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Abstract
Acquaintance-initiated sexually aggressive behavior (SAB) is a widespread problem on college campuses, and intervention 
strategies thus far have not produced sustained reductions in SAB. Peer-related social norms and cognitive processes under-
lying sexual decision-making have separately been implicated in SAB. The present study integrates this work by examining 
the effect of perspective (self vs. typical college male referent) on college men’s judgments of the justifiability of unwanted 
sexual advances, determining the cognitive processes underlying men’s misperceptions, and evaluating rape-supportive 
attitudes (RSA) as a correlate of the implicated processes. College men attracted to women (n = 217) completed the Heter-
osocial Perception Survey-Revised, in which they judged the justifiability of a man’s increasingly intimate sexual advances 
as a woman responds increasingly negatively. Participants completed the Heterosocial Perception Survey-Revised from their 
own perspective and from the typical college male perspective. Participants also completed questionnaires assessing RSA and 
demographics. Undergraduate men, and particularly those endorsing more RSA, greatly overestimated how much the typical 
college male perceives increasingly nonconsensual behavior as justified. Three cognitive processes were strongly implicated 
in this misperception. When responding from the self-perspective, RSA correlated significantly with all cognitive processes. 
These findings illustrate the utility of integrating work on social norms and cognitive processing to document the global effect 
of perspective on average justifiability ratings and the perspective effect on cognitive processes underlying the ratings. Future 
work should evaluate personalized normative feedback and cognitive-training approaches to target misperceptions of peers’ 
sexual judgments, given the well-established relation between sexual misperception and SAB risk.

Keywords Sexual aggression · Social norms · Normative misperception · Judgment and decision-making · Rape-supportive 
attitudes

Introduction

Male-initiated sexually aggressive behavior toward female 
acquaintances is a widespread problem on college campuses 
(Cantor et al., 2019). Moreover, prevention programs do 
not produce sustained reductions in the incidence of sexual 
assault and may even be harmful for higher-risk men (DeGue 

et al., 2014; Malamuth et al., 2018). These findings highlight 
the need for basic research that could serve as the foundation 
for novel prevention approaches. Two important classes of 
variables have been implicated both theoretically and empiri-
cally in sexually aggressive behavior but play a limited role in 
many current prevention program approaches (Abbey et al., 
2011; Berkowitz, 2010; Malamuth & Hald, 2017; Swartout, 
2013; Thompson et al., 2015): men’s ability to process wom-
en’s sexually relevant affective cues accurately (e.g., Treat 
et al., 2016a, 2016b), and men’s overestimation of peers’ 
rape-supportive attitudes and sexually aggressive behavior 
(e.g., Bohner et al., 2006, 2009, 2010; Hackman et al., 2017).

The current work integrates these two lines of inquiry by 
examining the impact of perspective (self versus typical col-
lege male referent) on college men’s sexually relevant judg-
ment and decision-making processes, and by determining 
whether these effects are moderated by risk for future sexually 
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aggressive behavior. By “sexually aggressive behavior risk,” 
we refer to an increased likelihood that an individual engages 
in unwanted, unnecessary, and harmful (but not necessarily 
intentional) sexual behavior in the future (Hamby, 2017). We 
index sexually aggressive behavior risk in the current work 
by an elevated level of rape-supportive attitude endorsement, 
which is an important indicator of “hostile masculinity,” a 
primary risk factor for perpetration of sexually aggressive 
behavior in Malamuth’s confluence model (Malamuth & 
Hald, 2017; Malamuth et al., 1991). Moreover, this theoreti-
cal link has been well established empirically (e.g., Murnen 
& Kohlman, 2007; Tharp et al., 2012). Overall, this work will 
be able to establish the cognitive processes that potentially 
underlie normative misperception of sexual decision-making 
in college men and determine whether some processes are 
related to sexually aggressive behavior risk more than others.

The Role of Sexual Perception in Sexual 
Decision‑Making

Sexual-interest misperception is a critical component of the 
prevailing theoretical model of sexually aggressive behav-
ior (Abbey et al., 2011; Malamuth & Hald, 2017), such that 
men who report a history of sexually aggressive behavior and 
greater endorsement of rape-supportive attitudes also report 
more frequent misperception of others’ sexual interest (e.g., 
Abbey, 1987; Abbey et al., 2011; Jacques-Tiura et al., 2007). 
Such misperception can set the stage for unwanted sexual 
advances, misconstrual of non-consent cues, or frustration 
when a woman appears to change her mind capriciously (Far-
ris et al., 2008). Extensions to Abbey et al.’s (2011) semi-
nal work have sought to characterize the potential cognitive 
mechanisms underlying such self-reported misperception 
experiences within sexually aggressive behavior, with a 
focus on sensitivity- and bias-like processes that play a role 
in sexual perception and decision-making.

Multiple studies have demonstrated that men at greater 
risk of exhibiting sexually aggressive behavior (i.e., who 
endorse more rape-supportive attitudes and/or report a 
history of sexually aggressive behavior) show reduced 
sensitivity to women’s dating-relevant affective cues, as 
communicated in full-body photos (e.g., Farris et al., 2006, 
2010; Treat et al., 2014). In this case, sensitivity refers to 
how well a participant distinguishes among women’s affec-
tive expressions (e.g., sexual interest, friendliness, sadness, 
rejection). Higher-risk men, for example, are more likely 
than their peers to confuse friendliness for sexual interest 
and sexual interest for friendliness (e.g., Farris et al., 2006; 
Treat et al., 2015). Higher-risk men also rely less than their 
peers on women’s nonverbal affective information and 
more on women’s non-affective information (e.g., attrac-
tiveness, clothing style) when judging how sexually inter-
ested a photographed woman feels in the moment (Treat 

et al., 2016a, 2017). In this case, bias refers to the extent 
to which men rely on less relevant cues in the photograph 
(e.g., attractiveness, clothing style) and the overall average 
likelihood that men rate the woman in the photograph as 
sexually interested across all trials. Both sets of findings 
indicate that higher-risk men show sensitivity deficits in 
affective processing that could increase the likelihood that 
they make unwanted advances, etc. In contrast, higher-risk 
men in these studies do not consistently show a greater 
bias than their peers toward the overperception of women’s 
sexual interest. Notably, however, more liberal perceptions 
of sexual interest are associated with alcohol consumption 
and the perceived provocativeness of women’s clothing 
(Farris et al., 2010).

