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Abstract

Many sexual violence survivors do not label their experiences as rape but instead use more benign labels, such as “bad sex” or
“miscommunication.” A meta-analysis was conducted to estimate the mean prevalence of unacknowledged rape and to inform
our understanding of methodological factors that influence the detection of this phenomenon. Studies were identified using
PsycINFO, PubMED, and PILOTS and were required to report the percentage of unacknowledged rape that had occurred since
the age of 14 among female survivors. Moderator variables included mean participant age, recruitment source, rape definition,
and unacknowledged rape definition. Twenty-eight studies (30 independent samples) containing 5,917 female rape survivors
met the inclusion criteria. Based on a random effects model, the overall weighted mean percentage of unacknowledged rape
was 60.4% (95% confidence interval [55.0%, 65.6%]). There was a large amount of heterogeneity, Q(29) = 445.11, p <.001, and
inconsistency (I2 = 93.5%) among included studies. The prevalence was significantly higher among college student participants
compared to noncollege participants. The findings supported that over half of all female rape survivors do not acknowledge that
they have been raped. The results suggest that screening tools should use behaviorally descriptive items about sexual contact,

rather than using terms such as “rape.”
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Sexual violence has been a topic of great concern for many
decades, but recently, it has been thrust into the spotlight as a
global public health concern (World Health Organization,
2007). A driving force for the call to action is the wide range
of psychological and physical effects of rape, including
anxiety, depression, self-blame, loss of trust, substance use,
suicidal thoughts, sleep disturbance, sexually transmitted infec-
tions, and sexual dysfunction (Boudreaux, Kilpatrick, Resnick,
Best, & Saunders, 1998; Breslau et al., 1998; Kessler, Sonnega,
Bromet, Hughes, & Nelson, 1995; Krug, Dahlberg, Mercy,
Zwi, & Lozano, 2002; Mechanic, 2004). These consequences
are particularly troubling when considered in the context of the
prevalence of rape, with estimates suggesting that one in seven
women in the United States will experience rape during her
lifetime based on behaviorally descriptive assessment items
(Kilpatrick, Edmunds, & Seymour, 1992; Testa, VanZile-
Tamsen, Livingston, & Koss, 2004; Tjaden & Thoennes,
2000). The reported prevalence of rape is approximately 1 in
11 among girls under the age of 18, 1 in 33 among adult men,
and 1 in 50 among boys under the age of 18 (Tjaden &
Thoennes, 2000). Because of the higher reported prevalence
of rape among adult women, the present meta-analysis focused
on adult female survivors of rape.

As stated by Berliner (1992, p. 121), “Numbers are central to
developing a societal response to a social problem. Establishing
the frequency of a problem has everything to do with how

seriously it is taken.” Consequently, our ability to detect rape
and establish accurate prevalence rates affects policy changes
and resource allocation. Therefore, the main aim of the present
meta-analysis was to obtain an overall estimate of the prevalence
of unacknowledged rape across all relevant studies in the litera-
ture. This is of great importance because a number of studies
have demonstrated that a large percentage of women who report
incidences that would meet the range of legal definitions of rape
do not label their experiences as rape (Bondurant, 2001; Kahn,
Jackson, Kully, Badger, & Halvorsen, 2003; Littleton, Radecki
Breitkopf, & Berenson, 2008). In these situations, survivors
often label the incidents as a ““miscommunication” or “bad sex”
(Littleton, Axsom, Radecki Breitkopf, & Berenson, 2006;
Littleton et al., 2008). This is called unacknowledged rape
(Koss, 1989).

The exact prevalence of unacknowledged rape is difficult
to determine due to challenges related to measurement and
definitions. To measure unacknowledged rape, participants
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often complete a self-report instrument containing behavioral
descriptions of sexual incidents (e.g., ““a man put his penis
into my vagina without my consent”; Sexual Experiences
Survey; Koss et al., 2007). The participants are then asked
“have you ever been raped?” or asked to choose a label for
the sexual incident from a list of descriptors (e.g., rape, mis-
communication). Unacknowledged rape occurs when partici-
pants endorse an incident that satisfies the researcher’s
definition of rape but do not affirm that they have been raped
or select the rape label.

Research suggests that unacknowledged rape is quite com-
mon, with most estimates revealing prevalence rates between
40% and 70% of women (Littleton et al., 2008). Unacknow-
ledged rape is of importance because survivors who do not
label their victimizations as rape are unlikely to report the
crimes to authorities, pursue mental health services, seek med-
ical treatment, participate in research, or communicate to peo-
ple in their lives that they have been victimized (Littleton,
Axsom, et al., 2006; Resnick, Guille, McCauley, & Kilpatrick,
2011). Furthermore, our awareness and understanding of rape
may be biased because we are not capturing a key subset of the
affected population.

