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Two studies were conducted that explored observers’ perceptions of the responsibility of a victim 

for her involvement in a premeditated crime. Male and female college students listened to tapes of 

a purported victim describing a crime (either a rape or a mugging). Severity of crime was 

manipulated by having some of the crimes described as unsuccessful attempts and others as 

successful ones. There was a general tendency toward what we have called a sympathetic reaction 

pattern, that is, for victims to be assigned less responsibility the more severe the crime. This effect 

was strongest among those individuals who believed they had a low probability of encountering a 

fate similar to that of the victim. Those individuals who believed they had a high probability of 

encountering a fate similar to the victim’s tended to make defensive attributions. 
 
 

How do people react to victims of crime? A number of studies have shown that perceptions 

of the victim’s character often influence jury decisions of guilt or innocence as well as 

observers’ judgments of the length of sentence that should be given to a criminal (Kalven and 

Zeisel, 1966; Landy and Aronson, 1969). The present study examines the role of the victim 

from a somewhat different perspective: the degree to which the victim is perceived as 

responsible for the crime in which s/he is involved. 

In a series of studies, Lerner and his colleagues (Lerner, 1970) have found that when people 

observe an innocent victim suffer and they cannot compensate the victim, they tend to derogate 

him/her. The more the victim suffers, the more s/he is derogated. Lerner explains this behavior 

by positing a need to believe in a “just world”. Recently a number of studies have seriously 

questioned this explanation. The most widely researched alternative explanation is “defensive 

attribution”, first discussed by Walster (1966) and later elaborated by Shaver (1970a). Walster 

originally proposed that when hearing about an accident in which severe damage occurred, 

observers would act to protect themselves by assigning the person involved in the mishap a 

high level of responsibility, thereby attempting to avoid the occurrence of that accident to 

themselves in the future. (“It won’t happen to me; I’ll be more careful.”) The results of 

Walster’s first study (1966) supported her predictions, but subsequent research by her and 

others has not (Jones and Aronson, 1973; Shaver, 1970a, b; Shaw and Skolnick, 1971; Walster, 

1967). 

Shaver (1970a), in an attempt to reconcile the contradictory findings, has  

hypothesized that defensive attribution will not occur unless the observer  

feels some degree of similarity - either personal or situational - with the victim. 
 
 

     295



 

 

296 SOCIAL BEHAVIOR AND PERSONALITY 

 

 

Research designed to test the importance of personal similarity in motivating defensive 

attribution has produced only marginal support for the predictions (Shaver, 1970a). Evidence 

for the motivational quality of situational similarity is stronger. Both Chaikin and Darley (1973) 

and Sorrentino and Boutilier (1974) have directly manipulated situational similarity by 

designing experiments in which some individuals were led to believe that they might encounter 

the same fate (an unpleasant one) as the victim, while some individuals were not. The 

attributions which these “fate-similar” individuals made about the victim supported the 

defensive attribution model. 

But what happens when a person does not need to behave in a self-protective manner? 

Although Chaikin and Darley (1973) argue that a “just world” need operates when a need for 

self-protection is absent, it is difficult to use their results to test this hypothesis since all of their 

subjects had reason to act defensively. Alternatively, Aderman and his co-workers (Aderman et 

al., 1974; Aderman et al., 1975) have suggested that, barring other needs, people will 

sympathize with the suffering of another person; and the more the victim suffers, the more 

sympathetic they become.1 Although they provide some data which support such a hypothesis, 

the evidence is not strong, confounded by experimental manipulations (Aderman et at., 1974) 

and alternative explanations (Aderman et al., 1975; Harvey et al., 1975). 

This paper reports two studies that were conducted to examine the above issues. In 

particular, we hoped to devise a situation in which some individuals were similar to the victim 

and some were not. In this way we could observe ratings of victim responsibility under 

conditions where defensive attribution processes should be operating (similar to victim) and 

under conditions where they should not be operating (dissimilar to victim). A second purpose 

was to determine whether one could generalize the defensive attribution process to judgments 

of victims involved in premeditated crimes. 

