral sex, anal sex, or sexual intercourse) with you after you have indicated “no” to their sex-

ual advance? 

1.  Said they would blackmail you 

2. Threatened to break up with you 

3. Took advantage of the fact that you were drunk or high 

4. Threatened you with a weapon 

5. Acted together with another person (or people) to overwhelm you 

…..19 more items. 
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statistical differences in the prevalence rates between the two measures. We use Anderson and De-
lahanty (2019) as a benchmark to which we compare our results. Anderson and Delahanty replicated and 
extended Strang et al., (2013). Anderson and Delahanty (2019) incorporated content differences, re-
sponse format differences, and experimental procedures to successfully decrease the degree of docu-
mented discrepancies between the 2007 SES and the PRSPS, thus providing a baseline or control condition 
for this study. 

We test the tactic-first hypothesis by utilizing a tactic-first version of the 2007 SES (the T-SES). We 
test the item-order hypothesis by varying the order of items on the T-SES experimentally. One experi-
mental condition received randomized items (randomized T-SES), and one received hierarchical items 
starting with the least violent items (hierarchical T-SES). 

 Hypotheses: 
1. Tactic-first hypothesis (Hypothesis 1a): We hypothesize that victimization prevalence rates 

will not be statistically different between the PRSPS and the hierarchical T-SES. We also hy-
pothesize that there will be fewer discrepancies in victim identification between the hierar-
chical T-SES and the PRSPS compared to the traditional SES and the PRSPS in Anderson and 
Delahanty (2019). We repeated these analyses by tactic type to assess whether the tactic-first 
hypothesis is sensitive to item content: verbal coercion (Hypothesis 1b), alcohol (Hypothesis 
1c), physical force (Hypothesis 1d), and multiple perpetrators (Hypothesis 1e). We expected 
discrepancies to be greatest for verbal coercion, consistent with prior research (H2b: Ander-
son & Delahanty, 2019; Strang et al., 2013; Testa et al., 2015). 

2. Item-order hypothesis (Hypothesis 2a): We hypothesize that there will be no statistical dif-
ference in victimization prevalence rates between the PRSPS and the randomized T-SES. We 
further hypothesize that the randomized T-SES will identify more cases than the hierarchical 
T-SES. Finally, we hypothesize that there will be even fewer discrepancies between the ran-
domized T-SES and the PRSPS than between the hierarchical T-SES and PRSPS. As with Hy-
pothesis 1, we also investigated the item order hypothesis by type of tactic in Hypotheses 2b-
e.  

3. Consistent with prior research, we expected that even though prevalence rates would be 
higher for women, the degree of discrepancy would be greater for men 

4. Finally, we tested for order of administration effects given that Anderson and Delahanty found 
that giving the 2007 SES first increased responding on the 2007 SES while suppressing re-
sponding on the PRSPS. 

Method 

Study 1 
Participants were 265 (142 men, 122 women; one participant did not indicate a response) recruited 

from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (Mturk). MTurk is a platform that pairs workers with paid tasks (Litman, 
Robinson, & Abberbock, 2017). Participants were between the ages of 19 and 64 (M = 32.11, SD = 7.41). 
Participants were primarily heterosexual (87.5%), some identified as bisexual (9.1%), gay (1.5%), queer 
(.8%), asexual (.4%) and lesbian (.4%). Participants were largely White (78.5%), followed by Black (11.7%), 
Asian American (9.4%), and 2.6% as “other”; 7.9% identified as Hispanic or Latinx. 

Measures 
The Tactic-first Sexual Experiences Survey (Abbey et al., 2005). Because of the impact of item content, for 

