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Abstract

Objective: This study examined the impact of a dichotomous versus scaled response format on preva-
lence rates of sexual violence perpetration and victimization, thus conceptually replicating Hamby et
al., 2006 and extending those findings to the context of sexual violence. Methods: Two samples were
recruited from Amazon Mechanical Turk and were randomly assigned to either a dichotomous or
scaled response format of the same questionnaire. Sample | was used to examine perpetration and
received a perpetration specific version of the Post-Refusal Sexual Persistence Scale (PRSPS). Sample 2
was used to examine victimization and received a victimization specific version of the PRSPS. Results:
Men and women who received the scaled response format reported significantly more incidents of
sexual perpetration, and for each type of tactic studied, on the order of |1.7-9x more frequently. The
association between response format condition and prevalence rates of sexual violence victimization
was significant only for men (23.0 vs 39.4%) and for the tactic of verbal coercion (30.1 vs 41.5%), with
the scaled response format producing greater responding. Conclusions: The response format of sexual
violence items can significantly alter prevalence rates of sexual violence perpetration, with

scaled response formats producing greater endorsements than dichotomous formats. Response format
also appears to impact prevalence rates of sexual violence victimization, particularly for men.
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An Experimental Test of the Impact of Varying Questionnaire Response
Format on Prevalence Rates for Sexual Violence Victimization and
Perpetration

Sexual violence affects approximately one in five American women (Walters et al., 2011), nearly as many
men (Stemple & Meyer, 2014), and causes a vast range of deleterious health consequences (Koss, 1993).
Sexual violence victimization is the experience of sexual activity without consent; in contrast, sexual vio-
lence perpetration is the act of obtaining sexual activity without someone’s consent (Basile et al., 2014).
Since the 1970’s sexual violence has been a serious topic of research (Koss et al., 1987), and the research
base appears to be growing (Anderson et al., 2019). In spite of this proliferation of interest and research,
innovations in the methodology of studying of sexual violence has been largely stagnant, with measures
developed in the 1970s still in use (Hamby, 2014). Indeed, review studies often inadvertently underscore
the lack of precision in measurement tools; a recent systematic review shows the estimates of sexual vio-
lence perpetration in men range from 6.7 — 92.0% (Anderson et al., 2019) and men’s victimization from 2
— 70% (Peterson et al., 2010). Consistent with repeated calls in the literature (Grych & Hamby, 2014,
Krahé & Vanwesenbeeck, 2015) the goal of this study is to improve precision in sexual violence research
by examining how varying the response format of otherwise identical sexual violence questionnaires im-
pacts reported prevalence rates.

Characteristics of Sexual Violence Measurement

Research suggests that measures of sexual violence should at minimum include elements that assess con-
sent, the tactic of coercion, and the sexual act that was coerced (Cook et al., 2011). An impressive body of
research demonstrates the importance of using behaviorally-specific language to assess sexual experiences
in the context of violence (Fisher et al., 2005; National Research Council, 2014). Yet, research is just
beginning to examine how to optimize the assessment of the remaining elements: consent and tactics of
coercion. Further, a growing body of research suggests that the design features of questionnaires can impact
associated prevalence rates. Characteristics such as the mode participants complete questionnaires in (pa-
per vs. computer, McCallum & Peterson, 2017), what participants believe the topic of the study is influ-
ence respondent behavior (Anderson, Carstens Namie, et al., 2021), even for innocuous behaviors such as
how much television is watched (Schwarz et al., 1991). These effects may or may not be further magnified
when considering stigmatized behaviors. For example, participants disclose more experiences of interper-
sonal violence in surveys on health than surveys of crime (National Research Council, 2014); researchers
suggest the survey context of “crime” impacts how participants label their own experiences and social
norms are such to discourage seeing physical assault within the home as crime. As such, there is still a
great deal to be learned about how to best assess sexual violence both in terms of necessary elements
(consent, tactics, sexual experiences) and in terms of questionnaire /survey design (Krebs, 2014).

