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Estimates indicate that approximately one-

quarter of a million individuals are raped or sexually 
assaulted each year, with one in five American 
women experiencing rape at some point during the 
life course (Koss, 1993; Truman & Langton, 2014). 
These figures are particularly troubling when 
considering the physical and mental health 
consequences associated with sexual victimization. 
Victims of completed sexual assaults and rapes are at 
an increased risk for health consequences such as 
post-traumatic stress disorder, anxiety, substance use, 
depression, syphilis, gonorrhea, chlamydia, and other 
sexually transmitted infections (Burgess & 
Holmstrom, 1979; Duncan, Saunders, Kilpatrick, & 
Resnick, 1996; Jenny et al., 1990; Kawsaw, Anfield, 
Walters, McCabe, & Forster, 2004; Siegel, Golding, 

Stein, Burnam, & Sorenson, 1990). Because these 
detrimental outcomes are associated with completed 
assaults, understanding the effects of victim 
resistance behaviors during sexual assault is critical. 
After all, some scholars suggest that an important 
component of rape prevention is an effective defense 
(Norris, Nurius, & Dimeff, 1996). However, the topic 
of rape resistance is complicated by the possibility of 
sustaining physical injury if a victim tries to fight 
back verbally or physically during an assault. 
Controversy and debates have erupted regarding 
whether victim resistance is merely a response to an 
assault or may actually provoke injury (see Ullman & 
Knight, 1995).   

Despite the controversy surrounding victim 
resistance and injurious consequences, it is important 
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to identify resistance strategies that may work in 
efforts of preventing victim injury and rape 
completion in sexual assault offenses. This 
information can also inform victim decision making. 
Women can decide how to respond to sexual assaults, 
choosing whether to resist or remain passive. Overall, 
identifying effective resistance strategies and 
disseminating the information are crucial steps in 
educating women on a topic that directly influences 
their reality.  It is also important to determine 
whether the use of multiple resistance strategies 
during a sexual assault, such as using verbal and 
physical resistance together or more than one form of 
physical resistance, can have an effect on victim 
injury and/or rape completion. It is necessary to note 
that examining resistance strategies in efforts of 
educating potential victims does not mean that 
victims must resist during sexual assaults or that they 
are at fault if they are unable to stop it (Ullman, 
2007).  

Prior studies have provided the foundation for 
rape resistance research (e.g., Bart, 1981; Clay-
Warner, 2002; Kleck & Sayles, 1990; Levine-
MacCombie, & Koss, 1986; Ullman & Knight, 1992, 
1993, 1995); however, questions remain regarding 
whether various forms of resistance—and how they 
are measured—affect either the likelihood or the 
amount of victim injury or the likelihood of rape 
completion. The current study seeks to address these 
important empirical questions. Specifically, this study 
estimates the effects of several measures of resistance 
strategies on victim injury outcomes and rape 
completion to determine if variations in measurement 
influence results. By using multiple methods of 
measurement of both the dependent and independent 
variables, we are able to provide a more nuanced 
understanding regarding the effects of various 
resistance strategies.  

Sexual Assault Resistance Strategies 

Rape resistance strategies are broadly 
conceptualized as any protective action taken with 
the goal of avoiding completed rape or injurious 
consequences. These strategies include verbal and 
physical action or a combination of both forms of 
resistance (Quinsey & Upfold, 1985; Zoucha-Jensen 
& Coyne, 1993). More specifically, physical 
resistance includes actions such as fighting, biting, 
scratching, kicking, and punching; verbal resistance 
includes any vocal strategies, such as screaming, 
crying, and telling the suspect to stop (Clay-Warner, 
2002; Norris et al., 1996; Zoucha-Jensen & Coyne, 
1993).1 Findings suggest that these various resistance 
strategies have differing effects depending on the 
situational context of the assault (Bart, 1981; Quinsey 

& Upfold, 1985; Ullman & Knight, 1993), and 
studies have been generally inconsistent in their 
measurement of victim resistance. 

Studies of sexual assault resistance and 
protective action have generally followed three paths. 
The two more developed bodies of research have 
focused on resistance in the context of avoiding 
completed rape and the relationship between rape 
resistance and injurious outcomes. Researchers 
generally agree that active rape resistance is effective 
for evading the completion of rape (Clay-Warner, 
2002; Guerette & Santana, 2010; Kleck & Sayles, 
1990; Marchbanks, Lui, & Mercy, 1990; Ullman, 
1998; Ullman, 2007; Ullman & Knight, 1992; 
Zoucha-Jensen & Coyne, 1993). Whereas fighting, 
fleeing, and screaming are all linked to a decreased 
likelihood of rape completion, less active verbal 
strategies such as reasoning, pleading, and crying, are 
associated with a higher likelihood of rape 
completion (for review, see Ullman, 2007). Unlike 
the largely consistent findings regarding resistance 
and rape avoidance, research results regarding the 
effect of resistance on injury avoidance is mixed 
(Atkeson, Calhoun, & Morris 1989; Block & Skogan, 
1986; Brecklin & Ullman, 2001; Kleck & Sayles, 
1990; Marchbanks et al., 1990; Prentky, Burgess, & 
Carter, 1986; Ullman & Knight, 1993). The third less 
developed—but growing—research tradition has 
examined the situational and contextual factors that 
shape sexual assault outcomes (discussed in more 
detail below). Overall, these three bodies of literature 
have produced necessary and important knowledge 
on various resistance topics including rape avoidance 
generally (Bart, 1981), victim protective action and 
injurious outcomes (Kleck & Sayles, 1990; Ullman & 
Knight, 1992), rape avoidance by rapist type (Ullman 
& Knight, 1995), non-stranger rape avoidance 
(Levine-MacCombie & Koss, 1986), and the 
effectiveness of protective action across different 
situations (Clay-Warner, 2002; Ullman & Knight, 
1993). Although this work has provided the 
foundation for research on rape resistance strategies, 
it has resulted in a body of literature with 
contradictory findings (for a recent review, see Tark 
& Kleck, 2014). This is particularly true for work 
focusing on resistance and injurious outcomes.  