this study, we added items compared to Abbey et al., (2005). Specifically, we added made to penetrate 
items and presented all participants with all items making the instrument more gender neutral. Prior work 
suggests using gender-neutral items does not change the psychometric properties of the SES (Anthony & 
Cook, 2012). Thus, the T-SES used in this study contained nine tactic items crossed by seven sexual 
behavior sub-items for a total of 63 items. Each item was answered on a frequency scaled response format 
“How many times? 0, 1, 2-5, 6-9, 10+” rather than the traditional 0, 1, 2, 3+ times. We chose to use this 
larger response format consistent with research suggesting that the average number of incidents is higher 
than the original response format (0, 1, 2, 3+) suggests, especially for those in abusive relationships (M = 
12.6, Straus et al., 1996) and that response format impacts reported prevalence rates (Cuccolo & Ander-
son, 2020). The T-SES has demonstrated comparable validity to the 2007 SES (Abbey et al., 2019). 
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The Post-Refusal Sexual Persistence Scale (PRSPS: Struckman‐Johnson et al., 2003). The original PRSPS con-
tains 19 items that each list a single tactic that was used to coerce sexual behavior, see Figure 1 for 
example items. To match content included on the 2007 SES we added five items to the PRSPS addressing 
verbal coercion (3), threats of physical harm (1), and multiple perpetrator attacks (1) for a total of 24 
items. We also used the same response format as used for the T-SES: 0, 1, 2-4, 6-9. 10+ and the same 
timeframe “since age 14”. The PRSPS has demonstrated good validity in prior research; PRSPS scores 
were consistent with written accounts of the same victimization experiences (Struckman‐Johnson et al., 
2003).  

Scoring. We utilized dichotomous scores consistent with prior research comparing these measures 
(Anderson & Delahanty, 2019; Strang et al., 2013) and suggestions that these scores are most reliable for 
men (Anderson et al., 2018b). We coded responses of “1” or greater on any item as endorsement of 
victimization. Finally, we did not compute Cronbach’s alpha as a measure of reliability as this is a measure 
of internal consistency reliability for latent constructs; there is no latent construct within participants that 
is theorized to cause sexual victimization. 

Procedures 
Data were collected anonymously in April 2018 using Qualtrics to administer the online question-

naires. The study was advertised as “Questionnaires about Sexual Behavior 2 – Kent State University” 
and participants were compensated 75 cents. After completing informed consent, participants completed 
the demographics questionnaire and then the PRSPS and a T-SES. The order of the PRSPS and T-SES was 
randomly assigned. Note, for participants assigned to the randomized T-SES, even the order of the sexual 
behavior sub-items was randomized within each tactic. The Institutional Review Board of Kent State 
University approved all procedures. 

Results 

Data Cleaning 
Any participant who completed at least one item on the T-SESs and the PRSPS were included; 41 

participants were excluded who did not meet these criteria (n = 24 for PRSPS, n = 17 for T-SESs). Par-
ticipants who were excluded for missing data were more likely to be women, χ2(1) = 5.90, p = .015. In 
addition, we embedded one validity item within each the T-SES (“please select 0”) and the PRSPS (“please 
select 1”) to check participants attention. Participants who failed either of these items were excluded: 49 
participants were excluded due to failing the validity check (44 from the PRSPS-check, 3 from the T-SESs 
checks). Participants who failed validity checks were not demographically different from included partici-
pants on age, race, sexual identity, gender, or race/ethnicity. The final analytic sample was 265. 

Missing data for the remaining participants was minimal. Because missing data was so minimal, we used 
an available item analysis approach, consistent with Parent (2013)’s suggestions for this type of data. To 
wit, we replaced missing data with the modal value for that item. In this case, the modal value was zero, 
as the likelihood of endorsing any one victimization item was 6-40%. On the PRSPS, a small number of 
participants skipped one or more items item (0.4%). On the hierarchical T-SES, 18 participants (13.85%) 
skipped one or more items; however, randomized T-SES, 38 participants (60.32%) skipped one or more 
items. Significantly more participants skipped items on the randomized T-SES than the hierarchical T-SES 
(χ2(1) = 60.77, p < .001).    
 
Power Analysis 
 

We computed a priori power analyses using G*Power (Faul, Erdfelder, Lang, & Buchner, 2007) and 
the results of Anderson and Delahanty (2019) to estimate likely effect sizes. Power analyses suggested a 
total sample of N = 198 to achieve Power = .80 for effects of w = .20 (small to medium) size. We also 
computed post-hoc power analyses to estimate achieved power. Achieved power estimates ranged from 
.85 to .99 suggesting our study is well powered. 
 
