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WHAT INFLUENCES BELIEVING CHILD SEXUAL ABUSE
DISCLOSURES? THE ROLES OF DEPICTED MEMORY

PERSISTENCE, PARTICIPANT GENDER, TRAUMA HISTORY,
AND SEXISM

Lisa DeMarni Cromer and Jennifer J. Freyd
University of Oregon

This vignette study investigated factors that influence believing child sexual abuse disclosures. College student partici-
pants (N = 318) in a university human subject pool completed measures about their own trauma history and responded
to questions about sexist attitudes. Participants then read vignettes in which an adult disclosed a history of child sexual
abuse, rated disclosures for accuracy and believability, and judged the level of abusiveness. Continuous memories were
believed more than recovered memories. Men believed abuse reports less than did women, and people who had not
experienced trauma were less likely to believe trauma reports. Gender and personal history interacted such that trauma
history did not impact women’s judgments but did impact men’s judgments. Men with a trauma history responded
similarly to women with or without a trauma history. High sexism predicted lower judgments of an event being abusive.
Hostile sexism was negatively correlated with believing abuse disclosures. Results are considered in light of myths about
child sexual abuse.

The rape myth literature burgeoned after Burt’s (1980) in-
fluential article identified cultural myths and supports for
rape and promoted an understanding of rape myth accep-
tance in our culture. Burt identified prejudicial, stereo-
typed, and false beliefs about rape (Burt, 1980). Lonsway
and Fitzgerald (1994) further articulated rape myths as
“generally false but . . . widely and persistently held, and
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that serve to deny and justify male sexual aggression against
women” (p. 134). In reviewing the literature, Lonsway and
Fitzgerald (1994) identified two overarching myths: (a) It is
not uncommon for women to lie about having been raped
and (b) Women are culpable when rape occurs, in that
women who were raped have bad reputations or are from
socially marginal or minority groups. The myth that women
lie about rape enables the myth holder to deny that rape ex-
ists or at least deny that it is a prominent social problem. The
myth that only certain women are raped, and that it hap-
pens only to people who are marginalized, is also protective
for myth holders. Rape myths serve a protective function to
enable one to feel either less vulnerable to trauma and/or
less responsible for the social problem.

There is a parallel between the well-established rape
myth literature and the small and emerging child sexual
abuse myth (CSAM) literature. Similar to rape myths, which
purport that women lie about rape, CSAMs include be-
liefs that women and children lie about child abuse and
that incest is actually rare (Collings, 1997; Olafson, 2002).
The persistence of this myth fueled sensationalized media
cases such as the well-publicized 1990s McMartin case in
California (see Manson, 1991, for discussion) and news-
paper coverage about allegedly false accusations of abuse
made in divorce and custody cases (Brown, Frederico,
Hewitt, & Sheehan, 2001). These myths are also propagated
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by child abuse backlash groups of accused perpetrators who
claim they are innocent (Brown et al., 2001).

Another myth is that child sexual abuse is not actually
abuse, nor is it harmful to the child (Collings, 1997). Ev-
idence of the existence of this myth is seen in the lexical
depiction of abuse, used by researchers and by the me-
dia, when descriptions contain consensual overtones such as
“sexual intercourse” or “fondling” (Collings & Bodill, 2003,
p. 170). Tamarack (1986) noted similar myths that put pos-
itive spins on child sexual abuse and that state that children
experience love, pleasure, and physical affection when they
are the victims of incest. These myths are expounded by ac-
tivist pedophile groups such as seen on The Pedophile Ed-
ucation Web site (http://lege.cz/win.en/archiv/pedo3.htm),
which explicitly states in its “Pedo Credo” that “children
are sexual and need release with [pedophiles].” Despite
clear evidence that child sexual abuse is harmful (Freyd
et al., 2005), some academic authors appear to support
the myth of harmlessness (e.g., Rind, Tromovitch, &
Bauserman, 1998; for a critique see Dallam et al., 2001).
Cheit and Freyd (2005) noted that the myths that child sex-
ual abuse is rare and that child sexual abuse is not harmful
are brandished by the same sources that promote a self-
serving agenda.

