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Is it worthwhile to fight back in response to a would-be rapist? On the basis
of decades of research dedicated to the subject, we assert that resistance is asso-
ciated with increased likelihood of rape avoidance and may conter benefits in
other ways as well. Whereas the benefit of resistance is becoming clearer based
on the empirical research, efforts to increase rape resistance education are often
met with criticism, particularly due to concerns about how women’s resistance
might lead to escalation of oftender violence or victim injury. Accordingly, this
chapter provides an overview of the research documenting the effectiveness
of self-defense/rape resistance strategies, discusses what 1s effective and what is
not, explains the benefits and potential drawbacks of resistance, and explores
the factors that facilitate and limit the use of resistance. Finally, the chapter con-
cludes with a discussion of the future directions of research on the efficacy of
victim resistance and self-defense training and on the ways to increase women’s
knowledge and usage of effective resistance strategies.

Both historically and politically, expectations surrounding women’s re-
sistance are contradictory. From a legal perspective, victim resistance was
formerly compulsory (and unique to the crime of rape) because the 18th-
century English law (which was carried over to the United States) required
that women must resist their attackers “earnestly” or “to the utmost” in
order to be considered victims (Schulhofer, 1998). At the same time, us-
ing physical resistance is counter to gender norms of passivity. From the
standpoint that women “can’t” successfully resist a perpetrator, the police
historically advised women not to resist, citing concerns that women who
resisted would only experience greater injury, and instead encouraged
women to try to play along or talk their way out of sexually violent situ-
ations (Storaska, 1975). Whereas injury is one potential risk of resistance,

Sexual Assault Risk Reduction and Resistance © 2018 Elsevier Inc.
https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-12-805389-8.00006-2 All rights reserved. 111



112 Sexual Assault Risk Reduction and Resistance

whether resistance leads to injury, rape avoidance, or other outcomes merits
empirical analysis. Importantly, the authors agree that perpetrators of sexual
aggression are solely responsible for their conduct and that interventions
should target primary prevention of sexual violence perpetration. Ideally,
programs to prevent sexual violence would be eftective enough that women
do not have to concern themselves with learning self-defense and rape re-
sistance strategies. Unfortunately, we have not yet reached a time in which
women can rely fully on perpetrator-focused prevention efforts. Whereas
the authors firmly believe that rape prevention efforts targeting perpetra-
tors are imperative, we also believe that it is incumbent upon us to assist
women in defending themselves from sexual aggression however possible.
If resistance strategies are effective in deterring rape, it is our responsibility
to make knowledge of such strategies available to women to increase their
own safety and to provide opportunities for women to learn these strategies.
By providing practice in utilizing resistance strategies, self-defense training
may help women to overcome traditional gender role demands of “passiv-
ity” and feel more efticacious in resisting offenders.

EVIDENCE FOR EFFECTIVENESS OF SELF-DEFENSE/RAPE
RESISTANCE STRATEGIES IN RAPE AVOIDANCE

A growing field of research documents the eftectiveness of self-defense and
rape resistance strategies as they relate to rape avoidance (for reviews, see
Ullman, 1997, 2007; Gidycz & Dardis, 2014). Earlier research suggests that
between 66% and 87% of women use some form of resistance in response
to rape (Clay-Warner, 2002; Fisher, Daigle, Cullen, & Santana, 2007; O’Neal
& Kaiser, 2015; Tark & Kleck, 2004; Ullman & Knight, 1991). This gener-
ally converges with the results from a sample of sex oftenders incarcerated
in Canada, in which 68% of the offenders reported that their victims re-
sisted (Leclerc & Cale, 2015). Overall, using any form of resistance is as-
sociated with lower rates of rape completion across a number of studies
(Clay-Warner, 2002; O’Neal & Kaiser, 2015; Tark & Kleck, 2014), including
within a metaanalysis, in which resistance of any form was associated with an
over six times greater likelihood of rape avoidance (Wong & Balemba, 2016).
‘Within a national survey, only 19% of rapes were completed after some form
of victim resistance compared with 88% completion when the victim did
not resist (Tark & Kleck, 2014). Though the rate of resistance strategies var-
ies across studies, between 35% (Clay-Warner, 2002) and 39% (Fisher et al.,
2007) of victims report using more than one type of resistance strategy.
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Table 6.1 Categories and examples of resistance strategies

Forceful Nonforceful

Physical | Kicking Pulling away from offender
Punching Fleeing or running away
Scratching Avoiding offender
Wrestling Removing offender’s hands
Shoving Struggling
Biting Shielding oneself
Martial Arts
Using a weapon

Verbal Screaming for help Crying
Yelling at oftender Begging
Threatening offender Pleading with offender

Trying to reason with offender

Types of resistance strategies are generally categorized along two dimensions:
whether forceful or nonforcetul and whether verbal or physical (see Table 6.1).
Specifically, forceful physical responses include strategies such as wrestling, punch-
ing, scratching, shoving, biting, kicking, or using martial arts, whereas nonforceful
physical responses include strategies such as struggling, fleeing, pulling away, or
shielding oneself. Forceful verbal responses include strategies such as screaming
for help or yelling at or threatening the offender, whereas nonforceful verbal
responses include crying, begging, or pleading with the offender.