 
 
 



Anderson, Goodman and Ciampaglia  7 

 

 
 

Analytic Plan 
 

The analyses below compared responses on the questionnaires within the conditions they were as-
signed. We computed cross-tabulations and chi-squares to test the null hypothesis that there is no rela-
tionship between prevalence rates and measure used (PRSPS and T-SES). When this overall chi-square 
was significant, we then tested whether the prevalence rates significantly differed. This was the primary 
analysis for our hypotheses. This extends Anderson and Delahanty’s (2019) analysis by more clearly iden-
tifying the source of discrepancy as the initial chi-square tests for discrepancies between the observed 
and expected frequencies but does not specify the source of the discrepancy. 

We also calculated percent agreement/discrepancy rates (percent of disagreement) and kappa to 
quantify the size of the discrepancy. In other words, the number of cases where the questionnaires agreed 
(PRSPS yes/T-SES yes or PRSPS no/T-SES no) divided by the total number of cases (N). In contrast to 
percent agreement, kappa estimates agreement while controlling for chance agreement. We interpreted 
kappa using McHugh (2012)’s guidelines wherein .6 is the minimal level of agreement. 
 
Overall Victimization Prevalence Rates 
 

Of the 265 participants who completed the PRSPS, 62.6% (n = 166) reported some form of sexual 
violence victimization. Of the 130 participants assigned to the hierarchal T-SES, 56.2% (n = 73) reported 
sexual victimization. Of the 135 participants who were randomly assigned to the randomized T-SES, 
54.1% (n = 73) reported sexual victimization.  

There was no difference in the prevalence rate of sexual victimization between the hierarchical T-SES 
and the PRSPS, χ2(1) = 1.491, p = .222 (Hypotheses 1) or between the randomized T-SES and the 
PRSPS, χ2(1) = 2.680, p = .102 (Hypothesis 2). There was also no difference between the T-SESs, χ
2(1) = 0.065, p = .799. The next section details discrepancy rates and rates by tactic. 

Discrepancy Rates and the Tactic-first Hypothesis (hierarchical T-SES compared to PRSPS-V among n = 130) 
Kappa ranged from .66 - .72 and percent agreement ranged from 83.85 – 95.35%, indicating good 

agreement. These values are reported in Table 1. Analyses below focus on only chi-square findings for 
clarity. 

H1a: Overall victimization. The hierarchical T-SES identified 73 victims while the PRSPS identified 78 
victims; there were 21 discrepant cases. The overall chi-square was statistically significant, χ2(1) = 58.51, 
p < .001, indicating that the questionnaires significantly diverged overall even though victimization preva-
lence rates were not significantly different, χ2(1) = 1.491, p = .222. We next compared the discrepancy 
rate to Anderson and Delahanty (2019). The discrepancy rate in this study decreased (16.15%) compared 
to Anderson and Delahanty - 19.31%; but these rates were not significantly different (χ2(1) = .71, p = .40).  

H1b. Verbal coercion. The hierarchical T-SES identified 66 cases and the PRSPS identified 70 cases; there 
was a total of 18 discordant cases. The overall chi-square was statistically significant (χ2(1) = 67.20, p < 
.001) but the proportion of cases identified by the hierarchical T-SES (66/130) compared to the PRSPS 
(70/130) was not (χ2(1) = .25, p = .620). The discrepancy rate did decrease in this study to 16.22%, 
compared to 20.06% in Anderson & Delahanty; but these rates were not significantly different (χ2(1) = 
1.02, p = .313).   

H1c: Substance-facilitated. The hierarchical T-SES identified 37 cases and the PRSPS identified 30 cases; 
there was a total of 17 discordant cases. The overall chi-square was significant (χ2(1) = 57.67, p < .001) 
but the proportion of cases identified by the hieratical T-SES (37/130) compared to the PRSPS (30/130) 
was not statistically different (χ2(1) = .98, p = .322). The discrepancy rate in this study unexpectedly 
increased - 13.08% - while the Anderson & Delahanty discrepancy rate was 11.59%; but these rates were 
not significantly different (χ2(1) = .23, p = .630). Note that Anderson and Delahanty tested a narrower 
range of tactics.  

