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Abstract

Little is known about the attributes of men who sexually assault drinking women as compared to 

men who sexually assault sober women and nonperpetrators. Findings from a cross-sectional 

survey of 548 men and a laboratory computer-simulated date completed by a subset (n = 87) 

support the hypothesis that both groups of perpetrators would share some common risk factors and 

differ regarding alcohol beliefs and consumption. Men who had previously assaulted a drinking 

woman gave their simulated date more alcohol to drink and perceived her as being more 

disinhibited. These findings demonstrate the power of alcohol expectancies and stereotypes about 

drinking women.
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Approximately one-quarter to one-half of young adults report that they consumed alcohol 

prior to their most recent sexual episode (Cooper, 2006; Desiderato & Crawford, 1995; 

MacNair-Semands & Simono, 1996; Patrick & Maggs, 2009). Many people believe that 

alcohol increases sexual arousal and enhances sexual performance; thus, they often 

intentionally drink before potential sexual encounters (Abbey, McAuslan, Ross, & Zawacki, 

1999; Cooper, 2002). Unfortunately, alcohol consumption is associated with nonconsensual 

as well as consensual sex (Abbey, Wegner, Woerner, Pegram, & Pierce, 2014; Claxton, 

DeLuca, & van Dulmen, 2015; Cooper, 2002). Numerous studies have found that both 

perpetrators and victims report consuming alcohol in about half of all sexual assaults; 

furthermore, if one is drinking, then usually both are drinking (Abbey et al., 2014; Testa, 

2002; Zawacki, Abbey, Buck, McAuslan, & Clinton-Sherrod, 2003). Although many studies 

have examined risk factors for perpetrating sexual aggression (Abbey, Jacques-Tiura, & 

LeBreton, 2011; Davis, Schraufnagel, George, & Norris, 2008; DeGue & DiLillo, 2004; 

White & Smith, 2004), most studies do not evaluate if risk factors differ based on the 
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victim’s alcohol consumption. Thus, the goal of this study was to examine similarities and 

differences in risk factors found for men who sexually assault drinking women as compared 

to men who sexually assault sober women and nonperpetrators. The following sections 

briefly summarize relevant research and describe our hypotheses.

Expectancy Effects of Alcohol

Beliefs about the effects of alcohol influence people’s perceptions and behavior, and, 

potentially, increase the propensity for sexual aggression (Abbey, 2002; 2011). Expectancies 

about alcohol’s effects on behavior can produce a confirmation bias (Snyder & Stukas, 

1999). For example, men who anticipate that alcohol will enhance their sex drive are likely 

to behave consistently with this expectation when they are drinking, and may be motivated 

to drink when they want to engage in sexual activity (Abbey et al., 1999; Dermen & Cooper, 

1994). In addition, men’s beliefs about drinking women (e.g., women who drink alcohol are 

sexually loose) may shape the way they perceive interactions with women who are drinking, 

such that they seek out information that confirms their beliefs and minimize information that 

contradicts them (Abbey, 2002; 2017). When men assume that a drinking woman is looking 

to have sex with someone, they are at increased risk of misperceiving friendly cues as signs 

of sexual interest (Abbey, McAuslan, & Ross, 1998). Consistent with this line of reasoning, 

multiple vignette studies have found that participants assume that a drinking woman is more 

interested in having sex with her male companion than is a nondrinking woman (Abbey & 

Harnish, 1995; George, Cue, Lopez, Crowe, & Norris, 1995; Norris & Cubbins, 1992).

Alcohol as a Risk Factor for Sexual Assault Perpetration

Numerous studies have demonstrated that sexually aggressive men differ from nonsexually 

aggressive men on many alcohol-related behaviors and beliefs. Sexual assault perpetrators 

have stronger sexuality-related alcohol expectancies than do nonperpetrators (Abbey, 

McAuslan, Zawacki, Clinton, & Buck, 2001; Tuliao & McChargue, 2014; Wilson, Calhoun, 

& McNair, 2002). Sexual assault perpetrators also consume more alcohol, overall and in 

sexual situations; engage in more heavy episodic drinking; and have more alcohol-related 

problems (for reviews see Abbey, 2002; Abbey et al., 2014; Testa, 2002). In a recent study of 

male college students, frequency of party and bar attendance were significantly associated 

with sexual aggression, even after controlling for heavy episodic drinking and other 

attitudinal and personality risk factors for perpetration (Testa & Cleveland, 2017). The 

authors explained these findings in the context of the strong expectancies that college 

students have that they can find sex partners at bars and parties. Consequently, simply being 

in a specific drinking setting that promotes the idea of sexuality, may activate sexual 

expectancies; and then actual consumption may make these expectancies even more salient 

(LaBrie, Grant, & Hummer, 2011).