RESISTANCE STRATEGIES GENERALLY FOUND TO BE
EFFECTIVE IN DETERRING RAPE

Whereas the use of resistance overall is associated with rape avoidance across
a number of studies, some strategies do appear to be more effective than
others in deterring rape. Research consistently shows that physical forms
of resistance—forceful or nonforceful—are effective in deterring rape (see
Edwards et al., 2014; Fisher et al., 2007; Guerette & Santana, 2010; O’Neal
& Kaiser, 2015; Tark & Kleck, 2014; Ullman, 1997, 2007; Wong & Balemba,
2016). Resistance that occurs immediately (i.e., earlier on in the assault) is
also more effective than less immediate resistance (Ullman, 1997). A sample
of incarcerated sex oftenders also reported that physical resistance by a vic-
tim was associated with reduced rape completion (Leclerc & Cale, 2015).
Under certain circumstances, forceful verbal resistance can also be effec-
tive in decreasing the progression of sexual violence (Edwards et al., 2014;
Guerette & Santana, 2010; Ullman, 1997, 2007; Wong & Balemba, 2016).
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However, some research using multivariate analyses indicates that physical
resistance may still be superior to verbal resistance in deterring rape (Clay-
Warner, 2002). Nonetheless, forceful verbal resistance may be particularly
effective in the context of primarily verbal offender attack strategies, such as
verbal pressure (i.e., coercion) or rude remarks (Edwards et al., 2014; Fisher
et al., 2007; Ullman, 1997, 1998, 2007). Among a sample of undergraduate
women, Fisher et al. (2007) found that victims often matched the strategies
of their offenders; for example, victims often responded to forceful oftender
strategies with forceful resistance and to nonforceful offender strategies
(e.g., sexual coercion, unwanted sexual contact without force) with non-
forceful strategies, often referred to as the “parity thesis.” Fisher et al. (2007)
found that such matching was most effective in avoiding completion of
sexual violence, such that forceful resistance to forceful offender action was
effective. However, Fisher and colleagues also found that forceful physical
victim responses to verbally coerced sexual contact were associated with
increased completion of verbally coerced unwanted sexual contact, whereas
nonforceful verbal resistance was associated with decreased likelihood of
verbally coerced unwanted sexual contact. It appears that not matching the
level of force with the offender was associated with negative outcomes. Of
note, the sequence of events (i.e., order in which perpetrator acts and victim
reacts) was not controlled in this study, and victims tended to use more than
one resistance strategy. Recently, Edwards et al. (2014) found mixed support
for the parity thesis among a sample of undergraduate women. Specifically,
women often matched nonforceful or verbal tactics by the perpetrator
with their own verbal resistance; however, they also most commonly used
nonforceful and verbal tactics to respond to forceful and physical offender
strategies rather than matching them with physical responses. Balemba,
Beauregard, and Mieczkowski (2012) performed semistructured inter-
views with a sample of sex offenders who have served at least 2 years in a
Canadian federal penitentiary, to attempt to address the parity thesis and
determine whether violent perpetrator force and violent victim resistance
were associated with escalation of perpetrator force. Although they did find
that perpetrators responded violently to forceful physical victim resistance,
the strongest predictor of a violent reaction to the victim’s resistance was
the perpetrator’s initial use of force and violence. Thus, victims’ use of force-
ful resistance was generally matched to a high degree of initial force, and
perpetrators’ behavior was dependent on their own prior behavior, perhaps
more than the victim’s behaviors. However, the authors did not assess actual
injury to the victim or rape avoidance as outcomes.
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RESISTANCE STRATEGIES GENERALLY FOUND TO BE
INEFFECTIVE IN DETERRING RAPE

In contrast to physical and forceful verbal strategies that show evidence of
effectiveness in deterring rape, nonforceful verbal resistance is related to
rape completion across a number of studies (Edwards et al., 2014; Furby &
Fischhoft, 1992; Tark & Kleck, 2014; Ullman, 1997, 2007). Tark and Kleck
(2014) found in a national study that nonforceful verbal strategies such as
arguing, reasoning, or pleading with the offender increased the odds of rape
completion by a factor of 4.5. Edwards et al. (2014) found that nearly 60%
of women who experienced assaults by forcetul offenders used nonassertive
resistance such as pleading, crying, or pretending to be asleep, which were
less effective in deterring sexual violence than were assertive physical and
verbal responses. Theoretically, nonforceful verbal strategies such as begging
or pleading with the perpetrator may coincide with ways that rapists who
are motivated by power or control motives hope that women will respond.
However, only one quantitative study of empirically validated rapist types
examined whether the victim’s resistance had differential eftects on rape
and injury outcomes according to the rapist type (Ullman & Knight, 1995).
The study showed that victims resisting sadistic rapists were no more likely
to be physically injured than women resisting other rapist types (Ullman &
Knight, 1995), and there were no differences in rape completion by rapist
type. The level of oftender violence across rapist types predicted the level of
physical injury regardless of the victim’s resistance. Thus, historical advice to
women to avoid fighting back in case the perpetrator might be a sadist who
would get excited in response to their fighting and injure women more
severely has not been empirically supported.

