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We investigate the posabibity that the degree to which female abuse victims ore held
accountable by other women wha have becn cxposod o gexpally violent mass media is
primarily dependeal upow 3 [Eeters: siteariaal relevance, persanal similarily, and
emgdional argusal. Female subjects poricipated inm an experiment. Factors were: film
doge; film wiewingwictim judgment time interval, victim-sobject similwrity; wnd
gitpanonal relevance oF the assault. The results showed less attribution of responsibality
i similar vichims and nigh atinbuiicons of responsibility ta dissimalar viclims m the
personally relevant assaull situation {ape). Wosien identilfed beast with dissimilar rape
victime and most with similar victims when they kad not been desensitized. When
subiects were desensitized, the Sefensive attribution cifec! feiled to emerpe, There wis
also @ signifivant tendensy among low film dose subjects to perceive more
paschological injury amd w antribaele more distress o the victim thar amaong high flm
dose suiyjeets.

Past research on the effects of exposure to filmed violence with male sub-
Jects has shown that repeated exposune to sexuabzed violénce against women
results in a desensitization effect (Linz, Donnerstein, & Adams, 1989 Ling,
Donnerstein, & Penrod, 1984, 1988), [n these studics, men exposed to so-called
slasher films containing violence against women became less anxious and re-
ported fewer negative affective reactions with repeated film viewing; they later
showed reductions in physiological reactivity to depictions of domestic violence,
showed less sympathy for vicrtims of sexieal violence in more realistic contexts,
and judpged these same viclims to be less injured compared Lo Bo-eXposnre con-
trol subjects.
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Few studies have been undertaken with female subjects. In the only study
invelving repeated exposure to slasher films, Krafka, Linz, Dunnerstein, and
Penrad (1997) found similar emotional desensitization effects for women
while they were watching the films, but when asked subsequently to make
judpments about a rape victim, Krafka et al. found ithat desensitized females
were much more inclined to place responsihility for the rape on the victim
herself than were the men in the Linz et al. (1984, 1988) amdies. The women
in the in the Kratka =t gl. study impeached both the victim’s resistance at-
tempts and her credibility, These studies suggest that a separate and perhaps
more complex paychological process is a1 work for women who become de-
sensitized to violence and who are then asked to make judgments abour a
female victim of violence in another context, than for men. One possibility is
that the emotional aronsal from cxposurc to mass-media violence serves in
some cases to augment attributions of victim responsihility and in other cases
undermines the motivation to attribute responsibility to fomale victims of
abuse.

In this article, we investigate the possibility that the degree to which female
victims are held responsible for their own assault by other women is primarily
dependent upon three factors. The first two factors, situational relevance and
personal similarity, are those specified by Shaver (1975) as important moti-
vated distortions (¢.g., victim responsibility and defensive attributions) in the
assignment of responsibility to actors. The third factor is emotional arousal.
Past research shows that arousal may serve to mediate the defensive attribotion
af responsibility to a victim {Thormton, Hogate, Moirs, Pinette, & Presby,
1986). We propose thal brief exposure to highly arousing gpraphic violence
against women will strengthen the tendency o atiribute reaponsibility to vie-
tims for certain types of azsault. Long-term exposure to media viclence, para-
doxically, will result in a lowered lendency toward responsibility attributions
1o some types of victims, due to the emotional desensitization viewers experi-
ence with continued exposure.

Assigning Responsibility for Negative Events: Defensive Attributions
and Emotional Arousal

Many authors have sugpested that victims are held responsible irrationally
for their misfortunes. Some theorists postulate thal an ebserver™s reaction o a
victim may be infivenced by the nesd to maintain a sense of personal security.
The desire to maintain a belief i a just world 13 one such self-protective moti-
vation {Lerner & Matthews, 1967). According to Lemer and his associates,
rather than admit the possibility that negative occurrences could happen
merely as a result of change circumstance (a highly threatening poasibility),
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the perceiver chooses to believe that negative events that befall certain people
are deserved either because of the victim’s behavior or because of her moral
character,

Situationaf Possibility and Personal Similarity

Shaver (1975) argues that the just-world hypothesis is limited in applica-
tion because it fails to take into account a critical factor—persanal similar-
itp—between the observer and the victim of the unfortunate evenl. A person
who sees herself as personally similar to the victim and thus a potential victim
will attribute catastrophe to chance or some other factor, and not to the victim,
because she could be in the victim's shoes someday. According to Shaver
(1975), if you are faced with a threatening attributional situation in which
threat can be reduced by attributing responsibility to the vietim and denying
personal similarity, you will do that. But if vou cannot deny personal similar-
ity, then you are more likely to attribute the negative outcome to other fac-
tors, such as chance. Women who identify closely with victims of violence, for
example, may feel traumatized but are probably less inclined to attribute re-
sponsibility to victims similar to themselves, as compared with dissimilar
victims.

Shaver (1975) also notes that for any degree of threat to be aroused in the
first place, there must be situational possibility; the perceiver must think that it
is possible that she might find herself in circumstances similar to those sur-
rounding the stimulus person. Several studies have verified the importance of
personal similarity and situational possibility on observer inferences about ac-
tor responsibility. These studies confirm the tendency to hold personally dis-
similar actors responsible for their misfortune under threatening circumstances
and to attribute the misfortune suffered by similar actors to chance. This out-
come has come to be known generally as the defensive attribution effect
{Chaikin & Darley, 1973 Shaver, Turnbull, & Sterling, 1973).