Research on sexual assault resistance and its 
effects on the likelihood of victim injury has 
produced mixed conclusions.2 Some research has 
found that protective action during sexual assault 
increases the likelihood a victim will suffer an injury 
(Kleck & Sayles, 1990; Marchbanks et al., 1990; 
Prentky et al., 1986; Ullman & Knight, 1993), and 
some scholars have argued that forceful resistance is 
useless and sometimes dangerous (Brecklin & 
Ullman, 2001; Griffin & Griffin, 1981; Marchbanks 
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et al., 1990). Linking protective action to 
dangerousness is often based on findings that suggest 
a connection between resistance and injury. 
Marchbanks and colleagues (1990) found that the 
likelihood of injury increased when victims engaged 
in any form of self-protective action. In addition, 
Ullman & Knight (1993) found that the probability of 
injury increased when victims verbally resisted (i.e. 
screaming, crying, or pleading) indoors, and Kleck 
and Sayles (1990) found that forceful resistance and 
arguing with or threatening the attacker was 
significantly associated with higher rates of victim 
injury. The linking of resistance and dangerousness 
may be problematic. Findings that indicate a positive 
relationship between rape resistance and injury may 
tell an incomplete story, as such research does not 
establish the sequencing of events; it is unclear 
whether rape resistance actions preceded or followed 
the suspect’s infliction of injury (e.g., Atkeson, et al., 
1989; Block & Skogan, 1986; Brecklin & Ullman, 
2001; Griffin & Griffin, 1981; Marchbanks et al., 
1990; Ruback & Ivie, 1988). Highlighting 
inconsistencies within this body of literature, studies 
have also found that resistance reduces injury (Kleck 
& Sayles, 1990), and some have found no significant 
effects (Guerette & Santana, 2010; Kleck & Sayles, 
1990; Tark & Kleck, 2014; Ullman & Knight, 1992; 
Zoucha-Jensen & Coyne, 1993). Additionally, 
research that teases apart different sexual assault 
resistance strategies reveals a more complex story. 
Quinsey and Upfold (1985), for example, found that 
victim resistance was positively associated with 
injury only in cases when the victim verbally resisted 
a known attacker. They found, however, that general 
resistance was associated with a lower probability of 
sustaining injury. Furthermore, research examining 
the sequential timing of victim resistance has found 
that increasing levels of initial perpetrator violence 
results in more serious victim injury due to increases 
in victim resistance. Stated differently, injury may 
result out of a more violent attacker (Ullman, 1997; 
Ullman & Knight, 1991). 

Like research focusing on victim resistance and 
injurious consequences, mixed results are found in 
the body of resistance literature focusing on the 
contextual factors that shape sexual assault outcomes 
(Bart, 1981; Clay-Warner, 2002; Norris et al., 1996; 
Ullman & Knight, 1993, 1995). More than three 
decades ago, Bart (1981) found that respondents were 
more likely to avoid rape when their assailant was a 
stranger, the incident occurred outside, they 
employed multiple resistance strategies, and their 
primary concern during the attack was not being 
raped. Clay-Warner (2002) examined situational 
factors including the presence of a bystander, 
location of attack, whether the offender was a 

stranger, and suspect weapon use. Her research 
indicated that the efficacy of resistance strategies did 
not vary across most situations. Alternatively, 
Ullman & Knight (1993) found that women who 
fought back were more likely to avoid rape, even if a 
weapon was present. The likelihood of injury, 
however, increased when victims resisted against 
assailants who used a weapon. Most recently, Tark & 
Kleck (2014) investigated numerous rape resistance 
strategies and found that most protective actions 
(forceful and nonforceful) reduced the likelihood of 
rape. Specifically, running away, struggling, hiding, 
bringing attention to the incident, and attacking the 
perpetrator without a weapon reduced the risk of rape 
completion compared to nonresistance. Despite 
mixed findings, these studies demonstrate the general 
move toward more nuanced investigations of 
resistance (see Ullman & Knight, 1991; Tark & 
Kleck, 2014). However, there remains a lack of work 
addressing whether the operationalization of different 
sexual assault resistance variables influences 
empirical findings regarding victim injury and rape 
avoidance. This gap in knowledge may be due to the 
recent decline in rape resistance research.  

