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ABSTRACT  
   

This study examined the effects of victim characteristics and past life experiences 

on attributions of blame to human trafficking victims in hypothetical scenarios. 

Specifically, this study investigates the main and interaction effects of the victim’s race, 

age, and victimization disclosure on outsider’s perceptions of blameworthiness. A 

factorial vignette survey that provided information about a victim altering her race (Black 

or White), current age (15 or 21), and availability of victimization disclosure was given to 

a university-based sample (N = 592). Utilizing three-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) 

for the analysis, the results showed that the main effects of the victim’s age and 

victimization disclosure significantly influenced attributions of blame. The results also 

indicated that there are significant two-way and three-way interactions. The conclusion 

highlights the importance of these findings as well as avenues for future research and 

potential programming. 



   ii 

TABLE OF CONTENTS  

          Page 

LIST OF TABLES……………………………………………………………………..…..ii  

LIST OF FIGURES……………………………………………………………………..…iii  

INTRODUCTION…………………………………………………………………….……1 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE………...………………………………………………5 

 Blameworthiness and Blameworthiness……………………………………………5 

 Impact of Race on Blameworthiness……………………………………………...11 

 Influence of Age on Blameworthiness……………………………………………17 

 Impact of Victimization Disclosure on Blameworthiness………………………...22 

CURRENT FOCUS………………………………………………………………………23 

METHODS………………………………………………………………………………..24 

 Design.…….………..………………………………………………..……………24 

Participants....…………………………………………………………………….24 

Procedures....……………………………………………………………………..26 

Treatment.....……………………………………………………………………..26 

Measures......……………………………………………………………………..27 

ANALYSES AND RESULTS……………………………………………………...……30 

 Main Effects of Treatment Variables…………………………………………….30 

Interaction Effects………………….…………………………………………….31 

DISCUSSION…………………………………………………………………………....36 

REFERENCES ………...…………………………………………………………………41 

APPENDIX 

 A      RECRUITMENT MATERIAL.………………..………………..……...…50 



   iii 

Page 

 B.      HYPOTHETICAL VIGNETTES………………...……………………...…53 

C.      STUDY SCALES AND CORRESPONDING ITEMS………..…….……55 

D.      BALANCE TESTS……………………………......………………………57 

E.      IRB APPROVAL...……………………………......………………………59 



   iv 

LIST OF TABLES 

Table Page 

1. Sample Demographics…………………………………………………………....vi 

2. Sample Sizes for Each Possible Scenario………………………………...….......vii 

3. Full Three-way Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) Model for Blameworthiness...viii 



   v 

LIST OF FIGURES 

Figure Page 

1. Distribution of the Sample’s Blameworthiness Scores………………...…………ix 

2. Interaction of Race and Age for No victimization Disclosure………...………......x 

3. Interaction of Race and Age for Victimization Disclosure……………………….xi 

4. Interaction of Race and Victimization Disclosure for 15-year-old Victim……...xii 

5. Interaction of Race and Victimization Disclosure for 21-year-old Victim……..xiii 

6. Interaction of Age and Victimization Disclosure for the White Victim………...xiv 

7. Interaction of Age and Victimization Disclosure for the Black Victim………....xv 



   1 

Introduction 

It is essential to understand outsiders’ perceptions of victims of human trafficking 

because others’ perceptions often determine whether this population is treated by the 

criminal justice system as criminals or victims (Halter, 2010; Menaker & Franklin, 2013). 

Many victims of human trafficking have pasts filled with pain and trauma. When 

interaction with the criminal justice system most observers do not take into account the 

individuals’ past victimization as well as their current circumstances. Instead, observers, 

whether they are the general public or criminal justice actors, they consider victims’ most 

recent encounter with law enforcement, often for crimes such as prostitution, and 

therefore support punishing rather than assisting them (Franklin & Menaker, 2013; 

Halter, 2010). Victims of sex trafficking often exhibit histories of sexual abuse (Clarke, 

Clarke, Roe-Sepowitz, & Fey, 2014; Roe-Sepowitz, 2012; Fedina, Williamson, & 

Perdue, 2016), abuse during childhood (Goldberge, Moore, Houck, Kaplan, & Barron, 

2016; Hickle & Roe-Sepowitz, 2018; Wilson & Widom, 2010), psychiatric needs 

(suicidal tendencies) (Cole, Sprang, Lee, & Cohen, 2014; Golberge et al., 2016), 

substance abuse (Cole et al., 2014; Varma, Gillespie, McCracken, & Greenbaum, 2015), 

running away (Fedina et al., 2016; Reo-Sepowitz, 2012; Varma et al., 2015), poor 

academic performance (Hickle & Roe-Sepowitz, 2018; Clarke et al., 2014), and 

involvement with child protective services and/or law enforcement agencies (Fedina et 

al., 2016; Hickle & Roe-Sepowitz, 2018; Varma et al., 2015). Because of these risk 

factors, human trafficking victims often have checkered pasts and perform what some 

consider amoral acts for survival (e.g., “survival sex,” prostitution, or sex work). 

Therefore, they rarely fit the picture of the “ideal victim” and instead are criminalized 

(Cole et al., 2014; Roe-Sepowitz, 2012).  
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 In the U.S., the media is a common source of information for the general public 

regarding human trafficking victims. Frequently, the “ideal victim” is portrayed in the 

media as someone young and vulnerable, acting respectably during the time of the 

victimization (e.g., not committing crime or willing putting themselves in risky 

situations), and who made a reasonable effort to avoid victimization (Marmo & Chazal, 

2010; see also Christie, 1986). When individuals fit the image of the “ideal victim,” they 

are more likely to be helped by outsiders, including the criminal justice system, rather 

than blamed for their victimization (Alicke, Buckingham, Zell, & Davis, 2008; 

Gregoriou, 2018). In the case of human trafficking, victims rarely fit the criteria of the 

“ideal victim.” They are often older than what is depicted in media, participating in 

illegal sex work, and not seen as making a “reasonable” effort to avoid victimization. 

Subsequently, victims are placed into one of two categories: the ideal victim or the 

offender. Ideal victims are seen as survivors of terrible circumstances of a gruesome 

trade, while offenders are criminalized for the actions they took to survive (Gregoriou, 

2018; Halter, 2010; Musto, 2016).  