The crime chosen for investigation was forcible aggravated rape.2 It is a crime for which 

victims often have been held responsible (Amir, 1972; Brown-miller, 1975). Both personal and 

situational similarity to the victim were varied by using male (dissimilar to the rape victim) and 

female (similar to the victim) subjects. In addition, we varied the severity of the crime. In the 

first study, three versions were used - an attempted rape, a rape, and a rape in which the victim 

was also beaten by her attacker. The following predictions based on a defensive attribution 

model were made: (a) the females would act defensively, assigning more responsibility to the 

victim, the more severe the crime; and (b) males would not act defensively, either assigning 

equal degrees of responsibility to mild and severe crimes, or sympathizing with the Victims of 

the actual rape and assigning them less responsibility than the woman involved in the attempted 

rape. 
 

STUDY 1 

METHOD 

The participants in the study were 55 female and 48 male undergraduates. They were 

recruited by knocking on dormitory room doors and asking the individuals if they would 

participate in research which examined students’ attitudes toward rape. One additional male 

participant could not be used in the final analysis because of failure to complete the 

questionnaire properly. 
 
 
1Aderman uses the word “empathy” to describe this reaction. We prefer the word “sympathy”, since, in the 
context in which we are dealing, it is not clear that observers are identifying with the victim, as the word 
“empathize” implies. Also, as we indicate later, identification with a victim may actually lead to defensive 
and not sympathetic attributions. 
2”Forcible aggravated rape” may be defined as an act of intercourse to which the woman does not consent 
(“forcible”) and which either involves strangers or the use of threat of physical violence (“aggravated”) 
(Kalven and Zeisel, 1966). 
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The experimental sessions were held in the dormitory lounges, with from four to ten 

participants attending each one. Male and female subjects attended different sessions because 

we felt the presence of the opposite sex might inhibit or distort their reactions. 

When all participants had arrived, the two experimenters introduced themselves and 

explained that the study involved listening to a tape recording of an actual rape victim (a 

college student) who would be describing what had happened to her. Tape recordings were used 

instead of written descriptions so as to create as realistic a situation as possible. Three different 

tapes were used, one describing an unsuccessful rape attempt, another describing a successful 

rape, and a third describing a successful rape in which the victim was beaten by her attacker. 

The same person recorded all three tapes. Each one began with an account of the victim 

entering a drugstore late at night to take a break from writing a college paper. A “tallish, good-

looking guy” whom she had acknowledged with a smile in the store follows her and pulls her 

into an alley. She screams and tries to free herself. In the attempted rape condition, her assailant 

runs away in response to her screams. In the two successful rape conditions, she continues to 

resist while he rapes her, the only difference between these two conditions being a segment in 

which the victim describes her attacker hitting her in the stomach and face. 

Only one of the tapes was played in each session. After listening to the tape, participants 

filled out a questionnaire which asked them a number of questions about their reactions to the 

crime, to the victim, and to the attacker, and about their feelings concerning rape in general. 

The critical questions were those which asked for ratings of the severity of the crime described 

on the tape, the emotional and physical pain undergone by the victim, the degree to which the 

victim was responsible for the attack on her, the length of sentence the attacker should receive 

(in years), and the probability with which they felt they could be raped (answered only by 

females). This last question was included as a more precise measure of degree of situational 

similarity to the victim than variation in sex. A full explanation of the study and its results was 

sent to all participants after it had been completed. The experimenters also made themselves 

available for individual questions and discussion. 
 
RESULTS 

Three questions were used to determine whether severity of crime (degree of victim 

suffering) had been successfully varied: a rating of the severity of the crime, a rating of the 

physical pain suffered by the victim, and a rating of the emotional pain suffered by the victim. 

In all three instances, a two-way analysis of variance (sex x severity of crime) revealed a 

significant main effect of severity (all ps < 0.01), suggesting that the manipulation had been 

successful. 