Prior studies have examined a range of factors that may
impact the rate of unacknowledged rape, such as the perpetra-
tor—victim relationship and the amount of force used during the
incident (Bondurant, 2001; Kahn et al., 2003). We decided to
focus on methodological considerations, such as measurement
and sampling, which may influence the detection of unacknow-
ledged rape. This decision was made because the main goal of
the present meta-analysis was to inform researchers within this
area of the literature.

Prior evidence has suggested that studies tend to find lower
prevalence rates of unacknowledged rape when they use more
restrictive definitions of rape and measures of victimization
(Littleton, Rhatigan, & Axsom, 2007) and provide participants
with more options to label their sexual experiences (Botta &
Pinree, 1997). Additionally, studies that include older partici-
pants (Littleton, Axsom, & Grills-Taquechel, 2009) or use
community recruitment tend to find lower prevalence rates
(e.g., 40-60%; Conoscenti & McNally, 2006; Koss, Figueredo,
Bell, Tharan, & Tromp, 1996) than studies that use younger
and/or college participants (e.g., 50-90%; Bondurant, 2001;
Donde, 2009; Harned, 2002; Layman-Guadalupe, 1996). The
available evidence suggests that participant and measurement
factors impact the prevalence of unacknowledged rape detected
in samples, which is particularly significant because the major-
ity of prior studies have suffered from significant methodologi-
cal limitations (e.g., cross-sectional design; Littleton et al.,
2007). Most notably, there is a clear gap in the literature due
to the lack of longitudinal data, which would better capture the
survivors’ conceptualization of the event, both immediately
following the assault and long term.

Based on prior research, it was hypothesized that more
restrictive definitions of rape and measures of victimization,
studies that provide participants with more options to label
their sexual experiences, community recruitment, and older

participant age, would be associated with lower prevalence
rates of unacknowledged rape.

Method
Procedure

A computerized database search was completed using Psy-
cINFO, PubMED, and PILOTS. Keywords were hidden rape
OR unacknowledged rape OR [rape AND label]. The search
yielded 111 unique citations for review. The primary coder
(L.C.W.) examined the abstracts to determine whether the stud-
ies met the criteria. If a decision could not be made based on the
abstract, then the primary coder examined the full text. During
the review process, the primary coder identified 14 additional
studies from citations that were not yielded in the original
search. As a reliability check, a second coder (K.E.M.) inde-
pendently reviewed 70 randomly selected articles. The two
coders had 100% agreement on decisions.

To be included, the studies were required to examine rape,
which was defined as unwanted sexual experiences obtained
through force, threat of force, or incapacitation of the victim.
The present meta-analysis focused on female survivors and
events that occurred since the age of 14. These gender and age
specifications were selected because they are consistent with
the Sexual Experiences Survey (Koss et al., 2007; Koss &
Gidycz, 1985; Koss, Gidycz, & Wisniewski, 1987; Koss &
Oros, 1982), a commonly used measure (Koss et al., 2007).
In addition, the studies were required to report the percentage
of unacknowledged rape survivors. Unacknowledged rape sur-
vivors were defined as women who reported experiencing an
event that satisfied the researchers’ definition of rape, but did
not label the event as such. The studies also had to present orig-
inal empirical data (i.e., not a literature review). If multiple
studies used the same or overlapping samples, then one of the
articles was randomly selected and included. The following
articles were selected and the duplicate samples are listed in
parentheses: Harned, 2002 (Harned, 2005); Koss and Gidycz,
1985 (Levine-MacCombie & Koss, 1986); Littleton, 2006
(Littleton, Axsom, et al., 2006); Littleton and Henderson,
2009 (Littleton, Axsom, et al., 2009); Peterson and Muehlenhard,
2007 (Peterson & Muehlenhard, 2011); Pitts and Schwartz, 1993
(Pitts & Schwartz, 1997).

Of the 125 identified studies, 28 studies met the inclusion
criteria for the meta-analysis, with 30 independent samples.
The studies contained 5,917 female survivors of rape according
to the researchers’ definitions who provided complete data
about their rape acknowledgment status, with an average of
197.23 participants per study (SD = 197.19). See Figure 1 for
a flow diagram of the search procedures and inclusion decisions.