Whereas attacks often lead humans to enter a “fight or flight” stage that
engages the individual emotionally and physically to respond to threat, a
“freeze” response is also identified in situations of rape, often referred to as
“tonic immobility,” in which victims feel paralyzed and are unable to re-
spond (Galliano, Noble, Travis, & Puechl, 1993). Gidycz,Van Wynsberghe, and
Edwards (2008) found that 39% of their sample reported some experience
of immobility in response to sexual violence. Whereas a “freeze” response is
natural for some, immobility is associated with increased rape completion
(Ullman, 2007). Childhood sexual victimization (Gidycz et al., 2008; Stoner
et al., 2007) and prior adolescent/adult victimization (Gidycz et al., 2008)
are associated with increased immobility in response to sexual threat and
passive resistance responses. Thus, “freeze” responses may partially account
for the frequent finding that women with a history of sexual violence are
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less likely to resist offenders forcefully (Brecklin, 2011). The role of tonic
immobility and prior victimization on rape resistance is discussed more fully
in the chapter written by Jeanette Norris et al. in this volume.

WOMEN'’S PERCEPTIONS OF THE EFFECTIVENESS
OF RESISTANCE STRATEGIES

Several studies document women’s perceptions of the effectiveness of resis-
tance strategies. Women’s perceptions may or may not match empirical ev-
idence of effectiveness; however, women’s perceptions are important to the
extent that they facilitate women’s resistance or present as barriers to wom-
en’s resistance. In a study assessing college women’s perceptions of resistance
and intentions to resist in the case of a hypothetical stranger rape, Easton,
Summers, Tribble, Wallace, and Lock (1997) found that 84% of women per-
ceived that they could use at least one method to resist a would-be rapist,
including “scream” (84%) and “harm their genitals” (81%). However, when
the hypothetical offender had a weapon, women were more likely to per-
ceive that resistance was a “bad idea,” less likely to report intentions to resist,
and more likely to believe that resistance would increase the likelihood of
harm and completed rape. Importantly, the oftender in this study was a hy-
pothetical stranger, and it is unclear whether women would report similar
perceptions in response to an acquaintance or intimate partner offender.

Cobbina’s (2013) qualitative research among formerly incarcerated
women suggested that psychological strategies such as “outsmarting” or
“deceiving” the offender or “playing mind games” were used by 14% of
victims and were perceived to be associated with rape avoidance (Cobbina,
2013). However, the author emphasized that these incidents largely oc-
curred in the context of high-risk settings such as prostitution and in the
context of threat with a weapon. These strategies were very risky, often
involving calling the oftender’s bluft in the face of a weapon (e.g., “Go
ahead and kill me then”) (Cobbina, 2013). Though perceived as eftective to
these women, deceit and “psychological” forms of avoidance could be very
risky and have not received much empirical study. In addition, the majority
of rapes do not occur in the context of weapon use (Guerette & Santana,
2010). At the present time, there is no statistical evidence to suggest that the
aforementioned forms of “psychological avoidance” are more eftective than
forceful resistance strategies.

Though not empirically studied as a resistance strategy utilized in re-
sponse to rape, Cuminsky and Brewster (2012) asked undergraduate women
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to rate the perceived effectiveness of either pepper spray or a cell phone in
keeping them safe in a situation of potential sexual assault. Participants did
imagine their cell phones to be weapons of self-defense, and the group
who rated the effectiveness of cell phones as self-defense rated it as more
effective in deterring rape than did those who rated pepper spray as a form
of selt-defense. Whereas cell phones could be used to alert bystanders to
intervene, the authors point out that it seems that women are inclined to
defend themselves psychologically (holding a phone) rather than feeling
equipped to physically defend themselves and thus may over-rely on their
phones rather than using their own abilities. The use of cell phones as a
form of self~-defense merits further investigation because this method may
not be eftective in preventing rape and may prevent women from actively
considering other more effective self-protective strategies.

BEYOND RAPE AVOIDANCE: BENEFITS OF RESISTING RAPE

There are several additional benefits to the use of rape resistance strategies
(see Brecklin, 2011 for a review). In addition to overall rape avoidance, some
strategies may be effective in decreasing the severity of victimization (e.g.,
Fisher et al., 2007; Ullman & Knight, 1993). For example, in a national sur-
vey of undergraduate women, Fisher et al. (2007) found that significantly
more women who experienced attempted rape had used forceful physical
strategies than did women who experienced completed rape (67% vs 37%),
suggesting that use of forceful physical resistance may decrease the severity
of victimization. The distinction between attempted and completed rape
is consequential because victims of attempted rape report better physical
and psychological health than do victims of completed rape (Brecklin &
Ullman, 2005). It is likely that research to date underestimates the rate at
which resistance strategies lead to rape avoidance and deescalation because
attempted rapes are less likely to be reported to the police (Rennison, 2002),
and there may be less public awareness of the potential benefits of resis-
tance. Whereas accounts of successtul resistance do exist in some forms (e.g.,
the book Her Wits About Her; Caignon & Groves, 1987), these accounts
are not as frequently publicized as are accounts of victim helplessness. In a
systematic analysis of 16 US newspapers across a calendar year, Hollander
and Rodgers (2014) found that most articles did not report on attempted
rape or on resistance strategies in their coverage—or they only noted that
the woman who experienced completed rape did not resist. In a powertul
demonstration, they present a survivor’s personal account of her rape, which
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included empowered and assertive physical resistance, juxtaposed with the
media’s narrative of her experience, which highlighted instead the survivor’s
helplessness and lack of agency.