Emational Arousal

The defensive attribution model was originally formulated to explam attn-
butions made to perpetrators of harm, but more recent empirical findings sug-
gest that it applies equally well to attributions made to victims of harm
{Thomton et al., 1986). Thornton et al. also demonstrated that emotional
arpusal mediates distortions in responsibility attribution to victims. In the first
of two investigations, it was found that female observers’ sympathetic auto-
nomic arousal in response to another's apparent sexual victimization was
positively associated with their subsequent attribution of responsibility to the
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victim. [n the second study, subjects were given the opportunity to misattribute
unpleasant emotions to an unrelated source. Highly aroused subjects attributed
less responsibility to victims than did subjects whose arousal level was not
misattributed.

In summary, a model emphasizing these three factors (i.e., situational rele-
vance, personal similarity, and emotional arousal) enables us to specify those
conditions under which we might expect the greatest tendency toward victim
responsibility attributions among college-age female subjects. Women who are
emotionally aroused and whao are asked to judpe the female victim of an event
that is situationally relevant would be most likely to defensively atiribute re-
sponsibility to a victim who 18 dissimilar to themselves. More concretely, for
purposes of this study, emotionally aroused female subjects asked to judge a
rape victim {relatively high situational relevance) who is unlike herself will be
more likely to hold that victim responsible. Personally similar victims of rape,
ot dissimilar vietims of assaults not deemed situationally relevant {e.g., wife
battering), will not be held responsible for their own plight.

Mass-Media-Induced Emotional Arowsal

As noted earlier, research with men and women has shown that repeated ex-
posure to sexualized vielence against women (e.g., slasher films) results in a
dampening of emotional reactions to these depictions over time (Krafka et al.,
1997; Linz et al., 1988). Upon first viewing these films, subjects become anx-
ious and emotionally upset, but this anxiety dissipates after several viewings.
Additional research shows that subjects exposed to slasher films who are then
asked to evaluate an assault victim in another context are less physiologically
aroused in the presence of that victim than are control subjects exposed to other
equally exciting, nonvicolent films (Linz ¢t al., 1989).

Other researchers report that the excitement or emotional arousal as-
sociated with viewing films is often transferred from one situation to the next
(Zillmann & Johnson, 1973; Zillmann, Katcher, & Milavsky, 1972). Zillmann
and Bryant (1984), for example, found that subjects who first watched neutral
films and then were exposed to a short, arousing sex film showed significantly
elevated heart and systolic blood pressure rates and were more nclined to ag-
gression in the laboratory than were subjects who had been previously exposed
to massive amounts of the same type of sexually arousing material several
weeks before. The authors reasoned that for long-term exposure subjects, the
short sex film, similar in content Lo that to which subjects had been massively
exposed, had lost most of its excitatory capacity.

Considered together, the findings of Linz et al. (1984, 1988) and Zillmann
and his associates {1982, 1984) strongly suggest that repeated exposure to
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exciting mass-media depictions results in a desensitization effect and that per-
sons exposed only to small amounts of exciting stimuli will be more emotion-
ally aroused in subsequent situations than will subjects who have been
repeatedly exposed to these depictions.

Drawing upon the finding that emotional arousal brought to the victim at-
tribution situation will heighten the tendency toward motivated distortions in
victim responsibility (Thomton et al,, 1986), we would expect that women ex-
posed to short episodes of arousing violence might come to attribute more re-
sponsibility to certain victims than women who are not emotionally aroused.
We would also predict that repeated exposure to media violence, if it results in
desensitization, will in some situations result in /ess attributed victim responsi-
bility rather than more.

Specific Hypotheses/Planned Contrasts

Attenuating or Heightening Attributed Victim
Responsibility

We predict an interaction between victim similarity, situational relevance,
and exposure to sexual violence, with the greatest attribution of responsibility
for dissimilar victims under conditions of high threat after short-term exposure
to sexual violence. Attributions of responsibility for similar victims in a high-
threat situation should be lowest after short-term exposure. In other words, we
gxpect the greatest and least responsibility to be attributed to dissimilar and
similar rape victims, respectively (the defensive attnbution effect), only when
subjects have not been desensitized. Where desensitization has been induced
and emotional arousal is lowered, the defensive attribution effect should be
less likely to emerge; that is, we should find no differential responsibility at-
tributed to similar versus dissimilar rape victims.

Testing Other Assumptions About the Effects of
Exposure to Sexual Violence

Three additional, nonorthogonal contrasts of theoretical interest will be
performed: {(a) a contrast which embodies the defensive attribution effect
only; (b} a media dosage contrast which incorporates a recovery from media
exposure effects for subjects who viewed films but returned after 3 days to
complete the dependent measures portion of the study (Note: we are inter-
ested in determining if a time delay between viewing and rendering judgments
leads to recovery from desensitization, heightened arousal, and, vltimately, a
rejuvenation of the defensive attribution effect); and (¢) a combined media
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paradox {short-term exposure to sexual violence will lead to mare attributed
victim responsibility than will long-term exposure) and defensive attribution
model.

In the combined model, we expect the defensive attribution effect under
conditions of high situational relevance (e.g., evaluating a rape victim), but we
expect that this effect will be attenuated by the reductions in arousal produced
by varying levels of media dosage and delay between viewing and victim
evaluation. The prediction is that similar victims will always be held less re-
sponsible than dissimilar victims (the defensive attribution effect), but that this
will be most pronounced under conditions of low film dosage and short delay
between film exposure and victim evaluation (those conditions of highest
arousal). Relatively long delays between film viewing and victim judgments
for both Jow film dosc and high film dose subjects are predicted to reduce or
even eliminate the defensive attribution effect because they result in lower lev-
els of arousal. For wife-battering victims, the model specifies differences in re-
sponsibality attributions as a function of similarity, but no differences as a
function of media dosage because battering cases are not situationally relevant
to college-age women.