Importance of Response Formats

Changing the response format of a questionnaire is one of the more common alterations made to standard-
ized questionnaires in sexual violence research (Anderson et al., 2019); we hypothesize this is so common
because it is one way that investigators can “simplify” a complex questionnaire. In addition, response for-
mats are not proprietary, so investigators may feel safe altering response formats without infringing on
copyrights or vastly altering the psychometric properties of a questionnaire (whether this truly impacts
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psychometric properties or not is another question). The following narrative review of some current vio-
lence questionnaires reveals a wide range of possible response formats. The 2007 Sexual Experiences Sur-
veys (Short Forms Victimization and Perpetration: Koss et al., 2007) use a scaled response format of 0, 1,
2 ,3+; the Revised Conflict Tactics Scales uses a once, twice, 3-5 times, 6-10 times, 11-20 times, more
than 20 times response format for the past year and then “not in the past year, but it did happen before” to
assess past-year intimate partner violence (Straus et al, 1996). The Partner Victimization Scale, developed
in part to correct some of the weaknesses of the Conflict Tactics Scales, uses fewer items and a simplified
response format of “yes/no” (Bell et al., 2018). The Sexual Aggression and Victimization Scale (SAV-S)
one of the few questionnaires to be submitted to extensive cross-cultural development and testing uses a
“never”, “once” or “more than once” response format for each item (Krahé et al., 2015) although this has
been simplified to yes/no in recent studies (Schuster et al., 2020). The Sexual Strategies Scale revises the
original response format of the Post-Refusal Sexual Persistence Scale from writing in the number of times
the experience occurred to simply checking a box indicating the experience has occurred at some point
(Strang et al., 2013; Struckman-Johnson et al., 2003). The Reproductive Coercion Scale, perhaps the first
questionnaire of its kind, published in 2017, uses a dichotomous response format (McCauley et al., 2017).
A review of Psychology of Violence articles published in the year 2019 suggest that approximately 21 out
of 53 studies used a dichotomous response format to assess violence, quantifying the commonality of a
dichotomous response format.

Yet, using a dichotomous response format may underestimate prevalence rates while using a scaled
frequency response format may increase disclosures and thus result in higher prevalence rates (Anderson
et al., 2019; DiLillo et al., 2006; Strang et al., 2013). The hypothesized mechanism behind this effect is
that a scaled response format produces a normalizing effect for participants, suggesting the stigmatized
behaviors described are common, thus facilitating greater disclosure, or alternatively, allowing participants
to re-appraise a previously ambiguous event. is effect of normalizing is consistent with social cognition
research suggests that participants see the mid-point of the scale as the “average” response (Schwarz et al.,
1991). One experimental study further supports this idea. Hamby et al., (2006) randomly assigned partici-
pants to receive either a dichotomous or scaled frequency questionnaire response format on otherwise
identical versions of the Revised Conflict Tactics Scales. They found an effect size of Cohen’s d ~ .4 for
the effect of questionnaire response format on sexual violence prevalence rates such that the scaled re-
sponse format increased the reporting of sexual violence victimization and perpetration in intimate rela-
tionships compared to a dichotomous yes/no format. This corresponded to a difference of 7.5-22.5 per-
centage points in prevalence rates. They also found effects for gender and type of violence; the effect of
questionnaire response format was larger for men compared to women and for sexual violence compared
to the other types of intimate partner violence studied. This pattern of findings is consistent with the social
norms around rape in American culture; rape is seen as a “woman’s issue” thus, men would be more sus-
ceptible to certain experimental manipulations (Hockett et al., 2016).

Current Study

To our knowledge, only one prior experimental study has tested the impact of questionnaire response
formats (Hamby et al., 2006) although, multiple studies assessing childhood sexual abuse (DiLillo et al.,
2016), intimate partner violence (Bell et al., 2018), and sexual violence perpetration (Anderson et al., 2019)
have suggested response formats may affect prevalence rates. Thus, the goal of this study is to conceptually
replicate Hamby et al., (2006) but instead using sexual violence items from the Post-Refusal Sexual Per-
sistence Scales (PRSPS: Struckman-Johnson et al., 2003). We chose the PRSPS items rather than Sexual
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Experiences Survey or Revised Conflict Tactics Scales items given that PRSPS items are among the brief-
est of sexual violence questionnaires that are still supported with validity data. We did not test the Sexual
Experiences Survey items because they are far more complex in reading level (Testa et al., 2015), which
can trigger non-response (Swain et al., 2008) thereby potentially altering prevalence rates. Our research
questions/hypotheses are:

1. Participants randomly assigned to the scaled questionnaire response format will disclose more
incidents and therefore produce larger prevalence rates (numerically and statistically) for sexual violence
perpetration (H1a) and victimization (H1b) compared to a dichotomous response format.

2. Although Hamby et al. (2006) found a stronger effect for men, findings have been mixed as to
the existence and range of these gender differences in other studies (Anderson & Delahanty 2019; DiL.illo
et al., 2006).