Despite the relatively large body of work 
produced in the 80s, 90s, and early 21st century, 
research examining rape resistance has decreased in 
the last decade.3 In fact, Ullman (2007), in her 10-
year review of rape avoidance literature, cited only 
seven studies published between 2000 and 2007. This 
recent decrease in research has delayed the 
development of knowledge on this relatively 
understudied issue. One consequence of the limited 
development in resistance research is that existing 
work has resulted in a body of literature with mixed 
conclusions. These variations in findings may be due 
to different study foci (i.e. rape avoidance generally 
vs. situational factors), varying measurement 
techniques, failure to include statistical controls, 
small samples, differences in sample type, and 
differing analytic strategies such as AVOVA (e.g. 
Ullman & Knight, 1995; c.f. Ullman & Knight, 1991; 
Tark & Kleck, 2014), regression analysis (e.g. 
Quinsey & Upfold, 1985), and qualitative analysis 
(e.g. Bart, 1981).4 The current study seeks to address 
the recent decline in rape resistance research by 
contributing to the small body of rape resistance 
literature that has employed sophisticated statistical 
methods using large sample sizes (e.g. Tark & Kleck, 
2014; Ullman, 1998; Ullman & Knight, 1991). 
Moving beyond prior work, this study estimates the 
effects of several resistance strategy measures on 
victim injury outcomes and rape completion. 
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Current Focus 

Despite general progress in understanding the 
relationship between sexual assault resistance 
strategies and assault outcomes, additional work 
needs to clarify the nature of this relationship. The 
present study addresses issues related to this goal and 
contributes to the current body of literature in three 
important ways. First, we assess whether sexual 
assault resistance, measured in various ways, 
influences the likelihood or amount of victim injury. 
Second, we examine the effects of these measures on 
the likelihood of rape completion. Finally, we further 
disaggregate our measures of resistance to provide 
additional insights into how various forms of 
resistance might influence our outcomes of interest.   

Methods 

Data 

We analyze quantitative data on 944 sexual 
assault complaints that were reported to the Los 
Angeles County Sheriff’s Department (LASD) and 
the Los Angeles Police Department (LAPD) in 2008, 
which were collected for a study of policing and 
prosecuting of sexual assault (Spohn & Tellis, 2012). 
For that study, case files were collected for sexual 
assaults with female victims that were reported in 
2008. Outcome data on rape, attempted rape, sexual 
penetration with a foreign object, oral copulation, 
sodomy, unlawful sex, and sexual battery were 
collected. From the LASD, case files were obtained 
for all reports that met the selection criteria (N = 
543).5 Due to the numerous cases reported to the 
LAPD in 2008, a stratified random sample of cases 
was selected (N = 401). To ensure an adequate 
number of cases from each of the LAPD’s 19 
divisions, as well as an adequate number of cases 
from each case clearance category (cleared by 
exceptional means, investigation continuing, cleared 
by arrest, and unfounded), the sample was stratified 
by LAPD division and, within each division, by the 
type of case clearance. During initial data collection, 
the goal was to select six cases from each case 
closure type from each of the 19 divisions that 
existed in 2008. This would have produced a sample 
of 456 cases. Because each division did not 
necessarily have 6 cases from each case closure type 
in 2008, the final LAPD sample included 401 cases. 
Case files were initially coded for more than 350 case 
processing and assault-related variables based on 
several readings of the case narratives. Victims were 

 
 

interviewed by police personnel using uniform report 
documents; however, each interview was distinct in 
the type of information provided. The coding system 
was developed by examining the narratives and 
identifying contextual themes. In addition to 
information about rape resistance, rape completion, 
and injury, cases were coded for factors relating to 
victim and suspect characteristics, assault 
characteristics, the characteristics of the relationship 
between the victim and suspect, the victim’s 
experiences with the criminal justice system, and the 
combined influences of characteristics that result in 
an activation of law enforcement response. 

It is important to note that the present study 
relied on sexual assault cases that were reported to 
the LAPD and the LASD; therefore, it is exploratory 
in nature and limited in generalizability. Studies of 
sexual assault that rely on police reports are limited 
because they reflect only those that have come to the 
attention of law enforcement. Therefore, they are not 
necessarily representative of all sexual assaults. In 
addition, sexual assaults where resistance strategies 
did not result in injury or rape completion may be 
underrepresented; it is likely that women who fought 
back and avoided injury or rape would not report the 
incident to the police. Along these same lines, 
victims in this sample may have over-reported the 
use of resistance strategies and the amount of injuries 
suffered to appeal to law enforcement officers. 
Victims may believe that their case will be taken 
more seriously if injuries are present and resistance 
was used. A final limitation of the present study 
includes the inability to verify the accuracy of the 
information in each case file. Although we were 
provided with a redacted copy of each case, we 
cannot know if the information provided by the 
investigating officer accurately represents the 
victim’s, suspect’s, and witnesses’ experiences. 