Additional Dependent Variables

Although actor responsibility has usually been the focal point of the defen-
sive attribution literature, other dependent variables have been examined as
well. Lerner and Simmons (1966}, in a summary of the just-world and defen-
sive attribution research, point out that the victim's responsibility for her fate is
often contounded with the desirability of her personal attributes. These authors
observe that perceived irresponsibility is often accompanied by other unfavor-
able personal attributes, such as unattractiveness, lack of intelligence, unwor-
thiness, and inability to avoid the misfortune. In the present study, we examine
the effects of personal similanity, situational relevance, and mass-medig-induced
emotional arousal on subject judgments about personal attributes of the victim,

as well as responsibility judgments.
Method
Design
The design was a 3 x 2 x 2 x 2 between-subjects factorial. Factors were
{a) film dose (hizgh, low, no film); (b} film viewing/victim judgment time inter-

val (immediate, 3-day delay); (¢} victim—subject similarity (similar, dissimi-
lar}; and (d) situational relevance of the assault {rape, wife battering).
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Subject Recruitment
Film Subjecis

Subjects were 91 females drawn from the Introductory Psychology subject
poel. Potential subjects were contacted by a female research assistant by
telephone and were asked to participate in two separate experiments: the
first, a film evaluation study ostensibly conducted by the Communication Aris
Department as part of a pilot project for later research, and the second, a study
of victims, ostensibly conducted by the Department of Social Work. Relying
on a telephone script, the assistant first explained the time commitment (a
maximum af 2-1/2 hr) and then the payment for participation (85 per sassion
and a $10 bonus for completing the study).

Nao-Exposure Contral Subjects

Thirty-two females comprised the no-exposure control group. Recruiting
methods for control subjects were identical to experimental subject recruit-
ment {with the exception that control subjects were offered $7 for participa-
tion). The control subjects took part only in the social work (victim
evaluations} part of the study.

Stimulus Materials
Slasher Films

The films included were: Maniac, Toolbox Murders, Friday the
13th—PFPart 2, and Nightmare._ All four full-length feature films are representa-
tive of the slasher genre. A standard device used by directors of this film genre
is to lull the audience into a deceptively soothing, slightly sensual mood before
abruptly moving to depictions of exploding carnage. Mutilation of bodies
{mostly nude females) often follows a sexually suggestive scene.

Victim Accounis

Female associates of the local Rape Crisis Center, because of personal in-
terest in issues concerning domestic abuse and rape victims, volunteered to re-
count their actual rape and hattering experiences. These accounts were
videotaped for presentation to subjects during the victim evaluation phase (os-
tensibly conducted by the Department of Social Work) of the experiment.
simulated on videotape was a typical face-to-face psychologist/client session
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with the client responding to guestions regarding not only the detatls of the rape
or batlering, but her thoughts, emotions, and concerns about the incident as
well. The interview was approximately 15 min long.

Independent Variables
Film Exposure

Subjects in the high-dose condition were exposed to one full-length, feature
film per day for 4 consecutive days. On the fourth and final day, the low-dose
subjects joined the high-dose groups for the final film viewing. The control
group saw no films and provided baseline judgments that reflect the defensive
attribution effect, unaffected by exposure to media violence.

Personal Similarity

Two separate procedures were used in order to guarantee an effective ma-
nipulation of subject—victim similarity. First, pretest subjects (n = 80) recruited
from the undergraduate pool were asked to:

Deseribe in detail a rape and a battering situation that could
likely happen to you, the thought of which makes you feel afrand.
Characterize, if you would, the victim as someone very similar or
dissimalar to yourself. It is essential that your descriptions be de-
tailed and complete, Please be explicit about the victim’s physi-
cal and personality attributes.

Our assumption was that subjects themseives could best tell us with whom they
would and would not identify. Subject-generated scenarios were content analyzed,
and frequency distributions were derived. Details that occurred most often con-
stituted a descriptive core around which the real victims built their stories,

Second, subjects participating in the experiment were presented with a per-
sonality “sketch™ of a woman who was either very similar to or very difterent
from the average University of Wisconsin female student. Using combinations
of several dimensions on which individuals are likely to base similanties and
differences (i.e., age, home region, political orientation, aspirations, educa-
tional background, general interests, taste in music), pretesting for the effec-
tiveness of similarity manipulations was done (# = 79). Based on the results of
these pretests, participating women from the local Rape Crisis Center pre-
sented themselves as people with whom subjects could either strongly identify
or not identify with at all.
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Film Exposure/Victim Judement Delay Period

On the fourth and final night of slasher film viewing, one haif of the sub-
jects were dismissed from the “film evaluation™ study and asked to report, 3
days later, to the Department of Social Work for the “victim evaluation” study.
The remaining one half of the subjects were sent directly to Social Work for the

victim evaluation study.
Situational Relevance

The victim, presented for evaluation on videotape, provided a firsthand ac-
count of either a rape or battering experience. Subjects viewed one of four pos-
sible victim combinations: similar rape, dissimilar rape, similar battering,
dissimilar battering.

Dependent Measures
Aftective Reactions to the Films

Before and immediately after each film, subjects completed the Mood Af-
fect Adjective Checklist (MAACL), a measure of transient stress that yields
three mood state measures: hostility, anxiety, and depression (Zuckerman &

Lubin, 1965; Zuckerman, Lubin, Vogel, & Valerius, 1964).
Attributions About the Fictim and the Situation

After viewing the victim on videotape, subjects completed a 55-item ques-
tionnaire designed to measure attributions of victim responsibility, attractive-
ness, likability, similarity, empathy, injury, and personal threat, and to measure
attributions about the assailant.