Other Common Risk Factors for Sexual Assault Perpetration

Over the past several decades, researchers have established that sexual assault perpetrators 

differ from nonperpetrators on multiple personality, attitudinal, and experiential factors (see 

Tharp et al., 2012 for a review). As compared to nonperpetrators, perpetrators tend to score 
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higher on measures of personality traits associated with psychopathy including callous 

affect, interpersonal manipulation, narcissism, and impulsivity (Abbey & Jacques-Tiura, 

2011; Kingree & Thompson, 2015; Kosson, Kelly, & White, 1997). Perpetrators also are 

more likely than nonperpetrators to endorse gender-related beliefs that justify forced sex 

including hostility toward women, rape myths, and sexual dominance (Abbey, Parkhill, 

BeShears, Clinton-Sherrod, & Zawacki, 2006; Loh, Gidycz, Lobo, & Luthra, 2005; 

Malamuth, Sockloskie, Koss, & Tanaka, 1991). In addition, perpetrators often prefer casual, 

uncommitted sex, as evidenced by perpetrators’ higher number of sex partners, one-night 

stands, and stronger positive attitudes about casual sex as compared to nonperpetrators 

(Abbey et al., 2011; DeGue & DiLillo, 2004; Kanin, 1967; Malamuth et al., 1991).

Characteristics of Men Who Sexually Assault Drinking Women

Little is known about the characteristics of men who sexually assault drinking women as 

compared to men who sexually assault sober women. We are aware of two credible 

hypotheses. The first hypothesis expressed in the literature is that men who sexually assault 

drinking women are men who tend to consume alcohol in many different types of social 

situations, including potential sexual situations. Thus, these men are not specifically 

targeting drinking women; instead, they tend to socialize with women when they are both 

consuming alcohol. This hypothesis is supported by the findings from Zawacki et al.’s 

(2003) cross-sectional comparison of male college students divided into three mutually 

exclusive groups: (1) men who perpetrated sexual assault when either they or the victim was 

drinking alcohol, (2) men who perpetrated sexual assault when neither was drinking alcohol, 

and (3) men who did not perpetrate sexual assault. Zawacki et al. found that both alcohol-

involved and non alcohol-involved perpetrators had higher scores on aggressiveness, 

delinquency, sexual dominance, positive attitudes about casual sex, and misperception of 

women’s friendliness as sexual interest as compared to nonperpetrators. However, the two 

groups of perpetrators differed on alcohol-related risk factors. As compared to 

nonperpetrators and non alcohol-involved perpetrators, alcohol-involved perpetrators more 

strongly believed that women drank as a cue that they wanted to have sex, had stronger 

alcohol expectancies, were more impulsive, and drank more in sexual situations. These 

findings support the argument that a common core of risk factors is shared by perpetrators, 

regardless of whether alcohol was consumed during the incident. Kingree and Thompson 

(2015) conducted a conceptually similar study which divided male college students into the 

same three groups; however, they examined a somewhat different set of risk factors. In the 

bivariate analyses, impulsivity, rape myths, and hostility toward women distinguished both 

groups of perpetrators from nonperpetrators; heavy episodic drinking, anger, and peer 

influence uniquely distinguished alcohol-involved perpetrators from nonperpetrators.

The second hypothesis expressed in the literature is that men who sexually assault drinking 

women intentionally target intoxicated women because they expect them to be easier to 

control and exploit (Cleveland, Koss, & Lyons, 1999; Kanin, 1985; Warkentin & Gidycz, 

2007). This hypothesis suggests that these perpetrators would have more extreme scores than 

men who sexually assault sober women on some risk factors, particularly psychopathy-

related personality traits that reflect a willingness to harm others without concern or remorse 

(Kosson et al., 1997; Munoz, Khan, & Cordwell, 2011). We are not aware of a study that 
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directly tested this hypothesis, although we are aware of several studies that compared 

perpetrators who used the victim’s incapacitation as their primary tactic to perpetrators who 

used other tactics and nonperpetrators (Abbey & Jacques-Tiura, 2011; Tyler, Hoyt, & 

Whitbeck, 1998; Zinzow & Thompson, 2015). For example, Abbey and Jacques-Tiura 

(2011) divided a cross-sectional sample of male community residents into three mutually-

exclusive groups: (1) men who perpetrated sexual assault using the victim’s impairment as 

their primary tactic (e.g., she was passed out or too incapacitated to give consent), (2) men 

who perpetrated sexual assault using verbal coercion as their primary tactic, and (3) men 

who did not perpetrate sexual assault. For several risk factors, they found that 

nonperpetrators had the lowest scores, perpetrators who used the victim’s impairment had 

the highest scores, and perpetrators who used verbal coercion had scores that fell in between, 

with each group’s scores significantly different from the others. This pattern occurred for 

personality traits related to psychopathy, antisocial behavior, hostility toward women, 

stereotypic attitudes about women, and drinking problems. For other risk factors, including 

positive attitudes about casual sex and number of sex partners, both groups of perpetrators 

had significantly higher scores than nonperpetrators. It is also noteworthy that perpetrators 

who used impairment tactics reported that they and the victim consumed significantly more 

alcohol during the incident (an average of 6.8 for her and 7.2 for him) than did perpetrators 

who used verbal coercion (an average of 1.6 for her and 2.1 for him) and nonperpetrators on 

their worst date (an average of 1.9 for her and 2.1 for him). These findings support the 

argument that perpetrators who use the victim’s impairment to obtain sex may have a more 

extreme risk profile than perpetrators who use coercion tactics; however, the fact that they 

were also drinking heavily does not support the premise that they remain sober to retain 

control of a carefully planned situation (Kanin, 1985; Lyndon, White, & Kadlec, 2007).

Overview of Goals and Hypotheses

Goal 1.