Similar conclusions are drawn about the role of sensitiv-
ity and bias processes in sexually aggressive behavior when 
they are assessed in sexual vignettes that describe an unfold-
ing sexual interaction between a man and a woman, during 
which the man makes increasingly intimate advances, and the 
woman responds in an initially positive and then increasingly 
negative fashion (Treat & Viken, 2018). Participants rate how 
justified the man is in continuing to make sexual advances 
toward the woman after reading each advance by the man 
and the woman’s response. This measure assesses participant 
responses to a woman’s changing sexual interest over the 
course of a sexual encounter, as it might unfold in the real 
world. Additionally, this measure provides a mixture of both 
verbal and nonverbal non-consent cues, further bolstering 
its ecological validity. Not surprisingly, the extent to which 
college men justify continued advances drops sharply as the 
woman’s affect becomes negative, but marked individual dif-
ferences are observed. Sensitivity here refers to the steepness 
of the decline in a participant’s justifiability ratings—that is, 
how well he distinguishes among women’s increasingly nega-
tive affective responses to the man’s advances. In a recent 
study of over 2000 college men, those endorsing more rape-
supportive attitudes and those who endorsed a history of 
more severe sexually aggressive behavior showed moderately 
to much lower sensitivity than their lower-risk peers (Treat & 
Viken, 2018). Two bias-like processes also correlated with 
sexually aggressive behavior risk, albeit to a lesser degree 
than sensitivity. Relative to their peers, higher-risk men 
needed to see a moderately more negative affective response 
from the woman before their justifiability ratings dropped 
substantially (Treat & Viken, 2018). Moreover, higher-risk 
men perceived continued advances to be slightly to moder-
ately more justified when the women responded positively, 
in comparison to their peers (Treat & Viken, 2018). Thus, 
across paradigms assessing sexual perception and decision-
making, sensitivity-like processes are more strongly linked 
to risk status than are bias-like processes (e.g., Farris et al., 
2010; Treat et al., 2016a, 2016b).
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The Role of Peer Influence in Sexually Aggressive 
Behavior

Social-norms theory posits that college men’s overperception 
of their peers’ sexually aggressive behavior-related attitudes 
and behaviors may exert a maintaining influence on college 
men’s own rape-supportive attitudes and sexually aggressive 
behavior (Berkowitz, 2010; Swartout, 2013; Thompson et al., 
2015). Indeed, several studies have demonstrated that college 
men overperceive their peers’ rape-supportive attitudes and 
overestimate their engagement in sexually aggressive behav-
ior (e.g., Zelin et al., 2015). Moreover, men at greater risk of 
sexually aggressive behavior show greater overestimation of 
peers’ rape-supportive attitudes than men at lower risk (Boh-
ner et al., 2006, 2009). Higher-risk men also show greater 
overestimation of peers’ engagement in sexually aggressive 
behavior than their peers do (Dardis et al., 2016; Edwards & 
Vogel, 2015; Orchowski et al., 2015). The provision of feed-
back on peers’ attitudes also has been shown to alter college 
men’s own rape-supportive attitude endorsement. Bohner 
et al. (2006) experimentally manipulated the feedback men 
received about their peers’ rape-supportive attitudes. College 
men were randomly assigned to either receive the feedback 
that their peers endorsed greater rape-supportive attitudes 
than they, themselves, did or to receive feedback that their 
peers endorsed lower rape-supportive attitudes than they, 
themselves, did. Notably, those receiving feedback indicating 
that their peers’ rape-supportive attitudes were lower subse-
quently reported their own rape-supportive attitudes as lower.

These findings highlight the social context in which under-
graduate men find themselves. Men at higher risk of sexu-
ally aggressive behavior perpetration perceive themselves 
to reside in a social context in which their peers endorse 
rape-supportive attitudes and engage in sexually aggressive 
behavior, often to a greater extent than their peers actually 
do. Such misperception may result in perceived pressure from 
peers to engage in unwanted sexual advances. In contrast, 
men at lower risk of sexually aggressive behavior perpetra-
tion perceive themselves to reside in a social context in which 
their peers endorse rape-supportive attitudes and engage in 
sexually aggressive behavior more than their peers actually 
do. In this case, such misperception could make it more dif-
ficult for lower-risk men to intervene when they witness other 
men making unwanted sexual advances, because they believe 
their peers approve of sexually aggressive behavior more than 
they actually do. Indeed, the perceived lack of peer support 
for bystander intervention has been identified as a barrier to 
intervention in the bystander literature (e.g., Berkowitz et al., 
2020; Gidycz et al., 2011; McMahon, 2010).

The current project extends this influential body of social-
norms research to college men’s potential misperception of 
the perceived justifiability of unwanted sexual advances, 
which is particularly proximal to the phenomenon of sexually 

aggressive behavior. We expect that college men will over-
estimate their peers’ ratings of the justifiability of unwanted 
sexual advances, and that overestimation magnitude will cor-
relate with risk status (i.e., rape-supportive attitude endorse-
ment). This is akin to prior social-norms work examining 
overperception of peers’ rape-supportive attitude endorse-
ment and sexually aggressive behavior engagement, but this 
time with the perceived justifiability of unwanted sexual 
advances as a novel dependent variable that is particularly 
relevant to sexually aggressive behavior. To address this 
research question, we characterize sensitivity and bias-like 
processes that underlie participants’ perceptions of their 
peers’ judgments to see which processes are linked to sexu-
ally aggressive behavior risk.