Furthermore, many sexually exploited victims fit the description of a “criminal” 

which complicates identifying them as a victim. When it comes to identifying victims 

accurately, definitions play a substantial role. In terms of federal law, The Victims of 

Trafficking and Violence Protection Act (TVPA) of 2000 defined human trafficking as 

recruitment services through the use of force, fraud, or coercion for involuntary servitude 

or slavery (U.S. Department of State, 2000). There are two types of human trafficking, 

labor trafficking and sex trafficking. This thesis focuses on sex trafficking, which the 

federal government (TVPA) defines as a situation where the initial recruitment of an 

individual into the commercial sex act is induced by force, fraud, by means of deception, 
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or when the individual induced to perform sex acts is under 18 years old. Commercial sex 

refers to a sex act exchanged for any goods or services (U.S. Department of State, 2000). 

These individuals are often not recognized as victims (Hickle & Roe-Sepowitz, 2017). 

Even with these definitions, identification remains an issue because the circumstances of 

trafficking victims can vary so greatly. One of the few studies regarding police treatment 

of sexually exploited victims found that 40 percent of juvenile victims were 

miscategorized by police officers, resulting in punishment rather than rehabilitation 

(Halter, 2010).  

 Beyond the law, individual characteristics influence sex trafficking victims both 

in their identification and treatment by the criminal justice system. Race, for instance, has 

led to differential treatment by the criminal justice system for both victims and 

perpetrators who are minorities, resulting in higher rates of criminal consequences for 

Black individuals (Brown & Soresen, 2013; Esqueda & Harrison, 2005; George & 

Martinez, 2002; Guevara, Herz, & Spohn, 2008; Munoz & Freng, 2008; Nowacki, 2015; 

Rodriguez, 2010; Willis, Hallinan, & Melby, 1996). Crimes committed against minority 

victims are viewed as less severe, deserving of fewer repercussions for the perpetrators. 

Past studies investigating outsiders’ perceptions of sex trafficking victims have 

researched the impacts of race and victimization history disclosure (disclosure of past 

victimizations that the individual experienced), finding both to be very influential 

(Fabian, 2017; Menaker & Franklin, 2013; Menaker & Miller, 2012). For sexually 

exploited youth, victimization disclosure reduced attributions of blame (Fabian, 2017; 

Menaker & Miller, 2012) and had a significantly larger impact on Black victims as 

compared to their White counterparts (Menaker & Franklin, 2013). However, all of the 

studies to date investigating perceptions of victims of sex trafficking focus on juvenile 
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victims. Research has yet to consider how age may impact perceptions and future 

treatment, and the current study addresses this gap.  

In addition to race, age plays a significant role in the identification of sex 

trafficking victims. According to the existing federal definition, victims under the age of 

18 are automatically classified as victims. In other words, children do not have to prove 

they were forced or coerced into their circumstances because they do not possess the 

legal capacity to consent to sexual acts (TPVA, 2018). However, adults (who frequently 

were trafficked before the age of 18) must provide proof of fraud, force, or coercion, 

adding another layer of difficulty for identifying this already hidden population. Further, 

past research has shown that as individuals age into adulthood, they are held responsible 

for their actions since they have higher degrees of autonomy and maturity (Back & Lips, 

1998; Reisel, 2017; Davies & Rogers, 2009; Halter, 2010; Reid & Jones, 2011; Hoyle, 

Bosworth & Dempsey, 2011; Rogers, Josey & Davies, 2007 & Scott, Reppucci, 

Antonishak, & DeGennaro, 2006).  

Given the limited empirical research on outsider perceptions of commercially 

sexually exploited women and girls, further research is needed. There is a current and 

prevalent bias against minorities in the United States (i.e., historically misleading 

stereotypes which depict Black women as overtly seductive and sexual; West, 1995). 

Further, outsiders’ perception of increasing age, which is perceived as increasing capacity 

for choice, adds complexity to proper identification of sex trafficking victims (Reisel, 

2017; Scott et al., 2006). The present study addresses this gap in the literature by using a 

factorial vignette design to capture current perceptions of sex trafficking blameworthiness 

held by adults. With a sample of 592 undergraduate students, the current study tested the 

effect of human trafficking victims’ race, age, and victimization history disclosure on 
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participants’ attributions of blame. Specifically, I examine the extent to which disclosure 

of victimization history reduce blameworthiness, and whether the impact vary according 

to the exploited individual’s race and age. First, I will review the concepts of 

blameworthiness and culpability, followed by a review of the current literature on the 

impacts of race, age, and victimization disclosure. Next, I will discuss the focus and 

methodology for the current study. Finally, the results will be presented and discussed, 

followed by limitations, suggestions for future research directions, and a conclusion. 

Review of the Literature  

Blameworthiness and Culpability  

 Society often characterizes acts dichotomously as being either morally right or 

wrong. When an individual partakes in an act considered to be too far outside social 

norms, he or she is customarily punished for defying social order. Punishing morally 

wrong acts happens both in everyday life as well as within the criminal justice system. 

Outsiders attribute blame or culpability to individuals who engaged in a morally wrong 

deed; the outsiders’ perceptions dictate the subsequent sanctions passed, whether they are 

punitive or rehabilitative (Alicke, 2000). The general public more easily blames offenders 

crimes for crimes they committed. However, understanding why outsiders blame victims 

is more complex for the general public since victims ostensibly did not commit a crime. 

One explanation to victim blaming is the just world hypothesis which posits that the 

world is a fair and just place, suggesting that there is something about the victim that 

caused or brought about their victimization (Lipkus & Siegler, 1993). This theory asserts 

that because the world is fair and victimization does not occur by chance, so ‘good’ 

people do not become victims (Lerner, 1980; Lipkus & Siegler, 1993). Research has 

shown links between child sex exploitation (sex trafficking) and the just world hypothesis 
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(Fabian, 2017). Sex trafficking of children clashes with observers’ perception of a just 

world, and they did not want to believe that an innocent child would be trafficked; so, 

observers conclude that there must be some internal force within them that is not ‘good’ 

and what happened to them is just in some way (Fabian, 2017; Lipkus & Siegler, 1993). 

Alicke (2000) offers another explanation for this: victims are perceived as having some 

control over their situation (Alicke labels this “culpable control”), and they therefore 

allowed for the victimization to occur. Blame often takes place when culpable control 

coincides with counterfactual reasoning. Counterfactual reasoning is when outsiders 

attempt to compare a victim’s response in a given situation with how the outsider would 

hypothetically react in the same situation (Alicke et al., 2008). Theorists researching 

counterfactual reasoning posit that merely knowing the outcome could have been avoided 

heightens the outside observers’ emotional reaction to the situation (Alicke et al., 2008).  