3. Finally, we will investigate whether questionnaire response format effects are sensitive to the
type of sexual violence being disclosed as assessed by the four tactics (verbal coercion; alcohol facilitated,
physical force; threat of physical force) measured by the PRSPS.

Methods

Participants

Two samples were recruited from Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk) via the TurkPrime platform as part
of a larger study that aimed to investigate the impact of tactic-first items and item-order on sexual violence
prevalence rates (the pre-registration detailing the design of this study can be found on Open Science
Framework). MTurk workers were only eligible to participant in this study is they had a history of high-
quality work (> 90% HIT rate, i.e., completing tasks with high-quality). Prior research has suggested that
high-quality MTurk responses are similar to community and college samples (Necka et al., 2016). Further,
sexual violence has lasting effects across the lifespan (e.g., Choudhary et al., 2008) thus recruiting any
adult population is relevant.

Sample 1 included 355 adult participants with a mean age of 32.34 (SD = 7.91) who were admin-
istered perpetration items. The majority of the sample consisted of men (52.7%, women 46.8 %, other
gender identities 0.3%), was White (77.2%, Black 12.4%, Asian 9.3%, Indigenous 0.8%, Other 2.3%), and
heterosexual (85.9%, bisexual 10.1%, gay/lesbian 2.5%, queer or other 1.4%). Sample 2 were 293 adults
who were administered victimization items. The majority were women (53.2%, men — 45.1%, other gender
identities — 1.7%), White (74.1%, Black 10.9%, Asian 5.5%, Multiple Race 7.6%, Other 1.7%) and heter-
osexual (82.9%, bisexual 11.6%, gay/lesbian 3.8%, other 1.7%). The mean age of Sample 2 was 32.27 (SD
= 8.39). Note that given the small n, the Trans/Genderqueer identifying individuals were excluded from
analyses aimed at testing hypotheses. Men and women did not differ on age in either sample, p > .05.

Procedure

The study was titled in TurkPrime as, “Kent State University — Questionnaires about Sexual Behavior 2”
or “3”, a large public university in the Midwestern United States. Those interested in completing the study
were able to read a 2-3 sentence description and then redirected to Qualtrics to complete the study begin-
ning with informed consent. Participants completed the demographics questionnaire and then were ran-
domly assigned to complete either the dichotomous or scaled sexual violence questionnaire, in addition to
one other questionnaire administered for a co-occurring study. Participants received $.75 compensation; a
few participants commented this was inadequate and we suggest higher compensation in future studies.


https://osf.io/u7mca/?view_only=69a021970f8042209b1585742a89132e
https://osf.io/u7mca/?view_only=69a021970f8042209b1585742a89132e
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The Kent State University’s Institutional Review Board approved the protocol. Two manuscripts have been
previously published from these datasets. Data from Sample 1 and 2 were included in a study on made-to-
penetrate victimization (Anderson et al., 2020) and data from Sample 1 in a study on the impact of tactic-
first items (Anderson, Goodman, et al., 2021).

Measures

Cronbach’s alpha is often reported as a measure of internal consistency reliability and is a good measure
of internal reliability for latent constructs. However, sexual victimization is not a latent construct; there is
no unobserved trait within participants that causes their victimization (Hulme, 2007; Koss et al., 2007),
rather victimization is caused by external forces, specifically, by the perpetrator. Sexual perpetration, on
the other hand, may be a latent construct although we are unaware of any published papers which support
this empirically. Thus, in the following discussion of psychometric properties we do not report internal
consistency and instead focus our judgments of reliability on test-retest reliability data (Diamantopolous
et al., 2008).

Post-Refusal Sexual Persistence Scales (PRSPS: Struckman-Johnson, Struckman-ohnson, & Anderson, 2003).
The PRSPS beings with a comprehensive definition of sexual behavior and a behavioral operationalization
of consent, “Since age 14, which of the following strategies have you used to convince someone to have
sex (oral, anal, or vaginal intercourse) or sexual contact (kissing, making out, touching private parts or
genitals) with you after they have indicated “no” to your advances.” Below this instruction each item is
listed; each item describes a tactic of coercion such as, “tying them up.” The full form has 19 tactics. Initial
research has indicated good construct validity of PRSPS items; 80% of participants who endorsed items
subsequently described incidents that were consistent with sexual assault (Struckman-Johnson et al., 2003).
A recent study shows good evidence of test-retest reliability in a MTurk sample (Anderson, Garcia, et al.,
2021). To see the items tested in this study, consult Table 1.