Data Analysis

The analyses were conducted using Comprehensive Meta-
Analysis Version 2 (Borenstein, Hedges, Higgins, & Rothstein,
2011) and followed the analytic procedure outlined by Boren-
stein, Hedges, Higgins, and Rothstein (2009). All analyses
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Figure |. Flow diagram of the study selection process.

were conducted as two-tailed tests, with a statistical signifi-
cance threshold of .05. Prevalence rates were calculated from
the sample size (i.e., number of rape survivors in each study
who had complete data for acknowledgment status) and
events (i.e., number of unacknowledged rape survivors). A
random effects model was used because this approach is rec-
ommended when studies use varying methodologies (e.g., dif-
ferent types of participants, measures, study designs; Schmidt,
Oh, & Hayes, 2009). The reported results consist of the preva-
lence rates and 95% confidence intervals (CI) for each input
study, the weighted mean prevalence and mean 95% CI, I
(i.e., measure of inconsistency among included studies; Hig-
gins, Thompson, Deeks, & Altman, 2003) and Cochran’s Q
(i.e., degree of homogeneity among input studies). Publica-
tion bias was examined using rank correlation (Begg &
Mazumdar, 1994) and Egger regression (Egger, Davey Smith,
Schneider, & Minder, 1997) tests.

Moderator analyses were used to test factors that may influ-
ence the prevalence of unacknowledged rape (See Tables 1
and 2). Mean participant age was examined as a continuous
moderator. Recruitment source, rape definition, and unac-
knowledged rape definition were examined as categorical
moderators. Recruitment source was categorized as (1) college
student participants or (2) noncollege participants. Sapanski
(2011) included both college and community recruitment, but
was classified as noncollege participants because the majority
of the participants were obtained from community recruitment.
Rape definition was categorized as (1) a restrictive definition
(e.g., penetrative sex or vaginal, oral, or anal intercourse) or

(2) a broader definition (e.g., unwanted sexual contact, sexual
intercourse). Unacknowledged rape was categorized as (1) parti-
cipants were asked whether they have ever been raped with the
response options of “yes” or “no,” or (2) participants were
asked to label their sexual experiences from a list of options
(e.g., rape, miscommunication). If a study used another measure
of unacknowledged rape, then it was not included in the modera-
tor analysis. The researchers had originally planned to examine
victimization measure as a moderator variable; however, as can
been seen in Table 1, many of the studies modified an existing
measure or created their own measure. Therefore, it was not pos-
sible to categorize the measures in any meaningful way and
therefore this moderator variable was not examined. Moderator
analyses were conducted using mixed effects models.

Results

The prevalence rates of unacknowledged rape among rape sur-
vivors across studies ranged from 27.6% to 88.2% (See
Table 2). The mean prevalence of unacknowledged rape across
studies was 60.4% (95% CI [55.0%, 65.6%]; See Figure 2 for
the forest plot). There was significant heterogeneity, 0(29) =
445.11, p < .001, and a large amount of inconsistency, P =
93.5%, among the included studies. Sensitivity analysis exam-
ined what the pooled effect size would be without each study in
the analysis. The exclusion of any input study resulted in a very
small change in the mean prevalence rate (mean prevalence
ranging from 59.1% to 61.6%); and therefore, it was deter-
mined that no single study was the primary determinant of the
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Table I. Characteristics of Studies Included in a Meta-Analysis of the Prevalence of Unacknowledged Rape.

Study

Rape Definition

Victimization Measure Unacknowledged Rape Definition

Bondurant (2001)

Botta and Pingree
(1997)

Cleere and Lynn
(2013)

Conoscenti and
McNally (2006)

Donde (2009)

Fisher, Daigle,
Cullen, and Turner
(2003)

Hammond and
Calhoun, (2007)

Harned (2002)
Samples | & 2

Kahn, Jackson, Kully,
Badger, and
Halvorsen (2003)

Kahn, Mathie, and
Torgler, (1994)
Kalof (2000)

Koss (1985)

“Vaginal, oral or anal intercourse against their
will due to physical force, threats of
physical force, or physical incapacitation
from alcohol or drugs” (p. 300) since the
age of 14.'

“Unwanted anal, oral, or vaginal intercourse
through force, threat of force, or
intoxication” (p. 203) since the age of 14.'

“If participants endorse any of the items on
the SES [since the age of 14], they are
considered to have undergone an
unwanted sexual experience” (p. 2597)
since the age of 14.

“An event that occurred without the woman'’s
consent that involved the use of force or
threat of force, and that involved sexual
penetration of the victim’s vagina, mouth,
or rectum” (p. 374).'

“Forced sexual intercourse, including both
psychological coercion and physical force”
(p. 44) since the age of 14.2

Unwanted completed or attempted
“penetration by force or the threat of
force” since the beginning of the academic
year (p. 571).'

“Forced sexual intercourse because of alcohol
or physical force or experiencing sexual
acts perpetrated with physical force” since
the age of 14 (p. 374).”

