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Abstract

Computer-assisted self-interviews were completed with a random sample of 163 unmarried 

Caucasian and African American men in a large metropolitan area. Almost a quarter (24.5%) of 

these men acknowledged committing an act since the age of 14 that met standard legal definitions 

of attempted or completed rape; an additional 39% had committed another type of sexual assault 

involving forced sexual contact or verbal coercion. An expanded version of the Malamuth et al. 

[1991] confluence model was examined using path analysis. The number of sexual assaults 

perpetrated by participants was associated with the direct or indirect effects of childhood sexual 

abuse, adolescent delinquency, alcohol problems, sexual dominance, positive attitudes about 

casual sexual relationships, and pressure from peers to engage in sexual relationships. 

Additionally, empathy buffered the relationship between sexual dominance and perpetration. The 

pattern of results was highly similar for African American and Caucasian men. The implications 

of these findings for sexual assault measurement are discussed and suggestions are made for 

alternative treatment programs.
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INTRODUCTION

Most research conducted with sexual assault perpetrators has examined either incarcerated 

sex offenders or college students. Only a handful of studies have been conducted with 

noncollege community samples. The study described here had two primary goals: (1) to 

examine the prevalence of self-reported sexual assault perpetration in an ethnically diverse 

community sample using computer-assisted self-interviewing (CASI) methodology, and (2) 
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to determine the extent to which an expanded version of the confluence model [Malamuth et 

al., 1991], which has been used with college samples, would also be a useful framework for 

cross-sectional prediction of sexual assault perpetration in an ethnically diverse community 

sample. The relevant literature is reviewed below and then the study’s hypotheses are 

described.

Self-Reported Rates of Sexual Assault Perpetration in College Student Samples

In college studies of sexual assault perpetration, men answer behaviorally specific questions 

that include the legal elements of rape and other forms of sexual assault without labeling 

what occurred as a crime. The first study was conducted by Kanin in the 1960s, who found 

that 25.5% of the male college students he surveyed had forcefully tried to make a woman 

have sex with them since being in college [Kanin, 1967a, 1969]. The first large-scale study 

was conducted by Koss et al. [1987], who surveyed a nationally representative sample of 

2,972 college men. Their Sexual Experiences Survey (SES) included 10 behaviorally 

specific questions that assessed forced sexual contact (e.g. verbally or physically forced 

kissing or sexual touching without penetration), verbally coerced sexual intercourse, and 

attempted and completed rape (attempted or completed penetration using physical force or 

alcohol) since the age of 14. Twenty-five percent of these men reported that they had 

committed some form of sexual assault; 7.7% had committed attempted or completed rape. 

Almost all of these sexual assaults occurred with women the men knew; about half occurred 

on dates. Numerous researchers have replicated these basic findings. Depending on the 

university and exactly how questions were phrased, self-reported rates of sexual assault 

perpetration have been as high as 61% and rates of attempted or completed rape have been 

as high as 15% [Abbey et al., 1998, 2001; Craig et al., 1989; Mills and Granoff, 1992; 

Muehlenhard and Linton, 1987; Rapaport and Burkhart, 1984; Wheeler et al., 2002].

Self-Reported Rates of Sexual Assault Perpetration in Community Samples

Only a few studies in specific localities have examined sexual assault perpetration in 

nonincarcerated, noncollege community samples. Calhoun et al. [1997] surveyed 65 young 

men in a rural community in Georgia who had recently participated in a study of school-

aged youth. The average age of participants was 19 and most were Caucasian. Twenty-two 

percent of these men (n = 14) had perpetrated some type of sexual assault based on their 

answers to a modified version of the SES; 6.4% had committed an act that met standard 

legal definitions of completed rape. Senn et al. [2000] surveyed a representative sample of 

195 men in a small Canadian city. Participants ranged in age from 19 to 82 and most were 

Caucasian. Using a modified version of the SES, 27% of participants reported committing 

some type of sexual assault; 7.7% reported committing attempted or completed rape. Most 

sexual assaults occurred in young adulthood with a woman the man knew, including dates, 

wives, and friends.

One large noncollege study was conducted with a special population. Merrill et al. [2001] 

surveyed 7,850 male US navy recruits from three different locations. These men were on 

average 20 years of age and approximately two-thirds were Caucasian. Using a shortened 

form of the SES, approximately 11% of these men reported that they had committed an act 

that met standard legal definitions of rape.
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Theoretical and Empirical Research Identifying Predictors of Sexual Assault Perpetration

Sexual assault perpetrators cannot be easily classified; instead they are a heterogeneous 

group with a wide range of past experiences, personality characteristics, and offense styles 

[Polaschek and Ward, 2002; Prentky and Knight, 1991; Seto and Barbaree, 1997]. 

Malamuth et al. [1995, 1991] have developed the confluence model, which emphasizes the 

importance of simultaneously considering multiple motives for committing sexual assault. 

This model describes two proximate, primary paths that can lead to sexual assault 

perpetration: hostile attitudes toward women and impersonal sex. Each of these paths 

independently predicts sexual assault perpetration, and they work together synergistically, 

such that men high on both dimensions also tend to commit the highest levels of sexual 

assault.