The sample consisted of female victims between 
the ages of 12 and 99, with an average age of 26.6 

The majority of cases involved Hispanic or Latina 
victims, accounting for 48.8 % of the sample (n = 
448). Additionally, 24.79% of the sample were White 
(n = 234), 21.13% were Black (n = 194), and 5.28% 
were categorized as “other.” Regarding the suspects, 
the majority of cases, 89.1%, had only one suspect (n 
= 841), 6.9% had two suspects (n = 65), and 3.9% (n 
= 37) had three or more suspects. Of the first 
identified suspect, 16% of suspects were White (n = 
151), 25.7% were Black (n = 243), 49.6% were 
Hispanic (n = 468), 2.9% were Asian (n = 27), and 
1.9% were identified as “other” (n = 18).7 Descriptive 
statistics for the sample are presented in Table 1. 
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Table 1: Descriptive Statistics- Sexual Assault Victimization, LAPD & LASD 2008 
Variables Mean or % SD 

Dependent Variables 

Victim Injury (1 = yes) 39.62 %  

Victim Injury Index .66  .98 

Bruise 24.15 %  

Cuts 14.19 %  

Burns .53 %  

Broken Bones .42 %  

Stab Wounds .11 %  

Internal Injuries 1.80 %  

Genital Injuries 20.25 %  

Bite Marks 2.55 %  

Choke Marks 2.65 %  

Completed Rape (1 = yes) a 85.16 %  

Independent Variables 

Any Resistance Used  73.09 %  

Forceful Physical Resistance Used 17.16 %  

Fought Back 16.72 %  

Used Weapon to Fight Back 1.53 %  

Non-Forceful Physical Resistance Used  55.30 %  

Struggled 49.40 %  

Fled/Attempt Flee 24.26 %  

Forceful Verbal Resistance Used 61.76 %  

Attempt to Fool/Dissuade 2.40 %  

Screamed 23.88 %  

Protested/Said “Stop” 55.51 %  

Called Suspect Names .87 %  

Non-Forceful Verbal (Cried) 15.80 %  

Verbal Resistance Score .98  .91 

Physical Resistance Score .92  .93 

All Resistance Score 1.90  1.53 

Control Variables 

Rape 59.53 %  

Weapon Used  10.38 %  

Victim Consumed Alcohol 23.27 %  

Victim Used Drugs 6.59 %  

Suspect Consumed Alcohol 31.32 %  

Non-Stranger  46.70 %  

Intimate Partner 21.60 %  

Stranger (Reference) 31.70 %  

Victim Age 26.15  12.64 

Victim Black 21.13 %  

Victim Hispanic 48.80 %  

Victim White (Reference) 24.79 %  

Victim Other Race 5.28 %  

Suspect Age 31.83  11.78 

Suspect Black 28.19 %  

Suspect Hispanic 54.29 %  

Suspect White (Reference) 16.00 %  

Suspect Other Race 1.52%  

a This dependent variable uses subsample of completed rape versus attempted rape only (N= 701) 
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Variables 

Dependent variables. Assaults were coded for 
the presence (or absence) of various victim injuries, 
which included bruises (n = 228), cuts (n = 134), 
burns (n = 5), broken bones (n = 4), stab wounds (n = 
1), internal injuries (n = 17), genital injuries (n = 
191), bite marks (n = 24), and choke marks (n = 25). 
During a sexual assault incident, victims may have 
received more than one type of injury, which were 
initially coded separately using dichotomous 
indicators. For the present study, we use two injury 
dependent variables. First, we use a dichotomous 
indicator for victim injury that was coded 1 if the 
victim suffered any type of collateral injury, with 0 
signifying no reported injury to the victim. Second, 
we conducted additional analyses using a 6-item 
variety score measure of victim injury, which 
combines the various injuries into a count variable 
(M = .66; SD = .98). Regarding rape completion, 
completed rape was used to indicate if the victim 
reported either a completed or attempted rape (1 = 
rape, 0 = attempted rape). 

Independent variables. Cases were coded using 
dichotomous indicators for the presence (or absence) 
of various resistance strategies. Physical resistance 
strategies included physical fighting (n = 153), such 
as hitting, biting, scratching, and kicking; struggling 
(n = 452); fleeing or attempting to flee (n = 222); and 
used weapon to fight back (n = 14).7  First, these 
variables were used to make two dichotomous 
variables for forceful physical resistance, which 
includes physical fighting and using a weapon to 
fight back (1 = forceful physical resistance used, 0 = 
not used) and non-forceful physical resistance, which 
includes struggling and attempting to flee (1 = non-
forceful physical resistance used, 0 = not used). 
Second, a 4-item composite measure was created that 
sums the total number of physical resistance 
strategies used by the victim (M = .92, SE = .93).  

In addition to measures for physical resistance 
strategies, verbal resistance was also included. Verbal 
resistance strategies included crying (n = 145), 
screaming (n = 219), attempting to fool or dissuade 
(n = 22), called suspect names (n = 8), and protesting  
(i.e., telling the suspect “no”; n = 508). Each 
individual strategy was coded 1 if the victim engaged 
in that type of resistance strategy during the assault. 
As with the physical resistance variables, these were 
first used to create two dichotomous variables 
indicating forceful verbal resistance, including 
attempting to fool or dissuade, screaming, protesting, 
and calling the suspect names (1 = forceful verbal 
resistance used, 0 = not used) and non-forceful verbal 
resistance, which represents crying. Additionally, a 
5-item verbal resistance variety score was created 

that combines these strategies, measuring the total 
number of verbal resistance strategies used by the 
victim (M = .98, SD = .91). Also included were two 
variables which represent all forms of resistance 
strategies. The first variable is a dichotomous 
indicator of any resistance used during the assault (1 
= victim used resistance, 0 = no resistance used). 
Finally, a 9-item all resistance variety index was 
created to account for all forms of physical and 
verbal resistance strategies (M = 1.90, SD = 1.53).  