If an actor has taken all reasonable precautions to avoid harm, and harm nevertheless occurs, the 

outcome’s avoidability will have little effect on blame. In this case, there is no basis in the control 

evidence for negative evaluations, and so the heightened affect that the outcome’s avoidability has 

aroused has nothing to “work on.” But, when harmful outcomes result from negligence, 

recklessness, selfishness, or malevolence, mutability becomes an aggravating factor. In this case, 

the heightened emotional reactions that occur in relation to the knowledge that the harmful 

outcome was avoidable, coupled with a basis for negative evaluative reactions, amplifies blame 

beyond the level that would exist if the outcome had been unavoidable (Alicke et al., 2008, 

p.1373).  

 This research illustrates why individuals attribute blame to victims and how 

emotions of the observer can play a role in the level of blame attributed. The research 

investigating victim blameworthiness is split into two camps. The first camp attempts to 

understand how victim characteristics or behavior incite different levels of blame, and the 
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second camp researches the impact of observer characteristics on attributions of blame. 

The first camp is further divided into two sections; one focuses on how the physical 

appearance of the victim leads to different levels of blame attributions (Cunningham & 

Cromer, 2016; Donovan, 2007; George & Martínez, 2002; Rogers et al., 2007; Willis et 

al., 1996). The other sections in this camp focus on how blameworthiness is affected by 

the relationship between the victim and perpetrator, and behavior of the victim 

(Bongiorno, McKimmie, & Masser, 2016; Capezza & Arriage, 2008; Halter, 2010; 

Harrisons & Esqueda, 1999; Willis et al., 1996). The studies show that victims are 

attributed more blame when they are older (Back & Lips, 1998; Rogers et al., 2007), or 

belong to a minority group, especially Black or African American (Esqueda & Harrison, 

2005; Franklin & Garza, 2018; George & Martínez, 2002; Willis et al., 1996). Gender 

stereotypes also play a role as women are frequently portrayed as delicate and 

submissive, so when female victims fall outside of these stereotypes, they are attributed 

more blame (Bongiorno et al., 2016; Capezza & Arriage, 2008; Lerner, 1980). Further, 

when the nontraditional woman is seen as “provoking” the situation, outsiders attribute 

her even higher levels of blame (Capezza & Arriage, 2008; Lerner, 1980). This could be 

because by acting “aggressively,” female victims are seen to be stepping out of traditional 

gender norms, and individuals are more tuned into their behaviors.  

Past research has also shown that the type of relationship between the perpetrator 

and victim, as well as the behavior of the victim during and after the victimization, is 

important when making judgments of blame (Capezza & Arriage, 2008; Halter, 2010; 

Harrison & Esqueda, 1999; Willis et al., 1996). For example, perpetrators are seen as less 

culpable when they are married to the victim (Harrison & Esqueda, 1999; Willis et al., 

1996). Furthermore, victims are attributed more blame when they are seen as having 
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provoked the situation (Capezza & Arriage, 2008; Esqueda & Harrison, 2005; Lerner, 

1980) or are less cooperative with law enforcement after the fact (Halter, 2010).  

 Immutable factors such as race are also known as internal forces and have 

impacted observers’ views of the victim’s suitability for rehabilitative measures 

(Menaker & Franklin, 2013; Menaker & Miller, 2012). Further, when the behavior is 

seen as external (caused by the victim’s environment or situation), victims are attributed 

less blame and treated in a less punitive manner (Menaker & Franklin, 2013; Menaker & 

Miller, 2012). Put simply, the extralegal factor of race and the legal factor of age (which 

often is not aligned with actors’ perceptions of age) may impact attributions of blame. 

Additionally, information about victims’ past experiences may also affect attributions of 

blame. All of these could lead to rehabilitative measures, instead of criminal sanctions, 

being passed within the criminal justice system (Menaker & Franklin, 2013).  

 Beyond knowing all of the victim’s relevant information, studies show that 

observer characteristics and beliefs influence how outsiders view victims. Research 

illustrates how observers’ past experiences, shaped by gender, race, and beliefs, impact 

how observers attribute blame to victims (Acock & Ireland, 1983; Cunningham & 

Cromer, 2016; Fox & Cook, 2011; Grubb & Turner, 2012; Hayes, Lorenz, & Bell, 2013; 

Jimenez & Abrue, 2003; Niemi & Young, 2016; Miller, Amacker, & King, 2011; Roger, 

Josey, & Davies, 2007). Prior research highlights the differences among genders. For 

instance, male observers are more likely than female observers to attribute higher levels 

of blame to victims (Cunningham & Cromer, 2016; Davies & Rogers, 2009; Jimenez & 

Abrue, 2003; Roger, Josey, & Davies, 2007). Some researchers credit this difference to 

women having a heightened awareness of potential victimization (Cromer & Freyd, 2007; 

Cunningham & Cromer, 2016). In addition to gender differences, the observer’s race has 
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been shown to impact perceptions of blameworthiness. White individuals are generally 

more empathetic toward victims than are observers of other races (Jimenez & Abrue, 

2003). Additionally, individuals with higher levels of Rape Myth Acceptance1 and Just 

World Beliefs2 attribute higher levels of blame to victims (Grubb & Turner, 2012; Hayes 

et al., 2013; Piatak, 2015; Suarez & Gadalla, 2010).  

Research demonstrates that individual characteristics such as culture, language, 

and education impact observers’ judgments of blame. Bongiorno and colleagues (2016) 

found that observers blamed the perpetrator less when they were culturally similar, which 

is a finding consistent with past research (Miller et al., 2011). Further, research shows 

that how clearly the situation is described, and how much information is provided is 

impactful (Eyssel & Bohner, 2011; Fabian, 2017; Menaker & Franklin, 2013; Miller et 

al., 2011). While the findings of Fabian (2017) highlighted that victimization disclosure 

(past victimization history) could effectively reduce attributions of blame, the work of 

Eyssel and Bohner (2011) showed that if the information provided is too redundant, it can 

lead to adverse effects such as more blame to the victim. However, evidence has 

indicated that attributions of blame can be significantly reduced by taking a victimology 

course (Fox & Cook, 2011). The collective research demonstrates the importance of 

understanding the current audience and how they are informed about the situation at 

hand, especially if they are actors within the criminal justice system such as jurors, police 

officers, or judges.  