According to Malamuth et al. [1995], men who are high in hostile masculinity feel insecure 

and defensive in their relationships with women. Sexual aggression helps these men 

maintain feelings of control and superiority over women. Sex for these men is an act of 

power and dominance, rather than love. Numerous studies with sexual assault perpetrators 

have found that as compared to nonperpetrators, sexual assault perpetrators have greater 

hostility toward women, more traditional attitudes toward gender roles and sexual 

relationships, stronger sexual dominance motives, and are more accepting of using 

manipulative strategies in their relationships with women [Abbey et al., 1998; Johnson and 

Knight, 2000; Koss and Dinero, 1988; Malamuth et al., 1991, 1995; Murnen et al., 2002; 

Wheeler et al., 2002].

Men who are high on Malamuth’s second path of impersonal sex tend to prefer having 

many, casual sexual relationships rather than being in a committed relationship [Malamuth 

et al., 1991]. These men want to avoid intimacy, view obtaining sex from a woman as 

winning a game, and engage in sex for physical gratification rather than emotional 

closeness. Greater dating and sexual activity also provide more opportunities to commit 

sexual assault [Kanin, 1985]. Many researchers have reported that sexual assault 

perpetrators have consensual sex at an earlier age, have more dating and consensual sex 

partners, and have more positive attitudes about casual sexual relationships than 

nonperpetrators [Abbey et al., 1998; Koss and Dinero, 1988; Malamuth et al., 1995, 1991; 

Merrill et al., 2001; Senn et al., 2000].

According to Malamuth’s model, more distal, childhood and adolescent experiences also 

contribute to men’s likelihood of committing sexual assault through their impact on hostility 

toward women and impersonal sex [Malamuth et al., 1991, 1995]. Experiencing violence as 

a child encourages adolescent aggressiveness and delinquency, which in turn contributes to 

hostility toward women and early and frequent sexual activity according to the confluence 

model. Many researchers have found that childhood sexual and physical abuse predict 

sexual assault perpetration in incarcerated, college, and community samples [Barbaree and 

Marshall, 1991; Calhoun et al., 1997; Kosson et al., 1997; Merrill et al., 2001; Senn et al., 

2000]. There are many explanations for the link between experiencing childhood sexual 

abuse and later perpetration, which include modeling the perpetrator’s violent tactics, 

identifying with the aggressor, developing hostile schemas about sexual relationships, 

attempting to regain a sense of power over one’s life, and restoring one’s sense of 
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masculinity [Lisak, 1997; Romano and De Luca, 2000]. Delinquency has also been linked to 

sexual assault perpetration by many researchers [Ageton, 1983; Calhoun et al., 1997; 

Johnson and Knight, 2000]. In some cases, this may be a manifestation of general antisocial 

tendencies [Seto and Barbaree, 1997], whereas in other cases this may be at least partially 

due to norms among delinquent peer groups which encourage viewing sex as a conquest and 

condone violence against women [Ageton, 1983; Johnson and Knight, 2000].

Although Malamuth’s model includes a number of important predictors of sexual assault 

perpetration, there are other situational and proximal predictors that are useful to consider, 

including alcohol and peer norms. Approximately half of all sexual assaults are associated 

with alcohol consumption [Ageton, 1983; Muehlenhard and Linton, 1987; Seto and 

Barbaree, 1997; Tyler et al., 1998; Zawacki et al., 2003]. Men who are heavy drinkers or 

who report having alcohol problems are more likely than other men to have committed 

sexual assault [Abracen et al., 2000; Johnson and Knight, 2000; Merrill et al., 2001; Ullman 

et al., 1999]. When the perpetrator is intoxicated, the cognitive impairments induced by 

alcohol make it easier for him to focus on the short-term benefits of forced sex rather than 

on long-term negative consequences for himself and the victim [Abbey et al., 2004].

Explicit or implicit peer pressure to be sexually active may also encourage some men to 

force sex on unwilling dates [Boeringer et al., 1991; DeKeseredy and Kelly, 1995; Koss and 

Dinero, 1988]. For example, in a longitudinal study of adolescents, Ageton (1983) found 

that involvement with delinquent peers was the only predictor variable that discriminated 

between sexual assault perpetrators and nonperpetrators. In a college study, men who 

reported that members of their peer group perceived women as sexual objects were more 

likely than others to commit sexual assault [Koss and Dinero, 1988]. Most people share their 

friends’ values and want to please them [Fehr, 1996]. Sexual assault perpetrators are 

hypothesized to be particularly sensitive to their friends’ perceptions of their masculinity 

and sexual virility. In one prospective study, adolescent men who were part of peer groups 

that described women in derogatory terms were more likely than other men to later engage 

in dating violence as young adults [Capaldi et al., 2001]. Similarly, men who feel implicit 

pressure to have numerous stories of sexual conquest are likely to feel justified forcing sex 

[DeKeseredy and Kelly, 1995; Kanin, 1985].