Control variables. A number of variables were 
included in the analyses as statistical controls in order 
to isolate the effects of victim resistance strategies. 
Control variables in this study included continuous 
variables for victim age and suspect age and dummy 
variables for victim and suspect race (Black and 
Hispanic) with White as the reference group (see 
above for percentages). Additionally, suspect use of 
alcohol (31.32%) and suspect weapon use (10.38%) 
were measured using dichotomous variables (both 
coded as 1=affirmative to using alcohol or use of 
weapon, respectively). In addition, rape was used to 
indicate if the victim reported either a completed or 
attempted rape (1 = rape/attempted rape reported, 0 
=other type of sexual assault reported). This control 
variable is only used when examining injurious 
consequences; it is not used when examining rape 
completion. If the victim consumed alcohol (23.27%) 
and victim used drugs (6.59%), were additional 
dichotomous control variables used for the analyses 
(1 = yes, 0 = no). We included three dummy 
variables measuring the victim-suspect relationship, 
whether the suspect was a non-stranger (46.70%), 
suspect was an intimate partner (21.60%), with 
suspect was stranger (31.70%) as the reference 
group. 

Analytic Strategy 

As demonstrated above, research on sexual 
assault resistance has taken many forms and has 
resulted in mixed and inconsistent findings. In order 
to substantially contribute to this body of literature, 
we estimate the effects of several measures of 
resistance strategies on victim injury outcomes and 
rape completion. After estimating the bivariate 
relationships (Pearson’s r) between the various 
resistance variables, theoretically relevant control 
variables, and the dependent variables of interest, we 
first estimate the effects of victim resistance, net of 
controls, on whether a victim sustained injuries 
during the assault using a series of logistic regression 
models. Second, we estimate a series of negative 
binomial models using the variety score measure of 
victim injury. Third, we estimate the effects of these 
resistance measures on the likelihood of rape 
completion compared to attempted rape. Lastly, we 



62 O’NEAL & KAISER 

Criminology, Criminal Justice, Law & Society – Volume 16, Issue 2 

disaggregate the resistance strategies and test them 
simultaneously on the outcomes of interest. Robust 
standard errors are estimated for all multivariate 
models to guard against potential bias from 
heteroskedasticity (Long & Freese, 2006). 

Results 

Prior to presenting the results of the multivariate 
models we begin by assessing the bivariate 
correlations presented in Table 2. As might be 
expected, there was a high level of correlation 
between the verbal and physical resistance measures. 
Given these high levels of correlation, model 
diagnostics were conducted to determine whether 
collinearity would bias the parameter estimates in a 
multivariate model. Variance inflation factors (VIF) 
for the variables in all subsequent models were below 
2, well below the standard conservative cutoff of 4 
(Fox, 1991), and the condition indices for all models 
were between 15 and 16, well below 30, the standard 
threshold for acceptability (Belsley, Kuh, & Welsch, 
1980). These significant bivariate correlations 
between our variables of interest, coupled with no 
evidence of harmful levels of collinearity, provide 
reason to move forward with multivariate models.  

Table 3 presents the findings from our first 
multivariate logistic regression models estimating the 
effects of resistance on the likelihood of the victim 
being injured. First, victim injury is regressed on our 
first measure of resistance, which is a dichotomous 
indicator for any type of resistance (Model 1). This 
model revealed that resistance, when measured in this 
way, does not predict victim injury. In Model 2, we 
tease apart the four types of resistance strategies 
(forceful physical, non-forceful physical, forceful 
verbal, and non-forceful verbal) using separate 
dichotomous measures to determine if using physical 
and verbal strategies have independent effects on the 
likelihood of sustaining physical injury during sexual 
assault. This analysis also revealed that most 
resistance strategies, when measured using these 
dichotomous indicators, do not predict injurious 
consequences, the notable exception being forceful 
physical resistance, which increases the likelihood of 
receiving an injury by 88% (b = .63, p < .01).  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In Model 3, victim injury is regressed using 
variety scores for both verbal and physical resistance. 
This analysis indicates that the number of physical 
resistance strategies used does not significantly 
predict injurious outcomes; however, the more verbal 
resistance strategies used by the victim increased the 
odds of receiving an injury by about 23% (b = .21, p 
< .05). Additionally, in the final model victim injury 
is regressed using a variety score that combines all 
forms of resistance into one measure. This measure 
assesses whether the likelihood of injury increases as 
victims engage in more forms of resistance. This 
analysis indicates that the number of resistance 
strategies used during a sexual assault significantly 
increases the likelihood of sustaining physical injury. 
Specifically, for a one unit increase in the number of 
resistance strategies used, there is a 17% increased 
likelihood of the victim sustaining an injury (odds 
ratio = 1.17; b = .16; p <.01). Across these models, 
rape had the largest effect on whether the victim 
received an injury. The odds ratios indicate that a 
victim of rape was between 2.25 and 2.44 times more 
likely to incur injury during the assault (Model 1: b = 
.89, p < .001; Models 2 and 3: b = .95, p <.001; 
Model 4: b = .92; p < .001). 