“Unwanted sexual experiences with dating
partners since they had been students at
the University” (p. 19).2

“Sexual intercourse with a man when he
threatened to harm someone you care
about, you were drinking or using drugs
and unable to resist, you felt threated or
intimidated by him, he threatened to use
physical force, he used physical force, you
genuinely stated you didn’t want to, [or] he
performed anal or oral intercourse because
of threats of physical force” (p. 235).2

“Forced, nonconsensual sexual intercourse”
(p. 53).2

“You had sexual intercourse with someone
when you were unable to consent because
you were under the influence of alcohol or
drugs,” “when you didn’t want to because
someone threatened to use physical force”
or “some degree of physical force was
used,” or “were forced to have oral or anal
sex when you didn’t want to” (p. 81) since
you have been in college.?

“Oral, anal, or vaginal intercourse against their
will through the use of force or threat of
force” (p. 196).'

Modified SES (1987)

Modified SES (1982)

Modified SES (1982)

behaviorally specific
screen questions”

Modified SES (1987)

Modified SES (1982)

Modified SES (1982)

Answered “no” to “Have you ever been
raped?” (p. 300).'

Answered “no” to “Have you ever been
sexually assaulted?” (p. 204). Participants
were given the option of “maybe.”

Labeled the experience as “l do not feel | was
victimized,” “| believe | was the victim of a
serious miscommunication,” or “| believe |
was the victim of a crime other than sexual
assault or rape” (p. 2597).

Answered “no” to “Do you believe you were a
victim of rape?” (p. 376).

Answered “no” to “have you ever been raped
at or after the age of 14?” and “have you
ever experienced attempted rape at or
after the age of 142" (p. 46).

Answered “no” to “do you consider this
incident to be rape?!” (p. 556).

Participants rated each incident from |
(definitely not sexual assault) to 5
(definitely sexual assault), and those who
reported ‘probably not assault’ or
‘definitely not assault’ to all incidents were
considered unacknowledged
(pp- 374-375).

Did not answer “affirmatively” (p. 22) to “have
you experienced sexual abuse or assault
from a dating partner?” (p. 20).

Answered “no” to “Have you ever been raped
by a man?” (p. 235). Participants were given
the option of “uncertain.”

Answered “no” to “Have you ever been
raped?” (p. 56)."

Answered “no” to “Have you ever been
raped?” (p. 81)."

Answered “no” to “Have you ever been
raped?” (p. 195)."
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Table I. (continued)

Study Rape Definition

Victimization Measure

Unacknowledged Rape Definition

Koss, Dinero, Seibel,
and Cox (1988)

“Sexual intercourse when you didn’t want to
because a man gave you alcohol or drugs”
or “threatened or used some degree of
physical force to make you,” or “sex acts
when you didn’t want to because a man
threatened or used some degree of physical
force” (p. 6) since the age of 14.2

“Vaginal, oral or anal penetration against
consent, by force, threat of force, or when
the victim was intoxicated and incapable of
giving consent” or “overt attempts to
achieve intercourse where for various
reasons penetration did not occur” (p. 423)
since the age of 14.

“Vaginal, oral, or anal intercourse subsequent
to the use of force, threat of force, or
administration of intoxicants to lower the
victim’s resistance” (p. 125) since the age of
14.!

“Vaginal, oral, or anal intercourse subsequent
to the use of force, threat of force, or
administration of intoxicants to lower the
victim’s resistance” (p. I1)."

“Unwanted sex (vaginal, oral, or anal
intercourse, or object penetration)
obtained by force or the threat of force or
that occurred when the victim was
incapacitated or unconscious” since the age
of 14 (p. 766).'

“Forced, unwanted sex, or sex that occurred
when the woman was incapacitated or
unconscious” (p. 273) since the age of 14.2

“Unwanted sex (vaginal, oral, or anal
intercourse or object penetration) that was
obtained by force or by threat of force or
that occurred when the individual was
incapacitated or unconscious” since the age
of 14 (p. 153).'