Successtully avoided rape also may not come to mind on surveys in-
quiring about sexual victimization experiences; that is, rape is an event that
happens, whereas resistance leads to the absence of something “happening,”a
“nonevent” (Cermele, 2010). Cermele (2010) discusses how women are of-
ten given information prior to the script of rape, such as advice or strategies
to avoid rape altogether (e.g., do not walk alone at night), and perhaps infor-
mation about the end of the script, such as support and resources following
rape. However, “the middle of the script is a little fuzzy,” with little discussion
for women’s options about what to do once rape is attempted, which may
convey a sense of futility (“If avoidance fails, the script ends with rape, and
the rape ends in one of two ways: at the whim or desire of the perpetrator, or
with outside intervention,” p. 1164). For women to choose resistance, scripts
that counteract notions of helplessness and provide models demonstrating
assertive and successful response must be readily available to women.

In addition to decreased severity of completed sexual violence, women
who resist rape report fewer physical and psychological symptoms postas-
sault (Golding, 1999; Kilpatrick, Saunders, Amick-McMullan, & Best, 1989;
Koss, Woodruft, & Koss, 1991; Ullman & Brecklin, 2002, 2003) and more
rapid psychological improvement (Bart & O’Brien, 1985). Further, women
who report greater resistance efforts are more likely to label themselves
as victims (for a review, see Littleton, Rhatigan, & Axsom, 2007) and to
disclose to formal support sources, including mental health professionals
(Campbell, Wasco, Ahrens, Sefl, & Barnes, 2001; Ullman & Filipas, 2001).
Unfortunately, data also suggest that rape victims tend to be blamed more
by others when they waited for a longer time to resist the offender’s ad-
vances and receive more sympathy from others when they display more ac-
tive resistance (Brown & Testa, 2008; Pollard, 1992). These findings highlight
the importance of debunking societal rape myths that dismiss the serious-
ness of experiences of sexual violence that do not include forceful resistance
by the victim.

FEARED DRAWBACKS OR COSTS TO RESISTANCE

Despite concerns that the use of resistance strategies would increase wom-
en’s self-blame when rape is completed, research does not support this
conclusion; rather, one study found that victims who resisted reported
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decreased self-blame (Rozee & Koss, 2001). In two separate studies, Gidycz
et al. further found that women who experienced sexual victimization fol-
lowing a rape resistance and selt-defense program evidenced less self-blame
and more perpetrator blame than did women who had not completed the
rape resistance and self~-defense course (Gidycz et al., 2015; Gidycz, Rich,
Orchowski, King, & Miller, 2006).

Another feared drawback to resistance is that women who resist will be
more likely to experience physical injury. A recent metaanalysis concluded
that use of any resistance was associated with increased injury, with physical
resistance more strongly associated with injury than verbal resistance (Wong
& Balemba, 2016). However, the authors acknowledged that this metaanal-
ysis included just six studies, four of which were conducted in the 1970s. In
addition, the metaanalysis, like many of its constituent studies, did not take
into account the temporal sequence of events. That is, victims may not ex-
perience more injury following resistance; rather, victims may use resistance
strategies in response to physically injurious acts from the offender. This
is in line with the parity thesis described above (see section “Resistance
Strategies Generally Found to Be Effective in Deterring Rape”), in which
victims tend to match the strategies of offenders.

When the sequence of resistance and injury is taken into account, sev-
eral studies suggest that the use of forceful resistance does not lead to an
increase in victim injury (Kleck & Sayles, 1990; Ullman, 1998; Ullman &
Knight, 1992; Zoucha-Jensen & Coyne, 1993; and more recently, Guerette
& Santana, 2010; Tark & Kleck, 2014). For example, Guerette and Santana
(2010) found that just 21% of the injuries victims incurred occurred during
or after resistance. Tark and Kleck (2014) found that whereas 36.9% of
women were injured during rape and 25.2% were injured during sexual
assault, only 8.0% of rape victims and 5.6% of sexual assault victims were
injured gffer using resistance strategies. Serious injuries (e.g., broken bones,
knife, or stab wounds) were even less common, with just 1.4% of rape vic-
tims and 1.0% of sexual assault victims seriously injured affer using resistance
strategies. However, women who did resist reported much lower rates of
rape completion (54%) than did women who did not resist (88%; Tark &
Kleck, 2014), a finding replicated in the metaanalysis by Wong and Balemba
(2016; see section “Evidence for Effectiveness of Self-Defense/Rape
Reesistance Strategies in Rape Avoidance”). Further, it is important to con-
sider other benefits of rape avoidance (i.e., decreased psychological injury,
see section “Beyond Rape Avoidance: Benefits of Resisting Rape”) relative
to potential physical injuries (Galliano et al., 1993; Rozee & Koss, 2001).
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Ultimately, women should be informed of the risks as well as the benefits of
resistance so that they can make informed decisions.