H1d. Physical force. The hierarchical T-SES identified 34 cases and the PRSPS identified 33 cases; there 
were 13 discordant cases. The overall chi-square was significant (χ2(1) = 70.95, p < .001), but the propor-
tion of cases identified by the hierarchical T-SES (34/130) compared to the PRSPS (33/130) was not, (χ2(1) 
= .02, p = .887). In comparison to the Anderson and Delahanty (2019), the discrepancy rate decreased 
by 1.44% (10.0% in this study compared to 11.44%); however, the rates did not significantly differ (χ2(1) 
= .23, p = .634). 
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H1e. Multiple perpetrators. The hierarchical T-SES identified 14 cases and the PRSPS identified 12 cases; 
there were 6 discrepant cases. The overall chi-square was significant (χ2(1) = 71.84, p < .001); but the 
proportion of cases identified by the hierarchical T-SES (14/130) compared to the PRSPS (12/130) was 
not statistically different (χ2(1) = .17, p = .680). Anderson and Delahanty (2019) did not assess multiple 
perpetrators, so the discrepancy rates could not be compared.  

 Item-order Hypothesis (randomized T-SES compared to PRSPS-V among n = 135) 
H2a: Overall victimization. As noted above, there was not a significant difference in prevalence rates 

between the hierarchical and the randomized T-SES. Kappa ranged from .59 to .73 and percent agreement 
ranged from 79.85 – 94.81% indicating substantial to good agreement. These values are reported individ-
ually in Table 1. 

The randomized T-SES identified 73 cases while the PRSPS identified 88 cases; there were 27 discrep-
ant cases. The overall chi-square was significant (χ2(1) = 49.54, p < .001; but the proportion of cases 
identified by the randomized T-SES compared to the PRSPS was not (χ2(1) = 2.68, p = .102). This indicates 
that the discrepancy rate is significant, even though the victimization prevalence rates were not. The rate 
of discrepancy between the randomized T-SES and the PRSPS was 20.15%; the rate of discrepancy was 
not significantly different compared to the discrepancy rate in Hypothesis 1a (χ2(1) = .71, p = .400) or in 
Anderson and Delahanty (2019; χ2(1) = .05, p = .823). 

H2b. Verbal coercion. The randomized T-SES identified 64 cases, the PRSPS identified 81 cases; there 
were 27 discrepant cases. The overall chi-square was significant (χ2(1) = 50.93, p < .001); but the propor-
tion of cases identified by the randomized T-SES (64/135) compared to the PRSPS (77/135) was not (χ2(1) 
= 2.50, p = .114). The rate of discrepancy was 20.0%; the rate of discrepancy was not significantly different 
compared to the same rate in Hypothesis 1b (χ2(1) = .63, p = .427) or in Anderson and Delahanty (2019; 
χ2(1) = .00, p = .987).  

H2c: Alcohol-facilitated. The randomized T-SES identified 46 cases, the PRSPS identified 40 cases; there 
were 16 discrepant cases. The overall chi-square was statistically different (χ2(1) = 72.23, p < .001) while 
the proportion of cases identified by the T-SES (64/135) compared to the PRSPS (77/135) was not, (χ2(1) 
= 2.50, p = .114. The rate of discrepancy was 11.85%; the same rate of discrepancy was not statistically 
different compared to the same rate in Hypothesis 1c (χ2(1) = .092, p = .762) or Anderson and Delahanty 
(2019; χ2(1) = .01, p = .932). 

H2d. Physical force. The randomized T-SES identified 28 cases, the PRSPS identified 36 cases; there 
were 18 discrepant cases. The overall chi-square was statistically significant (χ2(1) = 55.05, p < .001); but 
the proportion of cases identified by the randomized T-SES (28/135) compared to the PRSPS (36/135) 
was not (χ2(1) = 1.31, p = .253). The discrepancy rate was 13.43%; the rate of discrepancy was not 
significantly different compared to the same rate in Hypothesis 1d (χ2(1) = .71, p = .399) or in Anderson 
and Delahanty (2019; χ2(1) = .39, p = .533). 