The possibility that college men overperceive their peers’ 
perceptions of the justifiability of unwanted sexual advances 
is critical to explore further. Understanding which cogni-
tive processes explain misestimation in a task assessing the 
perceived justifiability of unwanted sexual advances may be 
especially useful for identifying future prevention targets. For 
instance, if bias-like processes are strongly implicated in any 
observed misperception, providing personalized normative 
feedback on college men’s judgments of their peers’ percep-
tions may be a productive next step. This is because bias-like 
processes relate to the differing amounts of evidence college 
men need to perceive before they will change their behavior. 
Thus, peer feedback may be effective in changing where col-
lege men set this “threshold” of needed evidence. However, if 
sensitivity-like processes are strongly implicated, then cogni-
tive training designed specifically to enhance affective sensi-
tivity may be more profitable. Men may benefit from repeated 
opportunities to practice and get feedback on interpreting a 
woman’s affect and identifying its likely meaning as a way to 
build their affective change detection (i.e., sensitivity) skills.

The Present Study

The present study evaluates the effect of the perspective (self 
vs typical college male) from which participants respond on 
two sexually aggressive behavior-related measures. This will 
allow us to investigate the potential normative mispercep-
tion of peers’ judgments, as well as potential risk correlates 
of any misperception. When we use the term “perspective,” 
we are referring to the responses given by participants when 
they rate their perceptions of the typical college male ver-
sus themselves. Participants completed a rape-supportive 
attitude measure and the sexual-vignette measure from their 
own perspective, and then from the perspective of the “typi-
cal college male.” The current study will allow us to answer 
several questions of interest. First, we evaluate the replica-
bility of two key findings from prior work: (1) that college 
men overestimate the extent to which the typical college 
male endorses rape-supportive attitudes; and (2) the extent 
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to which this misperception is linked to college men’s own 
risk for perpetrating sexually aggressive behavior (Bohner 
et al., 2006, 2009; Dardis et al., 2016; Edwards & Vogel, 
2015; Orchowski et al., 2015; Zelin et al., 2015). Second, 
we determine whether undergraduate men overperceive the 
extent to which typical college males justify unwanted sexual 
advances, by comparing the average ratings participants pro-
vide for themselves and for the typical college male. Third, 
we evaluate whether rape-supportive attitudes are related 
positively to the magnitude of misperception of the extent 
to which the typical college male justifies unwanted sexual 
advances. Fourth, we estimate the factorial effects of per-
spective and rape-supportive attitudes on sensitivity and bias 
parameters. Fifth, we determine whether rape-supportive 
attitudes are related to sensitivity and bias processes, either 
as a main effect or in an interaction with perspective. Ulti-
mately, this work may set the stage for a novel use of person-
alized normative feedback and cognitive-training methods to 
increase men’s sensitivity to unwanted sexual advances and 
to reduce biases associated with these judgments.

Method

Participants

Participants were 234 men from the first author’s university 
who received partial course credit in compensation for study 
participation. Of these, 217 participants endorsed attraction 
to women and thus were maintained in the final sample. The 
average age of the final sample was 19.0 (SD = 1.45). Regard-
ing racial identity, 81.0% identified as White, 7.4% identified 
as Asian, and 6.0% identified as Multiracial; 9.7% identified 
as Latinx. Regarding sexual orientation, 94.0% identified as 
heterosexual, 3.2% identified as bisexual, and 1.4% identified 
as pansexual. Approval for the current project was obtained 
from the Institutional Review Board at the first author’s insti-
tution, and data were collected in person.

Measures

Illinois Rape Myth Acceptance‑Short Form (IRMA)

The IRMA is a 20-item questionnaire (with three filler items) 
that assesses endorsement of rape-supportive attitudes and 
shows good reliability and validity (Payne et al., 1999) 
(observed α = 0.82). Participants respond on a 7-point Lik-
ert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). A 
summary score (average response) was calculated for par-
ticipants who completed 90% or more of the questionnaire. 
One individual from the total sample of 217 participants did 
not complete 90% of the questionnaire and thus was excluded 
from analyses involving IRMA. Participants completed this 

measure for themselves and for their perceptions of the typi-
cal college male.

Heterosocial Perception Survey‑Revised

The current version of the Heterosocial Perception Survey-
Revised (see Appendix 1) presents three short vignettes of 
an unfolding sexual interaction between a man and a woman, 
where the man makes nine increasingly intimate advances, 
and the women responds in an initially positive and then 
increasingly negative fashion. After reading each of the nine 
advance-response pairs, participants rate on a 100-point 
scale how justified the man was in continuing to make sexual 
advances toward the woman, where 0 = completely unjusti-
fied and 100 = completely justified. The current version of 
the Heterosocial Perception Survey-Revised is a revision of 
the earlier measure (Treat & Viken, 2018; reported α = 0.89). 
Nine items in each vignette, rather than seven items in each 
vignette, were used in the current version, which incorporates 
more intermediate advances and responses than the original 
version (α = 0.90).

Personal Information Questionnaire

Participants reported demographic characteristics (age, race, 
ethnicity, gender) at the end of the survey.

Procedure

Undergraduates selected the study from a list of studies 
available for partial credit in their introductory psychology 
course. After consenting, participants then completed the 
IRMA and the Heterosocial Perception Survey-Revised for 
personal perceptions, and perceptions of the typical college 
male, followed by the Personal Information Questionnaire. 
All measures were administered via computer.

Data Analysis Plan

To address our first three research questions, we first used a 
paired t test to compare participants’ self and typical college 
male IRMA scores, and then we correlated participants’ self 
and typical college male IRMA scores. Then, we calculated 
the average justifiability rating for the nine items on the Het-
erosocial Perception Survey-Revised and ran a repeated-
measures generalized linear model (GLM) to examine the 
effects of perspective (self vs typical college male) and IRMA 
on this variable.