“Unwanted sexual contact, attempted
intercourse, or completed intercourse
occurring after the age of 14 resulting from
a man’s continual arguments and pressure,
use of threat or some degree of force, or
through the use of alcohol or drugs” (p.
619).2

“Forced or threatened with force to have
sexual intercourse, anal intercourse, or
oral intercourse” since the age of 14 (p.
98).2

Unwanted sexual contact, sexual coercion,
attempted rape, or rape (“physical force or
threats of force were used to coerce the
woman into sexual intercourse, including
vaginal, anal, and oral sex”) since the age of
14 (p. 944).2

“Unwanted, completed sexual act” (p. 15).2

Koss, Figueredo, Bell,
Tharan, and
Tromp (1996)
Samples | and 2

Layman, Gidycz, and
Lynn (1996)

Layman-Guadalupe
(1996)

Littleton, Axsom,
Radecki Breitkopf,
and Berenson
(2006)

Littleton, Radecki
Breitkopf, and
Berenson (2008)

Littleton and
Henderson (2009)

Marx and Soler-
Baillo, (2005)

McMullin and White
(2006)

Orchowski, United,
and Gidycz, (2013)

Ovaert (1994)

SES (1985)

Modified SES (1987)

SES (1987)

SES (1985)

Modified SES (1985)

Modified SES (1985)

Modified SES (1985)

SES (1985)

SES (1987)

SES (1982)

SES (1982)

Labeled the experience as “did not feel
victimized,” “felt | was a victim of serious
miscommunication,” or “felt | was a victim
of a crime but not rape” (p. 9).2

Labeled the experience as “l do not feel | was
victimized,” “| believe | was the victim of a
serious miscommunication,” or “| believe |
was the victim of a crime other than sexual
assault or rape” (p. 423).2

Labeled the experience as “I don’t feel | was
victimized,” “| believe | was the victim of
serious miscommunication,” or “| believe |
was the victim of a crime other than sexual
assault or rape” (p. 125).2

Labeled the experience as ““
victimization,” “serious
miscommunication,” or “crime other than
rape” (p. 34).2

Labeled the experience as
“miscommunication,” “seduction,” or “not
sure” (p. 765).2

not

“Did not label experience as a crime” (p.
275).2

“Did not label the assault a victimization”
(p.153).2

“Did not report a sexual assault of any kind”
on the Posttraumatic Diagnostic Scale

(. 319).

Answered “no” to “Have you ever been
raped?” (p. 98).'

Did not label experience as “a sexual assault,
date rape, rape or crime” (p. 947).2

Answered “no” to “Have you ever been
raped?” (p. 44)."
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Table I. (continued)

Study Rape Definition

Victimization Measure Unacknowledged Rape Definition

Peterson and
Muehlenhard,
(2004)

“Sexual intercourse when they did not agree
to because they were too intoxicated to
stop the other person’s advances or
because the other person used force or
threatened force” (p. 133) since the age of
142

“Penile-vaginal intercourse” ... “that was
clearly nonconsensual because of force or
fear of force or because the victim was too
intoxicated to consent or to resist” since
the age of 14 (p. 74)."

“Unwanted sexual intercourse due to his use
of or threat of force, or the intoxication of
the victim” since entering college (p. 389).

Unwanted vaginal, oral, or anal intercourse
due to “force or threatening to harm you
or someone close to you” or because of
alcohol or drugs (p. 43).'

“Sexual intercourse when she did not want to

Peterson and
Muehlenhard
(2007)

Pitts and Schwartz
(1993)

Sapanski (2011)

Schwartz and Leggett

Two behaviorally Did not label experience as “rape” (p. 135).2

specific questions

Two behaviorally Did not label experience as “rape” (p. 74).2

specific questions

Modified SES (1987) Answered “no” to “Has a man ever raped

you?” (p. 390).'
Six behaviorally Did not label event as “rape” (pp. 151—152).2
specific experiences

Modified SES (1985) Answered “no” to “Have you ever been

(1999) because she was unable to give her consent raped?” (p. 264).'
or stop the man because of being
intoxicated or on drugs” (pp. 256-257) or
“because the man used or threatened
physical force” (p. 262).
Note. SES = Sexual Experiences Survey; Rape definition: | = specific to penetrative sex, or vaginal, oral or anal intercourse, 2 = broader definition; Unacknow-
ledged rape definition: | = asked participants whether they have ever been raped, 2 = asked participants to label their experience.
mean prevalence rate. The rank correlation (t = —0.067, p = the fact that their experiences could be defined as rape. This

.605) and the regression (intercept = 0.811, p = .632) tests both
suggested that publication bias did not impact the meta-analysis.

The results showed a nonsignificant linear effect for partici-
pant mean age (B = —0.015, SE = 0.024, p = .538). However,
10 studies did not report mean participant age. The results
demonstrated a significant between-class effect for recruitment
source, Oy(1) = 7.542, p = .006, with a mean prevalence rate of
62.7% for college student participants (k = 25) and 50.0% for
noncollege participants (k = 5). The between-class effect for
rape definition was not statistically significant, Qy(1) =
1.460, p = .227, with a mean prevalence rate of 56.3% for
restrictive rape definitions (k = 11) and 62.8% for broad rape
definitions (k = 19). The between-class effect for unacknow-
ledged rape definition was not statistically significant, O,(1)
= 0.904, p = .342, with a mean prevalence rate of 56.5% for
studies that asked participants whether they have ever been
raped with the response options of “yes” or “no” (k = 8) and
63.0% for studies that had participants label their experience
from a list of options (k = 13). Nine studies used another
method to assess unacknowledged rape, such as asking whether
specific incidents were rape.