FACTORS THAT FACILITATE AND LIMIT THE USE
OF RESISTANCE STRATEGIES

Given the potential benefits of resistance mentioned above, it is important
to understand the reasons why women may or may not resist in potentially
risky situations. By gaining an understanding of the factors that facilitate or
limit women’s use of resistance in response to would-be rapists, it is hoped
that important targets of intervention can be identified, which, it addressed,
could promote women’s ability to respond assertively, if desired.

FACTORS THAT FACILITATE THE USE OF
RESISTANCE STRATEGIES

A number of factors are associated with increased use of rape resistance
strategies, which generally include situational and cognitive/emotional fac-
tors. First, with regard to situational factors, and consistent with the “parity
thesis” described earlier, increased aggression by the offender is associated
with more assertive responding (e.g., Fisher et al., 2007; Turchik, Probst,
Chau, Nigoff, & Gidycz, 2007). Gidycz et al. (2008) found that the use
of physical restraint against the victim was associated with increased as-
sertive resistance. In addition, more aggression in the context of multiple
offenders (“gang” rape) is associated with increased use of assertive strategies
(Woodhams & Cooke, 2013). Among cross-sectional studies of undergrad-
uates, assertive forms of resistance were more likely when women felt con-
fident or were less self-conscious about using resistance strategies (Gidycz
et al., 2008; Nurius, Norris, Young, Graham, & Gaylord, 2000). Confidence
and intentions to use assertive responses as reported at baseline were also
prospectively associated with the use of both forceful verbal and forceful
physical resistance strategies in response to victimization over a 2-month
follow-up in one study (Turchik et al., 2007). Resistance was also facilitated
by increased anger among victims (Nurius, 2000) and resentment toward
the offender (Nurius, Norris, Macy, & Huang, 2004), as well as a lack of
concern about the offender’s judgments (Nurius et al., 2004). Finally, as
detailed in a number of chapters in this volume, completion of self-defense
training does appear to be a facilitator of resistance strategies. In several
studies, women who complete resistance/self-defense training report in-
creased use of rape resistance strategies and assertive sexual communication
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when encountering risky situations or potential perpetrators following pro-
gram participation (Gidycz et al., 2015, 2006; Hollander, 2014; Orchowski,
Gidycz, & Raffle, 2008; Rowe, Jouriles, McDonald, Platt, & Gomez, 2012;
Senn et al., 2015; Senn, Gee, & Thake, 2011; Sinclair et al., 2013).

FACTORS THAT LIMIT THE USE OF RESISTANCE STRATEGIES

Factors that limit the use of resistance strategies in response to rape can also
be divided into situational and cognitive/emotional forms. One situational
aspect associated with lower use of resistance strategies is the offender-
victim relationship. In several studies, having a prior relationship with the
offender is associated with less forceful resistance (Edwards et al., 2014;
Macy, Nurius, & Norris, 2007; Turchik et al., 2007; Ullman, 1997, 2007)
and with higher rates of rape completion (Guerette & Santana, 2010). Prior
relationships also appear to impact victims at a cognitive/emotional level, as
Turchik et al. (2007) found that concerns about relationship preservation at
baseline were associated with increased use of nonforceful resistance strate-
gies at a 7-month follow-up. Importantly, this does not mean that resistance
strategies cannot be useful in avoiding rape in situations in which the victim
and the offender have a prior relationship, as studies suggest that resistance
strategies utilized against intimate partners are equally effective at deterring
rape (Tark & Kleck, 2014). In their recent review of partner sexual violence,
Logan, Walker, and Cole (2015) concluded that whereas we know women
resist less in such incidents, little is known about particular resistance tactics
that may be most eftective in partner sexual assaults.

Alcohol use by the offender at the time of the assault is associated with
an increase in victims’ use of self-protective strategies, particularly physical
responses (Ullman, 1997, 2007) in most studies (for exceptions, see Ullman
& Knight, 1993; Ullman, Karabatsos, & Koss, 1999). Ullman (1997, 2007)
theorizes that this may occur either (a) because the victim perceives that
she will be more likely to be able to resist an intoxicated offender due to
his impairment or (b) because intoxicated oftenders may attack with more
initial violence that is met with greater victim resistance. Indeed, rapes in
which only the offender was drinking were related to greater rape com-
pletion (Brecklin & Ullman, 2002) and victim injury (Ullman & Brecklin,
2000). However, one study suggests that offender alcohol use does not limit
the effectiveness of resistance strategies (Tark & Kleck, 2014).