                                                
1 Rape Myths are defined by Burt (1980) as “prejudicial, stereotyped, or false beliefs about rape, 
rape victims, and rapists” (p.217). These myths create a negative and even hostile environment for victims 
of rape and the myths are accepted by both males and females (Burt, 1980; Vonderhaar & Carmody, 2015).  
2 Just World Beliefs is a well-established theory which propounds that people believe “people get what they 
deserve and deserve what they get” (Lipkus & Siegler, 1993, p.465). As maintained by this theory, people 
who experience injustices deserve those injustices because they have the personal qualities of someone who 
should experience adverse outcomes; otherwise, that person would not have to suffer (Lipkus & Siegler, 
1993; see also Lerner, 1980). 
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 In general, research on blameworthiness has focused on victims of sexual assault, 

abuse, or rape; less is known about observers’ perceptions of victims of human 

trafficking, specifically sex trafficking victims. With these victims’ ability to fit into both 

the victim and the perpetrator categories, or in other words, having blurred boundaries, 

understanding outsiders’ perceptions of this population is all the more crucial (Belknap, 

2001; Breuil, Siegel, Van Reenen, Beijer, & Roos, 2011; Hoyle et al., 2011; Musto, 2016; 

Menaker & Franklin, 2013; Reid & Jones, 2011). The “blurred boundaries” concept is 

aligned with the well-documented victim-offender overlap (Belknap, 2001; Franklin, 

2008; Jennings, Higgins, Tewksbury, Gover, & Piquero, 2010; Jennings, Piquero, & 

Reingle, 2011). When women have a speckled past of victimization and offending, it is 

difficult for outsiders to decide between punitive or rehabilitative measures (Breuil et al., 

2011; Menaker & Franklin, 2013; Musto, 2016; Reid & Jones, 2011). Minor victims of 

sex trafficking are blamed because of misconceived perceptions of the ideal victim or just 

world (Alicke et al., 2008; Gregoriou, 2018; Lerner, 1980; Lipkus & Siegler, 1993). One 

of the most problematic issues, for adult victims, is that of “choice,” which is hard for 

outsiders to understand and for victims to prove or convey (Hoyle et al., 2011; Reid & 

Jones, 2011; Musto, 2016). Choice has the power of changing an individual from an 

offender to a victim. For example, a woman could initially choose to willingly participate 

in sex work but may later be forced to continue sex work against her will; she transitions 

from being an offender to being a victim, according to the law. Some individuals want a 

black and white line (i.e., always a victim or always a perpetrator); however, human 

trafficking does not make it that simple (Hoyle et al., 2011; Musto, 2016). It is not a 

change of action that often makes individuals victims of human trafficking but a shift in 

mindset, which leads to issues in proper identification, especially for adult victims 
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(Musto, 2016; Hoyle et al., 2011). Along with the misconceptions of what their 

victimhood should look like, adult victims can be seen as not taking not necessary 

precautions to avoid becoming a sex trafficking victim (Alicke et al., 2008).  

Even with a definition and different ways to identify and provide help to sex 

trafficking victims, they do not always receive the rehabilitative services needed. Another 

study found that of 126 youth victims of sex trafficking, police officers classified 60 

percent as victims, and the remaining 40 percent as offenders (Halter, 2010). Officers 

were more likely to view the youth as victims when they had no prior criminal history 

and came to the attention of the officers through a report (Halter, 2010). Almost half of 

the sex trafficking victims in this sample were viewed as offenders and being treated in a 

punitive manner, which will only hurt later chances of receiving help. This study 

illustrates the importance of understanding why observers blame victims of sex 

trafficking. When these victims are blamed for their circumstances, they are more likely 

to be punished by the criminal justice system, perpetuating a revictimization process that 

often forces victims to continue engaging in sex trafficking.   

Impact of Race on Blameworthiness 

 Stereotypes of Black women have been present in the United States since the 

colonization of the country (Davis & Tucker-Brown, 2013). Three of the most persistent 

include the Mammy, Sapphire, and Jezebel stereotypes3 (West, 1995). My focus will be 

on the Jezebel stereotype or the “bad-Black-girl” stereotype portrays Black women as 

sexual beings who are exceedingly seductive and exploitative of men’s weaknesses 

(West, 1995, p.462). Researchers have connected the Jezebel stereotype to increased 

                                                
3 The Mammy stereotype is that of a larger Black woman with African features whose purpose is domestic 
service. The Sapphire originated in the 1940s and it is that of a loud Black woman whose primary role is to 
verbally abuse Black men to “emasculate” them (West, 1995, p. 461).  
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victim blame for Black women (Butler, 2015; West, 1995). This image surfaced during 

the colonial era in the United States when White slave owners took advantage of Black 

women, leading to fetishes forming and the dehumanization and sexual exploitation of 

this minority group (Butler, 2015; Holmes, 2016; West, 1995). The Jezebel stereotype, 

though created during the foundation of the United States, has permeated time. Davis and 

Tucker-Brown (2013) completed a qualitative analysis from focus groups with 25 Black 

women and found that the Jezebel image, found in everyday life and media portrayals of 

Black women, influenced their involvement in risky sexual behaviors. Some of the 

behaviors include an increased risk of contracting HIV and sexually transmitted 

infections (Davis & Tucker-Brown, 2013).  

Further, recent research illustrates the “adultification” of Black girls (Epstein, 

Blake, & González, 2017, p.4). The adultification of Black children (girls) are seen as 

adults or as having more adult characteristics and are seen as less innocent (Epstein et al., 

2017). Their findings demonstrate how study participants perceived Black girls as more 

independent and knowledgeable about sex and needing less protection, support, and 

comfort (Epstein et al., 2017, p.1). These findings help in explaining how Black women 

are often marginalized when victimized or seen as not needing to be rescued (Butler, 

2015; Luthar, Tata, & Kwesiga, 2009). Luthar and colleagues (2009) demonstrate the 

importance of the women’s race in the handling and viewing of sexual harassment cases. 