To prepare to address our last two research questions, we 
first analyzed participants’ responses to the Heterosocial Per-
ception Survey-Revised items using the nonlinear mixed-
effects (nlme) package in R (Pinheiro et al., 2016). Fitting a 
three-parameter logistic decay function to all participants’ 



Archives of Sexual Behavior 

1 3

ratings simultaneously, as has been done previously (Treat 
& Viken, 2018), provided estimates of the three cognitive 
processing parameters of interest: baseline justifiability, bias, 
and sensitivity. These three parameters tap different aspects 
of participants’ judgment and decision-making processes for 
both the self and typical college male perspective conditions: 
two bias-like processes (baseline justifiability and bias), and 
sensitivity.

Baseline justifiability quantifies the perceived justifiability 
of continued sexual advances when a woman responds posi-
tively. Values of baseline justifiability range from “0,” indi-
cating that continued sexual advances are not at all justified, 
to “100,” which indicate that continued sexual advances are 
completely justified. Bias indexes the woman’s affect when 
the participant’s justifiability rating declines to 50% of his 
baseline justifiability rating. Affect is indicated by a con-
tinuous version of the item value, where 1 indicates a posi-
tive response by the woman, 2 indicates a neutral response, 
and subsequent responses become more negative. Thus, bias 
values can range from 1 to 9, with higher scores indicating a 
higher threshold for defining a behavior as sexually aggres-
sive (i.e., the woman has to be responding more negatively 
before the respondent’s justifiability rating drops substan-
tially). Bias values near two indicate that justifiability ratings 
decline by 50% after the woman exhibits a neutral response 
(i.e., item two: she “lets” the man kiss her), whereas bias 
values near three or four indicate a substantial decline only 
after the woman exhibits a negative response (i.e., item three: 
“The man’s hand brushes across her breast, and she stiffens”; 
item four: “The man puts his hand on her thigh, and she gen-
tly moves it away”).

Finally, sensitivity characterizes the steepness of the 
decline in justifiability ratings as the woman’s reactions 
become more negative, indicating the participant’s ability to 
distinguish variability in the woman’s affect. Note that almost 
all participants’ ratings decline as the woman responds more 
negatively, so sensitivity quantifies the steepness of this 
decline. Given that the logistic function fit to the data decays, 
rather than grows, sensitivity values become more negative 
as a participant’s ability to distinguish women’s affective lev-
els increases. Values closer to -5 indicate the highest levels 
of sensitivity (i.e., justifiability ratings drop dramatically at 
one point), and values closer to -1 indicate very low levels 
of sensitivity (i.e., justifiability ratings drop gradually as the 
woman responds more negatively).

In sum, these three parameters characterize different 
aspects of a participant’s judgments of the justifiability of 
continued sexual advances: baseline justifiability taps per-
ceived justifiability when the woman responds positively, 
bias indexes the degree of negativity that a woman must 
express to produce a substantial reduction in a participant’s 
baseline justifiability rating, and sensitivity quantifies the 
steepness of a participant’s decline in perceived justifiability 

as the woman responds in an increasingly negative fashion. 
In past research (Treat & Viken, 2018), average parameter 
estimates from a large sample of undergraduate men were 
75.57 for baseline justifiability (on a 100-point scale), 2.77 
for bias (out of 7 items, rather than the 9 items used in the cur-
rent version), and − 4.25 for sensitivity. Thus, college men on 
average viewed the justifiability of sexual advances when the 
woman responded positively to be high, and they perceived 
the justifiability of sexual advances to drop markedly and 
sharply once the woman began showing negative responses.

For the purposes of addressing our final two research 
questions, the nonlinear mixed-effects model was fit simul-
taneously to participants’ data for their responses from the 
self and typical college male perspectives, providing par-
ticipant-specific estimates of the three parameters (baseline 
justifiability, bias, and sensitivity) for both perspectives. The 
random-effects structure supported by the data included ran-
dom estimates of the three parameters for both perspectives. 
Then, to address our final two research questions, perspec-
tive (self vs typical college male), IRMA (centered), and 
their interaction were examined as predictors of these par-
ticipant-specific parameters. We obtained descriptive effect-
size estimates (partial eta-squared values) by re-fitting the 
nonlinear mixed-effects model without predictors, obtaining 
the participant-specific estimates of the three parameters for 
both perspectives, and then using repeated-measures GLMs 
to evaluate the effects of perspective and IRMA on the three 
parameters.

Results

Effects of Perspective and Illinois Rape Myth 
Acceptance on Rape‑Supportive Attitudes

Across participants, average IRMA endorsement was 1.89 
(SD = 0.65). Participants markedly overestimated the typi-
cal college male’s IRMA score, t(214) = − 21.79, p < 0.001, 
d = 1.49. Self and typical college male IRMA scores also 
correlated strongly and positively, r(215) = 0.47, p < 0.001.

Effects of Perspective and Illinois Rape Myth 
Acceptance on Average Justifiability Ratings

Participants gave an average justifiability rating of 30.40 
(SD = 9.57) across all items and both the self and typical 
college male perspectives. A repeated-measures GLM evalu-
ated the effects of Perspective and IRMA on average justifi-
ability ratings, with IRMA treated continuously. This analytic 
approach is analogous to the traditional one examining the 
effects of Perspective and a key individual differences vari-
able on participants’ average attitude or behavior, but now 
it is applied to justifiability ratings. As expected, average 
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justifiability ratings were substantially greater when par-
ticipants responded based on their perceptions of the typi-
cal college male relative to their own self-perceptions, F(1, 
209) = 50.41, p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.194. IRMA also showed a 
moderate positive association with average justifiability rat-
ings, F(1, 209) = 24.97, p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.107. No signifi-
cant interaction emerged, indicating that IRMA correlated 
similarly with average justifiability ratings from both self 
and typical college male perspectives.