Although alcohol is a well-established risk factor for sexual aggression, little is known about 

the attributes of men who sexually assault drinking women as compared to men who 

sexually assault sober women. Thus, based on participants’ self-reports, we classified them 

as: (1) perpetrators with drinking victims, (2) perpetrators with sober victims, and (3) 

nonperpetrators. Consistent with previous research reviewed above which identified risk 

factors for sexual aggression, we hypothesized that compared to nonperpetrators, both types 

of perpetrators would report greater psychopathy-related personality traits, sexual 

dominance motivation, and casual sexual behavior and attitudes.

Hypotheses about what distinguishes perpetrators who sexually assault women who are 

drinking alcohol from perpetrators who sexually assault sober women, as well as from 

nonperpetrators, were primarily based on Zawacki et al.’s (2003) findings. Although our 

focus was on the woman’s drinking, most past research finds that perpetrators and victims’ 

alcohol consumption in the incident are strongly positively correlated (Abbey, Clinton-

Sherrod, McAuslan, Zawacki, & Buck, 2003; Ullman, Karabatsos, & Koss, 1999; Zawacki 

et al., 2003); consequently, it is likely that many perpetrators with drinking victims were also 

drinking alcohol. Thus, we hypothesized that perpetrators who sexually assault women who 
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are drinking alcohol would differ from perpetrators who sexually assault sober women and 

nonperpetrators by having stronger sex-related alcohol expectancies, stronger stereotypes 

about drinking women, more frequent misperception of women’s sexual intent, and more 

alcohol consumption in sexual situations. Although some of these men might be strategically 

targeting intoxicated women; given the high rates of alcohol consumption reported by young 

adults in potential sexual situations, our expectation was that the woman’s drinking was 

often simply a byproduct of the fact that they were spending time at a party or bar (Cowley, 

2014). Thus, we did not anticipate that men who sexually assaulted drinking women would 

have more extreme scores on psychopathy-related personality traits as compared to men who 

sexually assaulted sober women.

Goal 2.

A subset of participants completed a laboratory session in which they went on a series of 

dates with a female agent in an interactive, two-dimensional virtual reality simulation. Thus, 

a secondary goal of this study was to determine if nonperpetrators, perpetrators with sober 

victims, and perpetrators with drinking victims differed in their interactions with and 

perceptions of the female agent. We expected that both groups of perpetrators would choose 

to engage in more sexual activities and be more persistent after refusals. Consistent with 

their past behavior, we hypothesized that men with a history of sexually assaulting drinking 

women would give themselves and the woman more alcohol to drink in the simulation as 

compared to nonperpetrators and perpetrators with sober victims. Further, in line with 

alcohol expectancy theories, we also hypothesized that men with a history of sexually 

assaulting drinking women would be more likely to perceive that the woman was intoxicated 

and believe that alcohol had a disinhibiting effect on her behavior as compared to 

nonperpetrators and perpetrators with sober victims.

METHOD: ONLINE SURVEY

Participants

Participants were men who completed an online survey of dating decisions and behavior. 

Inclusion criteria required participants to be between the ages of 18 and 29, to be single, and 

to have dated a woman within the past two years. Participants were 22.37 years old (SD = 

2.90), on average, at the time of the study. Self-reported ethnicity for the 556 men who 

completed the full survey was 54% Caucasian, 16% Asian, 10% Middle Eastern, 8% African 

American, 7% multiracial, 3% Hispanic, and 2% some other ethnicity.

Procedure

IRB approval was obtained for all the study’s procedures. Participants were recruited 

through multiple strategies: advertisements were posted on local online websites, such as 

Craigslist; the study was posted on the university’s psychology research pool; e-mails were 

sent to the university’s Registrar’s list of students; and flyers were posted in the nearby area 

in campus buildings as well as local businesses and restaurants. Participants who met the 

eligibility criteria described above completed an online survey which assessed study 

variables. Participants took approximately 30 min to complete the survey, and received extra 
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credit for an eligible psychology course or were entered in a lottery to win a $100 Amazon 

gift card.

Measures

Sexual aggression.—Participants’ history of sexual aggression since age 14 was assessed 

using a modified 16-item version of the Sexual Experiences Survey (SES; Abbey et al., 

2006; 2011; Koss et al., 2007; Koss, Gidycz, & Wisniewski, 1987). The SES has been used 

extensively to measure the use of sexually aggressive tactics (e.g., verbal pressure, victim’s 

impairment or incapacitation, and physical force) to obtain unwanted sexual activity, ranging 

from forced contact to completed rape. Participants indicated how often they engaged in 

various sexual activities with a woman “when she didn’t want to” through the use of various 

tactics. Response options ranged from 0 (never) to 5 (five or more times). The SES 

demonstrated good internal consistency reliability in the current study (α = .88).

For each reported act, participants answered several follow-up questions, including the 

amount of alcohol they consumed and the amount the woman consumed. Responses to each 

of these questions were made on a 5-point scale with the response options: none, 1 or 2 
drinks, 3 or 4 drinks, 5 or 6 drinks, or 7 or more drinks. Because some participants 

committed multiple acts of sexual aggression, they were coded as perpetrators who assaulted 

a woman who consumed alcohol if they reported that the victim consumed any amount of 

alcohol during any acts they reported. Participants were coded as perpetrators who assaulted 

a sober woman if they reported no alcohol consumption by the victim in all reported acts of 

sexual aggression.