Black women were viewed significantly more negatively than their White counterparts, 

which impacted how their cases were handled (Luthar et al., 2009). The current state of 

evidence suggests that Black women and girls receive less support for protective 

measures as they are viewed as being less innocent and, as such, crimes against them are 

seen as less severe.  
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 When looking at the perceptions and treatment of victims, the majority of the 

research in this area shows that race does indeed impact perceptions (Esqueda & 

Harrison, 2005; Franklin & Menaker, 2013; Franklin & Garza, 2018; George & Martínez, 

2002; Willis, 1992; Willis et al., 1996). Findings illustrate that the race of the victim can 

impact the seriousness of the crime and the reoccurrence of the crime (George & 

Martínez, 2002; Willis, 1992). Willis (1992) showed that when defendants of rape cases 

had Black victims, the crime was seen as less serious than when the victims were White. 

Further, other research suggests that Black victims are blamed more (George & Martínez, 

2002). These studies continue to reinforce the Jezebel image of Black girls and women. 

People continue to hold a bias against Black women and girls since they are viewed as 

being seductive and culpable for their sexual victimization. Esqueda and Harrison (2005) 

completed research investigating how race impacted perceptions of domestic violence 

cases. Their findings showed that victims were attributed greater culpability for violence 

occurring when the victims were Black, especially when the victim is seen as provoking 

the incident (Esqueda & Harrison, 2005). This bias against Black women, though 

potentially more implicit, remains pronounced in more recent literature.  

Other studies have used vignette-designed studies to investigate the role of race 

on attributions of blame. Franklin and Garza (2018) designed a vignette study researching 

attributions of culpability and service referrals for rape victims. They manipulated the 

perpetrator’s relationship to the victim (stranger vs. acquaintance) and the race (Black vs. 

White) of both the victim and offender (Franklin & Garza, 2018). Findings showed that 

more victim culpability led to fewer resource referrals. They did not discover any direct 

relationships between race and culpability, but they did find that race significantly 

affected resource referral. Specifically, resource referrals decreased for Black victims 
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(Franklin & Garza, 2018). Prior research illustrates a persisting disadvantage of Black 

women victims across time. However, some recent studies suggest that race may have no 

impact on outsiders’ perceptions of their victimization and blameworthiness (Genna, 

2017; Piatak, 2015). In a thesis completed by Genna (2017), several vignette scenarios 

were presented to participants, which depicted a sexual assault incident. The central 

manipulation in the vignette was the race of the perpetrator and the victim (White, Black, 

or Latino). Their results indicated that race did not have a significant impact on blame 

attributions of victims. Similar findings were reported in a thesis completed by Piatak 

(2015). However, these findings should be approached with caution since both have 

relatively small samples (N<300) of undergraduate students for implementing several (6 

and 8) different scenarios.  

 Since victims of sex trafficking are most frequently also criminal or are often 

viewed as such with their blurred boundaries, taking into account how Black offenders 

are treated and perceived is important. A substantial amount of literature investigates the 

role of race on: (1) offender culpability (Bridges & Steen, 1998; Ferguson & Negy, 

2003), (2) youth transfers to adult court (Brown & Sorensen, 2013; Rattan, Levine, 

Dweck & Eberhardt, 2012), (3) pretrial decisions (Freiburger & Hilinski, 2010; 

Freiburger, Marcum & Pierce, 2010), and (4) sentencing and outcomes (D’Alessio & 

Eitle, 2013; Demuth & Stefensmeier, 2004; Freiburger & Sheeran, 2017; Guevara, Herz 

& Spohn, 2008; Jordan & Freiburger, 2010; Jordan & Freiburger, 2015; Leiber, 2015; 

Leiber & Johnson, 2008; Lowery, 2019; Nowacki, 2015; Rodriguez, 2010; Stolzenber, 

Munoc & Freng, 2008;). The findings of this body of research is mixed.  

In an early study conducted by Bridges and Steen (1998), probation officers gave 

narrative reports on the process and outcomes of over 200 juvenile cases. The findings of 
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the study highlight how the probation officers viewed the Black offenders being 

motivated to commit their crimes from internal impulses, while external (environmental) 

factors influence White offenders. This, in turn, led to Black offenders as being attributed 

more culpability for their crimes and seen as more likely to continue crimes in the future. 

Further, these perceptions mediated their treatment and probation officers’ 

recommendations for sentencing (Bridges & Steen, 1998). Ferguson and Negy (2003) 

completed a study surveying undergraduate students to better understand their views 

towards offenders of domestic violence. Their findings revealed that Black perpetrators 

received significantly higher levels of criticism from White participants (about 65% of 

the sample) as compared to White and Latinx perpetrators (Ferguson & Negy, 2003). 

Both of these studies demonstrate bias against Black offenders. These negative biases are 

hypothesized to impact sentencing outcomes and treatment within the criminal justice 

system. This and other historical instances (e.g., the crack epidemic vs. the opioid crisis; 

see Hinton, 2016; Quinones, 2015) illustrate how Americans are far more prone to 

blaming society for deviance among White communities than they are Black 

communities. In other words, when it comes to Black communities, Americans more 

frequently blame the individual as opposed to their circumstances.  

 Researching how race impacts other actors within the criminal justice system, 

Freiburger and colleagues (2010) investigated if and which extralegal factors influenced 

judges’ decision to release an offender on recognizance. Release on recognizance (ROR) 

is when a judge releases an individual and sets no bail. Through their research, Freiburger 

and colleagues (2010) were able to identify several extralegal factors that significantly 

influence the judges’ decision to grant ROR, which include: number of prior felonies, 

employment, attorney type, and race for males and females; offense severity had a 
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significant affect only for males. Their findings showed that Black defendants were 

significantly less likely to be granted ROR compared to their White counterparts 

(Freiburger et al., 2010).  

 Research investigating the impact of race on sentencing shows that offenders’ 

race leads to differential treatment (Brown & Sorensen, 2013; Guevara et al., 2008; 

Munoz & Freng, 2008; Rodriguez, 2010). Munoz and Freng (2008) research the impact 

of age, race, and gender on misdemeanor sentencing by analyzing data from multiple 

counties in Nebraska in 1992. After analyzing the data, the researchers found that racial 

and ethnic minorities (males and females) generally received harsher punishments when 

compared to Whites.  

Expanding the research, Brown and Sorensen (2013) examined whether race 

impacted youth offenders being transferred to adult court. Their findings highlighted that 

Black and Hispanic defendants were three times more likely than White youth to be 

transferred to adult court. This is important to acknowledge since past research shows 

that youth tried in adult court are found guilty more often than teenagers tried in juvenile 

court (Tang & Nunez, 2003). Expanding on this, Lowery (2019) studied the effects of 

race, crime type, and social location on sentencing outcomes for youth girls. His results 

further demonstrated that compared to White youth, Black youth girls were allotted less 

leniency in the handling of their cases and were treated in a more punitive manner 

(Lowery, 2019).  