The veracity of child sexual abuse reports is further chal-
lenged through a divorce myth about child sexual abuse
(Brown et al., 2001). Just as doubt has been cast on rape re-
ports when the media overpublicizes false rape accusations,
child sexual abuse reports are questioned due to unfounded
claims of child abuse in divorce cases being overpublicized.
The myth may be partially driven by the same gender bias
behind rape myths that purport that women make false al-
legations to “gain leverage” (Brown et al., 2001, p. 117).
Research shows that less than 10% of child sexual abuse
claims are likely to be false (Everson & Boat, 1989), yet
the media and fathers’ rights groups make claims that up to
70% of child sexual abuse reports are false in divorce cases
(Brown et al., 2001). Schudson (1992) noted that, although
there is a lot of publicity about child sexual abuse allega-
tions in divorce cases, only about 2% of child custody cases
before courts actually involve child sexual abuse allegations
and most of these are substantiated (p. 114). Thus, the fear
induced by the media and by fathers’ rights groups is over-
sensationalized in two respects. Underlying these fears is, as
Brown and colleagues (2001) point out, a gender myth that
women lie about abuse and rape for personal gain. Conse-
quently, the accused male perpetrators take on the role of
falsely accused victims.

When there is a perceived gain or motivation behind
a child sexual abuse disclosure, the activated myths play
upon one’s sense of skepticism and fear (Brown et al., 2001;
Schudson, 1992). It is likely that these myths and fears con-
tribute to the doubts concerning adult delayed reports of
child sexual abuse. Although adults are considered more re-
liable reporters compared to children, when there is a delay
in the adult report of child sexual abuse, there is doubt as to

the veracity of these claims, presumably because of suspi-
cious motivations behind adults’ reports. Although we know
of no research that examines motivation for doubting adult
disclosures, some have speculated that doubts are due to
the possibility of memory decay over time (e.g., Golding,
Sego, Sanchez, & Hasemann, 1995). It will therefore be
important to examine not only judgments of believability
of the disclosure, but also the judged accuracy of memory
when investigating factors that motivate the believability of
delayed abuse disclosures.

Most of the previous research investigating beliefs about
the veracity of abuse reports has been conducted in the
psychology-and-law literature using mock jury studies. Be-
cause the legal system demands an edict of innocent un-
til proven guilty, it is perhaps not surprising that victim
reports are doubted and denials of alleged perpetrators
are believed. Yet this literature tells us that stereotypes
and myths about abuse and abuse reports influence judg-
ments of believability (Read, 1997; Whitfield, Silberg, &
Fink, 2002). Interestingly, the most consistent factor that
predicts trial outcome across studies is not a characteris-
tic about the trial, but rather a characteristic of the ju-
ror: juror’s gender. Men are far less likely to convict an
accused perpetrator of child abuse than are women (Bot-
toms, Davis, & Epstein, 2004; ForsterLee, Horowitz, Ho,
ForsterLee, & McGovern, 1999; Golding, Sego, & Sanchez,
1999; Golding et al., 1995; Griffith, Libkuman, Kazen,
& Shafir, 1999; Griffith, Libkuman, & Poole, 1998; Key,
Warren, & Ross, 1996; McCauley & Parker, 2001; Quas,
Bottoms, Haegerich, & Nysse-Carris, 2003; Rotzien, 2003;
Sugarman & Boney-McCoy, 1997).

Little empirical work has examined factors that may
moderate the impact of gender on believing disclosures.
In discussing robust gender findings, in which female so-
cial workers believed abuse reports more than did male
social workers, Jackson and Nuttall (1994) speculated that
female social workers are more empathic than are male
social workers because they are “nurturers and protectors
of children (whether culturally or biologically determined)”
(p. 110). Although they speculated that women may be more
inclined to believe others’ victimization reports because of
their own gender’s historical experiences of victimization,
regression analyses indicated that personal histories of sex-
ual abuse were less important for predicting believing scores
than were young age and gender. Unfortunately, Jackson
and Nuttall (1994) did not examine their data for an inter-
action effect between gender and trauma history, so we are
unable to determine from this research if trauma history
moderated the gender effects for believing.