Positive attitudes about casual sex.—Positive attitudes about casual sex were 

assessed using the 7-item Brief Sexual Attitudes Scale (Hendrick, Hendrick, & Reich, 

2006). Participants were asked to indicate how much they agreed with the items on a scale 

ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Sample items include: “Casual sex 

is acceptable,” and “It is okay to have ongoing sexual relationships with more than one 

person at a time.” Cronbach’s alpha in the current study was .88.

Number of one-night stands.—Participants were asked to report the number of 

different women with whom they had consensual intercourse on just one occasion. A square 

root transformation was conducted because the variable was positively skewed (Tabachnick 

& Fidell, 2007).

Misperception of sexual intent.—Participants completed a four-item measure that 

asked about their misperception of women’s sexual intent in different types of relationships. 

This measure has been used in past research and demonstrated good internal consistency 

reliability (Abbey et al., 2011). Specifically, participants were asked how many times they 

had misperceived a woman’s friendliness as a sexual come-on. Participants were also asked 

how many times they had misperceived an acquaintance, friend, and someone with whom 

they were dating or romantically involved. Coded responses ranged from 0 to 5 or more 

times.
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Sex-related alcohol expectancies.—The 5-item Sex Drive subscale of the Alcohol 

Expectancies Regarding Sex, Aggression, and Sexual Vulnerability Questionnaire (Abbey et 

al., 1999) was used to assess participants’ beliefs that alcohol enhances their sex drive. 

Participants were asked to indicate the extent to which they would feel sexually aroused, 

have a strong sex drive, be likely to initiate sex, want to have sex, and become sexually 

excited if they were under the influence of alcohol. Response options ranged from 1 (not at 
all) to 5 (very much). Cronbach’s alpha in this study was .93.

Drinking in sexual situations.—Participants were asked to report how often they had 

consumed alcohol during consensual sexual situations. Response options ranged from 0 

(never) to 6 (nearly every time or every time; Abbey et al., 1998).

Stereotypes about drinking women that justify forced sex.—This construct was 

assessed using the 5-item Stereotypes about Drinking Women Scale (Jacques-Tiura, Abbey, 

Parkhill, & Zawacki, 2007). Participants were asked to indicate the extent to which they 

agreed with the statements on a scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly 
agree). Sample items include: “If a woman gets really drunk at a party, she is looking to be 

taken advantage of sexually,” and “If a woman has a few drinks with a date, he should take 

this as a sign of her interest in having sex.” This scale had a Cronbach’s alpha of .91 in the 

current study.

Sexual dominance.—This construct was assessed using Nelson’s (1979) 8-item Sexual 

Dominance Scale. Participants were instructed to read a list of sexual dominance motives for 

having sex and indicate how important each reason is on a scale ranging from 1 (not at all 
important) to 4 (very important). Sample items include: “It makes me feel masterful,” and “I 

like the feeling of having another person submit to me.” This measure demonstrated good 

internal consistency reliability in the current study (α = .84) and in past research (Abbey et 

al., 2006; 2011; Wheeler, George, & Dahl, 2002).

Psychopathy-related traits.—To assess psychopathy-related personality traits, the 10-

item Callous Affect and 10-item Interpersonal Manipulation subscales of the Hare Self-

Report Psychopathy Scale were used (Williams, Paulhus, & Hare, 2007). Participants were 

instructed to indicate the extent to which they agreed with the items on a scale ranging from 

1 (disagree strongly) to 5 (agree strongly). Sample items include: “I’m not afraid to step on 

others to get what I want.” and “I find it easy to manipulate people.” This measure 

demonstrated good internal consistency reliability in the current study (α = .81).

RESULTS: ONLINE SURVEY

Descriptive Information

After reviewing the data, 146 of the 718 records were omitted because these individuals did 

not complete the full questionnaire (e.g., skipped at least 20% of the questions). An 

additional 16 individuals were omitted because of long strings of identical responses, 

leaving 556 participants in the datafile.
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Thirty-five percent (n = 196) of participants reported at least one act of sexual aggression 

since the age of 14. As found in past studies, typically when the victim consumed alcohol, so 

did the perpetrator. There were only eight men (4% of perpetrators) who reported that they 

consumed alcohol when the victim did not. Given that the vast majority of sober victims had 

sober perpetrators, these eight men were excluded from the analyses reported in this paper 

(analysis n = 548). Among the remaining perpetrators, 101 men (52% of all perpetrators) 

sexually assaulted a sober woman and 87 men (44% of all perpetrators) sexually assaulted a 

woman who drank alcohol. Recognizing that some men reported more than one sexually 

aggressive act that involved alcohol, we evaluated the highest number of drinks they 

reported being consumed in any single act. Among men who sexually assaulted drinking 

women, 11.5% did not consume any alcohol, 12.6% had a maximum number of 1 or 2 

drinks in an incident, 21.8% had 3 or 4 drinks, 23% had 5 or 6 drinks, and 31% had 7 or 

more drinks (M = 4.10, i.e., approximately 5 drinks, SD = 2.51). Regarding victims’ alcohol 

consumption, 31% reported that the woman had a maximum number of 1 or 2 drinks, 33.3% 

had 3 or 4 drinks, 10.3% had 5 or 6 drinks, and 25.3% had 7 or more drinks (M = 3.60; i.e., 

approximately 4 drinks, SD = 2.33). Means and standard deviations are provided in Table 1 

for all the study variables.