Two brief versions of the PRSPS were used —a victimization version (PRSPS-V) and a perpetration
version (PRSPS-P), consistent with Dyar et al., 2019. To create breadth in the type of sexual violence
assessed, four items from the full scale that represent the most commonly endorsed item from each tactic
category based on prior data collected in our laboratory. The four tactic categories included on the PRSPS
common to many other questionnaires include — verbal coercion, substance use facilitation, threats of phys-
ical harm, and use of physical harm. In the current study, we randomly assigned participants to either a
dichotomous (i.e., yes/no) or scaled questionnaire response format (i.e., 0, 1, 2-5 times, 6-9 times, 10+
times). In order to differentiate from the victimization items, the instruction, “these questions are about
things you may have done to someone else,” was to the PRSPS-P items. To differentiate from the perpe-
tration questions, the brief instruction, “these questions are about things that may have happened to you”
was added to the PRSPS-V.

Power Analysis

A priori power analyses were estimated using the results from Hamby et al. (2006) and G*Power. Hamby’s
results estimated an effect size of Cohen’s d = .4 for the effect of response format on sexual violence
outcomes; this converts to an effect size of w = .25. A Cohen’s d of .4, and a w of approximately .25, can
both be considered small to medium effects. Utilizing G*Power, an effect size of w= .25, a = .05, df = 1,
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Table I. Items Tested

Victimization Perpetration
These questions are about things that may These questions are about things you may have
have happened to you. done to someone else.

In the past, which of the following strategies have you used to convince someone to have sex (oral,
anal or vaginal intercourse) or sexual contact (kissing, making out, touching private parts or geni-
tals) with you dfter they have indicated “no” to your advances.

How many times?
0 | 2-5times 6-9 times 10+ times

Overwhelmed you with continual arguments or  Overwhelmed them with continual arguments
pressure or pressure

Taken advantage of you when you were too in-  Taking advantage of the fact that they are drunk
toxicated to give consent or stop what was hap- or high

pening

Used physical force (twisted your arm, held you Harming them physically (twisting their arm,
down) holding them down, etc.)

Threatened to use physical force Threatening to harm them physically

Note: The introductory text defining sexual activity is modified from the first publication of the Post-Refusal Sexual Persistence Scales.

and Power = .80, a sample size of 126 would be needed to accuratelx detect an effect. Thus, with our
sample sizes of 355 (Sample 1) and 293 (Sample 2), our primary hypotheses are well-powered.

Analytic Plan and Data Quality. Participants who completed less than 80% of the study (consent and zero
complete questionnaires) were excluded outright. This criterion excluded 23 participants from Sample 1
and 2 from Sample 2. Next, data in Sample 1 was first examined for missing cases, which were minimal
(i.e., <10%), as was Sample 2 (< 5%). Following, we used an available-item-analysis approach. Instances
of missing data were managed by inserting the modal score, in this case, zero. This simple approach is
appropriate and comparable to more complex approaches for larger datasets, where missing data is minimal
(Parent, 2013). Participants who were excluded outright for completing less than 80% of the study over-
lapped highly with those who failing attention checks suggesting this approach may be as optimal for data
quality as attention checks, which do not operate as intended (Hauser & Schwarz, 2015).

To evaluate differences by response format condition, cross-tabulations and chi-square analyses
were calculated to assess how prevalence rates may have differed by condition. Given the multiple com-
parisons within the cross-tab analyses related to Hypotheses 1-4, p-values were adjusted using the Bon-
feronni method. For organizational purposes, hypotheses related to perpetration are labeled “a” while hy-
potheses related to victimization are labeled with a “b.”
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Results

Sample | - Perpetration

Research Question |a: Questionnaire Response Format Condition. In the full sample, 18.0% of participants
endorsed perpetration (n = 64). Within the dichotomous questionnaire response format condition, 11.6%
(n = 19) of respondents endorsed perpetration, whereas in the scaled questionnaire response format condi-
tion, the endorsement rate was 23.6% (n = 45). The association between condition and endorsement of
perpetration was significant, 2 (1) = 8.562, p = .003, Cramer’s V was .155. Post-hoc achieved power
analyses were also conducted to determine observed power. Using the percent endorsement of perpetration
in the scaled and dichotomous formats as the values for alternative hypotheses resulted in an estimated
effect size of w = .34, a medium effect size.

Research Question 2a: Gender. Further analysis of this effect suggests questionnaire response format affects
both men, x2 (1) = 4.389, p =.036, and women, %2 (1) = 4.010, p = .045, see Table 2. Approximately 18.8%
of men in the dichotomous questionnaire response format condition reported perpetration compared to
32.4% who reported perpetration in the scaled questionnaire response format condition. For women, 3.8%
reported perpetration in the dichotomous questionnaire response format condition, and 12.5% reported
perpetration in the scaled condition.