Procedure
Film Viewing

When subjects reported to the first film-viewing session, the research as-
sistant explained that they would be viewing films that contained extreme
forms of violence against women. Subjects then viewed a representative film
clip. After viewing the clip, subjects were informed that they could discontinue
participation at any time with no penalties. One subject elected to leave at this
point.
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Subjects viewed either four films (high dose) or one film (low dose). Films
in the high-dose condition were shown on 4 consecutive days. Those subjects
assigned to the low-dose film exposure condition joined the high-dose group
on the 4th and final day of film viewing. Before and after each film, subjects
completed the MAACL.

Fictim Evaluation

After subjects had completed their final film viewing session, they were gither
(a) told to return in 3 days for Part 2 of the experiment or (h} directed immedi-
ately to the Department of Social Work, At Social Work, film-viewing subjects
were joined by the no-film control subjects and read a character sketch describing
the woman (portrayed as either a similar or dissimilar rape or battering victim)
who would appear on videotape for their evaluation. After viewing, subjects
completed the dependent measures. Finally, all subjects were debriefed.

Results
Affective Responses to Films
Effects of Initial Film Exposure

A mixed-model repeated-measures MANOV A was performed to determine
how subjects’ moods were affected by their first film exposure. The between-
subjects factor was film order, and the within-subjects factors were mood di-
mensions (hostibiy, anxiety, depression) and time of measurement {before or
after viewing the film). Comparison of the 1st day’s pre- and post-film moad
measure taken from all film-viewing subjects (both low and high dose) showed
that the subjects’ moods were strongly affected by film exposure, {79)=13.00,
p < .0M{11. Hostility increased from a pre-film mean of 7.62 to a post-film mean
of 14.54; anxiety increased from 7.09 to 13.60; and depression increased from
12,96 to 19,01, There was no main effect for film order, #(79)=2.17, p < .10.
The main effect for mood dimension was significant but merely reflects the fact
that the overall means for the three mood measures differ. There were no inter-
actions among film order, measures, and pre- to post-film viewing.

Affective response to repeated film exposure. Successful inducement of
desensitization for high-dose subjects relative to heightened affect among
low-dose subjects was crucial in order to test the effect of emotional arousal
on defensive attributions. To test for desensitization among high-dase sub-
jects, a mixed-model repeated-measures MANOVA on the hostility, anxiety,
and depression scores from the MAACL was conducted. The between-subjects
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factor was film order. The repeated measures were hostility, anxiety, and de-
pression measured after subjects” viewing of their first and fourth films. Com-
parisons between first and last day post-film MAACL scores (across all three
mood dimensions) indicates that desensitization had been successfully in-
duced, #(78) =3.27, p < .00, There was no main effect for film order, #(27) =
0.24, p < .90, and the interaction between film order and day was also not
significant, f(27) = -1.09, p < .30. The high-dose group was left in a signifi-
cantly lower state of arousai on the last day of exposure than they were on the
first day of exposure to slasher films. Hostility declined from a post-film mean
high of 14.00 on Day | to 12.14 on Day 4 of the study, anxiety declined from a
mean high of 12.93 on Day 1 to 10,89 on Day 4, and depression dropped from a
mean high ot [B.75 to 16.21.

Film dose and desensitization. It was also essential that the low-dose view-
ers remain in a heightened affective state while desensitization was induced in
the high-dose subjects. To test for this effect, we conducted a repeated-measure
MANOVA including film order and dose as between-subjects variables. There
was a highly significant difference in affective state between low- and high-
dose subjects, 1(68) = 6.7, p < .001. For low-dose {1-day) viewers, post-film
means were consistently and significantly higher on the three mood dimen-
sions (Ms for hostility = 12.14 and 14.93; for anxiety = 10.89 and 13.50; for de-
pression = 16.21 and 18.96 for high and low dose, respectively). There was no
main effect for film order and no interactions among the dose, film order, and
mood measures.

Indexes of Attribution

For purposes of data reduction and in erder lo establish the underlying
structure of responses on the dependent variables, all 55 attribution measures
were subjected to a principal axis factor analysis with varimax rotation. This
analysis vielded 13 factors with eigenvalues exceeding 1.0, all of which were
readily interpretable and were therefore retained as dependent variables, The
total variance explained by the factor solution was 40%. Factor scores were
generated for each of the factors for use as dependent variables. Table 1 lists
the factors, our labels for the factors, computations of reliabilities based on the
mean factor score weighted correlations, and factor scores {over .44) for the
primary items contained i each.

Manipulation Checks: Victim Similarity, Situational Relevance

As expected, there was a very large effect for similarity on the identification
with victim dependent variable; that is, there was greater identification with
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Table |

Results of Factor Analysis of Attribution Statements

Index label
(Reliability/
mean weighted r)

Item

Identification with
victim (.97/.39)

Psychological injury
(.96/.31)

Victim responsibility
{.96/.29)

Attractiveness (.96/.30)

Personality (.87/.11)

Could you be in victim’s shoes?

Do you identify with victim?

Are your beliefs and values similar?
Could this crime happen to you?

Is the victim intelligent?

Would she fit in with your friends?
How intelligently did victim behave?
is your opinion of her positive?

Did the crime happen by chance?
How respectable is the victim?
Could she have fought him off?
How likable is the victim?

Did she do ber best to resist?

Is the victim a kind person?

Does she need psychological help?
Was there psychological injury?
Will psychological injury last long?
How severe was the crime?