We also estimated negative binomial models 
using a 6-item variety score measure of victim injury. 
The results of these models reveal consistent findings 
with the logistic models presented earlier in this 
paper—with two exceptions (see Table 4). First, in 
Model 2, the forceful physical resistance 
dichotomous variable was found to be statistically 
significant in increasing the amount of injury 
sustained by a victim (b = .38; p < .01) and non-
forceful verbal resistance (i.e. crying) was also shown 
to increase the amount of injury sustained by the 
victim (b = .31; p < .05). Second, both verbal (b = 
.11) and physical resistance (b = .09) scores were 
statistically significant at the p < .10 level in Model 
4, indicating an increased amount of injury. The all 
resistance score variable remained significant in this 
model, positively predicting the amount of injury 
sustained by the victim (b =.10; p < .01). 
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Table 5 presents the logistic models estimating 
the effects of resistance on the likelihood of a rape 
being completed compared to non-completed, 
attempted rapes. Although the dichotomous variable 
for any resistance was not significant in predicting 
the likelihood of victim injury, Model 1 of this table 
shows that it was predictive of reducing the odds of a 
rape being completed by about 60% (b = -.91; p < 
.05). Additionally, all of the physical resistance 
variables were statistically significant at reducing the 
likelihood of completed rape, with Model 2 showing 
that both forceful and non-forceful physical 
resistance decrease the likelihood of rape by about 
32% (forceful physical resistance: b = -1.15; p < .001 
and non-forceful physical resistance: b = -1.13; p < 
.01) and Model 3 indicating that the more types of 
physical resistance used decreased the likelihood of 
completed rape by 58% (b = -.87; p <.001).  Finally, 
Model 4 demonstrates that the more types of 
resistance used overall also decreased the likelihood 
of completed rape by about 31% (odds ratio: .69; b = 
-.37; p < .001).  

Our final models presented in Table 6 
disaggregate the various forms of resistance on 
victim injury and rape completion in an attempt to 
isolate which specific strategies may be most 
effective. First, these individual resistance measures 
were regressed on the likelihood of victim injury. 
This model demonstrates that when the victim used a 
weapon to fight back, she was actually over 460% 
more likely to be injured (odds ratio: 4.60; b = 1.54; p 
< .05). In our second model using negative binomial 
regression to assess whether specific resistance 
strategies increased the number of types of injuries 
received by a victim, we also found that using a 
weapon to fight back increased the number of types 
of injuries received (b = .84; p < .01). Whether a 
victim screamed during the attack also increased the 
types of injuries received by about 28% (odds ratio: 
1.28; b = .25; p < .05). Finally, we used the 
individual measures of resistance to predict whether a 
rape would be completed. This model found that 
while not significant in predicting victim injury, 
fighting back decreased the likelihood of rape being 
completed by about 67% (odds ratio: .32; b = -1.12; p 
< .001). Additionally, attempting to flee also reduced 
the likelihood of rape completion by about 54% 
(odds ratio: .46; b = -.78; p < 01), and protesting or 
saying “stop” also decreased the likelihood of rape 
completion by about 46% (odds ratio: .54; b = -.62; p 
< .05). 

 

Discussion 

Building on prior research, we developed models 
predicting both the likelihood and amount of injury 
during sexual assaults as well as rape completion 
using various measurement forms of resistance. The 
findings presented in this paper may help guide 
future research as well as inform intervention policies 
and practitioner responses to sexual assault 
victimization. Accordingly, there are three broad 
conclusions that can be extracted from these findings. 
After discussing key conclusions, we present specific 
suggestions for future research. 

Key Conclusions  

First, this study demonstrates the importance of 
researching outcomes of sexual assault victimization 
in a more nuanced context by considering how 
resistance may be quantified in various ways. This 
study also improves upon prior methodological 
techniques used in extant rape resistance research by 
using a larger sample and multiple statistical 
methods. The results of this study offer several 
considerations for continued research in the area of 
sexual assault resistance and raise methodological 
and sample issues that deserve consideration in future 
research. As mentioned above, studies that rely on 
police investigative reports are limited because they 
reflect only sexual assaults that have been reported to 
law enforcement. Another limitation of this sample, 
as with any research using official reported data, is 
the inability to confirm the accuracy of the 
information in each case file. The files include the 
initial crime report, all follow-up reports, and the 
district attorney’s charging decision. The files also 
included victim, witness, and suspect statements; a 
description of collected physical evidence; and the 
forensic exam of the victim. Furthermore, while this 
study attempted to expand the current research on 
sexual assault resistance by reviewing various 
measurement techniques, we were limited in our 
ability to assess additional measurement possibilities. 
For example, we were unable to determine the 
severity of injuries that resulted from the sexual 
assault. Lastly, the use of police reports in this study 
may have contributed to our results, so future 
research should work to replicate this study using 
police reports as well as other study samples.  