Analytic Approach

Multinomial logistic regression models were conducted using SPSS version 24.0. Given the 

categorical nature of the outcome measure, two separate sets of regression models were 

conducted. The first model used nonperpetrators as the reference group; the second model 

used perpetrators with sober victims as the reference group. Furthermore, for each of these 

models, bivariate and multivariate models were computed with odds ratios and 95% 

confidence intervals. Odds ratios are equivalent to effect sizes, with 1.5 indicating a small 

effect size, 3.5 indicating a moderate effect size, and 9.0 indicating a large effect size 

(Cohen, 1988).

Bivariate Analyses

The first set of columns in Table 2 present the bivariate analyses in which each risk factor’s 

association with the perpetration groups was individually examined. As can be seen in Table 

2, there was a significantly increased likelihood of either type of perpetration (sober or 

drinking victim) associated with higher scores on psychopathy-related personality traits, 

sexual dominance, one-night stands, misperception of sexual intent, and stereotypes about 

drinking women. In addition, several of the sex and alcohol-related variables were 

significantly associated with an increased likelihood of sexually assaulting a drinking 

woman. Specifically, positive attitudes about casual sex, expectancies that alcohol enhances 

sex drive, and alcohol consumption in sexual situations were higher among perpetrators with 

drinking victims than nonperpetrators (these variables did not differentiate between 

perpetrators with sober victims and nonperpetrators).

Comparisons of the two perpetrator groups indicated that perpetrators with drinking victims 

had significantly higher scores on sexual dominance, positive attitudes about casual sex, 

misperception of sexual intent, stereotypes about drinking women, expectancies that alcohol 

enhances sex drive, and alcohol consumption in sexual situations. The two perpetrator 
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groups did not significantly differ in their scores on psychopathy-related traits and one-night 

stands.

Multivariate Analyses

The second set of columns in Table 2 display the multivariate results when all the risk 

factors were simultaneously examined. The model first included nonperpetrators as the 

reference group and fit the data well, χ2 = 130.44, p < .001, Nagelkerke R2 = .26. There was 

a significantly increased likelihood of either type of perpetration (sober or drinking victim) 

associated with higher scores on psychopathy-related personality traits, misperception of 

sexual intent, and stereotypes about drinking women. In addition, a significantly increased 

likelihood of sexually assaulting a drinking woman was associated with sexual dominance 

and alcohol consumption in sexual situations (these variables did not differentiate between 

perpetrators with sober victims and nonperpetrators). Also, a significantly increased 

likelihood of sexually assaulting a sober woman was associated with the number of one 

night stands (this variable did not differentiate between perpetrators with drinking victims 

and nonperpetrators).

Multivariate comparisons of the two perpetrator groups indicated that perpetrators with 

drinking victims had significantly higher scores on misperception of sexual intent and 

alcohol consumption in sexual situations as compared to perpetrators with sober victims. 

The two perpetrator groups did not significantly differ on any of the other risk factors when 

they were simultaneously included in the model.

METHOD: LABORATORY SESSION

Participants

Of the men who completed the online survey, 87 participated in a laboratory session in 

which they went on computer-simulated dates with a female agent. Survey and laboratory 

data were linked through a randomly generated code. Among the 87 laboratory study 

participants, 19 reported committing at least one sexual assault with a drinking woman, 25 

reported committing only sexual assaults that involved sober women, and 42 reported not 

committing any sexual assaults.

Procedure

The survey information sheet stated that participants might be contacted for another study. 

Data collection for the simulation was closed when the grant ended; at that point, 87 

individuals had completed the lab session. Potential simulation participants were contacted 

by email or telephone and asked to participate in a study of dating decisions that would 

involve going on virtual date with a woman and then answering some questions. Interested 

individuals were scheduled for a session with a male experimenter. After reviewing the 

consent form, experimenters explained to participants that they would go on four dates with 

a female agent whom they would interact with through a computer. Participants were 

instructed to behave the way they would on an actual date with a woman. The simulation 

was developed by WorldViz LLC using Vizard technology and Python programming, and 
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underwent pilot testing and construct validity examination (Abbey, Pegram, Woerner, & 

Wegner, 2018).

Participants were first presented with images of four ethnically diverse women and asked to 

select the woman they wanted to date. Then participants were presented with a brief 

backstory which provided information about their relationship with the woman and where 

they had been that evening. The dates began in the woman’s apartment, with them sitting on 

her couch, and the woman talking about where they had just been. Participants interacted 

with the woman from a first-person point of view, and made choices about what they wanted 

to do with the woman. They could engage in nonsexual activities, such as watch TV, ask her 

to talk, drink something (water or beer), and give her something to drink (water or beer). 

They also could choose to engage in sexual activities with the woman. She was programmed 

to accept some sexual activities (e.g., kiss, give her a back rub, touch her breasts [on later 

dates only]), in which case the participant would see the woman engage in that activity (e.g., 

for the kiss option, they would hear kissing noises and see her face come close and her eyes 

shut). The woman was programmed to refuse more extreme sexual activities (e.g., oral sex, 

penetrative sex). Participants could receive up to five refusals on a date; at that point, the 

screen faded out and the date ended. Participants completed a brief survey following the 

simulation to assess their perceptions of the woman. For additional information about 

construct validity and study procedures, see Abbey et al. (online first).