Table 2. Endorsement of Perpetration by Gender and Sexual ldentity within each Questionnaire Re-
sponse Format Condition and Tactic

Group Dichotomous (n per Scaled (n per con- 2 p Cramer’s
condition) dition) value V

Men 18.8% 32.4% 4.389 .036 153
n=16 n=33

Women 3.8% 12.5% 4010 .045 .154
n=3 n=11

Tactic Dichotomous (n per Scaled (n per con- 2 p Cramer’s

condition) dition) value \

Verbal Coercion 6.7% 16.8% 8.366 .004 .154
n=11 n=32

Alcohol Facilitated 9.1% 17.8% 5.555 .018 125
n=15 n = 34

Threat of Physical 1.8% 9.4% 9.145 .002 .160

Force n=3 n=18

Physical Force 4.3% 9.4% 3.583 .058 .100
n=17 n=18

Note. Only the data of cisgender participants is displayed.
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Research Question 3a: Specific Tactic Types

Verbal Coercion. In the dichotomous questionnaire response format condition, 6.7% (n = 11) of participants
endorsed verbal coercion, whereas in the scaled questionnaire response format condition, the 16.8% (n =
32) did. This difference was significant, 2 (1) = 8.37, p = .004.

Alcohol-facilitated. Within the dichotomous questionnaire response format condition, 9.1% (n = 15) of par-
ticipants endorsed alcohol-facilitated sexual violence; in the scaled questionnaire response format condi-
tion 17.8% (n = 34) did. This difference was significant, y2 (1) = 5.56, p = .018.

Threat of Physical Force. Within the dichotomous questionnaire response format condition, 1.8% (n = 3) of
respondents endorsed threat of physical force, whereas in the scaled questionnaire response format condi-
tion 9.4% (n = 18) did. This difference was significant, x2 (1) = 9.145, p =.002.

Use of Physical Force. Within the dichotomous questionnaire response format condition, 4.3% (n = 7) of
respondents endorsed use of physical force whereas in the scaled questionnaire response format condition
9.4% (n = 18) did. The relationship between response format and use of physical force was not significant,
x2 (1) = 3.58, p = .058.

Sample 2 — Victimization

Research Question Ib: Questionnaire Response Format Condition. In the full sample, 45.7% of participants
endorsed victimization (n = 134). The association between questionnaire response format condition and
endorsement of victimization was not significant according to the chi-square test, x2 (1) = 3.322 p =.068,
Cramer’s V was .106, effect size w = .12 (a small effect size), Power = .51. Within the dichotomous ques-
tionnaire response format condition, 40.4% (n = 59) of respondents endorsed victimization, whereas, in
the scaled questionnaire response format condition, the endorsement rate was 51.0% (n = 75).

Research Question 2b: Gender. The association between questionnaire response format condition and prev-
alence rate of victimization was significant for men, (1) = 4.110, p =.043, but not for women, (1) =
1.109, p =.292. Approximately 23.0% (n = 14) of men in the dichotomous questionnaire response format
condition reported victimization compared to 39.4% (n = 28) who reported victimization in the scaled
questionnaire response format condition. Effect sizes were small, see Table 3.

Research Question 3b: Specific Tactic Types

Verbal Coercion Endorsement. Within the dichotomous questionnaire response format condition, 30.1% (n
= 44) of respondents endorsed verbal coercion, whereas in the scaled questionnaire response format 41.5%
(n =61) did. This difference was significant, y2 (1) = 4.11, p = .043, see Table 3.

Alcohol-facilitated. In the dichotomous condition, 21.9% (n = 32) of respondents endorsed alcohol-facili-
tated sexual victimization; in the scaled questionnaire response format condition 28.6% (n = 42) did. The
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Table 3. Endorsement of Victimization by Gender and Sexual Identity within each Questionnaire Re-
sponse Format Condition and Tactic

Group Dichotomous (n per Scaled (n per con-  y? p Cramer’s
condition) dition) value V

Men 23.0% 39.4% 4.110 .043 176
n=14 n=128

Women 52.4% 60.8% [.109 .292 .084
n=43 n =45

Tactic Dichotomous (n per Scaled (n per con- x p Cramer’s

condition) dition) value \'

Verbal Coercion 30.1% 41.5% 4.11 .043 118
n=44 n==6l

Alcohol 21.9% 28.6% 1.718 .190 077

Facilitated n=32 n =42

Threat of Physical 8.9% I1.6% 564 453 .044

Force n=13 n=17

Physical 14.4% 18.4% 849 357 .054

Force n=2I n=27

Note. Only the data of cisgender participants is displayed.

between condition and endorsement of alcohol-facilitated sexual victimization was not significant, x2 (1)
=1.72,p =.190.