H2e. Multiple perpetrators. The randomized T-SES identified 15 cases, the PRSPS identified 12 cases; 
there were 7 discrepant cases. The overall chi-square was significant (χ2(1) = 69.56, p < .001); but the 
proportion of cases identified by the randomized T-SES (15/135) compared to the PRSPS (12/135) was 
not (χ2(1) = .37, p = .544). The discrepancy rate was 5.19%; this rate was not different compared to the 
same rate in Hypothesis 1e (χ2(1) = .04, p = .840). 

Additional analyses. We also re-analyzed verbal coercion, substance use, and physical force data strictly 
controlling for item content, consistent with past research suggesting this influences discrepancy (Ander-
son et al., 2018a; Anderson & Delahanty, 2019). The pattern of these results was identical to those re-
ported above. 

Gender Differences 
H3. We hypothesized that the victimization prevalence rates for women would be higher for each 

questionnaire (PRSPS, hierarchical T-SES, randomized T-SES). The prevalence rate for women was higher 
than men’s on the PRSPS, (71.31% vs. 54.93%, χ2 (1) = 7.48, p = .006), and the randomized T-SES, 65% vs. 
44.60%, χ2 (1) = 5.51, p = .020. But there were no gender differences for the hierarchical T-SES (64.52% 
vs. 48.53%, χ2(1) = 2.17, p = .068). There were also no gender differences in degree of discrepancies 
between the questionnaires in the H1a-H2e.  
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Order of Administration 
H4. We computed chi-squares to assess whether order of administration affected reported prevalence 

rates on the questionnaires. We computed chi-squares for each possible pattern of administration (6) as 
well as coding which questionnaire was first of the three possible. None of these analyses were significant, 
suggesting order of questionnaire administration had no effect on reported prevalence rates. 

Discussion 
The way individuals are asked about their history of sexual victimization affects their responses. The 

goal of the present study was to examine two possible mechanisms of changes in prevalence rates in 
sexual violence measurement research: the tactic-first and item-order hypotheses. In this study, using the 
T-SES eliminated statistical differences in victimization prevalence rates between the T-SES and the PRSPS. 
However, there were few differences between the tactic-first and the item-order conditions (the hierar-
chical vs. randomized T-SES), inconsistent with predictions regarding the item-order hypothesis. Under-
standing the measurement of sexual violence and thereby increasing precision improves identification of 
victims/perpetrators, increases the rigor of research, and ultimately improves the treatment, adjudication, 
and prevention of sexual violence. 

Tactic-first and Item-order Hypotheses 
There were no statistical differences in victimization prevalence rates between the T-SES and the 

PRSPS in either condition. This is in contrast to prior research which has consistently found higher prev-
alence rates for the PRSPS (Anderson et al., 2019; Strang et al., 2013; Anderson & Delahanty, 2019) in 
support of our hypotheses (H1a, H2a). In other words, utilizing tactic-first items eliminated the statistical 
differences in victimization prevalence rates between the questionnaires. That we consistently found no 
difference in prevalence rates between the PRSPS and the T-SES suggests strong support for the tactic-
first hypothesis. Surprisingly, we did not find support for our item-order hypotheses, in that there were 
no decreases in discrepancy rates between the hierarchical and randomized T-SES (e.g., tactic-first and 
item-order conditions, Hypothesis 2). There was also no difference in the victimization prevalence rate 
between the hierarchical and randomized T-SES (Hypothesis 2). We expected to find larger differences 
between conditions for verbal coercion, suggesting mixed support for this hypothesis (H1b, H2b). Our 
tactic type analyses do suggest verbal coercion is a more difficult tactic to assess as percent agreement 
was consistently lower for this tactic compared to others. 

We purposefully used a variety of ways to assess the impact of differences in methodology for assessing 
victimization history. The research literature does not suggest there is any one measure of discrepancy 
and each measure we chose, victimization prevalence rates, percent agreement/discrepancy rates, and 
kappa all have slightly different practical meanings and/or statistical interpretations. For example, although 
there were no differences in victimization prevalence rates there were still differences in discrepancy 
rates between the two studies (thus the significant overall chi-square). Percent agreement/discrepancy 
rates were not different in comparison to Anderson and Delahanty (2019), which used the behavior-first 
2007 SES, nor were there differences between conditions (item-order hypothesis). Yet, kappa estimates, 
a measure of agreement which corrects for chance, were improved by the use of the T-SES in both 
conditions in this study. At the largest value, kappa was .74 and at its lowest was .59 in this study. In 
Anderson and Delahanty (2019), the kappas did not exceed .63 and were particularly low for men (.44 
at the lowest). This is significant in that kappa of .6 is the threshold of reliability; thus, the T-SES is a more 
similar construct to the PRSPS than the 2007 SES is (McHugh, 2012). Kappa estimates tended to be lower 
for the randomized T-SES than the hierarchical T-SES, since the item content was identical, this suggests 
that the ultra-randomization used in this study may cause participant confusion. 