Sexism has also been examined in relation to rape myth
acceptance. Although sexism is often seen as a unitary con-
struct, Glick and Fiske (1996) proposed a two-factor model
of sexism, in which benevolent and hostile attitudes toward
women exist. In describing ambivalent sexism, Glick and
Fiske (1996) posited that benevolent sexism includes at-
titudes that are positive toward women if these women
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conform to traditional gender-role stereotypes. Conversely,
hostile sexist attitudes are negative attitudes toward femi-
nists and nonconforming women. Abrams, Viki, Masser, and
Bohner (2003) examined ambivalent sexism in relation to
rape myth acceptance and found that both forms of sexism
were correlated with rape myth acceptance. The authors
also found differences between the two types of sexism and
victim culpability and rape proclivity. Respondents high in
benevolent sexism found victims in acquaintance rape (but
not stranger rape) to be culpable, presumably because these
victims (all female) were not acting in the chaste manner
expected within a benevolent sexist paradigm. Respondents
high in hostile sexism were more prone to rape proclivity,
which was consistent with predictions that hostile attitudes
toward women would predict seeing aggressive sexual be-
havior toward women as socially acceptable. Furthermore,
rape myth acceptance has been found to predict rape pro-
clivity over and above the contribution of both types of
sexism (Abrams et al., 2003). As far as we know, sexism
has not been examined in relation to CSAM acceptance or
examining judgments about child sexual abuse victims.

Researchers examining retrospective disclosures of child
sexual abuse have assessed continuity of victim memory for
its impact on believability of abuse reports. Read (1997)
posited a trauma forgetting hypothesis (TFH) that pur-
ported a widespread social bias for believing that gaps in
childhood memory provide evidence that child sexual abuse
occurred. In a vignette study, Read (1997) found that col-
lege students presented with vignettes attributed memory
discontinuity to child sexual abuse. Read speculated that
self-help books and the media have created a bias in which
discontinuity in memory is used to substantiate that abuse
occurred. Although few would deny that amnesia may be
an outcome of child sexual abuse, Read’s TFH predicted
that the publics’ logic is the opposite—that amnesia would
serve to prove that abuse had occurred. This question has
been empirically examined by other researchers who have
found evidence contrary to Read’s hypothesis. Rather, there
is reason to suggest that a bias exists against believing abuse
reports. This evidence is reviewed below.

Studies have found that mock jurors have less confidence
in delayed memories and are more likely to acquit the ac-
cused in delayed-memory cases regardless of evidence pre-
sented in the trial (Golding et al., 1999; Golding et al., 1995).
This inclination in judgment is not limited to impartial ob-
servers or jurors; in clinical studies, actual victims doubt
their own (corroborated) recovered memories. Dalenberg
(1996) found that individuals with delayed autobiographi-
cal memory for actual child abuse had less confidence in
their own delayed memories than in their own persistent
memories, even when there was corroboration for the pre-
viously forgotten abuse. These studies point to the existence
of a systematic bias for doubting delayed memories of child
sexual abuse, irrespective of objective evidence.

The present research examines evidence for biases about
child abuse reports based on CSAMs and memory heuris-

tics. Several myths outlined above will be tested empirically
in this study using vignettes of adults reporting childhood
sexual and physical abuse to a college roommate. We have
chosen not to utilize a mock jury vignette, as many previous
studies have done, to remove judgment thresholds that re-
sult in guilty or not guilty verdicts. Inherent in jury decisions
about the believability of a mock jury case are consequences
for an alleged perpetrator, who is then deemed guilty or not
guilty. To access social information and thoughts about vic-
tims, we asked participants to rate disclosure accuracy and
believability rather than rate probable guilt or innocence
of a perpetrator. Thoughts about disclosure accuracy and
believability are critical from a public health perspective. It
is well documented that child abuse is underreported and
that most children do not disclose abuse when it is happen-
ing. For example, in a review of 11 studies, the modal rate
of disclosure was only 33% (London, Bruck, Ceci, & Shu-
man, 2005). A substantial influence behind not disclosing
is the fear of not being believed (Kellogg & Huston, 1995)
and fear of social rejection (Somer & Szwarcberg, 2001).
It is plausible that fears of not being believed may be well
founded if there are social biases against believing child
sexual abuse disclosures. If biases are found in the present
study, it will indicate a need for education to encourage a
social context in which victims can come forward.

The gender myth that women lie about abuse is tested by
comparing disclosures by males and females. The myth that
child sexual abuse is not really abusive or harmful is mea-
sured with a Likert-scale rating for each vignette. To test
both Read’s (1997) TFH and Golding and colleagues’ (1999)
suggestion that participants rely on memory heuristics, we
varied memory persistence (either recovered or continu-
ous) and asked participants to rate both accuracy (heuris-
tic) and believability (TFH). Similar to Jackson and Nuttall
(1994), we examined research participants’ own abuse histo-
ries to search for a possible third variable that could moder-
ate the gender effect of believing abuse reports. Moreover,
extending the work of Abrams et al. (2003), which found
that participant sexism impacted victim blaming and cor-
related with rape myth acceptance, we included the same
sexism measure.