Fitting Three‑Parameter Logistic Function

Fixed-effects estimates of the three parameters character-
ize the judgment and decision-making processes for the full 
sample. Baseline justifiability, estimated to be 91.11, roughly 
indexes the justifiability of continued sexual advances when 
the woman responds positively (i.e., approximately in 
response to the first item). Here, participants judged con-
tinued advances to be highly justified when the woman 
responded positively. Bias, estimated to be 3.29, refers to the 
item for which baseline justifiability declines substantially to 
half of its initial value. Thus, the average justifiability rating 
for the average participant dropped from ~ 91 to ~ 45 after 
item three (“The man’s hand brushes across her breast, and 
she stiffens”). Sensitivity, estimated to be − 1.97, indexes the 
steepness of the decline in the decaying logistic function, 
where more negative values indicate greater sensitivity and 
less negative values indicate lower sensitivity. Thus, partici-
pants on average, relative to past research, showed a weak-
to-moderate ability to distinguish among levels of a woman’s 
affect (Treat & Viken, 2018).

Effects of Perspective and Illinois Rape Myth 
Acceptance on Baseline Justifiability, Bias, 
and Sensitivity Estimates

Below, we examine the effects of Perspective and IRMA on 
baseline justifiability, bias, and sensitivity. Figure 1 displays 
the model-predicted logistic curves across all nine items as 
a function of Perspective and IRMA. Figure 2 presents the 
three corresponding parameter estimates as a function of 
Perspective and IRMA.

Baseline Justifiability

Participants showed a markedly higher baseline justifiability 
when responding from the perspective of the typical col-
lege male relative to the self perspective, t(11,432) = 14.43, 
p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.226, as evident in Figs. 1 and 2 by the nota-
bly elevated initial values for the typical college male versus 
the self. Thus, participants perceived that the typical college 
male would endorse greater justifiability than they actually 
would for continued sexual advances when the woman was 

responding positively. Men who endorsed more rape-sup-
portive attitudes also showed smaller-to-moderately greater 
baseline justifiability than their peers, t(11,432) = 3.75, 
p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.057, as illustrated in the figures by the 
greater initial estimated ratings for those with higher vs lower 
IRMA scores. There was also a significant but small interac-
tion between IRMA and Perspective on baseline justifiability, 
t(11,432) = -2.81, p < 0.05, ηp

2 = 0.038. In follow-up mixed-
effects analyses, IRMA showed a positive association with 
baseline justifiability for the self perspective, t(5608) = 3.50, 
p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.070, but a nonsignificant association for 
the typical college male perspective, t(5609) = 0.73, n.s., 
ηp

2 = 0.025. This interaction may reflect a ceiling effect for 
baseline justifiability estimates in the typical college male 
condition, as even men with IRMA scores 1 SD below the 
mean showed a model-predicted mean value very near the 
maximal value of 100 (i.e., 99.22).

Bias

Participants showed moderately increased bias when judg-
ing justifiability from the typical college male perspective 
relative to the self perspective, t(11,432) = 11.19, p < 0.001, 
ηp

2 = 0.083. This can be seen in Fig. 1 by comparing the 
corresponding item values at which baseline justifiability 
dropped by 50% for the typical college male perspective 
(~ 4.0) versus the self perspective (~ 2.8). Thus, partici-
pants perceived that the typical college male would need 
more evidence of a woman’s negativity before substantially 
reducing the justifiability of unwanted sexual advances. 
Rape-supportive attitude endorsement also showed a small-
to-moderate positive relation with bias, t(11,432) = 4.00, 

Fig. 1  Model-predicted three-parameter logistic curve for HPS-R 
as a function of IRMA and perspective (self vs. TCM). Note. 
HPS-R = Heterosocial Perception Survey-Revised; IRMA = Illinois 
Rape Myth Acceptance Survey; TCM = Typical College Male
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p < 0.001, ηp
2 = 0.058, which can be seen for those 1 SD 

above and below the IRMA mean in Fig. 1. The interaction 
between Perspective and IRMA was statistically signifi-
cant, t(11,432) = 2.09, p < 0.05, ηp

2 = 0.004. In follow-up 
mixed-effects analyses, IRMA showed a small-to-moderate 

positive association with bias for the self perspective, 
t(5608) = 9.74, p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.064, and a smaller but 
still significant association for the typical college male per-
spective, t(5609) = 2.83, p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.031. The two 
significant main effects are evident in Panel B of Fig. 2.

Fig. 2  Model-predicted 
estimates of three-parameter 
logistic curve for HPS-R as a 
function of IRMA and Perspec-
tive (self vs TCM), with bars 
indicating standard errors of 
estimates Note. HPS-R = Het-
erosocial Perception Survey-
Revised; IRMA = Illinois Rape 
Myth Acceptance Survey; 
TCM = Typical College Male 
(Color figure online)
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Sensitivity

Participants showed far greater sensitivity when respond-
ing from the self than the typical college male perspective, 
t(11,432) = 15.66, p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.251. In Fig. 1, partici-
pants responding from the self perspective showed a steep 
decline in justifiability ratings, whereas participants respond-
ing from the typical college male perspective showed a more 
gradual decline. Thus, participants perceived that the typical 
college male would be less able to detect changes in the wom-
an’s affect as it became more negative. A small-to-moderate 
positive effect of IRMA was observed, t(11,432) = 4.40, 
p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.060; note that this association is positive 
because the estimate of sensitivity becomes more negative 
as sensitivity increases (i.e., smaller negative values indicate 
lower sensitivity and larger negative values indicate higher 
sensitivity). A significant but small interaction between 
IRMA and Perspective also emerged, t(11,432) = − 4.72, 
p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.034. In follow-up mixed-effects analyses, 
IRMA showed a significant moderate positive association 
with sensitivity for the self perspective, t(5608) = 13.50, 
p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.080, but a weak and nonsignificant associa-
tion for the typical college male perspective, t(5609) = 0.91, 
n.s., ηp

2 = 0.013. The significant interaction may indicate a 
floor effect for sensitivity in the typical college male con-
dition, as even low-risk men showed very weak sensitivity 
estimates (i.e., M = − 1.08), making it almost impossible for 
higher-risk men to show worse sensitivity than lower-risk 
men. Note that these three effects are displayed in Panel C 
of Fig. 2.