Discussion

Across the 28 studies (30 independent samples) containing
5,917 female rape survivors, more than half of the survivors
(60.4%) did not acknowledge that they had been raped, despite

suggests that unacknowledged rape among survivors is a com-
mon occurrence and highlights the need to better understand
this phenomena and its potential impact on research, clinical
intervention, policy reform, and advocacy work.

The consequences of unacknowledged rape are difficult to
identify because acknowledgment status is closely linked to
other factors that may better account for survivor adjustment,
such as assault characteristics. For example, Layman, Gidycz,
and Lynn (1996) and Littleton, Axsom, Radecki Breitkopf, and
Berenson, (2006) found that acknowledged rape was associated
with greater posttraumatic stress symptomatology than unac-
knowledged rape. However, because acknowledged rape is
more common after violent assaults, it is difficult to determine
whether the increase in posttraumatic stress symptoms was a
result of the violent nature of the rape, victim acknowledgment
status, or both. Conversely, many studies have found that
acknowledged survivors report fewer adjustment difficulties
(e.g., Botta & Pingree, 1997) or have found no influence of
acknowledgment status on survivor outcomes (e.g., McMullin
& White, 2006). Overall, studies examining acknowledgment
status as a predictor of survivor outcome have yielded mixed
findings. To fully understand the impact of acknowledgment
status on long-term psychosocial outcomes, more longitudinal
evidence is necessary because the majority of prior studies have
been cross-sectional (Littleton et al., 2007).

In terms of methodological influences, recruitment source
was significantly related to prevalence rates, with significantly
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Table 2. Sample Characteristics, Prevalence (prev) Rates, and 95% Confidence Intervals (Cls) for a Meta-Analysis of the Prevalence of Unac-

knowledged Rape.

Study N Mage Recruitment Prev 95% ClI
Bondurant (2001) 109 — College' 64.2 [54.8, 72.6]
Botta and Pingree (1997) 123 19.00 College' 27.6 [20.5, 36.2]
Cleere and Lynn (2013) 184 1930  College' 75.0 [68.2, 80.7]
Conoscenti and McNally (2006) 69 — Community? 42.0 [31.0, 53.9]
Donde (2009) 195 2000 College' 59.5 [52.5, 66.2]
Fisher, Daigle, Cullen, and Turner (2003) 123 — CollegeI 69.9 [61.3,77.4]
Hammond and Calhoun, (2007) 56 19.60  College' 304 [19.8, 43.5]
Harned (2002) Sample | 189 2094  College' 87.8 [82.4,91.8]
Harned (2002) Sample 2 281 19.58  College' 82.9 [78.1, 86.9]
Kahn, Jackson, Kully, Badger, and Halvorsen (2003) 97 1880  College' 57.7 [47.7, 67.1]
Kahn, Mathie, and Torgler, (1994) 46 20.50 CollegeI 47.8 [34.0, 62.0]
Kalof (2000) 85 — College' 57.6 [47.0, 67.7]
Koss (1985) 62 21.30  College' 41.9 [30.4, 54.5]
Koss, Dinero, Seibel, and Cox (1988) 468 2140  College' 733 [69.1, 77.1]
Koss, Figueredo, Bell, Tharan, and Tromp (1996) Sample | 394 36.60  Medical center employees® 58.9 [54.0, 63.6]
Koss et al. (1996) Sample 2 792 40.50  University employees” 56.1 [52.6, 59.5]
Layman, Gidycz, and Lynn (1996) 85 1920  College' 72.9 [62.6, 81.3]
Layman-Guadalupe (1996) 136 19.00 College' 72.8 [64.7, 79.6]
Littleton, Axsom, Radecki Breitkopf, and Berenson (2006) 256 — College' 60.5 [54.4, 66.4]
Littleton, Radecki Breitkopf, and Berenson (2008) 152 27.00  Low-income outpatient? 40.1 [32.6, 48.1]
Littleton and Henderson (2009) 346 21.70  College' 61.0 [55.7, 66.0]
Marx and Soler-Baillo, (2005) 45 19.55  College' 57.8 [43.1,71.2]
McMullin and White (2006) 96 — College' 46.9 [37.1, 56.8]
Orchowski, United, and Gidycz, (2013) 371 — College' 79.0 [74.5, 82.8]
Ovaert (1994) 96 — College' 30.2 [21.9, 40.1]
Peterson and Muehlenhard, (2004) 86 1890  College' 61.6 [51.0, 71.3]
Peterson and Muehlenhard (2007) 77 19.00 College' 545 [43.4, 65.3]
Pitts and Schwartz (1993) 58 20.10  College' 724 [59.6, 82.4]
Sapanski (2011) 789 — Community and college? 47.8 [44.3, 51.3]
Schwartz and Leggett (1999) 51 — College' 88.2 [76.2, 94.6]
Mean prevalence 60.4 [55.0, 65.6]
Note. Q(29) = 445.11, p < .001, I> = 93.5%. — indicates mean age of the overall sample not reported. Moderator variable of recruitment coded as | = college,