Victim’s responsibility for the crime was measured with a 21-point scale, ranging  

from “not at all responsible” to “largely responsible”. A two-way analysis of variance  

(sex x severity of crime) of these ratings revealed no significant effects. In order  

to examine the fate similarity variable more closely, female participants were  

divided into two groups based on their answers to the question about their own  

probability of being raped. Those women giving probability ratings below the  

median were classified low fate-similarity, and those with ratings above the median were 

classified high fate-similarity. The responsibility ratings of these two groups of women are 

shown in Table 1. A two-way analysis of variance (fate-similarity by severity of crime) 

revealed a marginally significant interaction (F = 2.45, df = 2, 49, p < 0.10). Women who 

perceived low fate-similarity between themselves and the victim assigned less responsibility to 

the actual rape victims than to the attempted rape victims - what we might call a sympathetic 

response. Women who perceived high fate-similarity acted as predicted by the defensive 

attribution model, assigning more responsibility to the actual rape victims than to the attempted 

rape victims. The responsibility ratings of the male subjects, also shown in Table 1, suggest 
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        TABLE 1: MEAN RATINGS OF VICTIM RESPONSIBILITY AND LENGTH 

OF SENTENCE AS A FUNCTION OF SEVERITY OF CRIME AND FATE- 

SIMILARITY 
  Victim Length of 

  Responsibility Sentence 

   (yr) 
Males    

 Attempted rape 4.19 3.42 

  (16)* (14) 

 Rape 5.00 18.03 

  (16) (12) 

 Rape with beating 2.75 14.80 

  (16) (15) 

Low Fate-similarity Females   

 Attempted rape 6.00 3.13 

  (9) (8) 

 Rape 1.89 19.22 

  (9) (9) 

 Rape with beating 2.33 36.83 

  (6) (6) 

High Fate-similarity Females   

 Attempted rape 3.80 2.30 

  (10) (10) 

 Rape 6.13 16.63 

  (8) (8) 

 Rape with beating 5.92 24.08 

  (13) (12) 
*Numbers in parentheses. 
 
Note: Numbers of respondents in cells for responsibility ratings and sentence judgments are not 
equal because some respondents did not answer sentencing question. 
 

a pattern of response similar to that of the low fate-similarity women. This would be expected 

since the males too have little fate similarity with the victim. 

The means for number of years in prison given the attacker for each of the three crimes are 

presented in Table 1. The main effect of severity is highly significant (F = 6.10, df = 2,88, p < 

0.01). No other effects approach significance. 

In order to examine the basis upon which the sentence judgments were made, correlations 

were computed between the length of sentence given and the ratings of severity, physical pain, 

emotional pain and victim responsibility. For both males and females (low fate-similarity as 

well as high fate-similarity), the correlations between victim responsibility and length of 

sentence were nonsignificant (r = 0.11, 0.26, 0.23, p > 0.10, for males, low fate-similarity 

females, and high fate-similarity females, respectively). 

The only variable that correlated at least marginally significantly with length of sentence in 

all three groups of subjects was the rating of the crime’s severity (r = 0.27, 0.37, p < 0.10, for 

men and low fate-similarity women, respectively; r = 0.42, p < 0.05, for high fate-similarity 

women). 

Since the most interesting results of the previous study - those having to do with fate-

similarity - were of only marginal significance, we attempted a replication. A few changes in 

design and procedure were also made. Only two rape conditions were used - an attempted  

rape, and one in which the victim was raped, threatened with a knife, but not beaten. We also 

added a set of conditions in which the victim was involved in a mugging - an attempted 

mugging and a successful one. Since the crime of mugging was one which we assumed was 



 

 

 GOLD et al. 299 

 

relevant to both males and females, we hoped it would enable us to determine if our findings 

relating to fate-similarity and victim responsibility in rape were generalizable to other crimes. 
 

STUDY 2 
METHOD 

The participants were 57 female and 51 male undergraduates who volunteered to participate 

in a study purported to investigate students’ attitudes toward crime. Each participant was paid 

$1. 

The experimental procedure was similar to that used in the first study. Group sessions were 

held, only one of the tapes being played in each session. Males and females again attended 

separate sessions. Before listening to the tape, the participants completed a questionnaire whose 

major purpose was to assess individual probability estimates for being a victim of a rape or a 

mugging. Other crimes were included as buffers to increase plausibility. The setting for the 

crimes on the tapes was changed. The victim was again returning from a drugstore, but instead 

of the crime occurring in an alleyway (which we felt had been a little unrealistic for a college 

campus), it occurred while the victim was taking a shortcut back to her dorm. The muggings 

occurred in the same setting but the attacker grabbed for the girl’s purse instead of trying to 

rape her. In the attempted mugging, he ran away without the purse. In the successful mugging, 

he managed to tear the purse away and, in doing so, hit the victim across the face, knocking her 

down. She received a bloody nose and a gash on the forehead. 