Measures

Behavior in the simulation.—Four types of actions that participants took in the 

simulation were relevant to this study’s hypotheses: 1) the number of times he drank 
alcohol, 2) the number of times he gave the woman alcohol to drink, 3) the number of 

sexual activities in which they engaged (e.g., sexual activities she accepted), and 4) the 

number of refusals he received (e.g., sexual activities she refused). The number of times 

participants selected each action was summed to create a total score.

Perceptions of the woman.—Participants were asked how intoxicated they thought 
the woman was on each of the four dates, on a scale with response options ranging from 1 

(not at all intoxicated) to 7 (very intoxicated). Responses were averaged across the four 

dates.

Participants also were asked to provide a written description of what effects alcohol had on 

the woman’s behavior for each of the four dates. Two graduate students read each response 

and coded if there was any description of alcohol having a disinhibiting effect on the 

woman’s behavior (1) or not (2). In actuality, the female agent’s behavior did not alter based 

on the number of drinks consumed; thus, any perceptions that alcohol influenced her 

behavior were completely subjective. Table 3 provides illustrative quotes for each of these 

categories. Inter-rater agreement was 98%. The number of disinhibiting effect responses 

were summed across the four dates, thus responses ranged from 0 to 4.
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RESULTS: LABORATORY SESSION

One-way analyses of variance were computed to examine differences between perpetrator 

groups. Table 4 provides means, standard deviations, and effect sizes (η2) with .01 

indicating a small effect size, .06 indicating a moderate effect size, and .14 indicating a large 

effect size (Cohen, 1988).

As can be seen in Table 4, significant effects were found for four of the six laboratory 

outcome measures. For significant effects, means were compared using the LSD test. 

Participants with a history of sexually assaulting drinking women gave themselves 

significantly more alcohol to drink in the simulation than did participants with a history of 

sexually assaulting sober women. They also gave the woman in the simulation significantly 

more alcohol to drink as compared to perpetrators with a history of sexually assaulting sober 

women and nonperpetrators. Perpetration status was unrelated to the number of sexual 

activities in which they engaged and the number of refusals they received in the simulation. 

Perpetrators with drinking victims also perceived the woman as being significantly more 

intoxicated and generated more examples of the disinhibiting effects that alcohol had on her 

as compared to perpetrators with sober victims and nonperpetrators.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

Thirty-five percent of the young, single men in this study reported that they had committed 

at least one sexually aggressive act since age 14, a rate that is comparable to that found in 

other studies (Abbey et al., 2001; 2011; DeGue & DiLillo, 2004; Koss et al., 1987; White & 

Smith, 2004). Also, as found in past research, approximately half of the sexual assaults 

involved alcohol consumption by the victim (44%) and/or perpetrator (43%). When the 

victim drank alcohol, approximately one-third of the time she consumed (as reported by the 

perpetrator) one or two drinks, approximately one-third of the time she consumed 3 or 4 

drinks, and for the remaining one-third she consumed 5 or more drinks.

The primary hypotheses were largely supported. We had expected both types of perpetrators 

to score higher than nonperpetrators on personality, gender-related, and sex-related risk 

factors assessed in the initial survey, and not to significantly differ from each other. In the 

bivariate analyses, both groups of perpetrators differed from nonperpetrators in the expected 

direction on psychopathy-related personality traits, sexual dominance, one night stands, 

misperception of sexual intent, and (unexpectedly) stereotypes about drinking women, with 

effect sizes ranging from small to medium. In the multivariate analyses, these differences 

remained for psychopathy, misperception of sexual intent, and stereotypes about drinking 

women, and effect sizes were small. It is not surprising that some variables were 

significantly related to perpetration group only in the bivariate analyses. Some of these 

variables were multiple indicators of the same construct and some may have indirect effects 

that are mediated through other constructs. Overall, these findings are consistent with past 

research which suggests that although there are differences between perpetrators which 

warrant more exploration, there are also core risk factors shared by many perpetrators 

(Abbey & Jacques-Tiura, 2011; Kingree & Thompson, 2015; Malamuth et al., 1991; White 

& Smith, 2004; Zawacki et al., 2003; Zinzow & Thompson, 2015).
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We also expected perpetrators with drinking victims to score higher on alcohol-related risk 

factors assessed in the initial survey and the laboratory dating simulation as compared to 

perpetrators with sober victims. In the bivariate survey data analyses, we unexpectedly found 

these differences for sexual dominance, and attitudes about casual sex; as well as the 

expected differences for stereotypes about drinking women, sex-related alcohol 

expectancies, misperception of sexual intent, and drinking in sexual situations. Effect sizes 

for these variables were small. In the multivariate survey data analyses, these differences 

remained for misperception of sexual intent and drinking in sexual situations, and effect 

sizes were small. In the laboratory session, as hypothesized, men who had previously 

sexually assaulted a drinking woman gave both themselves and their simulated date more 

alcohol to drink and perceived the woman as being more intoxicated and disinhibited. Effect 

sizes for these variables were medium.

