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Dear Editor,

Society’s views regarding rape and sexual
aggression have significantly evolved in
recent years. Rape is now a felony, and
the context of marital rape is an aggravat-
ing circumstance. Nonetheless, common
representations could tend to minimize the
perpetrator’s responsibility and to excuse
their actions. This shows acceptance of a
set of attitudes, beliefs and stereotypes
that we call the Rape Myth. Acceptance of
these representations or of the Rape Myth
is widespread, including among those who
work in the legal and healthcare fields and
among jurors, and may lead to a reduced
penal response [1,2]. It also exists among
rape victims and may prevent them from
reporting the events or being able to re-
construct them precisely [3]. The existence
of strong correlations between acceptance
of the Myth and a propensity for rape and
other coercive sexual behaviour [4-7] un-
derscores the importance of this factor. In
this way, the acceptance of the Rape Myth
could lead to cognitive distortions that ra-
tionalize, minimize or justify the behav-
iours of sexual offenders [8,9]. Cognitive
distortions also serve to protect sexual
abusers’ image so that they do not feel
guilty, blame themselves or consider
themselves to be monsters.

In order to study how widely the Rape
Myth is accepted and how far-reaching its
consequences are, it must first be meas-
ured. Today, a number of different scales
are in use. Since the concept first ap-

peared in the 1970s, the Myth’s definition
has evolved, leading to the creation of
some thirty scales. We shall present the
main ones in the following paragraphs.

The evolution of the scales

An initial scale created by Field in 1978
[10], the “Attitudes Toward Rape Scale”
(ATR), includes 32 items yielding eight
factors: (i) “Women are responsible for
preventing rape” (ii) “Sex is a motivation
for rape”; (iii) “Rape is punished harshly”;
(iv) “Victims play a role in precipitating
rape”; (v) “Rapists are normal”; (vi) “Power
is a motivation for rape” (vii) “Women’s
perception after rape is favorable”, and
finally (viii) “Women’s normal attitude dur-
ing rape is resistance”. This scale’s con-
structs and psychometrics were of moder-
ate quality. Costin created a scale derived
from the ATR in 1985, the twenty-item “R-
Scale” (for “Rape scale”) based on three
factors: (i) “Women’s responsibility in
rape”; (i) “The role of consent” and (iii)
“The rapist’s motivation” [11]. Criticism of
this second scale overlaps with criticism of
the original scale — weak psychometric
properties and highly cross-correlated fac-
tors that reflect a single overarching factor
rather than a multidimensional structure
[12]. The ATR and R-Scale were nonethe-
less pioneering tools for research on the
Rape Myth.

Rape Myth Acceptance Scale

The first scale to use the Myth terminology
was developed by Burt [13]. This was the
“Rape Myth Acceptance Scale” (RMAS),
made up of 19 items in 6 belief categories
and based on research by the feminists of
the time: (i) “Nothing happened”; (i) “No
harm was done”; (iii) “She wanted it” or
“She liked it”; (iv) “She asked for it” (v)
“Only mentally ill men commit rape” and
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(vi) “Men cannot control their sexuality”
[13,14]. While it has been widely used
ever since, its psychometric and concep-
tual qualities have been criticized repeat-
edly because of the wording of the items,
their complexity and specificity, and the
fact that the last ones, which are assessed
as percentages, do not really correspond
to beliefs or stereotypes [15]. According to
several authors, the RMAS should be
seen as a measure of the acceptance of
violence against women rather than of the
Rape Myth [16,17], as it is structured to
take into account three factors: (i) “Denial
of rape accusations”; (ii) “Victim’s respon-
sibility” and (iii)) “Rape claims seen as ma-
nipulation” [18]. Nonetheless, the RMAS
does serve to highlight associations with
traditional gender role stereotypes, adver-
sarial sexual beliefs and the acceptance of
interpersonal violence, even though Burt
also designed scales used to assess these
concepts, which were criticized from a
conceptual point of view [16,19]. Adversar-
ial sexuality beliefs are defined as “(...) the
expectation that sexual relationships are
fundamentally exploitative, that each party
to them is manipulative, sly, cheating,
opaque to the other’s understanding, and
not to be trusted” [13].