The critical questions on the post-tape questionnaire were identical to those used in the first 

study, except for the item regarding sentencing. Participants were given the option of 

sentencing the attacker to prison and/or to psychiatric treatment (and to indicate the number of 

years of the sentence). Length of sentence was calculated as the total number of years recorded 

for both options; for those using only one option, the number of years for the other option was 

scored as “0”. 
 
RESULTS 

The same three questions used in the previous study served again to check on the severity 

manipulation. Three-way analyses of variance (sex x type of crime x severity) were performed. 

Only the ratings for severity and degree of physical pain showed significant main effects of 

severity of crime (Fs = 31.60, 70.33, df = 1,99, p < 0.001). The ratings for all three questions, 

however, were significantly higher for the rape conditions than for the mugging conditions  

(Fs = 39.71, 12.63, 20.33, df = 1,99, p < 0.001). Three-way analyses of variance (sex of subject 

x severity of crime x type of crime) were also performed on the victim responsibility and 

sentence ratings. For victim responsibility only one significant effect, a main effect of severity 

of crime (F= 5.60, df = 1,99, p < 0.02) was found. The victim of the more serious crime was 

assigned less responsibility than the victim of the less serious crime. This is the same 

sympathetic response pattern observed among males and low fate-similarity women in the first 

study. In fact, the absolute level of the means for the males in the rape conditions in both 

studies is strikingly similar (see Table 1). Length of sentence produced a significant effect of 

severity of crime in the expected direction (F = 6.07, df = 1, 86, p < 0.02), and a marginally 

significant effect of type of crime (F = 3.58, df = 1,86, p < 0.06), rapists being given longer 

sentences than muggers. There was also a significant three-way interaction (F = 4.75, df = 1,86, 

p < 0.05). 

In order to investigate more closely the fate-similarity variable, analyses of variance were 

then performed for each crime separately, using fate-similarity as an independent variable. For 

the rape conditions, as in Study 1, only women were grouped according to fate-similarity.  

All men were assumed to be low in fate-similarity to the victim. For the mugging conditions, 

both men and women were divided into two groups. In all cases, the divisions were made at the 
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TABLE 2: MEAN RATINGS OF VICTIM RESPONSIBILITY AND LENGTH 

OF SENTENCE FOR EACH CRIME AS A FUNCTION OF SEX OF 

RESPONDENT, SEVERITY OF CRIME, AND FATE-SIMILARITY 
  Victim Length of Sentence 

  Responsibility (yr) 

  Attempt Successful Attempt Successful 

Rape      

 Males 4.47 2.67 5.21 6.95 

  (l5)* (15) (14) (10) 

 Females/low fate-similarity 7.09 2.40 3.40 10.63 

  (11) (5) (10) (4) 

 Females/high fate-similarity 4.00 4.43 2.90 28.00 

  (5) (7) (5) (5) 

Mugging     

 Males/low fate-similarity 8.25 3.80 1.03 3.40 

  (4) (5) (4) (5) 

 Males/high fate-similarity 2.50 5.43 1.75 12.21 

  (4) (7) (4) (7) 

 Females/low fate-similarity 5.33 3.50 0.33 2.88 

  (3) (10) (3) (8) 

 Females/high fate-similarity 6.44 2.14 3.64 3.17 

  (9) (7) (9) (6) 
*Numbers in parentheses. 
 
Note: Numbers of respondents in cells for responsibility ratings and sentence judgments are not 

equal because some respondents did not answer sentencing question. 
 

median of the pre-experimental questionnaire probability ratings for each sex group (all males 

in mugging conditions according to their median, all females in mugging conditions according 

to their median). Table 2 presents the mean scores of the groups for the two dependent 

variables. 