In contrast, victim alcohol use is associated with decreased resistance
(Macy, Nurius, & Norris, 2006; Testa, VanZile-Tamsen, Livingston, &
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Buddie, 2006; Ullman et al., 1999). Experimental studies suggest that alco-
hol intoxication interferes with sexual assault risk perception (Stoner et al.,
2007; Testa, Livingston, & Collins, 2000), even at blood alcohol levels well
below those that would occur in the context of binge drinking (Stoner
et al., 2007). Among undergraduate samples, women who were drinking
at the time of rape report increased self-blame as well as tonic immobility
and passive rather than assertive resistance (Macy et al., 2006; Nurius et al.,
2004; Stoner et al., 2007). Though these studies were cross-sectional and
retrospective, it is possible that women who drink alcohol prior to an assault
resist less or that the combination of alcohol use and acquaintance perpe-
trators leads to lower resistance, leading to greater completion of rape and
increased postassault self-blame. Stoner et al. (2007) administered alcohol to
undergraduate women to reach various levels of intoxication and presented
them with hypothetical interactions with sexually aggressive men, finding
that uncertainty about how to respond mediated the relationship between
alcohol use and resistance strategies. Specifically, with increasing levels of
intoxication (as measured by the blood alcohol level), women reported in-
creasing uncertainty about how to respond, leading to more polite resis-
tance (e.g., apologizing, make excuses for not having sex).

Several other situational factors, including the presence of multiple
offenders and the presence of weapons, may affect the use of resistance
strategies. With regard to multiple offenders, Woodhams and Cooke (2013)
found that as the number of offenders increased, victim resistance decreased.
Whereas some research suggests that women are generally less able to avoid
rape completion in multiple-offender cases (Ullman, 2007; Ullman et al.,
1999), Tark and Kleck (2014) found that the effectiveness of self-protective
behaviors did not differ based on the number of offenders. Weapon use is
associated with greater rape completion (Ullman, 2007), perpetrator vio-
lence (Balemba et al., 2012), and physical injury (O’Neal & Kaiser, 2015),
even in the context of women’s self-defense strategies (Clay-Warner, 2002).
However, examining situational characteristics and resistance from the
perspective of sex offenders, Leclerc and Cale (2015) found that whereas
weapon use did increase victims’ performance of sexual behaviors on of-
fenders, the presence of weapons was not associated with completed penile
penetration. Ullman and Knight (1993) also found that forceful resistance
by the victim was associated with less severe victimization outcomes re-
gardless of whether a weapon was present. Further, in a sample of rapes
reported to the Los Angeles Police and Sherift’s Departments, O’Neal and
Kaiser (2015) found that weapon use by the perpetrator increased the risk
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of injury by 460%. However, resistance by a victim using a weapon such as
a knife or gun is associated with decreased rape completion (Guerette &
Santana, 2010; Kleck & Sayles, 1990; Tark & Kleck, 2014), with no signifi-
cant eftect on injury (Guerette & Santana, 2010; Kleck & Sayles, 1990; Tark
& Kleck, 2004, 2014). More research is needed on rape resistance in the
context of different types of weapons.

The presence of a bystander is another situational characteristic that
may affect resistance. In general, having a bystander present at the time of
the assault decreased the odds of completion in several studies (Guerette
& Santana, 2010; Ullman, 1997, 2007). Specifically, Guerette and Santana
(2010) found that a bystander’s presence decreased the odds of rape comple-
tion by 45%. However, it is less clear how bystanders atfect victim resistance
strategies. The presence of bystanders was associated with the use of non-
forceful resistance strategies in one study (Skogan & Block, 1983) but not in
another (Clay-Warner, 2003). In a qualitative study, Cobbina (2013) found
that forceful physical strategies in combination with bystander intervention
led to deescalation and decreased injury.

In this volume, Jeannette Norris et al. detail the role of cognitive and
emotional barriers in responding to risky situations and potential perpetra-
tors. These factors include embarrassment, fear of peer group rejection for
resisting (Norris, Nurius, & Dimeff, 1996; Ullman, 2007), and conflict and
uncertainty about how to respond to rape (Stoner et al., 2007). One indi-
vidual characteristic of the victim that has received much attention in the
resistance and self-defense literature is the victim’s history of prior sexual
abuse. Overall, research supports the notion that women with a history of
victimization are less likely to use assertive resistance strategies and more
likely to use indirect methods of resistance in response to an assault than are
women without a history of prior sexual victimization (see Brecklin, 2011,
for a review). In vignette studies, Yeater, McFall, and Viken (2011) found
that women with increasingly severe histories of sexual violence responded
less effectively to increasing sexual pressure within vignettes, suggesting that
women with a history of victimization may experience unique barriers to
resistance compared with women without a history of sexual victimization.
In a virtual reality paradigm, undergraduate women responded to increasing
sexual coercion from a virtual “acquaintance.” Women with a sexual assault
history, compared with women without such a history, were less angry and
used fewer angry words in response to initial unwanted sexual advances,
particularly when such advances were flirtatious and flattering rather than
overtly hostile (Jouriles, Rowe, McDonald, & Kleinsasser, 2014). This is
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important given that anger is a facilitator of assertive resistance (Nurius,
2000). One reason for less assertive responding may be due to tonic immo-
bility because women with a history of child and adolescent/adult sexual
victimization display more immobile reactions to rape than do women who
have not been previously victimized (see section “Resistance Strategies
Generally Found to Be Ineffective in Deterring Rape”). It may be that
women with a history of sexual violence are triggered by these experiences
and begin to dissociate, making it difficult to respond assertively.