Could public agencies help?

Do you pity the victim?

Do you sympathize with her?

Should she have behaved differently?
Was the crime due to her actions?
Was the victim to blame?

Could she have foreseen the crime?
Was the crime due to character flaw?

How physically attractive is she?
How personally attractive is she?

Was the assailant’s character flawed?

Factor

loading

B85
85
82
B0
69
68

62

Bl
% 12
52
S0
-.46

-.87
-.82
-.69
-.60
-.58
+.33
-2l

713
il
36
50
50

B0
80

-7



Table 1 (continued)
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Index label
(Reliability/ Factor
mean weighted r) [tem loading
Crime seventy Should the assailant go to prison? -.76
(.95/.25) Should he be arrested? -75
Should she hire an attorney? 62
Can she overcome psychological injury? -.54
How severe was the physical harm? -.53
Should the victim call the police? AR
Victim deserved Was the abuse a ploy for sympathy? -. 79
abuse (.97/.33) Does she get pleasure from abuse? =79
Did the victim deserve the abuse? -.67
Does the victim seek revenge? -.62
How unjust was the abuse? A4
Distress (.97/.37) How angry is the victim? -.78
Is she upset? =72
Is she afraid? =71
Is she sad? -.56
Avoidance (.95/.26) Could she have avoided the violence? B0
Could she have done otherwise? 1
Would screaming have helped? bt
Victim beg assailant?  Would begging him help? - 87
(.87.11)
Assailant blame How much was the assailant to blame? 67
(.94/.22) 1s he excused for his behavior? -.58
How threatened are vou by the crime? 55
Counseling Did the victim exaggerate? -.79
(.93/.20) Should she be counseled? =70
Does she need a support group? -.58
Assailant’s behavior Could he have changed his behavior? .84

(.89/.12)
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Table 2

Experimental Cells Used in Contrast Analyses

Vietim type
Similar Dissimailar
Film

exposure Abuse type Rape  Battery Rape Battery
High doze Immediate 1 2 3 4

Delayed 5 6 7 8
Low dose Immediate 9 10 11 12

Delayed 13 14 15 16
No dose 17 18 19 20

similar than dissimilar victims, /{1, 102} =115.79, p < 01 {Ms=0.64 and -0.70,
respectively) indicating that the similarity manipulation was effective. There
was also a strong effect for abuse type on the crime severity variable, F(1, 102) =
18,43, p < 001 (Ms = (.27 and -0.34, respectively)—rape was judged to be
more severe than battering—indicating that manipulation of the situational
threat variable was also successful.

Atiribution Effects

To assist the reader, the results have been organized around three dependent
variable clusters: (a) victim responsibility (i.e., identification, victim blame,
tabrication, avoidance); (b) consequences to the victim {1.e., psychological in-
jury, crime severily, distress); (c¢) victim attractiveness; and (d) assailant-
related variables.

Factor scores on the 13 dependent variable factors were analyzed using
four-way ANOV A ({Film Dose x Similarity x Delay x Abuse Type). Control
subjects were combined with the low-dose/3-day delay subjects, with a focus
on the main effects and on the interaction between similarity and abuse type.
This portion of the design is illustrated in Table 2.

Giiven the very large number of dependent variables, numerous main effects
and interactions were tested with a standard ANOV A reflectingthe 3x2 =2 x2
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design. It should be noted that among the interactions not reported here, only 4
of 65 two-ways, 2 of 42 three-ways, and 1 (marginal) of 13 four-ways attained
conventional levels of significance, not appreciably more than one would ex-
pect by chance alone.?

In reporting the results, we have focused only on main etfects for dose,
similanty, delay, and abuse type, and the two interactions of theoretical inter-
est-—the Similarity x Abuse Type interaction because it captures the defensive
attribution effect, and the Similarity » Abuse Type x Dose interaction, which
captures the effect of media desensitization on defensive atiributions,

To complement these analyses, three additional, nonorthogonal contrasts of
theoretical interest were performed within each dependent variable cluster:
(a) a defensive attribution contrast that focuses only on judgments about rape
victims for whom the defensive attribution effects are most strongly predicted
{note that this contrast is similar to a simple effects test on the rape cells within
the Similarity » Abuse Type interaction); (b) a media dosage contrast with five
levels which tests a recovery from media exposure effects for subjects who
viewed films, but returned after 3 days to complete the dependent measures
portion of the study; and (c¢) a combined media paradox and defensive attribu-
tion model.

In the combined model, we expected the defensive attribution effect (for
rape victims) to be the source of the major effects, but some of these effects will
be attenuated by the reductions in arousal produced by varying levels of media
dosage. Common wisdom holds that greater exposure to violence against
wornen is related to greater victim derogation. Paradoxically, we maintain that
since greater exposure to violence desensitizes viewers reducing levels of
arousal and that arousal mediates attributional distortions, greater exposure to
media violence should produce less attributed victim responsibility in some
Cases.

This planned contrast specifically predicts that while, in general, dissimalar
victims will be held responsible more than similar victims (the defensive attri-
bution effect}, low dosages and short delays (because they produce the highest
levels of arousal) will produce the defensive attribution effect (that similar rape
victims will be held responsible less than dissimilar victims). Delays following
single as well as multiple film viewing were predicted to reduce and even
eliminate the defensive atiribution effects because of lower levels of arousal.
For dissimilar {battering) victims, the mode] specifies differences in responsi-
bility attributions as a function of similarity, but no differences as a function of
media dosage because battering cases are less situationally relevant. The coef-
ticients for these contrasts can be found in Table 3.