The two-way analysis of variance (severity by fate-similarity) for the females only in the 

rape conditions revealed no significant effects. However, when the males were combined with 

the low fate-similarity women and the analysis of variance recalculated, there was a marginally 

significant effect of severity (F = 3.20, df = 1,54; p < 0.08), indicating that, in general, less 

responsibility was assigned to the victim involved in the more severe crime. However, 

inspection of the means shows that this effect was true only for the low fate-similarity group 

(males and females) and not for the high fate-similarity group whose ratings for the attempted 

and successful rapes were approximately equal. This sympathetic response pattern of the low 

fate-similarity group replicates the findings from Study 1. In that study, you will recall, the high 

fate-similarity group exhibited a reverse pattern. This reversal was not found here. By 

comparing the absolute levels of the responsibility ratings for high fate-similarity women in 

Study 1 (see Table 1) with those in Study 2, we see that the major difference between the 

groups is in the successful rape condition(s). The women in the second study did not assign as 

high a degree of responsibility to the victim as did the women in the first study. We will return 

to a discussion of this point later. 

An analysis of variance of the sentence data (combining males and low fate-similarity 

females) indicated a significant interaction between fate-similarity and severity of crime (F = 

4.87, df = 1,44, p < 0.05). When the victim was actually raped, high fate-similarity subjects 

gave the attacker longer sentences than did the low fate-similarity subjects. This response 

pattern suggests a defensive attribution process among high fate-similarity women. By giving  
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the  attackers longer sentences (harsher punishment, more rehabilitation) they are decreasing the 

likelihood of the crime recurring. 

All the mugging condition, the three-way analysis of variance of the responsibility ratings 

revealed no effect of severity of crime, but it did reveal a margin. ally significant three-way 

interaction (F = 2.90, df = 1,41, p < 0.10). Both high and low fate-similarity women were 

sympathetic to the victim of the successful mugging, assigning less responsibility to her than to 

the victim of the attempted mugging. The men, on the other hand, acted very much like the 

women in the rape conditions (especially in the first study) - the low fate-similarity men 

reacting sympathetically, the high fate-similarity men reacting defensively. However, since the 

frequencies in several cells are less than five, the robustness of the effect is highly 

questionable.3   None of the effects for the sentencing approached significance. 

Correlations were also calculated between length of sentence and the ratings of victim 

responsibility, severity of the crime, victim’s physical pain, and victim’s emotional pain for 

each of the seven sex/crime/fate-similarity groups. As in the first study, length of sentence was 

not related to victim responsibility in any group, and the variable with which it was most highly 

correlated was severity of crime. However, the correlation between severity and sentence was 

significant in only one of the seven groups. 
 

GENERAL DISCUSSION 

Defensive attribution theory states that individuals who perceive themselves to be similar to 

the victim of a mishap will attribute characteristics to that victim which, in an almost magical 

fashion, help protect themselves from future mishaps (Shaver, 1970a). The focus of this study 

has been on one type of similarity between victim and observer - a common fate. Since the fate 

of being raped is “situationally relevant” (Shaver, 1970a) for all women and not for men, we 

expected that the women in the study who had listened to the tape of the rape victim would 

exhibit a defensive attribution pattern in their victim responsibility ratings, whereas the men 

would not. However, these predictions were not entirely borne out by the data. As expected, the 

men did not act defensively, but some of the women did not as well. In the first study, those 

women who perceived themselves very vulnerable to the same plight as the victim appeared 

motivated to make defensive attributions. These results suggest that “situational relevance”, that 

is, the possibility of a similar plight, may not be a crucial variable, but that something more 

specific - a high probability of a common fate, has been manipulated in previous studies 

(Chaikin and Darley, 1973; Sorrentino and Boutilier, 1974) - may be. Unfortunately, it was not 

possible to generalize these findings to a crime other than rape, i.e., mugging, because of 

lopsided frequency distributions across fate-similarity cells. 

The results from the rape conditions in the second study only partially replicated this 

defensive attribution effect. The high fate-similarity women who heard the attempted rape tape 

acted similarly (in terms of absolute rating level) to their counterparts in the first study; those 

hearing the successful rape tape seemed less likely to blame the victim than did those in the first 

study. Fishbein and Ajzen’s (1973) discussion of the behavioral context of attributions of 

responsibility offers a framework for understanding this discrepancy. 
 