Threat of Physical Force Endorsement. In the dichotomous questionnaire response format condition, 8.9%
(n = 13) of respondents endorsed threat of physical force whereas, in the scaled questionnaire response
format condition, 11.6% (n = 17) did. This difference was not significant, x2 (1) = .56, p = .453.

Physical Force Endorsement. Within the dichotomous questionnaire response format condition, 14.4% (n =
21) of respondents endorsed physical force, whereas, in the scaled questionnaire response format condition
18.4% (n = 27) did. The association between condition and endorsement of physical force was not signif-
icant, x2 (1) =.849, p = .357.

Follow-up Analyses

Given the above pattern of findings indicating larger prevalence rates in the scaled response format condi-
tion, we were interested in further analyses to ascertain whether there was a pattern of responses within the
scaled condition. We examined how many participants endorsed the response categories of “1” vs. “2-5,
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6-9, and 10+ times” in the scaled condition and compared these numbers to the relative differences between
the two conditions. The relative difference between the conditions represents participants that are “new”
cases; in other words, participants who would have been labeled as lacking victimization or perpetration
experiences in the dichotomous condition.

If the most frequent response in the scaled condition is participants responding “1,” that suggests that a
scaled response format of any type may be sufficient to facilitate new disclosures for the otherwise hesitant
because marking “1” is the most similar to a simple “yes”. We hope that these analyses inspire future
follow-up research by providing helpful, descriptive data.

We focused these analyses on the perpetration data and the tactics of sexual violence, rather than
gender or sexual identity, given the tactics are more associated with perceptions of severity than gender
(Abbey et al., 2004), are consistent across victimization and perpetration, and are associated with disclo-
sure to others (Ullman, 1996).We present this data descriptively in Table 4 for categories only in which
there were ten or more positive cases.

For three of the four tactics assessed, the relative difference between conditions appears to have
occurred more often by participants selecting a response of “2+” than by participants selecting “1”. In other
words, numerically, more participants chose a response of “2+” than “1” for verbal coercion victimization,
alcohol-facilitated victimization, alcohol-facilitated perpetration, threats of force perpetration, and physical
force perpetration. In most of these same conditions, the number of participants that chose “2+ is numer-
ically greater than the relative difference between conditions. For example, in the verbal coercion victimi-
zation condition, the relative difference between the conditions was 17 responses; in the scaled condition
17 participants chose “1”” and 44 chose 2+”. This is surprising as one would expect the difference between
conditions to be distributed unequally and mostly in the “1” category if the increase in disclosures in the
scaled condition were due solely to re-evaluating infrequent or unusual experiences.

Table 4. Analysis of Endorsement Patterns in the Scaled Response Format Condition

Dichotomous  SC prevalence  n difference  n endorsing  n endorsing 2+ in

prevalence rate rate between con- “1”in SC SC condition
ditions condition

Victimization

Verbal Coercion 30.1 (n = 44) 41.5 (n=61) n=17 n=17 n =44
Alcohol Facilitated 219 % (n=32) 28.6% (n =42) n=10 n=15 n=27
Perpetration

Verbal Coercion 6.7% (n=11) 16.8% (n = 32) n=2I n=16 n=16
Alcohol Facilitated 9.1% (n = 15) 17.8% (n = 34) n=19 n=14 n =20
Threats of Force 1.8% (n = 3) 9.4% (n = 18) n=15 n=4 n=14
Physical Force 43% (n=17) 9.4% (n = 18) n=1I n=5 n=13

Note. Only the data of cisgender participants is displayed.
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Discussion

Given the wide breadth of estimates for sexual violence victimization and perpetration, greater precision
in measurement tools is needed and research that supports understanding best practices is therefore neces-
sary. This study represents one of few attempts to experimentally investigate the impact of questionnaire
response formats on reported prevalence rates for sexual violence, a component of understanding best
practices for sexual violence measurement. The effect of questionnaire response formats, though statisti-
cally sometimes small, was practically astounding to us. Simply changing the questionnaire response for-
mat dramatically changed reported prevalence rates in several analyses. For example, for men reporting
perpetration, using a scaled response format increased perpetration reports by 1.7-9 times compared to the
dichotomous condition (RQ1a).