Gender and Order of Administration Issues 
We were surprised to find no gender differences in discrepancy rates in this study. This suggests that 

the use of tactic-first items may be particularly important for capturing men’s experiences. However, 
there is no construct validity data on the T-SES to verify that these experiences are being captured accu-
rately. It is surprising and contrary to hypotheses that we did not find gender differences in victimization 
prevalence rates on the hierarchical T-SES (H3). However, given that the hierarchical T-SES rates (56.2%) 
were so similar to the randomized T-SES (54.1%), we suggest this finding may be a statistical artifact. 
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Finally, we did not find any order effects in spite of prior research documenting that these occur (Ander-
son & Delahanty, 2019; Anderson et al., 2018); it is possible that the use of tactic-first items also minimized 
order effects. 

Practical Implications 
  

Based on the evidence, it is clear that the way in which respondents are asked to recall sexual vic-
timization greatly affects their answers. Thus, it is extremely important to clearly operationalize terms 
and use behaviorally specific language. When conducting in-person interviews, including in criminal 
justice contexts, questioning victims and perpetrators needs to be carefully considered. Using broad 
terms like “consent” or “rape” or even “assault” to describe experiences that participants may not 
label with those terms may discourage memory recall. The cognitive mechanisms behind compre-
hending the questions and activating memory for recall are still being discovered are personal context 
and emotional valence dependent (Conway & Bekerian, 1987; Kensinger & Ford, 2020). Within set-
tings where interventions are provided, sexual violence risk reduction and prevention programs must 
rely on valid and reliable measures to determine if the program itself is working and to not misesti-
mate program efficacy.  

Our results harken Strang and colleagues (2013) notion that “unintentional underreporting” re-
mains the biggest threat to validity in sexual violence assessment. To wit, the overall prevalence rates 
in this study were double the average prevalence rates for the 2007 SES reported in Anderson et al. 
’s (2019) systematic review (19.8 vs. 54.1-62.6%). This may be partially related to sample differences 
but is also likely related to measurement differences. Unintentional underreporting occurs when par-
ticipants unknowingly leave out a sexual experience that falls within the operationalization of the 
questionnaire because of other factors, such as their interpretation of the terms, or the efficacy of 
items in cueing memory. Based on our results, this same unintentional underreporting clearly happens 
in victimization as well as perpetration research. 
 
Research Implications 

A This study highlights two of possibly many structural mechanisms that affect sexual violence report-
ing. Indeed, the tactic-first hypothesis could account for a variety of differences in prevalence rates doc-
umented in the literature (Anderson et al., 2018; DiLillo et al., 2006; Moreau et al., 2014). Further re-
search that identifies and tests the bounds of these structural and design level influences on sexual vio-
lence questionnaires is needed. Another important element for further research is the bounds of behav-
ioral specificity, what level of specificity is needed to cue memory retrieval, and what level is so specific 
as to confuse retrieval or discourage intentional disclosure (DiLillo et al., 2006).  

Research that examines the impact of these changes on the psychometric properties of the question-
naires is important as well; does the use of tactic-first items or randomized items change the validity or 
reliability of a questionnaire? Research is also needed to understand the cognitive mechanisms behind 
these effects. It may be that descriptions of coercive tactics more effectively trigger the relevant autobi-
ographical memories because the occurrence of coercive tactics is more unique or more negatively va-
lenced than sexual behavior. Interview based research may be essential for carefully assessing the differ-
ences in how participants perceive various ways of constructing items and what memories are triggered. 
However, this type of research can be logistically challenging, as anonymity facilitates greater disclosure, 
especially for justice-involved women and other at-risk populations (Kubiak et al., 2012).  