However, in opposition to the previous study mentioned and similar to the 

research on victim blame and race, some studies suggest that race does not always have 

an impact on attitudes and treatment of offenders or may have the opposite effect than 

predicted (Freiburger et al., 2010; Scott et al., 2006; Steffensmeier, Painter-Davis, & 
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Ulmer, 2017). Scott and colleagues (2006) found that race, physical maturity, and 

presence of “toughness” had no significant impact on attributions of culpability. 

Steffensmeier and colleagues (2017) researched the effect of race, gender, and age on 

sentencing outcomes. Their results showed that for males, the harshest sentences were 

given to young minorities (Black and Hispanic). However, findings indicated that young 

females were allotted leniency regardless of race or ethnicity (Steffensmeier et al., 2017). 

This study showed that race impacted males substantially more than it did females for 

sentencing outcomes. Freiburger and colleagues (2010) found the opposite to be true 

when studying how race and gender affect decisions on detaining offenders. Their results 

demonstrated that race was only significant for females; Black females were the least 

likely to be detained (Freiburger et al., 2010). These studies highlight that although there 

is a large body of research demonstrating the importance of offenders’ race, the literature 

is mixed. But more importantly, these findings speak to the intersectionality of race and 

gender and their effects on sentencing outcomes and treatment.  

Influence of Age on Blameworthiness 

 The age-crime curve is well-documented and suggests that the majority of 

individuals offend in their youth and desist from crime as they age. (Moffitt, 2017; 

Sampson & Laub, 1990; Mitchell, Landers & Morales, 2018; Moffitt, Caspi, Harrington 

& Milne, 2002). The studies illustrate that the majority of the offending population will 

desist from criminal activities because they either are adolescent limited (commit their 

crime in adolescences and desist in adulthood) or create new bonds that will push them 

toward being more pro-social (Moffitt, 2017; Sampson & Laub, 1990). With this research 

illustrating the impact of age on offending and delinquent behaviors, it is important to 

understand how the age of victims and offenders influence outsiders’ perceptions and 
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future treatment. Researchers have completed many studies over the years studying how 

age impacts perceptions and treatment of both victims and offenders (Back & Lips, 1998; 

Bushway & Piehl, 2007; Davies & Rogers, 2009; Esnard & Dumas, 2013; Koon-Magnin 

& Ruback, 2013; Leiber & Johnson, 2008; Roger, Josey & Davies, 2007; Steffenmeier, 

Painter-Davis, & Ulmer, 2017; Stömwall, Alfredsson & Landström, 2012; Tang & 

Nunez, 2003; Wu & Sphon, 2009).  

 Generally, adolescent victims are attributed more blame as draw closer to 

adulthood (Back & Lips, 1998; Davies & Rogers, 2009; Rogers et al., 2007). This trend 

may exist due to younger victims being seen as still retaining naiveté toward sexual 

activities (Davies & Rogers, 2009; Esnard & Dumas, 2013). Past works highlight that 

younger victims, especially those under the age of fifteen, are viewed as more credible, 

likely due to the legal inability for children to consent to sex (Back & Lips, 1998; Davies 

& Rogers, 2009; Rogers et al., 2007). Back and Lips (1998) conducted a vignette 

experiment among a population of undergraduate students (N=145), where they 

manipulated the age of the victim between six and thirteen years old. The results 

indicated that the participants attributed significantly more blame to the older victim 

(Back & Lips, 1998). Nearly a decade later, two studies, Rogers and colleagues (2007) 

and Davies and Rogers (2009) demonstrated similar findings among a community sample 

in the United Kingdom that younger victims (5-year-olds and 10-year-olds, respectively) 

were seen as less culpable than 15-year-old victims. A more recent study explored 

perceptions of statutory rape in the United States (Koon-Magnin, 2013). The researcher 

altered the age of the victim (12, 14, 15, 16, or 19) and perpetrator (16, 17, 19, 18, 21) 

and recorded how much condemnation the participants attributed to both (victim and 

perpetrator). The results indicated that as the victim’s age approached sixteen, they were 
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condemned less and that perpetrators who were twenty-one years old were condemned 

the most of all the ages (Koon-Magnin & Ruback, 2013).  

Additionally, a study by Strömwall and colleagues (2012) manipulated the age of 

rape victims between young adults (20-year-old) and middle-aged adults (46-year-old). 

Their results showed that females blamed the younger victim more. However, male 

participants generally blamed the older victim more (Strömwall et al., 2012). They also 

found that the most substantial amount of victim blame surfaced with male respondents 

who believed the world is a just place and had the scenario with a young male victim 

(Strömwall et al., 2012). This study demonstrates that outsiders view the two age groups 

differently. Together Koon-Magnin (2013) and Strömwall and colleagues (2012) 

demonstrate that age plays a role in outsiders’ attribution of blame.  

Recently, Reisel (2017) completed a qualitative vignette study with prosecutors to 

determine how the age of a sexually exploited victim (human trafficked victim) impacted 

their decision-making and perceptions of consent. The researcher found that the age of 

consent was crucial with age being one of the first things that the participants checked. 

Several of the interviews highlighted the problems of helping older teenagers. One of the 

participants was quoted discussing how prosecutors view 16-year-olds, “I think it’s 

unfortunate but we become less concerned because we say you know, they’re now of a 

certain age and they’re consenting and they’re just putting themselves at risk” (Reisel, 

2017, p.1297). This article is essential because it is not just a student sample or the 

general public’s view of victims, but practitioners who have discretionary power over sex 

trafficking victims who become entangled in the criminal justice system. Further, the 

study demonstrates the importance of consent laws and their influence in prosecutors 

drawing lines between 15- and 16-year-olds, though both are minors.  
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 Though previous research has found age to impact perceptions and treatment, 

other studies demonstrate that age does not influence observers’ perceptions of victims 

(Esnard & Dumas, 2013; Klettke & Simonis, 2011; McCauley & Parker, 2001). 

McCauley and Parker (2001) completed a study investing how victims’ and witnesses’ 

ages (six or thirteen) impact jurors’ perception of credibility. The results from the 

research showed that the age victim or witness did not significantly impact their 

credibility. (McCauley & Parker, 2001). Similarly, Esnard and Dumas (2013) researched 

how the age of young children affected the attribution of culpability towards rape victims. 