Discussion

College men at greater risk of exhibiting sexually aggres-
sive behavior toward female acquaintances, relative to their 
lower-risk peers, show well-established cognitive process-
ing deficits when judging how sexually interested women 
feel, such that they focus less on women’s affective cues and 
more on women’s non-affective cues (e.g., clothing style, 
attractiveness; Treat et al., 2016a, 2016b, 2017). Moreover, 
higher-risk men are more likely than their lower-risk peers 
to overestimate peers’ rape-supportive attitudes and sexu-
ally aggressive behavior, which may increase their sense of 
social approval for their own rape-supportive attitudes and 
sexually aggressive behavior (e.g., Berkowitz, 2010; Bohner 
et al., 2006, 2009; Casey et al., 2020; Dardis et al., 2016; 
Edwards & Vogel, 2015; Miller & Prentice, 2016; Orchowski 
et al., 2015; Swartout, 2013; Thompson et al., 2015; Zelin 
et al., 2015). The current work integrates these two lines of 
work by examining, for the first time, the effect of perspective 
(self vs. typical college male) on college men’s cognitive pro-
cessing when judging the justifiability of a man’s continued 

sexual advances as a woman’s affective response becomes 
more negative. Participants first completed a rape-supportive 
attitude measure from their own perspective and then from 
the perspective of the typical college male. Next, college 
men completed a new version of the Heterosocial Perception 
Survey-Revised (Treat & Viken, 2018) from self and typical 
college male perspectives. Nonlinear mixed-effects analyses 
of each participant’s justifiability ratings provided estimates 
of three judgment- and decision-making parameters: baseline 
justifiability, bias, and sensitivity.

Replication of Normative Misperception 
of Rape‑Supportive Attitudes

The current study strongly replicated influential prior find-
ings demonstrating that college men substantially overesti-
mate the extent to which their peers endorse rape-supportive 
attitudes (Bohner et al., 2006, 2009; Zelin et al., 2015). Fur-
ther, participants’ own rape-supportive attitudes correlated 
positively with their typical college male ratings of rape-
supportive attitudes, again indicating that one’s own risk for 
perpetrating sexually aggressive behavior is related to the 
perception of peers’ rape-supportive attitudes. Both findings 
are consistent with social-norms theory (Berkowitz, 2010; 
Miller & Prentice, 2016).

Normative Misperception and Rape‑Supportive 
Attitudes Correlates of Justifiability Judgments

College men’s average justifiability ratings greatly differed 
from their perceptions of the typical college male’s justifi-
ability ratings, regardless of their own rape-supportive atti-
tude endorsement, such that participants perceived greater 
justifiability of unwanted advances by the typical college 
male relative to themselves. This is particularly concerning 
given the established positive association between norma-
tive overperception of rape-supportive attitudes and risk for 
perpetrating sexually aggressive behavior, as indicated by 
both rape-supportive attitude endorsement and self-reported 
prior sexually aggressive behavior (Bohner et al., 2006, 2009; 
Hackman et al., 2017). This finding extends what we already 
know about college men’s overestimation of their peers’ rape-
supportive attitudes and sexually aggressive behavior to a 
new domain: the justifiability of unwanted advances. Moreo-
ver, in the current study, higher-risk men judged unwanted 
sexual advances to be much more justified than their lower-
risk peers, regardless of whether they made judgments from 
the self or typical college male perspective. This finding 
also extends what we know about risk correlates of sexually 
aggressive attitudes and behaviors to the perceived justifi-
ability of unwanted advances.

These findings have important implications for the deci-
sion-making of both higher- and lower-risk college men. To 
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decrease the likelihood of making unwanted sexual advances, 
higher-risk individuals must overcome not only a personal 
belief that unwanted sexual advances are more justified than 
their lower-risk peers believe, but also a belief that they are 
surrounded by peers who justify unwanted advances even 
more than their peers actually do. The findings also pose a 
challenge for lower-risk individuals who believe that their 
peers view unwanted sexual advances to be much more justi-
fied than lower-risk men themselves do. These beliefs pro-
vide a particularly problematic scenario for potential sexual 
aggression. These findings suggest that many higher-risk men 
“live” in a context in which they are more likely to feel both 
personally and socially justified in making unwanted sexual 
advances. In addition, these findings highlight an additional 
barrier that lower-risk men may face as potential intervening 
bystanders when confronted with others’ sexually inappro-
priate behavior. In this case, overestimation of the typical 
college male’s justifiability of unwanted advances may leave 
lower-risk men concerned that they will not be socially sup-
ported if they attempt to intervene when higher-risk men 
make unwanted sexual advances. Indeed, college men report 
this concern as a significant barrier when contemplating 
intervention behavior (Fabiano et al., 2003; Gidycz et al., 
2011; McMahon, 2010).

Cognitive Processes Underlying Normative 
Misperception

Adopting a self vs typical college male perspective influ-
enced not only average justifiability ratings, but also all three 
cognitive processes underlying these judgments. These find-
ings implicate, for the first time, baseline justifiability, bias, 
and sensitivity processes in men’s normative misperception 
of their peers’ judgments. The perspective effect on baseline 
justifiability indicates that college men on average markedly 
overestimated their peers’ justifiability ratings when the 
woman responded positively. The perspective effect on bias 
indicates that college men on average moderately overesti-
mated how negative a woman’s affect needs to be before the 
typical college male judges continued sexual advances as 
unwanted. Finally, the perspective effect on sensitivity sug-
gests that college men on average greatly underestimated how 
well the typical college male distinguished among a woman’s 
increasingly negative responses to unwanted sexual advances. 
In terms of relative magnitude, the perspective effect on sen-
sitivity showed the largest effect, followed by baseline justifi-
ability and then bias (ηp

2 = 0.251, 0.226, 0.083), although all 
three effects were moderate to large. Thus, the current work 
illustrates that underlying cognitive processes are illuminat-
ing in unpacking the global perspective effect on average jus-
tifiability ratings, showing clear evidence that college men’s 
perceptions of other college men’s justifiability of unwanted 
sexual advances have distinguishable subcomponents. 