Predictions

Consistent with the child abuse myths described earlier, we
predicted that female research participants would believe
abuse disclosures and rate these disclosures as more accu-
rate than would male participants. We examined whether
gender of the victim has an effect on belief in disclosures
because this is an area that has been relatively neglected
in previous literature. We predicted that there would be a
main effect for participants’ sexual abuse histories, with in-
dividuals who have experienced abuse being more likely to
believe reports of abuse than those without an abusive his-
tory. Sexism was expected to correlate with CSAMs, similar
to earlier studies. Sexism was also used as an exploratory
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measure to determine whether sexism predicted level of
believing abuse disclosures.

Using participants’ ratings of abusiveness as a dependent
variable, we sought to examine whether there was any evi-
dence that college students hold the myth that child abuse
is not harmful or abusive. Although we were interested in
the relationship of sexism and trauma history to ratings of
whether being made to have sex was considered abuse, we
did not have specific between-group predictions. Prior re-
search had found that sexism was related to believing that
adult female victims were culpable and presumably had
acted inappropriately so as to invite rape (Abrams et al.,
2003). Thus, we expected a negative correlation between
sexism and rating how abusive it was to the 9-year-old child
who was made to have sex with an adult. Specifically, we
expected that participants high in sexism would rate this as
less abusive than participants low in sexism.

Our prediction about the continuity of memory runs op-
posite to Read’s (1997) TFH, which suggested that disclo-
sures that involve a recovered memory or delayed recall
component would be believed more than memories that
were continuous. We predicted the opposite effect, consis-
tent with some authors’ suggestions (e.g., Gaarder, 2000),
that there is a propensity to disbelieve recovered memo-
ries because of the gender biases discussed earlier in this
article. Specifically, recovered memories are believed to be
doubted because they are part of a backlash against women
and feminism (Gaarder, 2000). Thus, we predicted that
males would be less likely to believe and rate as accurate
recovered memories as compared to continuous memories.

METHOD

Participants

Undergraduate students (91 men, 227 women) in introduc-
tory psychology classes at the University of Oregon partic-
ipated to partly fulfill a course requirement. Participants
did not self-select into the study based on knowledge of
the content; rather, participants were selected for the study
based on schedule availability from a large human subject
pool. Mean age was 19.75 years (SD = 3.49, range = 17 to
49). Participants were mostly Caucasian (85.1%) and Asian
(9.8%).

Design

A 2 × 2 × 2 (gender of participant × gender of victim ×
memory type) between-subject design was used for vi-
gnettes.

Measures

Each participant read two vignettes depicting sexual abuse.
A sample vignette is:

A college friend, Susan, confides in you that she was
forced by her father to have sex with him when she was

9 years old. Susan tells you that she has always remem-
bered this aspect of her childhood, but she has never
told anyone until now.

To vary victim gender, “Susan” was used to convey a fe-
male victim and “David” was used to convey a male victim.
To vary memory “has always remembered” and “only re-
cently remembered” were used. For grammatical purposes
“but” in the continuous memory condition was changed to
“and.” The abuse in all vignettes occurred at age 9 and was
described as not having been previously disclosed. Age 9
was chosen because it is well beyond the age of infantile
amnesia, and it is within the age range in which child sex-
ual abuse often occurs (Spiegel, 2003). In addition to the
factors examined in this study, two other exploratory vari-
ables were manipulated: The two vignettes varied slightly
by labeling of perpetrator (father vs. neighbor), and two ad-
ditional vignettes depicted a specific form of physical abuse.
Due to lack of stimulus control in wording choices, these
exploratory manipulations were not examined in this study.
We collapsed across perpetrator label in all analyses pre-
sented and did not include the items depicting physical
abuse.

Participants made three ratings for each vignette. They
rated believability on a scale ranging from 0 (not at all be-
lievable) to 5 (very believable), accuracy on a scale ranging
from 0 (not at all accurate) to 5 (very accurate), and level of
abuse on a scale ranging from 0 (definitely abuse) to 5 (not
at all abuse). Each of these scores is used separately in the
analyses.