2 = noncollege.

more college participants qualifying as unacknowledged rape
survivors than noncollege participants. It is possible that this
finding relates to the process of victimization conceptualiza-
tion. Researchers (e.g., Botta & Pingree, 1997; Harned,
2002) have suggested that acknowledgment status gradually
develops, and many women who may initially be categorized
as unacknowledged survivors develop into acknowledged
survivors with time. Because the college samples captured
younger participants, and women between 16 and 24 years
old are at higher risk of victimization than older women
(Myhill & Allen, 2002), it is likely that these participants’
victimization experiences were more recent and therefore
their conceptualizations less developed. It should be noted
that the participant age moderator was nonsignificant, but
this is possibly due to the limitations discussed subsequently.
The influence of recruitment source is particularly important
because the majority of prior research on unacknowledged
rape has been conducted with college student participants
(Littleton et al., 2007) and given the recent attention on sexual
assault on college campuses (Office of the Press Secretary,
2014).

The prevalence rate of unacknowledged rape did not sig-
nificantly differ as a function of participant mean age, rape
definition, or measurement of unacknowledged rape. How-
ever, because of missing data, homogeneity among values,
and uneven class sizes, these results should be interpreted
with caution. For example, one third of the samples did not
report mean participant age and 17 of the remaining 20 sam-
ples reported mean participant ages between 18 to 22 years
old. Only 21 of the 30 samples used a definition of unacknow-
ledged rape that could be classified based on the designated
categories. Additionally, approximately twice as many stud-
ies used a broad definition of rape (k = 19) as studies that used
more restrictive definitions of rape (k = 11). Therefore, the
impact of these methodological characteristics is inconclusive
based on the available data.

Numerous implications are supported by the results pre-
sented here, including issues related to the justice system. The
high prevalence of unacknowledged rape suggests that some
available empirical evidence related to rape may be biased
toward acknowledged rape survivors and may not necessarily
represent all rape survivors. For example, the Uniform Crime
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Study Prev 95% CI
Bondurant (2001) 642 [54.8,72.6] — .
Botta et al. (1997) 27.6  [20.5,36.2] —_—
Cleere et al. (2013) 75.0  [68.2,80.7] _——
Conoscenti et al. (2006) 42.0 [31.0,53.9]
Donde (2009) 59.5  [52.5,66.2] —_——
Fisher et al. (2003) 69.9 [61.3,77.4] _
Hammond et al. (2007) 304 [19.8,43.5]
Harned (2002) Sample 1 87.8  [82.4,91.8] e
Harned (2002) Sample 2 829 [78.1,86.9] —_—
Kahn et al. (2003) 57.7  [47.7,67.1] -
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Koss (1985) 419 [30.4,54.5]
Koss et al. (1988) 733 [69.1,77.1] —_—
Koss etal. (1996) Sample |~ 58.9  [54.0, 63.6] S
Koss etal. (1996) Sample 2 56.1  [52.6, 59.5] —
Layman et al. (1996) 729 [62.6,81.3] —_——
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Littleton et al. (2008) 40.1  [32.6,48.1] _———
Littleton et al. (2009b) 61.0 [55.7,66.0] —_—
Marx et al. (2005) 57.8  [43.1,71.2]
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Orchowski et al. (2013) 79.0 [74.5,82.8] R
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Pitts et al. (1993) 724 [59.6, 82.4]
Sapanski (2011) 47.8 [44.3,51.3] -
Schwartz et al. (1999) 88.2  [76.2,94.6] _ .
Mean 60.4  [55.0, 65.6] T =
2 250 3 35 4 45, 0 £5 & 8 7 75 5 i 85
Prevalence Rate

Figure 2. Forest plot of prevalence rates (prev) and 95% confidence intervals (Cl) for input studies.