These findings support the premise that the casual sex- drinking nexus may lead some men 

to assume that women who are drinking alcohol want to hook up, and subsequently 

misperceive the woman’s sexual interest in them, especially when they have strong sex-

related alcohol expectancies and stereotypes about drinking women. The findings from the 

dating simulation summarized in the previous paragraph provide some insight into these 

processes and demonstrate the power of expectancies. These men were sober, yet they 

reported that the woman showed signs of intoxication and sexual disinhibition, even though 

her behavior did not change when drinking. It is plausible that men who view casual 

relationships and casual sex positively seek out situations where casual hook ups are more 

likely, particularly drinking settings, such as parties and bars (Cowley, 2014). In turn, when 

men hold stereotypes about drinking women (e.g., “If a woman has a few drinks with a date, 

he should take this as a sign of her interest in having sex”), they may be more likely to 

misperceive the woman’s degree of sexual interest and continue to push for sex after she 

refuses. Seventy-eight percent of the sexual assaults reported by women at one college 

started as consensual hookups but the man then forced sex despite her lack of consent (Flack 

et al., 2007). Therefore, it is not surprising that environments where casual sex and alcohol 

consumption co-occur often have high rates of unwanted sexual activity (Flack et al., 2007; 

Testa & Cleveland, 2017). The finding that sexual dominance is part of this nexus of 

variables demonstrates that the desire to have sexual power over someone contributes to the 

likelihood of sexual assault in these situations; these are not simply “hookups gone wrong.”

Contrary to our hypothesis, the two groups of perpetrators did not differ from 

nonperpetrators in the number of sexual refusals received during the simulation. This was 

unexpected because in the Abbey et al. (online first) construct validity study we found a 

small, but significant correlation between number of refusals and past sexual assault 

perpetration. Given the relatively small sample size, we may have insufficient power in this 

study to find a small effect when we divide the perpetrators into two groups. Because the 

sexual assault measure that we used assesses sexual aggression since age 14, some of the 

men who had perpetrated in the past may no longer engage in sexual aggression (Abbey, 

Wegner, Pierce, & Jacques-Tiura, 2012; Hall, DeGarmo, Eap, Teten, & Sue, 2006). Thus, it 

is not surprising that the correlation between sexual aggression since age 14 and current 

sexual persistence would be moderate, and influenced by current attitudes, peer norms, and 

other life experiences.
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Limitations

Based on theory and past research, we presume that the assessed risk factors contributed to 

these men’s likelihood of committing sexual assault; however, cross-sectional surveys do not 

allow conclusions to be drawn about causality or temporal precedence. Longitudinal 

research should be conducted to examine how risk factors for perpetration develop over 

time. Another limitation of survey research is that self-reports may be influenced by social 

desirability biases and memory errors. Although participants reported high rates of past 

sexual aggression, it may be difficult to recall how much they drank on a given occasion or 

to know how much the victim drank. Most analyses were based simply on whether alcohol 

was consumed (not the quantity consumed). Future research would benefit from approaches 

like the dating simulation used in this study because it provided insight into participants’ 

decisions about how much to drink, and how much to encourage the woman to drink, in an 

ecologically-relevant scenario.

Future Research Directions

Although 44% of the perpetrators in this study reported that the woman was drinking 

alcohol, not all the drinking women were impaired. Recognizing that perpetrators’ reports 

might be inaccurate and that impairment cannot be assessed simply by the number of drinks 

consumed, about one-third of the victims consumed five or more drinks. One important 

direction for future research is to conduct studies with extremely large samples so that 

perpetrators who sexually assault women who consumed just one or two drinks can be 

compared to perpetrators who sexually assault women who consumed many drinks and were 

visibly impaired. Previous research suggests that women who consume just a few alcoholic 

drinks are perceived more sexually; thus, alcohol-sex expectancies and stereotypes about 

drinking women are likely to be activated with even small amounts of alcohol (George et al., 

1995). However, comparing the risk profiles of men who sexually assault women drinking a 

little versus a lot of alcohol would allow hypotheses about perpetrators who target impaired 

women to be evaluated.

Relatedly, almost all the perpetrators who reported that the woman had consumed alcohol 

also reported that they had consumed alcohol. Consequently, it was not possible to 

determine if risk factors for perpetration would differ if we focused on perpetrators’ alcohol 

consumption rather than victims’ alcohol consumption. Given the strong relationship 

between perpetrators’ and victims’ alcohol consumption (Abbey, 2004; 2011; Testa, 2002), 

it would be extremely difficult to collect a large enough sample of perpetrators who sexually 

assaulted a drinking woman when they were sober to allow for analyses comparing them to 

perpetrators who sexually assaulted a drinking woman when they were also drinking 

alcohol. Virtual reality party or bar simulations could identify men who have a propensity to 

target impaired women, as well as the types of situations which bring out this propensity. In 

addition to assessing personality, attitudes, and past experiences associated with this 

behavior, these types of studies could also provide information about the strategies that 

perpetrators use during incidents. Participants in our dating simulation were encouraged to 

talk aloud, and several made comments which suggested that they were giving the woman 

drinks to loosen her up and make her more willing to engage in sexual activities she had just 

refused. However, we did not systematically assess participants’ motives for giving the 
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woman alcohol; thus, future studies should extend these findings by using a similar 

paradigm to investigate men’s reasons for encouraging female companions to consume 

alcohol.