There is some evidence that decreased sexual assertiveness among
women with a history of adult sexual victimization mediates the relation-
ship between a history of sexual victimization and revictimization (Kelley,
Orchowski, & Gidycz, 2016). There is also evidence that women with a
history of sexual victimization do make self-protective plans in attempts
to avoid rape. Specifically, Gilmore et al. (2016) examined women’s use of
“protective behavioral strategies” (PBS) that women plan to use to attempt
to decrease the likelihood of victimization (e.g., planning to meet a date
in public, planning which resistance strategies one would use in the mo-
ment). Surprisingly, they found that a history of sexual victimization was
not associated with the use of self-protective strategies over a 3-month in-
terim. However, as expected, the use of PBS at baseline was associated with
decreased sexual assault severity over the 3-month interim. The authors
suggest that these results provide preliminary evidence that women with
a history of sexual victimization are equally as likely to plan ahead to use
protective strategies as are women without a history of sexual victimization
but appear to experience more barriers to assertive situational responding
once an assault begins. Such barriers need investigation in future research
in order to inform risk reduction programs for women with a history of
sexual victimization.

NEXT STEPS IN RESISTANCE RESEARCH

Given the efficacy of resistance strategies in rape avoidance and associa-
tions with other positive outcomes, some programming efforts have been
directed toward teaching self-defense and rape resistance strategies. Despite
some promising findings with risk reduction efforts (see the chapter by
Charlene Senn, Jocelyn Hollander, and Christine Gidycz in this volume), in
order to best inform such efforts, additional research is needed to determine
which resistance strategies are effective under which specific circumstances.
For example, the interaction between known perpetrators and alcohol use
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is important to investigate, given that the majority of campus rapes occur
under such conditions. Whereas it is likely that desire to preserve a relation-
ship may continue to preclude the use of forceful physical resistance among
some women, there may be strategies that women find more palatable that
can also be effective (e.g., particular forceful verbal strategies), and deter-
mining what works in these situations and providing an arsenal of options
would be beneficial.

The majority of the resistance literature is based on large samples from
the National Crime Victimization Survey (NCVS) at various time inter-
vals since the 1990s. The use of a large national sample is a strength of
this research. However, the sample is limited by its retrospective design and
difficulty in determining the temporal ordering of resistance and injury.
The NCVS is also framed as a survey about “crime,” such that it may only
capture incidents perceived as true crimes, likely leaving out sexual assault
that does not fit a definition of a stereotypical rape (e.g., intimate partners,
in the presence of alcohol, with less physical force). Research is needed
that carefully assesses episodes of sexual violence including temporal se-
quencing to disentangle the issues of offender attack, victim resistance, and
injury. In addition, while the NCVS includes nationally representative data
of individuals aged 12 years and over, it is unknown whether the results
based on the survey generalize to other populations, such as undergradu-
ate college students, or those in various kinds of relationships (i.e., marital
rape vs date rape). It is also imperative that continued work be trauma in-
formed (see Anne DePrince and Kerry Gagnon’s chapter in this volume, as
well as Brecklin, 2011). Women with a history of sexual victimization are
at high risk of revictimization and may have specific difficulties with risk
recognition, immobility, trauma symptoms, or other factors that interfere
with their use of resistance strategies that must be specifically addressed
in this population. Prevention programs should be tailored to meet the
needs of this group. For example, sexual assault victims could benefit from
a combination of therapy and self-defense training. These complementary
approaches could help ameliorate any emotional distress that results from
training participation, provide validation for their experiences, and at the
same time offer strategies to prevent revictimization.