After the completion of their vignette study, they found that there was not a significant 

difference in the amounts of culpability given to 7- and 12-year-olds (Esnard & Dumas, 

2013).  

Further, Klettle and Simonis (2011) conducted research in Australia investigating 

the influence age has on the culpability of sexual assault victims. They found that 15-

year-olds were not viewed as significantly different than 20-year-old victims. However, 

participants did perceive that the two age groups had different understandings of consent. 

In other words, the study participants viewed 20-year-olds as having a significantly better 

understanding of what consent is and the implications of consent for legal actions 

compared to the 15-year-olds (Klettle & Simonis, 2011). Past research highlights that, 

though age was not always found to impact the credibility of victims, they must be young 

enough to be seen as sexually naïve (Koon-Magnin & Ruback, 2013; McCauley & 

Parker, 2001).    

 Sex trafficking victims are unique because they are not just victims but also 

offenders, so research over the impacts of offender age also needs to be taken into 

account (Hoyle et al., 2011; Halter, 2010; Reid & Jones, 2011). The research 
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investigating how offender age influences perceptions of culpability and treatment is 

mixed. Prior studies have demonstrated that teenage defendants are treated more harshly 

when tried in adult court (Tang & Nunez, 2003), and young adult defendants (18-29) are 

treated more harshly compared to other age groups (Steffensmeier et al., 2017; Scott et 

al., 2006; Doerner & Demuth, 2009; Lieber & Johnson, 2008). Steffensmeier and 

colleagues (2017) completed research investigating how different offender characteristics 

impacted criminal punishment. Their results illustrate a U-shaped pattern where 

individuals under the age of twenty-one and over fifty received the most lenient 

sentences, and individuals between the ages of twenty-one to thirty-four received the 

harshest outcomes (Steffensmeier et al., 2017). In the same realm of research, Scott and 

colleagues (2006) investigated public attitudes toward young offenders’ culpability and 

punishment. The researchers’ findings showed that generally, the public viewed young 

offenders’ actions in criminal activity to be conditioned by immaturity (allotted more 

leniency) and that as offenders near adulthood, they are attributed more culpability (Scott 

et al., 2006). 

Further, other studies found that age is only impactful with certain offense types 

(Mueller-Johnson & Dhami, 2009), age does not affect outcomes unless race is taken into 

account (Munoz & Freng, 2008), or that age does not change outcomes at all (Wu & 

Spohn, 2009; Miller, 2015).  For instance, one study showed that older (young adult and 

adult) individuals, especially minorities, were at the highest risk for harsher treatment 

(Munoz & Freng, 2008). When taken together, these studies help demonstrate that age 

does impact views of culpability which, in turn, affects sentencing outcomes. However, 

when Wu and Spohn (2009) completed a meta-analysis of the literature, their findings did 

not show age as being a factor that affected sentencing length (Wu & Spohn, 2009). To 
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sum, the literature suggests that age plays a unique role for victims of sex trafficking. As 

victims, age contributes to how they are viewed when it comes to naiveté, credibility, and 

understand of consent. The research also suggests that as offenders, this population’s age 

may condition the harshness of sentencing, culpability (whether it is their fault or the 

fault of the situation) or may not even be taken into account unless race in acknowledged.  

Impact of Victimization Disclosure on Blameworthiness  

 Less research has been completed investigating the impact of revealing an 

individual’s past victimizations (victimization disclosure) on outsiders’ perceptions of the 

individual. The few studies that have researched the effect of victimization disclosure on 

victims and offenders reveal mixed findings. In a study completed in 2007, Rogers and 

colleagues tested how the victimization history of hypothetical 10- and 15-year-old 

sexual abuse victims would impact perceptions of blameworthiness and culpability. The 

researchers found that regardless of age when the child had a history of victimization, 

they were found to be more culpable of their current abuse when compared to a first-time 

victim (Rogers et al., 2007). However, when individuals are victims of youth sex 

trafficking, victimization disclosure has the opposite effect (Menaker &Miller, 2012; 

Menaker & Franklin, 2013; Reisel, 2017; Fabian, 2017). Results from studies have shown 

that participants attributed lesser amounts of blame or culpability when provided with the 

victimization history compared to those who read about the same scenario without the 

additional information (Menaker & Miller, 2012; Menaker & Franklin, 2013). The 

findings from Menaker and Franklin (2013) also found that victimization disclosure had a 

greater effect on reducing blame towards victims that were Black compared to White.  

More recently, Fabian (2017) mirrored results found by Menaker and Miller 

(2012). Fabian (2017) sampled the general public of the United Kingdom, investigating 
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how gender and victimization disclosure affect attribution of blame to youth sex 

trafficking victims. The author found that neither the gender nor the interaction of gender 

and victimization history significantly impacted blameworthiness. However, participants 

who received the vignette with the victimization history did attribute less blame to the 

victim of sex trafficking (Fabian, 2017). Altogether, research highlights that although 

victimization disclosure does not impact in all types of victims the same, it does help 

lessen the attributions of blame towards youth sex trafficking victims (Rogers et al., 

2007; Menaker &Miller, 2012; Menaker & Franklin, 2013; Reisel, 2017; Fabian, 2017).  

Current Focus 

While there is a substantial amount of literature on the influence of race and 

victimization disclosure on attributions of blame to sexual assault victims, there are gaps 

in how these factors influence victims of human trafficking. Further, gaps exist regarding 

the potential importance of the victim’s age. The research that does exist suggests that 

race, age, and victimization disclosure play a substantial role in blame attributions and 

should be further investigated as they could impact perceptions and treatment. In an effort 

to close this gap in knowledge, the present thesis seeks to answer the following question, 

“How do race, age, and victimization disclosure affect outsiders’ perceptions of human 

trafficking victims’ blameworthiness?” More specifically, the present study tests the 

following hypotheses:  

H1: Black victims of sex trafficking will be attributed significantly higher levels 

of blame compared to White victims.  

H2: Victims of sex trafficking who are adults (21 years old) will be attributed 

significantly higher levels of blame compared to victims who are youth (15 years 

old).  
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H3: Victims of sex trafficking without victimization disclosure will be attributed 

significantly higher levels of blame than those with victimization disclosure.  