Overall, the findings suggest that college men, regardless 
of risk status, might benefit from efforts (discussed later) to 
address sizeable misperceptions of these three aspects of their 
perceptions of the extent to which their peers view increas-
ingly unwanted sexual advances as justified.

Rape-supportive attitudes proved to be related to men’s 
cognitive processing when making their own judgements of 
justifiability but not when making judgments about the per-
ceived justifiability of other college men (with the exception 
of bias). In particular, when considering the self-perspective 
findings, the current work replicated prior findings that rape-
supportive attitudes are associated with higher baseline jus-
tifiability, higher bias, and lower sensitivity (Treat & Viken, 
2018). Thus, as in prior work, higher-risk men, relative to 
their peers, judged the justifiability of continued sexual 
advances toward interested women moderately more liber-
ally, showed less reduction in their perceived justifiability of 
continued advances when women were much more negative, 
and exhibited moderately greater difficulty distinguishing 
among women’s increasingly negative responses. In contrast, 
for perceptions of the typical college male, rape-supportive 
attitudes related reliably only to the bias estimates, and this 
association was weaker than for bias estimates from the self 
perspective. The lack of associations of rape-supportive atti-
tudes with baseline justifiability and sensitivity estimates for 
the typical college male may reflect, in part, floor and ceiling 
effects associated with the cognitive processing estimates 
when responding from the typical college male perspec-
tive for both higher- and lower-risk men. For instance, the 
baseline justifiability estimate for lower-risk men respond-
ing from the typical college male perspective was 99.22, 
which is very close to the 100-point maximum value on the 
scale. Similarly, the sensitivity estimate for lower-risk men 
responding from the typical college male perspective was 
-1.08, an extremely low value suggesting virtually no abil-
ity to distinguish women’s affective cues. Thus, the lack of 
associations of rape-supportive attitudes with baseline justifi-
ability and sensitivity estimates for the typical college male 
may reflect a ceiling effect for baseline justifiability and a 
floor effect for sensitivity. Regardless, the current findings 
provide more specific judgment and decision-making targets 
to address with men at higher sexually aggressive behavior 
risk. Overall, these findings support the utility of decompos-
ing a single index of judgments—the average justifiability 
rating—into three underlying judgment and decision-making 
processes.

Potential Clinical Implications

Gaining insight into both normative and risk-linked judg-
ment and decision-making estimates lays the groundwork 
for future research to examine the malleability of these pro-
cesses. In other domains, normative feedback has proven to 
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be a helpful strategy for enhancing the accuracy of college 
students’ judgments of other students’ attitudes and behav-
iors related to drinking and risky sexual behavior, as well 
as decreasing maladaptive college student attitudes and 
behaviors (Miller & Prentice, 2016). Miller and Prentice 
also posited that individuals who learn about a difference 
between their perceived norm and the actual norm may be 
motivated to change their behavior, especially regarding 
engagement in sexually aggressive behavior. This approach 
also presumably decreases potential defensiveness on 
the part of respondents, because this approach does not 
explicitly evaluate a participant’s attitudes or behaviors 
as negative but rather allows the participant to draw their 
own conclusions about how their attitudes and behaviors 
differ from their peers. Thus, it is up to the individual to 
conclude if this discrepancy is sufficient motivation for 
behavior change.

Interestingly, clinical researchers have started incorporat-
ing normative feedback into sexually aggressive behavior 
prevention programs, consistent with Berkowitz’s recom-
mendations (Berkowitz, 2010; Gidycz et al., 2011; Orchowski 
et al., 2018). Prevention work conducted by Gidycz et al. 
incorporated normative feedback as well as bystander preven-
tion techniques. Their study included a prevention group as 
well as a control group of college students. This work showed 
significant between-group effects after just one session at a 
7-month follow-up. College students in the prevention group 
showed reductions in their perceptions of their peers’ sexu-
ally aggressive behavior relevant attitudes and behaviors, 
and an increase in their perceptions of peers’ willingness to 
intervene when encountering sexually inappropriate behav-
iors compared to the control group. They also found that 
participants in the prevention group reported less reinforce-
ment for engaging in sexually aggressive behavior, watched 
less sexually explicit media, and endorsed fewer relation-
ships with high-risk peers at follow-up. Additionally, reduced 
incidence of sexually aggressive behavior perpetration at a 
4-month follow-up was shown for those in the feedback group 
relative to controls, although this finding did not extend to 
the 7-month follow-up. Orchowski et al. (2018) delivered 
a three-session, in-person, motivational-interviewing style 
workshop with both individual and group-based components 
aimed at reducing sexual assault and alcohol consumption, as 
well as increasing bystander intervention. Given that this was 
a feasibility study, there was no control group. Additionally, 
this program incorporated more components in their preven-
tion design than social norms alone. However, at a 2-month 
follow-up, men in the program endorsed lower perceptions of 
peer alcohol use and sexual coercion, a greater likelihood that 
they would engage in bystander intervention, and fewer rape-
supportive attitudes than they endorsed at time one. More 
generally, a recent review of bystander prevention programs 

identified two efficacious approaches, both of which incor-
porate normative feedback (Mujal et al., 2019).