lllinois Rape Myth Acceptance Scale

Payne et al. proposed another acceptance
scale in 1999, the “lllinois Rape Myth Ac-
ceptance Scale” (IRMAS), in which they
attempted to provide a precise, rigorous
definition of the structure underlying the
Myth, which may be understood both as a
unit (a single, overarching factor), or as
something multidimensional [19]. They
argued that each dimension of the beliefs
defining the Myth may have a different
function in different people, which may
explain in part why the degree of ac-
ceptance may vary for an individual. Thus,
for women, the fact of telling themselves
that rape only happens “to certain types of
women” protects them against their own
vulnerability and the subsequent anxiety or
fear of falling victim to it themselves. The
IRMAS is made up of 45 items structured
around seven factors: (i) “She asked for it”;
(i) “It wasn't really rape” (iii) “He didn’t
mean to, that wasn’t his intention”; (iv)
“She wanted it” (v) “She lied”; (vi) “Rape is
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a trivial event”and (vii) “Rape is a deviant
event” [19] . The independence of these
factors has not been clearly demonstrated
[12,21]. An abridged 20-item version of the
IRMAS has been developed, the “lllinois
Rape Myth Acceptance Scale-Short
Form”, which assesses the Myth in an
comprehensive manner with good psy-
chometric qualities [19].

Acceptance of Modern Myths about Sexu-
al Aggression Scale

Gerger et al. are the authors of the “Ac-
ceptance of Modern Myths about Sexual
Aggression Scale” (AMMSA) [12]. They
developed this scale after observing low
acceptance rates of the Rape Myth in
studies based on the previous scales, a
major disadvantage for its use in rape pre-
vention, where the goal is precisely to re-
duce rates of acceptance. The authors
hypothesized that this “ceiling effect” was
not necessarily due to a decrease in prev-
alence, but rather to two elements: (a) an
effect of “social desirability”, since thanks
to sexual aggression prevention cam-
paigns, people are more aware of what is
socially permissible; (b) the Rape Myth
has evolved, and the original scale items
are no longer suited to its measurement.
To correct for this second aspect, the
items were subtly reworded to cover all
beliefs linked to the Myth concept. The
AMMSA includes 30 items structured into
five categories: (i) “Denial of the scope of
the problem”; (ii) “Antagonism towards
victims’ demands”; (iii) “Lack of support for
policies designed to alleviate the effects of
sexual violence”; (iv) “Beliefs that male
coercion forms a natural part of sexual
relationships”, and (v) “Beliefs that exon-
erate male perpetrators by blaming the
victim or the circumstances” [12]. But only
one factor accounts for the concept in a
holistic way (with Cronbach alpha coeffi-
cients of 0.90-0.95, depending on the
study). Its psychometric qualities have
been demonstrated in its English, German,
Greek, and Spanish versions [20,21]. An
abridged 11-item version was developed
in German and French [22], but its authors
have not supplied all the elements re-
quired for an assessment of its psycho-
metric qualities and its relevance.
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In line with Gerger et al., who claim that
the Rape Myth is highly dependent on the
cultural context and that scales of meas-
urement should be adjusted for changes in
language and subtler myths [12], McMah-
on and Farmer developed their own 22-
item scale [23] derived from the “lllinois
Rape Myth Acceptance Scale” (IRMAS) of
Payne et al. [19] by modifying those items
judged too explicit and rewording all items
with more contemporary vocabulary (in-
cluding using a number of slang expres-
sions). They retained only four of IRMAS’
seven subscales: “She asked for it”; “He
didn’t mean to” “It wasn'’t really rape” and
“She lied”. Its generalizability is limited due
to the wording of the items and the fact
that it is targeted at students.

We have not mentioned all the scales
measuring the Myth of rape (about thirty in
total), but only those that are the most
widely used or that have inspired others.
An example of the scales not included is
the Perceived Causes of Rape (PCR) cre-
ated by Cowan and Quinton [24], which
has 30 items covering five factors: (i)
“Male dominance”; (ii) “Society and social-
ization”; (iii) “Female precipitation”; (iv)
“‘Male sexuality, and (v) “Male hostility.
However, it was not developed only to
investigate the rape myth and it also in-
cludes sociocultural representations (Male
dominance and Society/socialization).

Conclusion

Acceptance of the Rape Myth has obvious
consequences (from a social, individual,
and clinical point of view). Despite the re-
cent “Weinstein case” that has encour-
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