Reports, which is published annually by the Federal Bureau of
Investigation, documents crimes that have been reported to law
enforcement agencies. Although this large-scale report is often
cited as a good indicator of national crime rates, it likely does
not accurately reflect the prevalence of rape because unac-
knowledged rape survivors typically do not report their experi-
ences to police (Botta & Pingree, 1997). It is feasible that
agencies that use nonbehavioral measures of victimization
exclude over half of the rape survivor population. Not only are
data collection procedures potentially influenced by rape
acknowledgment, but more individual processes may also be
impacted, such as the interactions between the justice system
and survivors. For example, the manner in which police offi-
cers question survivors may impact the rate at which the survi-
vors label the victimization incident as rape. Due to the high
prevalence of unacknowledged rape, all agencies are encour-
aged to use behavioral measures of rape that ask survivors to
respond to a series of potential experiences and do not include
the words “rape” or “sexual assault.” Clinically, unacknow-
ledged rape creates a challenge for clinicians. If rape survivors
do not acknowledge that they have been raped, it does not

necessarily indicate that they are not experiencing difficulties
as a result of their victimization experiences. For example, a
survivor may not label the event as rape because they blame
themselves for the victimization and self-blame may contribute
to symptoms of depression or anxiety. Many clinicians use self-
report checklists, such as the Life Events Checklist, to assess
for the presence of stressors or trauma; however, these instru-
ments typically include the words “rape” or “sexual assault.”
Therefore, a clinician may be unaware that a patient has a his-
tory of rape and that the victimization is contributing to the
patients’ presenting problem. Additionally, unacknowledged
rape survivors may be less likely to access mental health ser-
vices. Therefore, it is possible that unacknowledged survivors
are underrepresented in treatment outcome studies and our
understanding of the effectiveness of and issues related to clin-
ical intervention following rape may not reflect all survivors. If
a patient does not identify an incident as rape, they still may
have experienced an event that could be considered rape and
may be experiencing subsequent symptomatology. Clinicians
who suspect that a patient may have a history of rape are
encouraged to use behavioral measures, such as the Sexual
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Experiences Survey Short Form Victimization (Koss et al.,
2007), during intake to attempt to detect the presence of prior
traumas that may impact treatment.

An awareness of unacknowledged rape should also influ-
ence policy decisions, such as the current conversation about
monitoring and preventing sexual assault on college campuses.
A recent report suggested that many colleges continue to use
measurement methods that lack empirical support to monitor
rates of sexual assault on their campuses (“The First Report
of the White House Task Force to Protect Students From Sexual
Assault,” 2014). In response, the White House Task Force has
released a toolkit that contains measures based on behaviorally
descriptive items. As discussed in the report from the White
House Task Force, the first step to policy reform is to accu-
rately identify and assess the problem, which includes captur-
ing unacknowledged rape when conducting an assessment of
the prevalence of sexual assault. In light of the current national
dialogue about sexual assault, it is important to note that the
identification of rape is based on whether or not the incident
satisfies the definition of rape and is not based on the survivor’s
conceptualization of the event as rape. There are many reasons
a survivor may or may not label an incident as rape, such as
being in a romantic relationship with the perpetrator, but this
should not detract from the fact that the individual was victi-
mized and the event should be considered a rape.

In terms of limitations that may impact the interpretation of
the present findings, we chose to focus solely on studies that
examined rape in female survivors that had occurred since the
age of 14. Therefore, the mean rate of unacknowledged rape
demonstrated here may not generalize to male survivors, or sur-
vivors of childhood abuse or other forms of victimization.
Additionally, the majority of the identified studies were con-
ducted with college students. As such, the generalizability to
other recruitment sources may be restricted. However, it is
important to note that several studies included here used com-
munity recruitment and the rate of unacknowledged rape was
still found to be high.

Overall, the results presented here suggest that unacknow-
ledged rape is extremely common and many women who have
experienced events that qualify as rape do not label the inci-
dents as such. This finding has important implications because
it suggests that our awareness of the scope of the problem may
underestimate its true occurrence rate, depending on the type of
measurement. This impacts policy reform, allocations of men-
tal health services, survivors’ perceptions of their experiences,
and society’s attitudes toward survivors. Furthermore, it is fea-
sible that our knowledge base of prevention strategies, risk and
protective factors associated with survivor outcomes, and treat-
ment efficiency are biased toward women who acknowledge
their experiences as rape. There is great need to expand our
understanding of unacknowledged rape to more diverse sam-
ples and more varied methodologies. Most notably, the longi-
tudinal process involved in acknowledgment is unclear, such
as the steps individuals go through to conceptualize the inci-
dents, factors that impact the trajectory of this process, and how
labeling relates to psychosocial functioning.
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