Overview of the Study’s Goals and Hypotheses

One important research question that emerges from this literature review concerns the extent 

to which the predictors of sexual assault perpetration in community samples are similar to 

those that have been found in college samples. Based on the literature reviewed above, we 

examined an expanded version of Malamuth’s confluence model [Malamuth et al., 1995, 

1991]. As can be seen in Figure 1, childhood sexual abuse was hypothesized to be related to 

increased adolescent delinquency and alcohol problems, and all three of these variables were 

expected to contribute to sexual assault perpetration directly and indirectly, through their 

effects on other variables in the model. These different problem behaviors tend to co-occur 

[Lansford et al., 2003; Patterson, 1996; Seto and Barbaree, 1997]; thus we have 

hypothesized many links between these predictor variables.
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We selected one variable to assess each of Malamuth’s primary paths. Sexual dominance 

was used to represent the hostility toward women path because its focus on sex as a means 

of exerting power over women is at the core of this concept [Malamuth et al., 1995; Wheeler 

et al., 2002; Zurbriggen, 2000]. Positive attitudes toward casual sexual relationships were 

used to represent the impersonal sex path because its focus on sex as casual pleasure, rather 

than part of a committed relationship, is at the center of this concept [Kanin, 1985; 

Malamuth et al., 1991; Wheeler et al., 2002]. Additionally, peer pressure to engage in sexual 

relations was also hypothesized to be positively related to sexual assault perpetration 

[Capaldi et al., 2001; DeKeseredy and Kelly, 1995; Kanin, 1985; Koss and Dinero, 1988].

In addition to examining factors that put men at risk for committing sexual assault, we also 

considered empathy as a protective factor. Past research suggests that the ability to take the 

perspective of others and sympathize with their personal distress can reduce the impact of 

risk factors that encourage sexual assault perpetration [Covell and Scalora, 2002; Dean and 

Malamuth, 1997; Lisak, 1997; Wheeler et al., 2002]. Empathy is not shown in Figure 1 

because it was treated as a moderator of the relationship between the risk measures and 

sexual assault perpetration. We hypothesized that empathy would moderate the effects of the 

variables most proximal to sexual assault. Men high in empathy were expected to be more 

likely than men low in empathy to commit low levels of sexual assault even if they 

experienced high levels of sexual dominance, positive attitudes about casual sex, and/or peer 

pressure to engage in sex.

Another goal was to add to the limited database on rates of sexual assault perpetration in 

ethnically diverse community samples and the effects of question phrasing and mode of 

interview on responses. One reason that few community studies of sexual assault 

perpetration have been conducted is concern about men’s willingness to admit committing 

potentially prosecutable crimes to a researcher. We used CASI methodology to minimize 

this concern. The questionnaire was programmed into a computer so that participants could 

read the questions to themselves and answer them without being concerned about an 

interviewer seeing or hearing their responses. We are not aware of this methodology being 

used with sexual assault perpetrators, although it has been used in several studies of sexual 

behavior and drug use and has been found to increase reports of potentially embarrassing 

and illegal activities [Lessler et al., 2000; Newman et al., 2002; Turner et al., 1998]. Thus, 

we anticipated that higher rates of sexual assault perpetration would be reported by men in 

this study as compared with men in past survey research.

METHOD

Participants

Interviews were conducted with 166 men. Three men were dropped from the data set 

because they did not answer most of the questions. Thus, the final sample consisted of 163 

men. Fifty-four percent of participants (n = 88) were African American and 46% were 

Caucasian (n = 75). Participants ranged in age from 18 to 49, with a median age of 29. 

Ninety-five percent of participants had completed high school; 16% had completed college. 

The median household income was between $35,000 and $39,999, with 11% of participants 

earning less than $20,000 a year and 12% earning more than $80,000 a year. Participants 

Abbey et al. Page 5

Aggress Behav. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2015 September 30.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



worked in a wide range of occupations, with skilled labor (26%), service work (20%), and 

professional (17%) being the most common. Comparisons of this sample’s characteristics to 

the single male population in the metropolitan Detroit area suggest that it is fairly 

representative in terms of median income, but somewhat better educated (US Census, 2000). 

Individuals who agree to participate in lengthy surveys are typically more educated than the 

population as a whole [Fowler, 1988].

Procedure

Participants were contacted through random digit dialing in the Detroit metropolitan area. 

The largest ethnic groups in the Detroit metropolitan area are African American (26%) and 

Caucasian (70% [US Census, 2000]). Exchanges in communities with large numbers of 

African Americans were over-sampled and only African American and Caucasian 

participants were recruited so that similarities and differences in predictors of perpetration 

could be examined for men from these two ethnic groups. The Center for Urban Studies at 

Wayne State University was responsible for screening and interviewing under the 

supervision of the first and fourth authors. Potential participants were told that the study 

focused on the dating experiences of adults, including both good and bad experiences. The 

topic of sexual assault was not mentioned on the telephone. Potential participants were also 

told that the interview would take approximately 90 min and that they would be paid $50. In 

order to maximize the likelihood that participants would be able to describe recent dating 

experiences, they were required to be between the ages of 18 and 49, to currently be single, 

and to have dated someone of the opposite sex within the past year. Among individuals who 

met all the eligibility criteria, 81.7% agreed to participate in the study.