The Ambivalent Sexism Inventory (ASI; Glick & Fiske,
1996) is a 22-item self-report inventory of hostile and benev-
olent sexism. Participants indicated amount of agreement
on a scale from 0 (disagree strongly) to 5 (agree strongly)
with statements such as “Women seek to gain power by get-
ting control over men” (hostile sexism) and “A good woman
should be set on a pedestal by her man” (benevolent sexism).
Previous studies have found the ASI to have good conver-
gent, discriminant, and predictive validity, with alpha levels
of .81 and .89, respectively (Glick & Fiske, 1997). The alpha
level for the current study was .87.

Because we were interested in participants’ own experi-
ences of interpersonal trauma, we used the Brief Betrayal
Trauma Survey (BBTS; Goldberg & Freyd, 2006), which
is a 12-item self-report inventory of low to high-betrayal
trauma experiences. High betrayal trauma was used to oper-
ationalize interpersonal trauma. Examples of high-betrayal
trauma were “You were made to have some form of sexual
contact, such as touching or penetration, by someone with
whom you were very close (such as a parent or lover)” and
“You were emotionally or psychologically mistreated over
a significant period of time by someone with whom you
were very close (such as a parent or lover).” An example
of a low-betrayal trauma is “Been in a major earthquake,
fire, flood, hurricane, or tornado that resulted in signifi-
cant loss of personal property, serious injury to yourself or a
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significant other, the death of a significant other, or the fear
of your own death.” Participants responded to the BBTS
items on a 3-point scale of frequency of events over the
lifetime: 0 = never, 1 = once or twice, 2 = more than that.
The BBTS has good test-retest reliability of 83% for child-
hood items and 75% for events that occurred during adult-
hood (Goldberg & Freyd, in press). Construct validity has
been established between the BBTS and other measures of
trauma (DePrince, 2001).

Procedure

Participants completed the measures as part of a General
Survey in a psychology department human subject pool.
This General Survey, completed by participants with sched-
ule availability, contained a larger battery of about 20 short
instruments from many researchers. Survey packets were
completed in a large-group setting. Participants were given
packets with a randomly assigned subject number and were
informed both orally and in the written informed consent
that their responses were anonymous. The battery of short
measures was presented in 16 different randomized orders.
The four between-subject versions of the vignettes were
randomly placed in the 16 different measure packets and
the vignettes presented to each subject were counterbal-
anced. The order of the ASI and BBTS was also random-
ized within the larger General Survey packet, and they were
not directly adjacent to the vignettes or each other. After
completing the surveys, participants deposited their packet
in one of several boxes. Before leaving, they were given a
paper credit slip to give to their instructor for course credit.
No names of students were recorded by the experimenters
so there was no way of identifying participants by their ran-
domized subject number.

RESULTS

Accuracy and believability ratings were each examined us-
ing a between-subjects 2 × 2 × 2 (victim sex × subject
gender × memory type) multivariate analysis of variance
(MANOVA). See Table 1 for means and standard devia-
tions. Distributions for both types of ratings were normally
distributed. Data were examined for outliers and none were
identified. Assumptions of normality were satisfactorily met
in the distributions. The MANOVA yielded a significant
multivariate effect, Wilk’s Lambda = .92, F(2, 309) = 13.26,
p < .001.

Gender of Participant

As predicted, female participants believed disclosures more
than did male participants, F(1, 310) = 5.89, p < .05, Co-
hen’s d = .30, and rated abuse memories as more accurate
than did males, F(1, 310) = 4.81, p < .05, Cohen’s d = .29.

Gender of Depicted Victim

Contrary to prediction, disclosures by men were not be-
lieved more or rated as more accurate than disclosures by

Table 1

Mean (SD) Believability and Accuracy Ratings for Male
and Female Respondents in Different Vignette

Conditions

Respondents
Total

Female Male sample

Continuous memory
Believability 4.19 (.74) 3.87 (.97) 4.10 (.82)
Accuracy 4.15 (.78) 3.93 (.90) 4.09 (.82)
N 113 43 156

Recovered memory
Believability 3.74 (.95) 3.50 (1.12) 3.67 (1.01)
Accuracy 3.57 (1.00) 3.25 (1.29) 3.48 (1.10)
N 114 48 162

Female victim
Believability 3.92 (.87) 3.65 (1.11) 3.84 (.96)
Accuracy 3.80 (.92) 3.56 (1.18) 3.73 (1.01)
N 107 49 156

Male Victim
Believability 4.00 (.87) 3.70 (1.02) 3.92 (.93)
Accuracy 3.91 (.97) 3.58 (1.16) 3.82 (1.03)
N 120 42 162

women. There was no participant gender by victim gender
interaction.