Whereas we believe that it is critical to disseminate the research on the
efficacy of women’s resistance to sexual violence, strategies directed toward
decreasing the perpetration of sexual violence are also vital. Critics of sex-
ual assault resistance and self-defense often allege that such approaches put
the onus on victims rather than addressing larger sociocultural issues that
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influence sexual perpetration (e.g., misogyny, gender role beliefs, and rape
myths). We do agree that a larger discourse is needed to shift general atti-
tudes and beliefs about sexual violence and its victims, and we believe that
sexual assault resistance approaches can contribute to this discourse, by em-
phasizing women as complex, strong, powerful, and less vulnerable, and by
empowering women to protect themselves. We believe that widespread cul-
tural change can occur when women resist and when women’s resistance
efforts are made visible (Cermele, 2010; Hollander & Rodgers, 2014). One
method by which self-defense and risk reduction programming can work
to construct this new narrative of resistance is through the observation of
fellow participants successfully defending themselves during mock simula-
tions. Brecklin and Middendorf (2014) found that this vicarious experience
was important for increasing women’s confidence about using self-defense
skills. Further, we agree with others who suggest that empowerment-based
self-defense and resistance programs can lead to “newfound awareness of
one’s own verbal, social emotional, and physical power” and combat the
“narrative of the inherent weakness of women and other victims and in-
surmountable strength of men and other perpetrators at both the personal
and the political levels” (Jones & Mattingly, 2016, p. 264). Further, whereas
bystander intervention education approaches that emphasize others to inter-
rupt potentially violent situations on behalf of the victim may prove benefi-
cial, we believe that though victims can be benefited by heroic others who
intervene, women can themselves perform personal acts of heroism to com-
bat offenders even in the absence of bystanders. Women’s resistance to rapists
powerfully counteracts patriarchal narratives of women’s helplessness and the
need for a male hero or “knight in shining armor” to save a “damsel in dis-
tress.” Women’s resistance and bystander intervention by others need not be
mutually exclusive; rather, multiple strategies are likely needed to stop rape.
Importantly, training on the use of resistance strategies can provide valu-
able tools for rape avoidance, but it is ultimately women’s choice whether
or not to resist. Women should not be punished or held accountable for
their decisions not fo resist or their inability to resist (e.g., tonic immobil-
ity), as women’s personal assessments of the risks and benefits to resisting
in any given situation should be honored and respected. In addition to the
possibility of tonic immobility, other circumstances could lead to difficulty
utilizing resistance strategies. For example, women with disabilities, who
experience elevated rates of physical and sexual violence (e.g., Brownridge,
2006), may experience challenges in the use of some self-protective strate-
gies. Thus, it is important for self-defense and risk reduction programs to be
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sensitive to the needs of this group. Ballan and Freyer (2012) discuss ways to
adapt resistance strategies to meet the needs of women with specific sensory,
physical, developmental, and psychological disabilities. Meg Stone’s chapter
in this volume also provides an additional discussion of programming ef-
forts for individuals with disabilities. Future research is needed to examine
the effectiveness of resistance strategies among women with disabilities. In
addition, there is limited research assessing resistance strategies among the
LGBT population. One existing study by Moore and Waterman (1999)
assessed resistance strategies among a small sample of 123 undergraduate
heterosexual and LGBT men and women and found that out of the 21 vic-
tims (17 of whom were women), just one (a bisexual man) was victimized
by a woman. Self-protective behaviors (assessed using a researcher-created
scale) were used more frequently by those who dated men in general (het-
erosexual women, bisexual individuals, and gay men) and by those with
exposure to rape prevention education material (defined by reading articles
or books on sexual assault or attending courses in which rape prevention
was discussed). Additional research examining the use and eftectiveness of
resistance strategies is needed among LGBT samples. Finally, we believe that
the existing evidence in support of the overall positive eftects of assertive
resistance strategies, particularly physical resistance and perhaps forceful ver-
bal resistance, should be disseminated as a legitimate option for women to
decrease the likelihood of completed rape.

METHODS TO INCREASE WOMEN'’S USE OF
RAPE RESISTANCE

Given the existing evidence supporting the use of rape resistance strategies
in decreasing rape completion and other negative outcomes of sexual vio-
lence, we believe that a critical next step is to find methods by which we can
increase women’s use of rape resistance. First, the eftectiveness of rape resis-
tance 1s not well publicized, and this information should be incorporated
into college rape education programs, including the benefits with regard
to rape avoidance, as well as other psychological benefits of rape resistance
education (for a review of benefits of self-defense training for female par-
ticipants, see Brecklin, 2008). Self-defense and risk reduction classes should
be expanded and made available to more young adults within and outside
of the university setting (e.g., in community centers, high schools), and
efforts to recruit more women into these classes should be made. In pro-
grams, women should be encouraged to plan ahead for potential situations
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of sexual violence, particularly those with known perpetrators in which
women may struggle with discomfort regarding forceful resistance. Working
through several strategies or a menu of options may assist these women in
considering a variety of strategies they could use, and role play of these strat-
egies in courses should be encouraged. We agree with others (for a review,
see McCaughey & Cermele, 2015) who argue that self-defense programs
should be disseminated because of their eftectiveness and that selt-defense
programs aim for intervention at a similar point in time during an assault
(1.e., immediately before or during sexual violence) as bystander interven-
tion programs and should therefore also be considered primary prevention.
Self-defense programs are not antithetical to bystander intervention pro-
grams or programs that specifically target men (Gidycz & Dardis, 2014) and
could be used comprehensively to target sexual assault reduction because
women should be empowered to intervene on their own behalf in addi-
tion to empowering bystanders to intervene in the service of their peers.
Experts believe that multipronged approaches are needed that could include
bystander training for both men and women as well as programs that spe-
cifically target resistance and formal self-defense strategies for women and
social norms related to violence and masculinity for men (Gidycz & Dardis,
2014; Gidycz, Dowdall, & Marioni, 2002; Rozee & Koss, 2001). These pro-
grams should be targeted toward single-gender audiences to be most effec-
tive (Brecklin & Forde, 2001; Breitenbecher, 2000; Schewe & O’Donohue,
1993). Given the effectiveness of forceful resistance strategies, as well as the
emerging literature on the effectiveness of selt-defense and risk reduction
training, we believe that these programs themselves are “worth the fight”
and that funding should made available for their continued development,
dissemination, and implementation.
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