Interviews were conducted in participants’ homes, local libraries, coffee shops, and at the 

university, based on participants’ preference. The consent form described the scope of the 

study’s questions in more detail than the telephone interviewer had. It specifically noted that 

questions about unwanted sexual activity during childhood and adulthood were included. 

Participants’ right to skip questions for any reason and to stop the interview at any time were 

also noted. To protect participants’ confidentiality, no identifying information was included 

in the computer file and a Certificate of Confidentiality was obtained from the Department 

of Health and Human Services protecting the data from subpoena (questions about child 

abuse perpetration or communicable diseases which must be reported were not included). 

This was also explained in the consent form to enhance participants’ willingness to disclose 

sexual assault perpetration experiences. The consent form included telephone numbers for 

several counseling centers in case participants wanted to talk to someone after completing 

the interview. At the end of the interview, several questions assessed how participants felt at 

that point. On 5-point scales with response options that ranged from not at all (1) to very (5), 

participants’ mean levels of anger (M = 1.46, SD = .84), sadness (M = 1.53, SD = .84), and 

embarrassment (M = 1.42, SD = .83) were very low.

Interviewers were extensively trained in standard interview procedures, obtaining informed 

consent, collecting sensitive information, vocabulary that may be unfamiliar to participants, 

and the use of laptop computers. The interviewers’ primary responsibilities were to explain 

the consent form to participants, familiarize participants with the use of a laptop computer 
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by guiding them through a series of sample questions, and to answer any questions that 

arose during the interview. Male interviewers were used, and participants and interviewers 

were matched on ethnicity. The interviewer encouraged participants to ask questions if they 

were confused at any point during the survey. Interviewers positioned themselves far enough 

away that they could not see the computer screen, but could ensure that the participant was 

working on the questionnaire.

Measures

Sexual assault perpetration—Sexual assault perpetration was measured by a modified 

17-item version of the SES. The SES includes behaviorally specific descriptions of incidents 

that have occurred since the age of 14 [Koss et al., 1987]. The additional seven items were 

included to give more specific examples of some types of incidents than were included in 

the original measure, following suggestions made by other researchers for updating this 

instrument [Koss, personal communication, 2000; Kosson et al., 1997]. Additional verbal 

coercion items included a question about pressure induced through swearing, getting angry, 

or threatening to end the relationship as well as questions about verbally coerced oral and 

anal sex. Additional rape items assessed sexual intercourse when the woman was 

incapacitated and unable to give consent and a final question that specifically used the word 

“rape” [Abbey et al., 1998; Koss and Oros, 1982]. Each question was answered on a 6-point 

scale with options that ranged from never (0) to five or more times (6). The SES has been 

used extensively and exhibits good internal consistency and test–retest reliability. The 

Cronbach coefficient α for the current study was .88.

Childhood sexual abuse—A modified version of Wyatt’s [1985] measure of childhood 

sexual abuse was used to assess victimization before the age of 14. Eleven behaviorally 

specific yes/no questions were asked about experiences ranging from exhibitionism to 

sexual intercourse. Responses were then categorized to place participants in the group 

representing the worst childhood sexual abuse event they had reported (0 = no abuse, 1 = 

abuse without physical contact, 2 = physical contact without penetration, or 3 = attempted/

completed penetration). Cronbach’s coefficient α was .93.

Alcohol problems—Lifetime alcohol problems were assessed with 13 yes/no questions 

that have been used in national studies of alcohol consumption and abuse [Hilton, 1987]. 

The items addressed alcohol abuse and dependence issues such as not being able to stop 

drinking and symptoms of withdrawal. Sample items include “I sometimes kept on drinking 

after I promised myself not to” and “I have needed a drink so badly that I couldn’t think of 

anything else.” Scores could range from zero to 13 and Cronbach’s coefficient α was .88.

Delinquency—Childhood and adolescent delinquency was assessed using a scale based on 

measures developed by Jessor et al. [1968] and Tremblay et al. [1995]. Participants were 

asked to indicate the number of times they had engaged in 14 delinquent behaviors before 

the age of 18. Sample items include getting into fights, stealing from a store, and 

trespassing. Participants responded using a 6-point scale with options ranging from zero 

times (0) to more than five times (6). Cronbach’s coefficient α was .85.
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Sexual dominance—Nelson’s [1979] Sexual Dominance scale has been used by other 

researchers to represent hostility toward women and has shown strong internal consistency 

reliability as well as convergent validity (Malamuth et al., 1995; Wheeler et al., 2002). 

Sample items include “I have sexual relations because I like the feeling that I have someone 

in my grasp” and “I have sexual relations because I like the feeling of having another person 

submit to me.” Responses were made on 4-point Likert-type scales with options that ranged 

from not important at all (1) to very important (4). Cronbach’s α for this eight-item measure 

was .90.

Positive attitudes about casual sexual relationships—Participants’ attitudes 

toward casual sexual relationships were evaluated with four items from a longer measure 

developed by Hendrick and Hendrick [1987]. Sample items include “Sex without love is ok” 

and “I enjoy ‘casual’ sex with different female partners.” Responses were made on 7-point 

Likert scales with options that ranged from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (7). 