A second key conclusion of this research relates 
to intervention and educational programming for 
sexual assault prevention. The findings of this study, 
coupled with previous research, provide public health 
professionals and sexual assault victim advocates 
directions for educational campaigns (Zoucha-Jensen 
& Coyne, 1993).  The relationship between suspect 
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alcohol consumption and victim injury (across 
numerous models) as well as the relationship between 
victim alcohol consumption and injurious outcomes 
suggests that alcohol’s role in sexual assault needs to 
be integrated into prevention and awareness 
programs. Ullman (2014) discusses how “the topic of 
resistance is more challenging in the context of 
alcohol-related rapes” and why researchers and 
practitioners need to develop ways to “better address 
this issue” (p. 5). In addition, and specific to sexual 
assault, educational programming should focus on 
helping women through knowledge in their efforts to 
resist and defend themselves against sexual violence 
(Macy, 2007), including offering information 
regarding alcohol’s role in sexual assault. 

Some universities have incorporated information 
about alcohol consumption in their sexual assault 
prevention and education programs. For example, 
University of California, Los Angeles’ (UCLA, 
2012) Campus Assault Resources and Education 
(CARE) program includes workshops aimed at 
reducing the risk of sexual assault as well as 
unhealthy intimate partnerships. Specifically, the 
university offers a seminar that helps attendees 
understand the role of alcohol in sexual decisions, the 
definition of consensual sexual experiences, 
resources to facilitate the response to incidents of 
sexual assault, and strategies to prevent sexual assault 
(UCLA, 2012). Another example includes University 
of the Pacific, which provides prevention education 
regarding sexual misconduct and alcohol awareness 
(University of the Pacific, 2015). Moving beyond the 
walls of the university, schools can work with local 
establishments to reduce the potential for sexual 
assault on campus and in proximate areas. For 
example, Boston University has urged local bar 
owners to educate their employees about the alcohol-
crime relationship as well as make their businesses 
less attractive to predators (Daniloff, 2011). Boston 
University’s task force on alcohol has also joined 
forces with local rape crisis experts, law enforcement 
personnel, and substance abuse counselors in an 
effort to address the issue of alcohol-assisted sexual 
violence (Daniloff, 2011).   

In addition to alcohol awareness education, 
practitioners should focus attention to enhancing the 
efficacy of self-protective actions. Self-defense 
classes and seminars are an established part of the 
feminist agenda to empower women to avoid sexual 
assault (Ullman, 2007). Although the current study 
found that sexual assault resistance strategies are 
sometimes ineffective at decreasing collateral injury, 
they do decrease the likelihood of rape completion. 
Regarding injurious outcomes, the answer to 
reducing collateral injury during sexual assault may 
be providing women self-defense training to increase 

the effectiveness of some of the resistance strategies 
discussed in this study (see Tark & Kleck, 2014, for a 
discussion of rape avoidance and self-defense). 
Anecdotal data indicate that this type of training 
helps women avoid future assaults and injury 
(Ullman, 2007). In addition, self-defense training has 
been found to significantly increase women’s 
protective actions (Brecklin, 2008; Brecklin & 
Ullman, 2005; Gidycz, Rich, Orchowski, King, & 
Miller, 2006). Self-defense workshops are common 
in university settings; the University of California, 
Los Angeles provides a workshop focused on 
“knowing your power.” Attendees are made aware of 
sexual assault risk factors, taught how to strengthen 
assertiveness skills, and learn self-defense 
techniques. All of these learning objectives are part 
of a broader goal to raise awareness, promote 
education, and prevent incidents of sexual assault 
(UCLA, 2012). This current research and discussion 
should not be interpreted as supporting the idea of 
holding women responsible for sexual assault 
prevention. However, as long as males continue to 
perpetrate sexual assault, females should be offered 
information about resistance strategies and the ways 
contextual factors can shape sexual assault outcomes 
(for a discussion of rape resistance information 
dissemination, see Ullman, 2014). Ullman (2007) 
argues that informing women can be done in a way 
that does not blame them for their victimization.  

A third conclusion that can be drawn from this 
research is related to perceptions of sexual assault 
victimization. Although the finding that certain 
measures of resistance strategies may potentially 
increase the likelihood of injurious consequences was 
unanticipated, it does help inform official response 
to, and perceptions of, sexual assault victimization. 
There is often an ill-conceived perception that if a 
victim does not actively fight back during a sexual 
assault, that she is somehow less of a victim. Victims 
may be negatively viewed by their decision to remain 
passive. The current research, however, has revealed 
that the choice of not fighting back may lessen a 
victim’s chance of injury. These findings are relevant 
to law enforcement response, as we used police data 
to examine resistance strategies and assault 
outcomes. Overall, a victim’s choice of actively 
resisting or being passive during a sexual assault is 
one that should not be criticized or determinative of 
police response to these offenses.  