Finally, it is rather surprising that the present study did not find any significant gender differences in 
discrepancy rates given the large differences in sexual victimization prevalence rates and experiences 
between men and women (Peterson et al., 2010; Anderson et al., 2018b). This suggests that the structural 
changes to the questionnaires may have ameliorated heterosexist bias that may be intrinsic to the stand-
ard 2007 SES. This is another important issue for future research. Future work should place an emphasis 
on being particularly attentive to both understudied and at-risk groups because the dynamics of sexual 
violence do not always conform to the cisheteronormative model of a cisgender heterosexual woman 
being assaulted by a cisgender heterosexual man. 

Limitations 
This study illustrates the sensitivity of small measurement changes on psychometric outcomes in vio-

lence research. For example, the missing data rate for the randomized T-SES was significantly higher than 



Anderson, Goodman and Ciampaglia  11 

 

 
 

the other questionnaires. In the interest of true randomization, we randomized the order of the items, 
and the sub-stems underneath each item; however, given this missing data finding, it is possible that this 
ultra-randomization made the questionnaire more confusing for participants. Ultra-randomization may 
have also affected the psychometric properties, some kappa estimates and percent agreement rates were 
numerically lower in the item-order condition. We suggest further tests of the item-order hypothesis. 
We also suggest further research into the use of tactic-first or tactic-focused items; this study may not 
have been a true test of the tactic-first hypothesis given the structure of the PRSPS. As shown in Figure 
1, sexual behavior is described in the initial instruction set even if not repeated in each item. 

Our findings may also have been limited by age-related memory difficulties. The average age of our 
participants was in the 30s; asking participants to remember events from a decade or more prior may be 
quite different from asking college students to remember events spanning the prior several years. 

Conclusions 
This study examined two possible mechanisms of discrepancy between violence questionnaires using 

an experimental design. We found support for the tactic-first effect but not the item-order effect. This 
highlights how the structural elements of questionnaires may affect memory retrieval and thus, change 
rates of reported sexual violence in research and practice. 
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Table 1. Percent Agreement, Prevalence Rates, and Kappa Between the Two Measures by Condition and Type of Victimization 
  Overall victimization Verbal coercion Substance use  facilitated 

  
% agree-
ment 

Prevalence 
rates ± (%) κ 

% agree-
ment 

Prevalence 
rates ± (%) κ 

% agree-
ment 

Prevalence 
rates ± (%) κ 

  Overall victimization  Verbal coercion  Substance use  facilitated  
A & D (2019) 
(2007 SES vs. 
PRSPS) 80.69* 38.6 vs. 49.0* κ = .61 79.90* 28.2 vs. 42.6* κ = .57 88.41* 13.4 vs. 17.8* κ = .63 
           
Hypothesis 1  
(hierarchical T-
SES vs. PRSPS) 83.85* 56.2 vs. 60.0 κ = .67 86.05* 50.8 vs. 53.8 κ = .72 86.92* 28.5 vs. 23.1 κ = .66 
           
Hypothesis 2 
 (randomized T-
SES vs. PRSPS) 79.85* 54.1 vs. 65.2 κ = .59° 80.00* 47.4 vs. 57.0 κ = .60 88.15* 34.0 vs. 29.6 κ = .73 
  Physical force Multiple perpetrator 
A & D (2019) 
(2007 SES vs. 
PRSPS)    88.56* 8.9 vs. 15.2* κ = .54° — — — 
          
Hypothesis 1  
(hierarchical T-
SES vs. PRSPS)    90.00* 26.2 vs. 25.4  κ = .72 95.35* 10.8 vs. 9.2 κ = .74 
          
Hypothesis 2 
 (randomized T-
SES vs. PRSPS)    86.57* 20.7 vs. 26.7 κ = .63 94.81* 11.1 vs. 8.9 κ = .71 
Note: ± SES prevalence rates always listed first. ° indicates kappa values fall below the “moderate” interpretive range.  * indicates a sta-
tistical difference in discordance rates or prevalence rates.  A & D (2019) = Anderson & Delahanty, 2019. SES = Sexual Experiences 
Survey, PRSPS = Post-Refusal Sexual Persistence Scale 
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