Cronbach’s coefficient α was .76.

Peer pressure to engage in sexual relations—The amount of perceived peer 

pressure to have sexual experiences was assessed with two items developed by the research 

team based on past research [Kanin, 1967b, 1985]. Participants were asked about pressure 

from friends to have sex with many different women and to tell stories about sexual 

experiences. These two items were rated on 7-point Likert-type scales with responses 

ranging from not at all (1) to very much (7). Cronbach’s coefficient α was .82.

Empathy—Empathy was measured with the Perspective taking and Empathic concern 

subscales from the Davis Empathy scale [Davis, 1980]. These two subscales were highly 

correlated and combined into a single 14-item measure. Sample items include “When I see 

someone being taken advantage of, I feel kind of protective towards them” and “Other 

people’s misfortunes do not usually disturb me a great deal.” (reversed). Responses were 

made on 5-point Likert-type scales with response options ranging from does not describe me 

well (1) to describes me well (5). Cronbach’s coefficient α was .84.

RESULTS

Self-Reported Rates of Sexual Assault Perpetration

Sixty-four percent of participants reported that they had perpetrated some form of sexual 

assault since the age of 14. Fifteen percent (n = 24) of the sample indicated that forced 

contact was the most serious type of sexual assault they had committed, for 24.5% (n = 40) 

verbally coerced sexual intercourse was the most serious type of sexual assault they had 

committed, and for 24.5% (n = 40) attempted or completed rape was the most serious type 

of sexual assault they had committed. Sixty percent (n = 62) of the men who reported that 

they committed sexual assault also acknowledged that they had committed more than one 

(mdn = 3). There were no significant differences in the percent of men who committed 

forced sexual contact, verbal coercion, or rape based on ethnicity, χ2 (3, N = 163) = 3.91, P 

= .27.
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For the primary data analyses described below, we calculated the total number of sexual 

assaults that participants reported committing. Responses ranged from 0 to 80. The 

distribution was skewed and kurtoic; thus it was transformed using a base 10 log 

transformation [Tabachnick and Fidell, 2001]. Although the severity of the worst sexual 

assault committed measure described above has intuitive appeal, the limited range of 

response categories makes it less optimal for path analyses than the total number of assaults 

measure [Tabachnick and Fidell, 2001]. Additionally, severity of worst sexual assault 

committed and total number of sexual assaults committed were strongly, positively 

correlated, r = .76, P<.001.

Bivariate Analyses

Table I provides the correlations between the variables included in the path analyses, as well 

as their means and standard deviations. As can be seen from the table, all of the potential 

predictor variables were significantly correlated with the number of sexual assaults that 

participants had perpetrated. Many of the predictor variables were moderately correlated 

with each other. The strongest relationships were between sexual dominance and 

delinquency and sexual dominance and alcohol problems. The pattern of correlations was 

highly similar for African American and Caucasian men. The only significant difference 

between correlations was for the relationship between empathy and delinquency. The 

correlation between these variables was −.41 for Caucasian men and .05 for African 

American men (t = 3.03, P<.01). Given the many similarities, ethnic differences were not 

pursued in the path analyses.

Examination of Conceptual Model through Path Analyses

The model presented in Figure 1 was examined through path analysis. Although path 

analysis can be conducted through a series of regression analyses, we used Lisrel 8.30 

[Joreskog and Sorbom, 1999] because it provides fit indices that can be used to evaluate the 

model. Maximum likelihood estimation was used because it performs well with smaller 

samples [Hoyle, 1995] and moderately nonnormal data [Bollen, 1989]. The fit of the model 

was examined using a variety of standard measures including χ2, root mean square error of 

approximation (RMSEA), nonnormed fit index (NNFI), comparative fit index (CFI), and 

normed fit index (NFI) [Bentler, 1990; Bentler and Bonett, 1980; Bollen, 1989; Browne and 

Cudeck, 1993]. Typically NFI, NNFI and CFI values greater than .90 and RMSEA values in 

the range of .00–.08 are interpreted as good fit.

The conceptual model did not fit the data particularly well, χ2(4, N = 163) = 12.62, P<.01, 

RMSEA = .115, NFI = .902, NNFI = .586, CFI = .921. Several of the proposed paths were 

nonsignificant and modification indices suggested several paths that were not originally 

considered. Modification indices suggested that paths between sexual dominance and casual 

sexual relationships and between sexual dominance and peer pressure to engage in sex 

would improve the model’s fit. Figure 2 presents the revised model. Like Figure 1, the 

revised model includes a set of more distal predictors and a set of more proximal predictors, 

allowing for the effects of childhood sexual abuse, alcohol problems, and delinquency to be 

mediated by other variables. The major difference between the two models is in the 

placement and role of sexual dominance. We had predicted that sexual dominance was one 
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of three proximal variables that were directly related to sexual assault perpetration. Instead, 

sexual dominance only had indirect effects on sexual assault perpetration that were mediated 

through its links to attitudes about casual sexual relationships and peer pressure to engage in 

sex.