“Copics of the full results are avaiiable from the authors upon request.
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Table 3

Coefficients for Contrast Analyses

Design cells

it

Hypothesis 1234567891011 1213 14151617 18 19 20

Media

recovery 2222111106 000-1-1-1-1-2-2.22.22
Classic

defensive

atiribution 101010001 01 0O-1 01 O-1 010
Combined

media para-

dox and

attribution

maodel -t 00-1-000-3-1 3 | -2-1 2 1-2-1 21
Victim Responsibility

Full-Factorial Analyses

Victim responsibility. Significant main effects for delay were found on the
victim responsibility-related dependent variables: There was greater
identification with the victim where victim evaluation was delayed, F(1, 102) =
4.4, p< 03 (Ms=-0.14, immediate, and (.06, delayed), and greater victim beg
assailant recommended by subjects whose victim evaluations did not immedi-
ately follow film viewing, F(1, 102)=5.09, p < .03 (Ms=-0.31, immediate, and
0.13, delayed). Significant effects for similarity included greater attributed vic-
tim responsibility for dissimilar vietims, F(1, 102)=4.73, p< .03 (Ms = 0.19,
similar, and -0.16, dissimilar); and greater avoidance for dissimilar victims,
F{1,102)=9.27, p< 003 (M= -0.27, similar, and 0.25, dissimilar) and greater
victim beg assailant for similar victims, £{I, 102} = 6.28, p < .01 (Ms = 0.22,
similar, and -0.21, dissimilar}. Abuse type had fairly robust effects on a number
of the victim responsibility-related factors. There was greater identification
with rape victims, £(1, 102) = 21.89, p < 001 (Ms = .33, rape, and -0.28,
battering); greater victim responsibility for rape victims, /{1, 102)=14.63, p <
001 (Ms =035, rape, and -0.30, baltering); greater attractiveness for battering
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Table 4

Mean Victim Identification, Responsibifity, and Crime Severity Facior
Scores (Film Dose x Victim Similarity x Abuse Tvpe)

High Low

Similar Dngsimalar Similar Dissimilar

Rape Battery Rape Battery Rape Battery Rape Battery

A

Identify .52 0.66 0.67 025 -0.53 044 005 -0.41
Vietim re-

sponsible  0.24 -0.34 018 0.14 -003 -0.34 087 -0.37
Seventy -1.14 075  -1.14 -0.55 -0.83 0.69 011 -0.07

victims, F(1, 102)=5.51, p<.02 {Ms =-0.22, rape, and (.20, hattering); greater
counseling for rape victims, £(1, 102)=8.94, p <.003 (Ms = (.26, rape, and -0.27,
battering); and greater avoidance for battering victims, F(1, 102) =638, p <
01 {Ms =0.19, rape, and -0.22, battering). Two significant three-way interac-
tions (Dose x Similarity » Abuse Tvpe) were found, including least identifica-
tion with dissimilar rape victims where subjects had been exposed to the lowest
film dose and thus had not been desensitized, F(1, 102) = 4.99, p < .02, and the
defensive attribution effect for victim responsibility such that the greatest and
least responsibility are atributed to dissimilar and similar rape victims, respec-
tively, only where subjects had not been desensitized, F(1, 102)=3.81, p< .05,
Where desensitization was induced, there was no differential responsibility at-
tributed to similar and dissimilar rape victims (Table 4).

Defensive attribution. The defensive attribution hypothesis predicts low attri-
bution of responsibility to similar victims and high attribution of responsibility to
dissimilar victims in personally relevant situations such as rape. There were sigmfi-
cant effects in the predicted directions for four of five victim responsibility de-
pendent variables: identification, {98) =4.67, p < .00!; blame, {98)=2.06,p <
.04; avoidance, {{98) =-3.39, p < .001; and beg assailant, ((98)=2.33, p < 02.

Meclia recovery, This contrast was designed to answer the question: Is there
a media dosage effect such that the amount of film exposure leads to differential
victim judgments, but is attenvated by delay? This is a test of the hypothesis that
high film dosage leads to the greatest victim derogation, attenuated somewhat
by a delay period that would allow for recovery from the media effects. The
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Tahle 5

Mean Factar Scores on Psychological Injury, Crime Severily, and Distress
Variables as a Funetion of Nimilarity x Abuse Type

Similar Dissimilar
Rape Battering Rape Battering
(1,59, (2,6,10, {3,2,11, {4,8,12,
13,16)2 14,18)2 15,19 16,20)2
Psychological injory -32 S50 09 -.26
Crime severity -89 1 32 =18
Distress -.03 -.53 -7 635

& numbers in Table 3.

no-film-exposure control subjects were expected to hold victims least respon-
sible, and low-dose/delay subjects were expected to derogate slightly more
than no-exposure controls but less than the low-dose/immediate subjects. No
effects were found on this cluster of dependent vanables for this confrast,

Combined media paradox and defensive attribution model. This contrast
combines the effects of media dosage, delay, and defensive attribution on
judgments. Significant effects in the predicted direction were found on four
of the five victim responsibility dependent variables, including identification,
H{98)=-9.01, p<.001; victim blame, #{98) = 3.00, p < .003; avoidance, ((98) =
-2.79, p < .006; and beg assailant, ({98} = 2.93, p < .004.