Implications

These findings can inform the development of prevention and treatment programs. It is 

unlikely that most people recognize how powerfully alcohol expectancies influence their 

perceptions of others and bias their observations and interpretations of other’s motives. 

Misperception of other’s sexual interest does not excuse sexual assault. Universal prevention 

programs are needed to counteract societal messages that link alcohol and consensual sex 

and that subtly encourage negative stereotypes about drinking women.
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Table 2.

Bivariate and Multivariate Associations Between Hypothesized Predictors and Perpetrator Groups for Survey 

Study (N = 548)

Bivariate Analyses Multivariate Analyses

Hypothesized Predictors OR 95% CI AOR 95% CI

Personality

 Psychopathy-related traits

  NPs vs. PSV 2.20 [1.35, 3.57] 1.82 [1.06, 3.13]

  NPs vs. PDV 3.15 [1.89, 5.26] 2.03 [1.08, 3.83]

  PSVs vs. PDV 1.43 [0.79, 2.62] 1.11 [0.55, 2.24]

Gender-related beliefs

 Sexual dominance

  NPs vs. PSV 1.53 [1.09, 2.15] 1.15 [0.76, 1.74]

  NPs vs. PDV 3.09 [2.11, 4.52] 1.90 [1.16, 3.11]

  PSVs vs. PDV 2.02 [1.30, 3.15] 1.65 [0.94, 2.89]

Sex-related beliefs and behavior

 Positive attitudes about casual sex

  NPs vs. PSV 1.26 [0.98, 1.62] 0.93 [0.69, 1.26]

  NPs vs. PDV 1.80 [1.35, 2.41] 0.92 [0.63, 1.33]

  PSVs vs. PDV 1.43 [1.02, 2.02] 0.99 [0.65, 1.50]

 No. of one-night stands

  NPs vs. PSV 1.27 [1.08, 1.49] 1.21 [1.00, 1.46]

  NPs vs. PDV 1.40 [1.19, 1.65] 1.12 [0.90, 1.38]

  PSVs vs. PDV 1.11 [0.92, 1.33] 0.92 [0.74, 1.15]

 Misperception of sexual intent

  NPs vs. PSV 1.66 [1.31, 2.10] 1.08 [1.04, 1.13]

  NPs vs. PDV 3.10 [2.29, 4.18] 1.15 [1.09, 1.20]

  PSVs vs. PDV 1.87 [1.33, 2.61] 1.06 [1.00, 1.11]

Alcohol-related beliefs and behavior

 Drinking women stereotypes

  NPs vs. PSV 1.32 [1.11, 1.58] 1.19 [0.98, 1.45]

  NPs vs. PDV 1.73 [1.46, 2.05] 1.41 [1.15, 1.74]

  PSVs vs. PDV 1.31 [1.08, 1.59] 1.19 [0.95, 1.49]

 Sex-related alcohol expectancies

  NPs vs. PSV 1.13 [0.92, 1.40] 0.88 [0.69, 1.13]

  NPs vs. PDV 1.51 [1.19, 1.92] 0.85 [0.63, 1.15]

  PSVs vs. PDV 1.34 [1.01, 1.78] 0.97 [0.69, 1.36]

 Drinking in sexual situations

  NPs vs. PSV 1.11 [0.95, 1.29] 1.05 [0.88, 1.27]

  NPs vs. PDV 1.42 [1.22, 1.65] 1.40 [1.15, 1.70]

  PSVs vs. PDV 1.28 [1.06, 1.54] 1.32 [1.06, 1.65]

Note. NPs = nonperpetrators. PSV = perpetrators with sober victims. PDV = perpetrators with drinking victims. OR = odds ratio. AOR = adjusted 
odds ratio. CIs that are bolded are statistically significant at p < .05.
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Table 3.

Examples of Men’s Comments About the Effects of Alcohol on the Female Agent’s Behavior in Laboratory 

Study (N = 87)

Illustrative Quotes

Alcohol had a 
disinhibiting 
effect

1 “I think that she wanted to go further than just a kiss. It’s much easier to get with a girl when she’s had a few 
drinks, especially if she isn’t really feeling you at first.”

2 “It made her open to my advances more.”

3 “She was nicer than she was before and it loosened her up. I think the amount of alcohol she drank had a lot to 
do with the fact that she let me touch her boobs.”

4 “It made her more talkative and lowered her inhibitions when it came to physical activity.”

5 “During the second date, she seemed a bit more intoxicated because she let me go a bit further with her 
sexually and I think alcohol is the reason for that.”

6 “Made her loose and more willing to engage in something a step further.”

7 “She seemed more sexually aroused.”

Alcohol had no 
effect

1 “I don’t think she was affected by the alcohol. Even when I tried to get closer to her, she was assertive and 
said that we should do something else.”

2 “None, she was very aware of what was going on.”

3 “None as far as I could tell.”

4 “I couldn’t even tell she had alcohol in her system and didn’t really make her drink to begin with”

5 “I don’t believe the alcohol had any significant effect on her decisions throughout the dates.”

6 “I didn’t notice any changes in her behavior.”

7 “I don’t think alcohol had any effects on her behavior.”
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