Furthermore, each of the more distal variables was predicted to have direct effects on several 

other variables in the model, including sexual assault perpetration. Instead, with just one 

exception, they were all significantly related only to sexual dominance. Thus, as can be seen 

in Figure 2, sexual dominance serves as a linchpin, with most of the effects of childhood 

sexual abuse, alcohol problems, and delinquency being funneled through it. The one 

exception is that alcohol problems also had a significant direct effect on the number of 

sexual assaults perpetrated. The model presented in Figure 2 fit the data reasonably well, 

χ2(10, N = 163) = 13.02, P>.22, RMSEA = .043, NFI = .890, NNFI = .930, CFI = .970. 

Although only alcohol problems, attitudes about casual sexual relationships, and peer 

pressure to engage in sex were directly linked to the number of sexual assaults perpetrated, 

the other variables in the model had low to moderate indirect effects. The total amount of 

variance explained in the number of sexual assaults committed was 14.1%.

Examination of Buffering Effects of Empathy Through Hierarchical Multiple Regression 
Analyses

Path analysis is not well suited to examining interaction effects, particularly with small 

samples and limited degrees of freedom; thus hierarchical regression analyses were 

conducted to examine the hypothesis that empathy buffered the effects of other variables on 

sexual assault perpetration [Aiken and West, 1991]. In preliminary hierarchical regression 

analyses, ethnicity did not have significant main or interaction effects; thus it was eliminated 

from the analyses. Three parallel sets of analyses were conducted. The first step included the 

main effects of empathy and either sexual dominance, casual attitudes toward sex, or peer 

pressure on sexual assault perpetration. The second step added the centered interaction term. 

The interaction term was significant only in the regression that included sexual dominance, 

F(3,159) = 11.60, P<.001, explaining 2.9% additional variance. Figure 3 graphically depicts 

this finding. Men with high levels of empathy committed relatively low levels of sexual 

assault, regardless of their level of sexual dominance (slope not significantly different from 

zero, t = .47, P>.64). In contrast, men with low levels of empathy committed increasing 

numbers of sexual assaults as their level of sexual dominance increased (t = 4.06, P<.001). 

Men with moderate levels of empathy fell between the other two groups, with a more 

gradual rate of increase than men low in empathy (t = 3.16, P<.01).

DISCUSSION

Self-Reported Rates of Sexual Assault Perpetration

African American and Caucasian men in this community sample acknowledged committing 

acts of verbally and physically forced sex at extremely high rates. Almost a quarter of the 

sample had committed an act since the age of 14 that seemed to meet standard legal 

definitions of attempted or completed rape. An additional 39% had verbally coerced 

intercourse or forced nonpenetrative sexual activities on women. Self-reported perpetration 
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rates were comparable for African American and Caucasian men recruited through random 

digit dialing in a large metropolitan area. As noted in the introduction, depending on the 

questions asked and sample used, past college and community studies have found rates of 

rape ranging from about 7% to 15% and rates of other types of sexual assault ranging from 

about 16% to 61%. This broad range of past sexual assault perpetration prevalence estimates 

demonstrates that the questions asked and samples selected have a large impact on the 

prevalence rates obtained. Although there have been debates in the literature regarding how 

to label some of these acts [Koss, 1993], men who said yes to one of these questions 

acknowledged that they used some type of verbal or physical pressure to obtain some type of 

sex from an unwilling woman. Regardless of whether all these acts would constitute 

criminal behavior in most jurisdictions, they all reflect a callous disregard of women and 

willingness to treat them as sexual objects.

There are several possible explanations for the high rates of sexual assault perpetration 

reported in this study. Following the advice of the original author of the SES and others 

[Koss, personal communication, 2000; Kosson et al., 1997], we updated the measure, adding 

several items that specifically referred to having sex with a woman when she was unable to 

give consent, using implicit threats to obtain sex, and verbally coercing anal and oral sex. 

Reformulating perpetration groups using only the original SES items produced a prevalence 

rate of 20% rapists (as compared with 24.5% with the revised measure), 12% verbal 

coercers (as compared with 24.5% with the revised measure), and 26% forced contacters (as 

compared with 15% with the revised measure). Thus, the additional items identified some 

rapists not identified with the original measure and moved some men from the contact to 

verbal coercion group. The questions we added that asked about the woman being unable to 

consent, about verbally coerced sex acts, and about verbally coerced intercourse through 

implicit pressure identified perpetrators who had not said yes to any of the items in the 

original SES. These additional questions may have reminded some men of acts that they did 

not recall when reading the other questions. The alcohol item in the original SES focuses on 

the man intentionally getting the woman drunk, whereas our added item includes situations 

in which a man takes advantage of a woman who is incapacitated and unable to consent. 

Although laws vary across jurisdictions and a few require that the intoxicant was 

administered without the consent of the victim, rape definitions typically include having sex 

with someone unable to give consent regardless of whether impairment due to intoxication 

was voluntary [Kramer, 1994]. Only a few men labeled what they did as rape (n = 5) and all 

of these men had said yes to one of the questions that asked about using physical force to 

obtain intercourse or sex acts. Thus, asking men specifically about rape does not identify 

additional perpetrators. This corresponds to past research with victims and perpetrators, 

which indicates that few label these events as rape, perhaps because they do not fit the 

prototypic rape involving a sudden physical attack by a stranger [Falk, 1998; Layman et al., 

1996].