Participants randomly assigned to the scaled questionnaire response format disclosed more incidents
and therefore produced larger prevalence rates for sexual violence perpetration (RQ1a) but not victimiza-
tion (RQ1b). However, gender further clarifies the effects of response format on prevalence rates; victim-
ization reports did change for men, but not women (RQ2). This gender difference is consistent with re-
search on stigma and shame regarding sexual violence victimization though to be clear, shame and stigma
is assigned to rape survivors generally. There is a significant stigma surrounding men’s sexual violence
victimization (Hlavka, 2017), and this stigma may deter men from endorsing experiences with sexual vio-
lence using a dichotomous response format.

We also examined questionnaire response format condition effects by tactic (RQ3). For perpetration,
the questionnaire scaled response format condition increased reporting of every tactic, three out of four
times with statistical significance (Bonferroni correction). Further, exploratory post-hoc analyses suggest
that for perpetration, the scaled response format facilitated greater disclosure by participants choosing
larger number responses, ‘“2-5”, “6-9” or “10+” rather than choosing “1”. Perhaps this suggests that for
perpetration, a stronger cue (e.g., inclusion of large numbers) is needed to facilitate disclosure. The pres-
ence of “2-5,6-9, 10+ times” suggests to participants that it is normal to engage in behavior multiple times
(Schwarz et al., 1991).

Overall, our results are potentially consistent with Strang & Peterson’s (2016) suggestion that underre-
porting remains a significant problem for sexual violence measurement as this study did not actually
change perpetration behavior or past experiences of sexual victimization but did, apparently, change the
reporting of it. Indeed, researchers should be mindful when changing the response options of scales as
participants may be sensitive to such changes. Both dichotomous and continuous/scaled response formats
have been critiqued in the psychometric literature for producing response bias, with dichotomous scales
specifically being susceptible to the creation of distorted results and continuous/scaled response formats
being critiqued for assuming the applicability of equal-interval scaling (Clark & Watson, 1995; Comrey,
1988). Comrey (1988) remains critical of dichotomous scales, arguing that quantitative scales with at least
five response categories are optimal because they will produce a more or less continuous distribution.
Additionally, dichotomous scales are less reliable than continuous scales because of difficulty participants
have in choosing between the responses (which are sometimes perceived to be extreme) and as such a
continuous or scaled response format may help participants perceive an event along a continuum (Comrey,
1988), seeing the midpoint response as an anchor or reference point (Schwarz et al., 1991). In other words,
and as in Strang and Peterson’s false pipeline study on perpetration, a scaled response format may normal-
ize multiple instances of a behavior and overcome social desirability as a barrier to reporting (Sugarman
& Hotaling, 1997). However, this social desirability explanation is speculative and should be investigated
in future research.
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Although the mechanism is unknown our findings are also consistent with recent clinical research. Bond
et al., (2021) noted that a scaled response format for reporting adverse childhood events (ACEs), which
includes childhood sexual abuse victimization, was more predictive of mental health outcomes compared
to dichotomously formatted questionnaire. This work suggests that among people who experience multiple
instances of traumatic events, such as sexual violence, a scaled response format may be useful through its
increased predictive power. Clinically, a scaled response format is likely more emotionally validating to
patients’ experiences because they are more reflective of reality (i.e., multiple incidences of trauma).

Limitations

Although our a-priori power analyses suggested we would be well powered, our achieved power anal-
yses suggest this was true for perpetration but not victimization analyses. Why our effect sizes were so
different from Hamby et al., (2007) is unclear — but may be related to difference in the main question-
naires used — the PRSPS produced high rates of victimization for both conditions. Further, although are
post-hoc analyses are suggestive of a normalizing effect for the scaled response format, they are non-
experimental analyses and, therefore, inconclusive. Indeed, a plausible alternative hypothesis is that our
experimental manipulation caused participants to perceive and label their own behavior differently.
Schwarz et al., (1987) suggests that the range of the response formats can influence participants to re-
evaluate ambiguous behavior in a manner consistent with the response scale. Thus, if participants are
assuming the mid-point of a scale to be the “normal” or “average” response, they may perceive and
report their own previously ambiguous (to them) behavior differently (Schwarz et al., 1987). Addition-
ally, although we used behaviorally specific questionnaires there is still some ambiguity in what “indi-
cated no” might mean (e.g., strictly verbal “no”). Further, the majority of both Sample 1 and 2 were
White and heterosexual. Ethnic and racial minoritized individuals face additional barriers and stigma
that could influence questionnaire responding (for example, see Tillman et al., 2010), as do sexual and
gender minoritized individuals (Sigurvinsdoltir & Ullman, 2016).