Vicrim Consequences
Full-Factorial Analyses

With the cxception of a main effect for exposure on psychological injury,
F(1,102)=8.34, p < 005 (M3 = (1.53, low dose, and -0.13, high dose) such that low-
dose subjects perceived greater psychological injury to the victim, there were
no main effects for film exposure on any of the victim-related cluster of depend-
ent variahles. Significant effects for similarity and for abuse type included greater
distress for similar vietims, F{1, 102) = 15.46, p < 001 {Ms = .32, similar, and -0.29,
dissimilar) and greater crime severity for rape victims, F{1, 102} = 18.43, p< .00
(Ms=10.27, rape, and -0.34, battering). There was a Similarity = Abuse Type
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interaction on all three of the consequences to the victim dependent variables.
Subjects atinbuted greater psychological mjury to similar rape victims, F(1, 102} =
10.94, p < (0 1; greater distress to similar battering victims, F(1, 102) = 13.98,
p < .001; and judged the crime to be most severe for similar rape victims, F(1, 102) =
54.29, p < .001. The three-way interaction {Dose x Similarity x Abuse Type) on
crime severity was also significant such that rape of a dissimilar victim is perceived
by desensitized subjects as least severe, F(1, 102) = 6,16, p < .01 (Table 5).

Defensive attributions. An effect in the predicted direction was found for
crime severity only, #{98) = 5.89, p < .001.

Media recovery. We found significant effects on two of the three conse-
guences to the victim-related dependent variables such that there was more
perceived psychological injury among low-dose subjects, {98) = 346, p <
001, and more distress among low-dose subjects, ((98) = 2.01, p < .05.

Combined media paradox and defensive attribution model. A significant
effect in the predicted direction was found for crime severity only, ({9R8) =
2.20, p <.034.

Victim Attractiveness

There was a significant main effect found for abuse type such that battering
victims were rated as more attractive than rape victims, F(1, 102) =551, p <
.02 (Ms = -0,22, rape, and (.20, battering). There were no other significant ef-
fects found for victim attractiveness.

Assailani-Related Variables

On only one of the three assailani-related factors (personality) did we find
any sighificant cffects and, as with the victim-related factors, the most potent
effects were for abuse type, F(1, 102)= 1138, p< 001 (Ms=0.31, rape, and -0.27,
battering), indicating that greater responsibility was attributed to personality
characteristics in battering assailants. There was also a significant Similarity =
Abuse Type interaction, indicating greater responsibility attributed to the as-
sailant’s personality characteristics where the crime is battering and the vic-
tims are dissimilar, F{1, 102) =5.21, p < .02.

Discussion
Summary of Findings

The hypotheses encompassed in the planned contrasts representing the de-
fensive attribution effect only (disregarding the film exposure efiects) were strongly
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supported for the victim responsibility cluster of dependent variables. Consis-
tent with other theonsts, we had predicted low attributions of responsibility to
similar victims and high attributions of responsibility to dissimilar victims in
personaily relevant situations such as rape. Our results supported this predic-
tion. We had made a similar prediction for the victim consequences dependent
variables; however, only on the crime severity variable was the effect detected.

Our predictions conceming the effects of media-induced arousal on defen-
sive attributions were also supported, overall. We found that women identified
least with dissimilar rape victims and most with similar rape victims when they
had not been desensitized. When subjects were desensitized, the defensive at-
tribution effect failed to emerge.

We were also interested in determining if film exposure dose and a time de-
lay between viewing and victim evaluation interact. We tested the hypothesis
that high film dosage leads to greatest victim derogation when attenuated by a
delay period that would allow for a recovery from the media effects. These ef-
fects were not found for the victim responsibility dependent variables, but
some effects for dose were found for the victim conseguences variables. There
was a significant tendency among low-dose subjects to perceive more psycho-
logical injury and to attribute more distress to the victim than high-dose sub-
jects. A combined media paradox (shart-term exposure to sexual vielence will
make victim responsibility attributions more likely than long-term exposure)
and defensive attribution model was also tested. We expected the defensive at-
tribution effect under conditions of high situational relevance (i.e., evaluating a
rape victim), but we posiulated that this effeet would be attenvated by the re-
ductions in arousal produced by varying levels of media dosage and delay be-
tween viewing and victim evaluation. Significant effects were found for this
model on the victim responsibility vanables,

We also examined the effects of personal similarity, situational relevance,
and mass-media-induced emotional arousal on subject judgments about per-
sonal atiributes. No effects were found. Likewise, no effects were found for the
assailant-related variabtes.

Implications for Mass-Media and Victim-Evaluation Research

These findings extend those obtained by others on the effects of emotional
arousal on victim responsibility attributions. The study can be vicwed as a con-
ceptual replication of the results obtained by Thomton et al. (1986), who
showed that emotional arousal plays an important role in motivated distortions
of responsibility.,

The desensitization effects found on the victim consequences variables,
such that women exposed to a low dose of sexual violence perceived more
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psychological injury and attributed more distress to the victim than women ex-
posed to larger doses, are similar to past findings for males. Linz et al. (1984,
1948} found that male subjects who were exposed to slasher films for relatively
long periods of time were less empathic toward rape victims in general, and
found the victim of a rape presented in a videotaped trial to be less injured than
control subjects who had not viewed a number of these films. As in the Linz et
al, studies, in the present study we found few effects on victim and assailant
variables not directly related to victim distress or injury. Evaluations of victim
attractiveness and evaluations of the assailant remained unchanged after film
exposure. Considered together, these studies suggest that desensitization effects
after exposure to sexual violence are relatively robust, but that the spillover to
other judgments may be limited. Judgments about perpetrators or other aspects
of the victimization situation appear to be unaffected.