Even the 20% rape rate found using the original SES items is higher than that found in other 

community and college studies, which also often modify the SES by adding items. Thus, it 

is likely that the CASI methodology made men more comfortable acknowledging past 

perpetrations. Turner et al. [1998] randomly assigned adolescent men to answer questions 
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about sexual behavior and drug use with a CASI interview or a self-administered paper and 

pencil questionnaire. For most behaviors, the interviewing mode did not matter. However, 

for the most socially disapproved of behaviors, which included having sex with men and 

injection drug use, reported prevalence rates were much higher among the CASI group. This 

finding suggests that men were more comfortable acknowledging past sexual assault 

perpetration in this study than in past sexual assault research with college and community 

samples that used self-administered questionnaires. Research is needed that randomly 

assigns men to different forms of questionnaire administration and to different versions of 

the sexual assault measure in order to systematically address questions about what survey 

methodology enhancements will maximize men’s reports of past sexual assault perpetration.

Cross-Sectional Predictors of Sexual Assault Perpetration

Overall, this study’s findings replicate and extend past research using the confluence model 

and demonstrate that there are similarities in the predictors of sexual assault perpetration in 

community and college samples. Surprisingly, in multivariate analyses only alcohol 

problems, attitudes about casual sex, and peer pressure were directly related to the number 

of sexual assaults committed. The more alcohol problems these men experienced, the more 

positively they felt about engaging in casual sexual relationships with women, and the more 

they felt pressured by their friends to have sex with many different women, the more sexual 

assaults they reported having perpetrated. Childhood sexual abuse, alcohol problems, and 

delinquency were all positively related to sexual dominance, which in turn was positively 

related to attitudes about casual sex and peer pressure. Although these findings were cross-

sectional, they suggest a chain of events in which men who experience childhood sexual 

abuse learn to view sex as a venue for gaining and displaying power over others. Heavy 

drinking problems and engaging in adolescent delinquency also encourage viewing sex as a 

source of power rather than emotional intimacy. This focus on sexual dominance encourages 

having multiple casual relationships and being comfortable using verbal and physical 

strategies to force sex on unwilling dating partners.

The primary difference between these findings and those of Malamuth and colleagues is in 

the relative role played by the two paths. In Malamuth and colleagues’ empirical tests of the 

confluence model [Malamuth et al., 1995, 1991], the hostile masculinity and impersonal sex 

paths both had direct effects on sexual assault perpetration, although in one study the effects 

of hostile masculinity were partially mediated by impersonal sex [Malamuth et al., 1995]. 

There are several possible explanations for these differences. In the study reported in this 

paper, hostile masculinity and impersonal sex were each assessed with one measure. 

Although these were multi-item scales with good internal consistency and reliability, other 

studies have included multiple indicators [Johnson and Knight, 2000; Malamuth et al., 1991; 

Wheeler et al., 2002] and it is possible that including a broader range of measures with a 

larger sample would have produced a somewhat different pattern of relationships. 

Additionally, most past research was conducted with college samples [Malamuth et al., 

1991; Wheeler et al., 2002], and it is possible that sexual dominance plays a unique role in 

the sexual assaults of men in community samples. For heterosexual men who remain single 

into mid-adulthood, their desire to maintain dominance in sexual relationships may be a 

pivotal factor in their decision to use forced sex.
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Strengths and Limitations

This study has several strengths and limitations. Although random digit dialing was used to 

generate the sample, the goal was not to obtain a completely representative sample of this 

large metropolitan area. Participants were African American and Caucasian adult men 

between the ages of 18 and 49 who were currently unmarried and had dated a woman in the 

previous year. This sampling strategy created a sample that is in many ways comparable to 

that used in college studies of sexual assault perpetration, although participants were 

somewhat older and employed. Most sexual assaults occur among individuals who know 

each other, often in a dating relationship; thus the sampling strategy allowed the most 

common types of sexual assault to be examined [Koss et al., 1987; Tjaden and Thoennes, 

1998]. The parameters of marital sexual assault are likely to be very different from other 

types of sexual assault due to the long-term nature of the relationship [Tjaden and Thoennes, 

2000]; thus it is important to also conduct sexual assault research among married and 

cohabitating couples. The pattern of relationships between the predictors and sexual assault 

did not significantly differ for African American and Caucasian men, suggesting that the 

etiology of sexual assault is similar across ethnic groups. Few studies have included 

adequate numbers of ethnic minority group members to conduct subgroup analyses, and 

more research is needed to confirm this study’s findings.

Time constraints precluded the possibility of including every variable that has been 

considered as a predictor of sexual assault perpetration. Measures from the domains of 

individual difference characteristics, attitudes, and past experiences were included; however, 

some important concepts such as psychopathy, the experience of physical abuse in 

childhood, arousal to deviant stimuli, and the capacity for intimacy were not assessed in this 

study. The moderate amount of variance explained in perpetration supports the need to 

include additional predictors in future studies.