Type of Depicted Memory

The between-subjects main effect for type of memory was
significant (see Figure 1). As predicted, continuous memory
was judged to be more believable, F(1,310) =12.04, p <
.0001, Cohen’s d = .47, and more accurate F(1,310) = 26.36,
p < .0001, Cohen’s d = .66, than recovered memory.

Participant Trauma History

As predicted, gender and experiences of high-betrayal
trauma significantly interacted for global ratings of believ-
ability (see Figure 2). A MANOVA using a four-level pre-
dictor variable (males/no high betrayal trauma [n = 50],
males/high betrayal trauma [n = 41], females/no high be-
trayal trauma [n = 123], females/high betrayal trauma [n =
104]) showed significant differences between groups for
believability ratings, F(3,314) = 3.57, p < .05, and dif-
ferences that approached significance for accuracy ratings,
F(3,314) = 2.35, p = .07. The overall MANOVA was also
significant, Wilk’s Lambda = .97, F(3, 314) = 3.5, p < .05.
Tukey’s post hoc tests revealed that men with no high be-
trayal trauma believed disclosures less than both groups of
women (p = .01 for both). Men with at least one high be-
trayal experience did not have pairwise comparison differ-
ences with either group of women. The believability ratings
between the two groups of men were not significantly dif-
ferent. Findings were less robust for accuracy rating of the
memories. Post hoc tests showed that men with no high
betrayal trauma experience rated memories as less accu-
rate than did women with at least one high betrayal trauma
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Fig. 1. Means with error bars showing believability and accuracy ratings of continuous versus recovered memories.

experience (p = .05); other pairwise comparisons were not
significant. A post hoc analysis of variance (ANOVA) was
conducted to test the validity of this latter finding and to rule
out that we had simply captured a response bias in which
men with no high betrayal trauma history indiscriminately
did not believe any of the vignettes of abuse. To examine
this possible bias, rank order (i.e., high to low believable
score) patterns of the vignettes between the four groups
of participants were created. A test of linear trends (using
the rank orders) enabled us to determine whether the men
with no betrayal trauma distinguished between the four vi-
gnettes in the same manner as did the other participants.
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Fig. 2. Plotted means with error bars of believability and accuracy
ratings for both genders with high and no high betrayal trauma
history.

A second repeated measures ANOVA was conducted using
gender and participant sexual abuse history as a dichoto-
mous between-subject variable (men with no abuse vs. all
other participants), and the four vignettes as one four-level
within-subjects variable. The linear trend was significant,
F(1,227) =14.23, p < .001. Thus, despite the disparity in
group means, men who had not been abused ranked the
vignettes in the same order for believability as had all the
other subjects.

Benevolent and Hostile Sexism

Both benevolent and hostile sexism were significantly neg-
atively correlated with ratings of whether the vignettes de-
scribing a child being made to have sex with an adult were
considered abuse. Hostile but not benevolent sexism was
negatively correlated with believing disclosures of child
sexual abuse. Participants’ own histories of high betrayal
trauma were positively correlated with believing child sex-
ual abuse disclosures but not with ratings of abusiveness.
Correlations are provided in Table 2.

DISCUSSION

Consistent with decades of previous research, the present
study found that women believed disclosures of child abuse
more than did men. However, in examining other vari-
ables, such as trauma history, we found a more complex
picture for understanding this gender difference. The pre-
diction that participants’ own trauma histories would in-
teract with gender was supported. Men with no trauma
history believed all abuse reports significantly less than did
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Table 2

Correlations of Study Measures (N = 243)

Hostile High betrayal
sexism trauma Abuse? Believing

Benevolent .534∗∗ .08 −.20∗∗ −.09
sexism

Hostile sexism .06 −.11∗ −.11∗
High betrayal .01 .13∗

trauma
Really abuse? .08

∗ p < .05. ∗∗ p < .001.