The implications for scientific research on the relationship between desen-
sitization to violence after mass-media exposure and vietim derogation are,
perhaps, more subtle. The tfindings presented here point to a relatively complex
relationship between emotional desensitization and victim judgments follow-
ing exposure to violence. Under some conditions, we obtain the classic defen-
sive attribution—the tendency to hold personally dissimilar actors responsible
for their misfortune under threatening circumstances and to attribute the mis-
fortune suffered by similar actors to chance. But this effect emerges only when
subjects are highly aroused, a state that is most easily evoked with fewer rather
than mare sexually violent media exposures.

This is one of at least two effects that are consistent with social psychologi-
cal theory bul are somewhat paradoxical in light of commonsense notions
about the results of prolonged exposure to mass-media violence, The other is
the finding by Zillmann and Bryant {1982, 1984) that long-term exposure to
sexually degrading material leads to less aggressive behavior in the laboratory
than does short-term exposure to the same materials, presumably because of
the psychological process of excitation transfer. The findings of the present
study stand as an additional example of what may be a general phenomenon;
namely, that more exposure to arousing mass media results in fewer effects
than less exposure because of heightened or dampened phvsiclogical/emotional
arousal augmenting or attenuating responses toward a victim. The present
study suggests that what appears to hold true for vielent behavior following
long-term exposure to violence also holds true for more cognitive responses
such as attributing responsibility to victims in some circumstances.

The effects of emotional arousal following exposure to violence in conjunc-
tion with personal similarity and situational relevance on female subject re-
sponses to female victims should be kept in mind in future research on
desensitization. They may be useful in explaining why negative effects such as
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attributing responsibility to victims are observed in some studies {Kratkaetal.,
1997}, but not others (Linz et al., 1984, 1988).

Finally, this paradoxical effect also complicates the usual assumptions
made by policy makers and concerned citizens about the effects of prolonged
exposure to sexual violence in the mass media. Many policy makers (e.g.,
Attomey General's Commission on Pornography, 1986} have postulated that
media violence leads to tolerance of sexual violence. Social psychological re-
search has been used to substantiate these claims (American Booksellers
Association v, Hudnut, 1984). Policy makers and researchers are often left ina
quandary as to why some studies of exposure to violence produce socially
undesirable effects and others do not. Our study suggests that variables such
as emotional arousal stemming directly from the level of exposure to vio-
lence and the timing of exposure and judgments about or behavior toward cer-
tain victims must be considered as mediating variables for certain antisocial
effects.

References

American Bookseliers Association v. Hudnut, 475 U.S, 1001 (1986), Sumarily
aff"d, 771 F.2d 323 (7th Cir. 1985).

Attarney General's Commission on Pornography Final Report. (1986}, Attor-
ney General's Commission on Pornography, U.S. Department of Justice.
Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office.

Chaikin, A L., & Darley, J. M. (1973). Victim or perpetrator: Defensive attri-
bution of responsibility and the need for order and justice. Journal of Per-
sonality and Social Psychology, 28, 268-275.

Krafka, C., Linz, D, Donnerstein, E., & Penrod, S. (1997). Women's reactions
to sexually aggressive mass media depictions. Violence Against Women, 3,
149-181.

Lerner, M. J., & Matthews, G. (1967). Reactions to suffering of others under
conditions of indirect responsibility. Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 8, 319-325.

Lerner, M. I., & Simmons, C. H. (1966). Observer’s reactions to the “innocent
victim™: Compassion or rejection? Journal of Personality and Social Psy-
chology, 4, 203-210.

Linz, I., Donnerstein, E., & Adams, 8. (1989). Physiological desensitization
and judgments about female victims of violence. Human Communication
Research, 15, 509-522.

Linz, D., Donnerstein, E., & Penrod, S. (1984). The effects of multiple expo-
sures to filmed violence against women. Journal af Communication, 34,
130-147,



FEMALE VICTIM ACCOUNTABILITY 2171

Linz, D., Donnerstein, E., & Penrod, 5. {1988). Long-term exposure to viclent
and sexuvally degrading depictions of women. Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology, 55, 758-768.

Shaver, K. G. (1975). An infroduction to attribution processes. Cambridge,
MA: Winthrop.

Shaver, K. G., Turnbull, A. A., & Sterling, M. P. {1973). Defensive attribution:
The effects of occupational dangers and locus of control, perceiver sex and
self-esteem. Journal Supplement Abstract Service Catalog of Selected
Dacuments in Psvehology, 3, 48.

Thornton, B., Hogate, L., Moirs, K., Pinette, M., & Presby, W. (1986}, Physio-
logical evidence of an arousal-based motivational bias in the defensive at-
tribution of responsibility. Jewrnal of Experimentai Social Psychology, 22,
148-162.

Zillmann, D., & Bryant, I. (1982). Pornography, sexual callousness, and the
trivialization of rape, Journal of Communication, 32, 10-21.

Zillmann, D., & Bryant, J. (1984). Effects of massive exposure to pornography.
In N. Mailamuth & E. Donnerstein, E. (Eds. ), Pornography and sexual ag-
gression (pp. 115-138). New York, NY: Academic.

Zillman, D., & Johnson, R. C. (1973}. Motivated aggressiveness perpemated
by exposure to aggressive films and reduced to nonaggressive films. Jour-
nal of Research in Personality, 7, 261-276.

Zillmann, D., Katcher, A. H., & Milavsky, B. (1972). Excitation transfer from
physical exercise to subsequent aggressive behavior. Journal of Experi-
mental Social Psychology, 8, 247-259,

Zuckerman, M., & Lubin, B. (1963). Manual for the Multiple Affect Adjective
Check List. San Diego, CA: Educational and Industrial Testing Service.

Zuckerman, M., Lubin, B., Vogel, L., & Valerius, L. {1964). Measurement of
experimentally induced affects. Journal of Consulting Psychology, 28,
418-425,






