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Completing the Puzzle: Exploring Possible Antecedents to Rape Myth Acceptance 

One in four college women will become the victim of an attempt or completed sexual 

assault during her time in college, and her experience will most likely not be reported to the 

university or the police. Statistics have shown that the group most at risk for sexual assault are 

females ages 18-24. This age group, as most will recognize, is the average age of most American 

college students today. In 2013, the Campus Save act was signed into law requiring all 

universities receiving federal funding to provide primary sexual assault prevention and 

awareness programs for all students and employees (“Understanding the Campus”, n.d.). Even 

with the active prevention efforts by universities, however the sexual assault epidemic continues 

to plague college campuses across the U.S. (Sinozich & Langton, 2014). The leading explanation 

is that college campuses foster a rape culture through the endorsement of rape myths, which have 

been shown to increase the risk of sexual assault (Aronowitz, Lambert, & Davidoff, 2012; 

McMahon, 2010). 

Rape myths can be thought of as cultural beliefs that serve to deny or minimize the 

occurrence of a sexual assault, or to support the view that the victim is to blame for being 

assaulted (Brownmiller, 1975). Brownmiller (1975) described rape myth acceptance as, 

“attitudes and beliefs that are generally false but are widely and persistently held, and that serve 

to deny and justify male sexual aggression against women”. Studies have also shown that the 

endorsement of rape culture attitudes influences not only the likelihood of a sexual assault 

occurring, but also whether or not the incident is reported, and how the victims view themselves 

and their experiences afterwards (Burnett et al., 2009). Even though all public universities are 

required to have active prevention efforts on their campuses, the prevalence of sexual assault on 

college campus remains a substantial issue (Baynard, Moynihan, & Plante, 2007; Sinozich & 



Langton, 2014; “Understanding the Campus”, n.d.). An analysis of the current literature on rape 

culture and rape myth acceptance reveals three factors possibly serving as antecedents to rape 

myth acceptance: bystander attitudes, sexual health knowledge, and social competence 

(Aronowitz et ah, 2012; Banyard et ah, 2007; Emmers-Sommer et ah, 2004; Mallet & Herbe, 

2011). The present study was conducted to examine these variables and determine their influence 

on the acceptance of rape myths by college students. 

Sexual Knowledge 

Another factor that may account for some of the variability in rape myth acceptance is the 

level of semantic knowledge a person has about human reproduction and sexual health in 

general. Aronowitz and colleagues (2012) studied possible antecedents to one’s likelihood of 

accepting rape myths and found that, for college students, lower scores on a sexual knowledge 

exam were indicative of having higher rape myth acceptance scores. Prior research has also 

suggested the existence of a deficit in the sexual education of American adolescents (Carrera, 

Williams, Philliber, & West, 2000), indicating a possible explanation for the continued 

endorsement of rape myth beliefs despite active awareness efforts (Aronowitz et ah, 2012; 

Sinozich & Langton, 2014). Carrera and colleagues (2000) gave a sex knowledge exam to 

American adolescents across the country. The results were shocking, with an average score of 

40% correct among participants. Of the participants, 73% thought that a person could never 

choose to be abstinent once they have had sexual intercourse, only 33% knew that “pulling out” 

was not a form of birth control, and only 37% knew that there were other activities that a person 

could use to satisfy their sexual needs besides intercourse (Carrera et ah, 2000). These findings 

indicate that there may be a deficit in the sexual knowledge of adolescents, which could be 