males with a history of high betrayal trauma (e.g., sexual
abuse by someone close) and women with and without high
betrayal trauma histories. One possible explanation could
be that one who has not had an abusive/traumatic experi-
ence may be more likely to doubt others’ reports of such an
experience. However, the interaction is particularly inter-
esting: betrayal trauma experiences moderated men’s but
not women’s ratings. When discussing similar findings in a
sample of social workers, Jackson and Nuttall (1994) rea-
soned that women have historically played a nurturing and
protective role for children and thus they may naturally
have more empathy. Although there may be some validity to
this empathy hypothesis, the interaction with male high be-
trayal experiences suggests an alternate explanation related
to a culture of fear. Ferraro (1996) found that awareness
of a close other’s victimization predicted fear of interper-
sonal crime. Although fear of crime is not necessarily re-
lated to gender (see Sutton & Farrall, 2005), women have a
stronger perception of vulnerability to sexual assault than do
men (Ferraro, 1996; Yodanis, 2004). Women’s perceptions
of vulnerability, regardless of their trauma histories, may
make them more likely to believe others’ reports of sexual
assault. In contrast, men may lose their feelings of invul-
nerability when they have had an interpersonal trauma. In
future research, it will be helpful to not only assess partici-
pants’ trauma histories, but also to ask about their feelings
of fear and vulnerability to possible assaults.

An alternative hypothesis for the gender/trauma history
interaction may relate to disclosure behaviors. Women may
be more likely to be the recipients of abuse disclosures given
their role in society as nurturers. Thus, the female partic-
ipants in our study may have had the personal experience
of hearing someone’s disclosure. This personal experience
could also increase their likelihood of believing the disclo-
sures in the vignettes, regardless of their own experiences
with sexual assault or abuse. This knowledge of others’ dis-
closures will be an important variable to examine in future
research.

In addition to the gender differences in participants’ re-
sponses, we had predicted that there would be differences
based on victim gender, with male victims being believed

more than female victims. One rape myth is that women
lie about rape and thus we expected that women would
be believed less when they reported child sexual abuse.
The finding that there are no differences for male and
female adults disclosing child abuse may be understood
in that the parallel myth about child abuse is not gender
specific. This myth purports that women and children lie
about child abuse (Collings, 1997; Olafson, 2002). To better
understand this gender dynamic, we will need to conduct
studies that cross age of sexual assault (child vs. adult) with
gender.

The most robust finding in this study supported the pre-
diction that participants would believe continuous mem-
ory more than delayed memories and would see the for-
mer as more accurate. This finding suggests that there is
a conflation of memory persistence and memory accuracy
in conventional naı̈ve theories of memory (Strevens, 2000)
such as is seen in the recovered (persistence) versus false
(accuracy) memory debate. This is an empirical question:
Are unavailable memories, when recalled, more likely to
be true or mistaken than continuously available memories?
Although scholars have made both claims (that recovered
memories are likely to be true and that recovered mem-
ories are more likely to be mistaken), research does not
clearly support either position (Dalenberg, 1997; Freyd,
1998; Sivers, Schooler, & Freyd, 2002; Williams & Banyard,
1999). The present findings shed light on why child sexual
abuse victims, when they recover their memories and have
corroboration for these memories of abuse, still have self-
doubt (Dalenberg, 1997). It may not be qualitative aspects
of the memories that cause doubts, but rather an inherent
naı̈ve bias about memories that, if they are true, then they
are always present.

This naı̈ve bias about memory may have implications
for female victims. Women are more likely than men to
be abused by someone close to them (Freyd & Goldberg,
2004; Goldberg & Freyd, 2006), and forgetting is more
likely when the perpetrator is close to the victim (Freyd,
1996; Freyd, DePrince, & Zurbriggen, 2001; Schultz, Pass-
more, & Yoder, 2003). Hence, to the extent that women
allege discontinuous memory for abuse experiences and to
the extent such memory is doubted, women may be less
likely to be believed.

Most previous research that examined bias about be-
lieving abuse reports has used methodology similar to the
present study, but with the added circumstance of a mock
trial with participants taking the role of juror. It is under-
standable that, with an edict of innocent until proven guilty,
as the foundation for decision making, mock jurors would
default to “not guilty” when there is empirical ambiguity.
That delayed memories are less likely to be believed in the
present study, in which believing the report was without
consequence for an alleged perpetrator, suggests the pres-
ence of a general bias about believing delayed reports of
abuse disclosures. The finding suggests that people believe
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that abuse must be salient and memorable if it really oc-
curred.

The data indicated that, in cases of delayed recall com-
pared to continuous recall, there is less likelihood that a
friend would believe child sexual abuse disclosure. These
findings are contrary to Read’s (1997) TFH, which proposed
that the public has an automatic bias toward assuming abuse
occurred when there is a gap in memory for the abuse ac-
count. We evidenced the opposite: When there was a gap
in memory, there was a bias against believing that abuse
occurred.