The study’s cross-sectional design does not allow causality to be established. Longitudinal 

studies are needed to determine the temporal ordering of these concepts. For example, 

Covell and Scalora [2002] suggest that the relationship between low empathy and sexual 

assault perpetration begins with poor parental attachment and abuse in childhood, which 

contribute to the development of poor interpersonal skills and impulse control. Although the 

pattern of results found in this study supports this hypothesis, it needs to be examined in 

prospective research that follows children into adulthood. Longitudinal studies would also 

allow examination of the trajectories of adolescents who commit forced contact or verbal 

coercion to determine if they escalate into more severe forms of sexual violence, and if so, 

what variables predict this escalation. Because nonassaulters were included in all analyses, 

the role of alcohol within the assault could not be addressed in this paper. The measure of 

drinking problems used here may be a proxy for heavy drinking at the time of the sexual 

assault. In a recent study that focused on 113 college men who acknowledged committing 

sexual assault, the quantity of alcohol they consumed during the assault was linearly related 

to their aggressiveness and curvilinearly related to the severity of the assault (Abbey et al., 

2003). Although at moderate doses alcohol tends to increase aggressive behavior, at 

extremely high doses, cognitive and motor impairments are likely to reduce aggressive 

behavior [Giancola, 2002].

Abbey et al. Page 13

Aggress Behav. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2015 September 30.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



Implications

These findings suggest that treatment programs need to focus on perpetrators’ inability to 

establish close, caring relationships with women, their perceptions of sex as a domain in 

which they can exert power over women, their heavy alcohol consumption, and their 

friendships with other men that encourage these behaviors. The central, mediating role of 

sexual dominance highlights the importance of men’s beliefs about women and sexual 

relationships. Polaschek and Ward [2002] delineated five implicit theories about women that 

contribute to sexual assault perpetration: women are inherently different from men and 

unknowable, women exist to meet men’s sexual needs, men’s sex drive is uncontrollable, 

men are entitled to have their sexual needs met, and others cannot be trusted. They argued 

that more attention needs to be directed toward understanding perpetrators’ specific 

cognitive distortions if interventions are to be successful.

It is important to note that empathy reduced the likelihood of sexual assault among men who 

were extremely sexually dominant. This is similar to Dean and Malamuth’s [1997] finding 

that men who were high in nurturance were as likely as other men to fantasize about 

committing sexual assault, but were less likely to actually do so. Although interventions 

aimed at increasing perpetrators’ empathic skills have shown mixed success [Covell and 

Scalora, 2002; Geer et al., 2000; Schewe and O’Donohue, 1996], empathy is 

multidimensional, and here too it may be important that programs are tailored to 

perpetrators’ specific deficits.

The very high rates of self-reported perpetration in this community sample demonstrate the 

need for novel approaches to punishment. Koss et al. [2003] describe a restorative justice 

program that was developed in collaboration with the Pima County prosecutor’s office. In 

cases that involve a first offense against a date or acquaintance, the focus is on rehabilitation 

rather than prosecution. In a community conference that includes the victim, the offender, 

and a mediator, the perpetrator is asked to apologize and make appropriate reparations. In 

exchange, there is no criminal record of the offense. Programs such as this, which provide 

the perpetrator with the opportunity to reflect on how his actions hurt the woman, have the 

potential to deter future sexual assaults. Abbey and McAuslan [2004] found that college 

sexual assault perpetrators who expressed remorse during the initial assessment were less 

likely to commit additional sexual assaults during the 1-year follow-up interval.

Most perpetrators are never identified; thus general education and primary prevention 

programs are needed for young men. There are few prevention programs outside of college 

campuses. These findings suggest that sexual assault prevention programs need to be offered 

in community locations such as YMCAs, health clubs, community centers, and other places 

where young, single men congregate. Given the direct and indirect effects of alcohol 

problems on sexual assault perpetration, it is particularly important to intervene with heavy 

drinkers. Educational programs are also needed for boys beginning in elementary or middle 

school that model appropriate behavior and attitudes regarding relationships with women 

and sexual intimacy. It is important that schools create social climates in which derogation 

of girls and women is not accepted. In their recent meta-analysis of research linking hostile 

gender role beliefs and sexual dominance with sexual assault perpetration, Murnen et al. 

[2002] observed that Burt’s [1980] comments which stimulated much of this research are 
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still true, “Only by promoting the idea of sex as a mutually undertaken, freely chosen, fully 

conscious interaction, is contradistinction to the too often held view that it is a battlefield in 

which each side tries to exploit the other” (p 229). Approximately 40 years after passage of 

the Civil Rights Act that prohibited discrimination against women, American social norms 

still encourage a sexual double standard and condone men’s aggression against women.
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Fig. 1. 
Conceptual model.
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Fig. 2. 
Final model. Note that loadings are standardized. All significant paths are shown at the P<.

05 level.
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Fig. 3. 
Buffering effects of empathy on the relationship between sexual dominance and number of 

sexual assaults perpetrated.
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