 
3Although of questionable reliability, the pattern of the data suggests an increasing theoretical 

argument regarding defensive attribution. The fact that the only two groups of individuals 

appeared to exhibit defensive attribution – high fate-similarity women observing a rape and 

high fate-similarity men observing a mugging - leads us to speculate that two conditions are 

necessary for defensive attribution: a high degree of perceived fate-similarity and a perceived 

fate that threatens one’s self-image. Males’ self-images, but not females’, are threatened by 

mugging since it implies physical weakness; females’ self-images are threatened by rape since 

it tarnishes their sexuality. 
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While in the first study the victim was pulled into an alleyway by her assailant, in the second 

study she took a “shortcut” to the “back entrance” of her dorm. It seems likely that taking this 

shortcut at night might have been seen as unwise and unnecessary. In other words, the context 

in which the crime occurs is one in which there may have been negligence or, as Fishbein and 

Ajzen put it, “foresee-ability”. In this type of context it is possible that high fate-similarity indi-

viduals are motivated defensively to avoid blame for a future rape as well as to avoid the 

occurrence of one (Chaikin and Darley, 1973). To avoid blame, one should assign less 

responsibility to the victim of the more severe crime, as if to say “She didn’t do anything 

wrong, and if it happens to me I won’t have done anything wrong.” Since the two motivations 

act in different directions with regard to assignment of responsibility, we would expect a level 

of responsibility which was lower than that from the first study. However, the sentence 

judgments, because they concern only the assailant’s responsibility and not the victim’s, should 

not be confounded by the desire to avoid blame. As expected, the pattern of the judgments in 

the second study suggests that these women were reacting defensively to avoid the future 

occurrence of the crime. 

The results from the two studies do not provide much support for a “just world” 

phenomenon (Lerner, 1970). If subjects had been primarily motivated to restore justice we 

would have expected both low fate-similarity and high fate-similarity individuals to show (at 

least) trends in the direction of derogating the victim more (i.e., assigning her more 

responsibility), the more severe the crime. Such a pattern was observed only among high fate-

similarity subjects. We believe the defensive attribution model provides a more parsimonious 

explanation for the data. 

The most consistently replicated finding across the studies was a sympathetic reaction 

pattern (Aderman et al., 1974) in which respondents assigned less responsibility to the victim of 

the successful crime than to the victim of the attempted crime. This effect was found in all low 

fate-similarity conditions in both studies, although it was statistically significant for the sample 

as a whole in the second study. Such data lead us to postulate that in the absence of the need to 

act defensively, people react sympathetically to victims of crime. 

Although Aderman and his colleagues have found similar sympathetic reactions to another’s 

suffering, many other investigators have not (Jones and Aronson, 1973; Shaver, 1970a, b; 

Stokols and Schopler, 1973). We offer two reasons for this discrepancy between our results and 

those of the majority of researchers. In the first place, the description of the crime that our 

subjects heard was not that of a police officer’s report, nor was it a comment by an uninvolved 

neighbour. They heard the “actual” victim speak; they heard a frightened person’s voice. We 

believe we created a situation in which the subjects were not attempting to make objective, 

accurate assessments (Leventhal, 1976), but were responding emotionally to the victim and her 

suffering. In such a situation, as Aderman suggests, people may very well be sympathetic. 

Another reason for the seemingly sympathetic reaction may be that the degree of suffering 

endured by a victim of crime is much greater than that of victims in previous studies, who 

typically have been shocked or have had their cars damaged. As one of our respondents 

commented at the end of the questionnaire, “Sexual assault seems to be the most 

psychologically horrifying crime… The victim suffers a prolonged agony which usually lingers 

long after the assault, leaving strong emotional scars.” In addition, the fact that the victim was a 

college student who had to “pull an all-nighter” to finish a paper may have increased  

sympathy. Ironically, this point provides further support for the importance of fate- 

similarity in motivating defensive attribution. The common experience of “all-nighters” 

represents a personal similarity between all the subjects (men and women) in the study  

and the victim; yet when only this type of similarity was present, it seems to  

have promoted sympathetic, and not defensive, behavior. We would argue that personal 

similarity that does not imply fate-similarity does not lead to defensive attributions. To  

sum up, we have offered two theoretical viewpoints - sympathy and defensive attribution - to 
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account for various patterns in the data. The results suggest that the literature on attribution of 

responsibility may profitably be extended to include victims of premeditated crime. When the 

observer is a member of a jury, such an attribution process can be significant. Although the 

present research suggests that length of sentence may not be substantially affected by 

attributions of victim responsibility, future research, especially within a jury context, should be 

directed toward a better understanding of this issue. 
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