From a public health perspective, believing or not believ-
ing disclosure is of clinical importance. It is well established
in the literature that stigmatization and fear of rejection are
deterrents to disclosing child sexual abuse (Somer & Szwar-
cberg, 2001). The negative impact of child sexual abuse on
health is clearly documented (e.g., Molnar, Buka, & Kessler,
2001) as are the benefits of disclosure when that disclosure
is perceived by the victim to be supportive (Hyman, Gold,
& Cott, 2003). However, nonsupportive disclosure can have
a moderating effect that increases posttraumatic stress dis-
order symptoms (Hyman et al., 2003). Disclosing can be
helpful; however, it can also be harmful to the victim. Thus,
the existence of a bias against believing abuse is of critical
health importance.

In addition to the findings that gender and trauma history
interacted for believability ratings of child abuse, sexism was
also found to correlate with perceptions of the abuse. The
more sexist the participant (on measures of both hostile and
benevolent sexism), the less likely they were to rate that a
9-year-old being made to have sex with an adult was abuse.
Although we do not know of any studies that have exam-
ined sexism and attitudes toward child abuse, this finding
is consistent with studies that have found more sexist par-
ticipants to both condone sexual coercion against women
(Forbes, Adams-Curtis, & White, 2004; Viki, Abrams, &
Masser, 2004) and to have a proclivity toward committing
rape (Abrams et al., 2003). It has been suggested that sex-
ist attitudes relate to the social acceptability of sexual ag-
gressiveness toward women (Abrams et al., 2003). Indeed,
in our data, respondents who were not sexist all viewed
vignettes as abuse, whereas respondents high in sexism
ranged in their scores with many scoring in the mid to
high end of the scale (several responded with “not at all
abuse”). Related to this, we also found that hostile sexism
negatively correlated with believing child sexual abuse dis-
closures. Hostile attitudes toward women seem consistent
with being suspicious about the veracity of abuse claims.
Given the current findings, it seems that sexist attitudes
relate to the social acceptability of aggression, or sexual
entitlement, of men, regardless of victim gender and that
hostile sexist attitudes relate to suspiciousness about abuse
claims. Further, the relationship between sexist attitudes
and reduced ratings of abusiveness suggests that sexist be-
liefs may diminish the perceived harm to victims of sexual
crimes.

Limitations and Future Directions

One limitation of the present study is the sampling popula-
tion of college students. College students are younger, from
a higher socioeconomic class, and are more educated than
community samples. Thus, the findings in this study should
be generalized with caution. However, it is important to
note that a strength of this study is that participants did not
self-select into the study based on knowledge of the con-
tent; rather, participants were selected for the study based
on schedule availability from a large human subject pool.
Also, although vignette studies are often used in the social
psychological literature, they nevertheless are somewhat
artificial and as such may not accurately reflect how partici-
pants would respond to real abuse disclosures. Although the
present study provides preliminary useful information, fu-
ture studies should attempt to create more realism, perhaps
through video vignettes or using live confederates in the lab
to generate more ecologically valid responses. Additionally,
based on the questions we asked, it is difficult to deter-
mine if participants specifically had a bias against believing
that abuse occurred or if they had a bias against believing
that people can recall that the abuse occurred. In the latter
case, it may be possible to infer that the large main effects
for memory suggest that participants do not have this bias
against continuous memory. Future studies could ask more
specific questions about beliefs about memories in general
to better understand the mechanisms. Finally, Lonsway and
Fitzgerald (1994) suggested that Lerner’s (1980) just-world
theory may be an etiological basis for rape myths being
upheld. It is conceivable that beliefs in a just world could
mediate beliefs in CSAMs. It would also be interesting to
examine how beliefs in a just world may mediate gender
effects and how they might be mediated by participants’
trauma history. We are pursuing these questions in ongoing
research.

Summary and Implications

We discovered evidence that the gender and personal
trauma history of participants impacts willingness to be-
lieve abuse disclosure depicted in a vignette. In addition,
the nature of the depicted memory influenced believability.
Sexism influenced judgments of abusiveness and believabil-
ity. These findings contribute to our understanding of biases
in believing abuse disclosure. Belief in disclosure has sig-
nificant implications, given that disclosure has the potential
for positive health benefits to victims (Hyman et al., 2003).
This study sheds light on possible hindrances to disclosure
that have not before been identified. It also suggests that
education campaigns about child sexual abuse may need to
focus on dispelling traditional sexist beliefs about women
as well as work to dispel CSAMs to successfully reduce its
occurrence.
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