A similar feedback strategy could be employed to address 
misestimated cognitive processes. For instance, college men 
might first complete the Heterosocial Perception Survey-
Revised from both self and typical college male perspectives, 
as they did in the current study. Then, a man could view a 
graph depicting his self judgments, his typical college male 
judgments, and the average self judgments of all participants. 
This would allow him to compare his perception of typical 
college male responses with responses from a large group of 
his peers in order to correct any normative misperception. 
This graph would also allow him to compare his own “self” 
justifiability ratings with those of a large group of his peers. 
This approach would be analogous to the procedure used in 
more traditional personalized normative feedback studies, 
where an individual might view his own attitudinal score, 
the score for his perception of a typical college male, and 
the average attitudinal score for his peers. In both cases, the 
participant would be able to evaluate (a) the accuracy of his 
judgments of his peers; and (b) how his own attitudes/behav-
iors/judgments differed from those of his peers.

Some cognitive processes may be more responsive to 
personalized normative feedback than others. For instance, 
baseline justifiability and bias might benefit from personal-
ized normative feedback, which has been shown to help indi-
viduals alter their personal thresholds for what is considered 
socially acceptable (Miller & Prentice, 2016). In contrast, 
cognitive training may be necessary to address sensitivity-
related deficits, as higher-risk men have more difficulty than 
their peers in tracking variability or change in a woman’s 
affect. Thus, giving participants opportunities to practice 
judging women’s affect and to receive corrective feedback 
may best address sensitivity-related deficits (Treat et al., 
2016a, 2016b). Since college men markedly misestimate 
multiple underlying cognitive processes that are linked to 
sexually aggressive behavior risk, perhaps a combination of 
the normative feedback and cognitive-training approaches 
would be most beneficial. This line of work may have special 
implications in the area of bystander intervention, in which 
perceptions of social norms related to sexual aggression have 
been shown to be associated with an individual’s willingness 
to intervene (Gidycz et al., 2011; McMahon, 2010).

Limitations and Future Directions

In considering these findings, there are three key limitations. 
First, future research should examine the generalizability of 
these findings to more racially and ethnically diverse par-
ticipants. Second, this work focuses on sexual judgment 
and decision-making among primarily men who endorsed a 
heterosexual sexual identity, but future work might further 
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revise the Heterosocial Perception Survey-Revised to make 
it appropriate for use with same-sex attracted individuals. 
Then, future research could begin to address similar research 
questions among sexually and gender-diverse individuals. 
Third, given that there are many possible risk factors for per-
petration of sexually aggressive behavior, the links between 
risk for sexually aggressive behavior perpetration and judg-
ments of justifiability should also be assessed using other risk 
variables such as self-reported history of perpetrating sexu-
ally aggressive behavior, a preference for impersonal sex, 
other indicators of hostile masculinity, or other measures of 
rape-supportive attitudes that contain more relevant and up-
to-date language (Malamuth et al., 2021). The current work 
also used the short form of the Illinois Rape Myth Accept-
ance Scale (Payne et al., 1999), but future research could 
profitably administer the full-length version of the measure 
so that potential moderation of the current findings by IRMA 
subscales could be examined.

The current work provides an initial foundation for assess-
ing the impact of specific cognitive processes underlying mis-
perceptions of the extent to which other men justify unwanted 
sexual advances. Important next steps include the examina-
tion of similar questions with other tasks designed to isolate 
sexually relevant judgment- and decision-making processes, 
in order to assess the convergence of findings across para-
digms. As discussed above, future research also should evalu-
ate the malleability of these judgment- and decision-making 
processes as a function of cognitive training and personalized 

normative feedback. This study also lays the groundwork 
for future examination of the links between normative mis-
perceptions and other sexual attitude and behavior corre-
lates, which could reveal important implications for future 
intervention work in this area. For instance, Treat and Viken 
(2018) found differential relations between Heterosocial Per-
ception Survey parameters and measures of preference for 
casual sex and alcohol use. This work speaks to the impor-
tance of continuing to establish an understanding of related 
variables in order to best inform intervention efforts. From a 
bystander-intervention perspective, perhaps those with more 
accurate knowledge about their college peers’ disapproval 
of sexually aggressive behavior would feel more socially 
empowered to intervene in a scenario in which this behavior 
is occurring.

Appendix 1: The Heterosocial Perception 
Scale‑Revised

Below, we ask you to read and think about three situations 
involving a man and a woman. Each situation is followed by 
descriptions of several sexual advances made by the man, as 
well as the woman’s responses. Please rate how justified it 
is for the man to continue to make sexual advances in each 
scenario, using the numbered scale below.

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

Absolutely no
 justification in 
continuing

        Some justification
           in continuing

Completely 
Justified in 
continuing
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Situation One

A man is on a date with a woman whom he has known for about 
2 weeks. They go to a movie, and then to the woman’s apart-
ment. They order a pizza and each has five alcoholic drinks. 
They are sitting on her couch. Rate how justified it is for the man 
to continue to make sexual advances in the following scenario:

1. The man puts his arm around her, and she moves in closer
2. The man kisses her and she lets him
3. The man’s hand brushes across her breast and she stiffens
4. The man puts his hand on her thigh, and she gently moves away
5. The man puts his hand up the back of her shirt, and she says “I’m 

not sure about this.”
6. The man moves his hand around to touch her breasts, and she 

moves his hand away
7. The man moves his hand up her thigh and touches her between her 

legs. She says, “I’m really not ready for this.”
8. The man unbuttons her jeans and starts to pull them off. She 

quickly moves away from him and says “You need to leave right 
now.”

9. The man has removed the woman’s clothes and the woman tries to 
wrestle away from him and threatens to scream if he doesn’t stop

Situation Two

A man has been going out with a woman for three months. The 
relationship is getting serious, and the two have planned some-
thing special for the weekend. The man takes her to an expensive 
restaurant, where they have a nice meal and each has five alcoholic 
drinks. They go back to her apartment and are sitting on her couch.

Situation Three

A man is at a party and sees a woman he recognizes from 
one of his large classes. He walks up to her and they begin to 
talk about the class. They talk for an hour and each has five 
alcoholic drinks. They take a cab to her place. She invites 
him in, and they are sitting on her couch.
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