MTurk samples and similar professional respondent groups have different characteristics from
the population and differential motives for participation. Recruiting such nonprobability samples intro-
duces potential bias (Cornesse et al., 2020). For example, MTurk samples are not representative of those
with limited internet access and sexual behaviors are different in probability samples (Erens et al., 2014);
thus, replicating of these findings with different samples is recommended.

Future Directions

Examining endorsement of perpetration and victimization as a function of response format with other
questionnaires is important in order to ensure the findings are not specific to the PRSPS or the Revised
Conflict Tactics Scales. Indeed, the PRSPS has unique features such as being designed to examine per-
petration by men and women, not measuring rape as legally defined, and asking if tactics were used
“after he/she indicated ‘no’ to your advance’ instead of using the word consent (Buday & Peterson,
2015). It could be that because the PRSPS uses a behavioral operationalization of consent the scaled
response format allows participants to acknowledge experiences wherein the consentedness of the expe-
rience was unclear or confusing to them which increased prevalence rates regardless of condition. This
would be especially consistent with the ambiguity explanation as to the mechanisms of our findings.
Additionally, taking a finer-grained approach to examining patterns of responding using item response
theory (IRT) analyses is important. IRT would highlight the relationship between an individual’s re-
sponses on individual items and the hypothesized underlying construct that is presumed to give rise to
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the response (i.e., sexual violence perpetration or victimization). It is important to note that if participants
are unable to make the subtle distinctions as the options increase, reliability will decrease (Clark & Wat-
son, 2016); as such, more work should be done to understand participants’ reactions to the response
options (Clark & Watson, 2016).

We also recommend future research investigate the likely mechanisms behind these findings. For
example, examining whether perceived stigma is related to responding would test the hypothesis that a
scaled response format normalizes the behaviors described and thus facilitates greater disclosure. Includ-
ing assessments of social desirability may also be useful to assess biased responding in future work
examining the influence of varied questionnaire response formats on perpetration and victimization en-
dorsement. Supplementing quantitative methods with qualitative methods may also be critical to dis-
cerning participants’ disclosure of both stigmatized and non-stigmatized experiences and their thought
processes as to when and why specific response categories are selected. Think aloud procedures could
identify what language participants see as ambiguous and whether this triggers re-appraisal of memories.

Implications for Research, Practice, and Policy

Precision in measurement is a foundational step in identifying groups at high risk for perpetration and
victimization, respectively, and as such, is critical to the creation of tailored prevention programs, poli-
cies, and initiatives. Our findings suggest experimental research designs may be helpful in the practice
of scale development generally and help researchers identify mechanisms underlying changes in the
constructs studied. For example, randomly assigning participants to different versions of the same item,
different response formats, et cetera could clarify best practices for scale development generally. For
example, the measurement of depressive symptoms may be subject to many of the same response pat-
terns noted in this paper.

Researchers should strive to be mindful of the social norms and stigma that the research environ-
ment may unwittingly communicate (via how the study is advertised, via response formats, questionnaire
instructions, etc.,) on participants’ willingness to items generally. This study suggests this process may
be different for victimization than for perpetration and for men vs. women. This type of gender difference
would affect the measurement of many psychological constructs. Multiple studies suggest that com-
monly used questionnaires do not fully capture men’s sexual victimization experiences or women’s per-
petration (Anderson et al., 2020; Stemple, & Meyer, 2014). For men, specifically, stigma may play a
large role in the underreporting of experiences with sexual violence victimization (Hlavka, 2017; Weiss,
2010). In clinical settings this suggests very careful evaluation of trauma histories; in prevention and
policy work this suggests additional, tailored strategies may be needed to engage men.

Conclusions

In order to appropriately focus resources and estimate the efficacy of interventions, it is critical to be able
to accurately assess prevalence rates of sexual violence victimization and perpetration. Simply changing
the response format impacted reported prevalence rates for sexual violence across genders, sexual identi-
ties, and type of tactic. Using a scaled response format consistently produced greater endorsement of sexual
violence perpetration compared to a dichotomous response format on otherwise identical items. For men,
specifically, the scaled response format also resulted in greater reported rates of sexual victimization. We
recommend researchers carefully consider how modifications of any sexual violence questionnaire element
may impact responses.
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