Future Research 

Based on the findings presented in the current 
study, we suggest three paths for future research. 
First, previous research consistently identifies the 
suspect-victim relationship as being salient in the 
study of sexual assault. For example, the relationship 
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between the suspect and victim often influences 
criminal justice decision making (Bouffard, 2000; 
Martin, 2005; Spohn & Tellis, 2014), perceptions and 
attributions of responsibility to a rape victim (Smith, 
Keating, Hester, & Mitchell, 1976), and the victim 
experience (Koss, Dinero, Seibel, & Cox, 1988). 
Given the dynamics surrounding sexual assault, it 
makes sense that victim resistance strategies would 
be less effective in intimate partnerships due to the 
private nature of intimate partner sexual assault.  It is 
unlikely that resistance strategies used by victims 
who are assaulted in their homes (or in their partner’s 
home) will deter suspects from inflicting injury (see 
Quinsey & Upfold, 1985, for a discussion of crime 
location and rape completion). In addition, victim 
resistance strategies may be more effective in 
stranger cases because these assaults typically happen 
in more populated areas such as parties, clubs, and 
public spaces. Therefore, we suggest that future 
research examine the influence of rape resistance on 
sexual assault outcomes according to different 
suspect-victim relationships (e.g. intimate, strangers, 
nonstrangers). 

Second, studying the sequence of offender attack 
and victim resistance is necessary to obtain 
information about the effects of resistance (Ullman, 
1997). This information was not available in the 
current dataset. We did not have indicators of the 
degree of force used by the suspect. Rape and the use 
of a weapon, however, were both significantly related 
to victim injury, which may indicate that suspect 
degree of force may influence victim injury. 
Therefore, increased use of force by the suspect may 
result in increased resistance strategies by the victim. 

Third, more research is needed that examines 
resistance in more nuanced ways. As this study 
demonstrates, including additional measures of 
resistance may provide additional information. Most 
notably, the findings of this study suggest that we 
should move beyond examining physical and verbal 
resistance separately and look at the combined effect 
of multiple resistance strategies. While this study 
only provides a preliminary examination of this, 
future research should continue to examine how 
resistance strategies may be used in combination to 
deter assaults and prevent injury. Additionally, as 
mentioned above, future research should also 
examine the complexities of victim injury, 
specifically the severity of injury rather than the 
presence or absence of an injury. While this paper 
was not able to directly assess the severity of injuries 
given the limitations of the data, we attempted to 
proxy injury severity by using composite measures 
with the assumption that the increase in the number 
of victim injuries, the more severe the attack. In 
terms of the use of police reports, future research 

should focus on replicating these results using law 
enforcement data to determine if findings differ 
depending on the type of sample used. This line of 
research may also benefit by additional qualitative 
research to better understand how victims choose 
specific forms of resistance.  

Conclusion 

This study found that sexual assault resistance 
effects varied across measurement strategies, 
demonstrating the importance of analytic techniques 
when examining the connection between protective 
action and sexual assault outcomes. Generally, this 
study informs women, practitioners, and scholars 
about different sexual assault resistance strategies. It 
is necessary that we provide potential victims 
information so they can make informed decisions 
about protective action. When communicating sexual 
assault resistance and outcome information to 
potential victims, it is important that researchers and 
practitioners not blame women for the outcomes of 
sexual attacks. Educating potential victims does not 
mean that victims must resist during sexual assaults 
or that they are at fault if they are unable to stop it 
(Ullman, 2007). Overall, as long as males continue to 
perpetrate sexual assault, females should be offered 
information about resistance strategies and the ways 
contextual factors can shape sexual assault outcomes.  
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Endnotes 
 
                                                 
1  Some scholars may argue that the inclusion of crying as a verbal resistance strategy is problematic.  Nonetheless, 

we include crying as a verbal resistance strategy as is common in extant rape resistance literature (see Clay-
Warner, 2002; Ullman, 1999; Ullman & Knight, 1991, 1993; Zoucha-Jensen & Coyne, 1993). It should also be 
noted that in her 10-year review of rape resistance research, Ullman (2007) cites crying as a verbal strategy, most 
likely because it is unlikely that people would cry during consensual sexual acts. Therefore, crying should indicate 
to the perpetrator that the victim is not a willing sexual partner. However, we do recognize that crying may be a 
more passive form of verbal resistance as opposed to screaming or telling the perpetrator to stop. Therefore, we 
have disaggregated crying into a non-forceful verbal measure to test the effects separately. We also include an 
analysis where we disaggregate the various resistance measures and assess them individually on our dependent 
variables. 

2  It should be noted that mixed results may be a product of different methodology and the reliance on crime surveys 
that do not capture all sexual assaults. 

3  The decrease in research may reflect lack of funding, which makes it challenging to build up literature. 

4  Regarding sample type, some studies have relied on small non-probability samples reported to agencies such as 
law enforcement, college-affiliated agencies, and rape crisis centers (e.g. Atkeson, et al., 1989; Bart, 1981; Bart & 
O’Brien, 1985; Levine-MacCombie & Koss, 1986; Ruback & Ivie, 1988; Ullman, 1998; Ullman & Knight, 1992, 
1993; Zoucha-Jensen & Coyne, 1993). 

5  There were 17 cases in which the victim’s age was unknown. 

6  Suspect characteristics were identified in all but 37 cases. 

7  Some victims engaged in more than one form of resistance. 