Methods 

Design 

 To address the research question and hypotheses, I implemented a 2x2x2 

randomized factorial design in which 691 participants read a brief vignette depicting a 

female’s living situation. In the scenarios, race (Black or White), current age (15 or 21), 

and availability of victimization disclosure (yes/no) varied. Vignettes are a popular 

methodology, and their ability to predicting actual behavior, or responses that participants 

would make in the real world, is well documented (Collet & Childs, 2011; Hughes, 1998; 

Spalding & Phillips, 2007). This study builds upon the foundational work of Menaker 

and Franklin (2013), who tested the impacts of race and victimization disclosure on 

attributions of blame to human trafficking victims. The vignettes for this study were 

adapted from the vignettes they used (Menaker & Franklin, 2013). After reading the 

vignette, participants answered questions about their perceptions regarding the subject of 

the presented scenario.   

Participants 

Participants were college undergraduates at a large southern university enrolled in 

courses during the fall semester of 2019. I did not contact students directly for 

participation in the study. Instead, I compiled a list of all the courses offered, across all 

disciplines during the semester of interest; from there, I generated random numbers, 

which determined the instructors that would be emailed to inquire if they would pass the 

information about the survey to their respective classes. A total of 545 emails were sent 

to instructors. Of the emails sent, 94 (17.2%) professors responded to the initial email, 
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and 78 (14.3%) professors were willing to share the announcement regarding the survey 

with their students. The recruitment materials are available in Appendix A. The 

recruitment material for the students advertises the study without disclosing the purpose 

of the project and provides an anonymous internet address for students to access the 

survey. Participation in the study was anonymous and voluntary, and participants were 

incentivized to participate with a raffle entry to win a $25 prepaid VISA gift card. A total 

of 691 responses were collected; however, due to missing data or failed manipulation 

checks, 99 responses (14.3%) were dropped from the analysis resulting in a final sample 

of 5924.  

Table 1 summarizes the demographic characteristics of the total sample. 

Participants’ ages ranged from 18 to 56, with a mean of 23 years old. Nearly a quarter 

(21.5%) of the participants identified as male, 77.0% identified as female, and 1.5% 

identified as other (individuals who identified their gender as being transgender female, 

transgender male, genderqueer, questioning, or not listed). Finally, race and ethnicity 

were not mutually exclusive categories given that participants were asked to check all 

that applied.  Half of the sample (50.0%) identified as White, 50.0% identified as Non-

White (individuals who indicated that their race was Black or African American, 

Hispanic, Asian, Native American, Pacific Islander, or other). 24.0% of the participants 

identified as Hispanic. 

[Insert Table 1 about here] 

 

                                                
4 Manipulation checks were presented after participants completed the questions regarding 
blameworthiness to ensure that participants thoroughly read their vignette and recognized the 
manipulations. To achieve this, participants were asked to identify the victim’s current age and the victim’s 
race from a list of multiple-choice options. If the participants did not answer the correct response, they were 
removed from the sample (n = 67).  
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Procedures 

 The survey was distributed and completed through an online platform where, 

using Qualtrics survey software, participants were randomly assigned to read one of eight 

scenarios based on the 2x2x2 factorial design. After agreeing to the informed consent 

disclosure, participants were given a scenario with a White or Black sex trafficking 

victim, who was either 15 years old or 21 years old, and about whom victimization 

disclosure was either absent or present. Due to the randomization process occurring at the 

same time participants agree to take the survey, and not all participants fully completing 

the survey, the process could not ensure an equal number of participants across the eight 

scenarios. The sample sizes for each of the eight scenarios are shown in Table 2. These 

ranged from 65 to 81 across the either scenarios, with a total of 285 and 307 for the two 

race conditions (White and Black, respectively), 286 and 306 for the two age conditions 

(15-year-old and 21-year-old, respectively), and 290 and 302 for the victimization 

disclosure conditions (victimization disclosure and no victimization disclosure, 

respectively).   

[Insert Table 2 about here] 

 Treatment 

Each participant received a vignette depicting a female who ran away from home 

five years prior to the vignette and now engages in various sex acts for money. She 

participates in prostitution in order to obtain money to afford food and support her drug 

habit. She also lives in a house with other girls and their pimp, to whom they are required 

to relinquish the majority of their earnings. The vignette further illustrates that the girl 

does not go to school, does not have contact with her family, and spends most of her time 

working the streets. For the first manipulation of race, the first sentence of the vignette 
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identifies the girl as either White or Black and gives her corresponding name of Hannah 

or Keisha, respectively. For the age manipulation, the girl is currently 15 years old or 21 

years old. Finally, for the victimization disclosure manipulation, participants who did not 

receive the disclosure only received the information as depicted above. Those who did 

receive the victimization disclosure were given information that the female was sexually 

molested by her uncle and her dad was an alcoholic who physically abused her mom and 

herself daily. These circumstances contributed to the girl running away. While on the 

streets, the girl met a man who wooed her and filled the role of a boyfriend. After he 

gained her trust, he gradually became more abusive toward her both physically and 

sexually. He eventually convinced her to work on the streets every night, though initially 

it was supposed to be a one-time arrangement to pay for rent. Eventually, the prostitution 

had become routine and the man would beat her if she did not bring back enough money. 

Appendix B provides the vignettes, including either no victimization disclosure or 

victimization disclosure, with the different races and ages in brackets.  

Measures 

Blameworthiness was measured using a seven-item scale, which evaluated how 

much blame the participant attributed to the victim in their respective scenario. The items 

were inspired by other research publications investigating blameworthiness (Menaker & 

Fanklin, 2013; Menaker & Miller, 2012; Van de Bos & Maas, 2009; Vonderhaar & 

Carmody, 2014). Appendix C provides the survey items used to create the 

blameworthiness scale. The response options were presented using a 6-point Likert scale 

ranging from “1 (Strongly Disagree),” corresponding to no attributions of blame, to “6 

(Strongly Agree),” corresponding to very high attributions of blame. The seven items 

were summed, creating a scale with high reliability and ranging from 7 to 42 with higher 
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values indicating higher levels of blame (M= 17.36, SD= 7.55, α = 0.92). Figure 1 

provides a histogram depicting the distribution of the participants’ blameworthiness 

scores.  

[Insert Figure 1 about here] 

There is a debate over the appropriateness of using covariates (controls) in the 

analysis of a randomized experiment (Ma, Qin, Li, & Hu, 2018; Sverdlov, 2016). The 

debate argues that if the sample is randomized, and has balanced groups, then covariates 

should not be used because the only difference between the groups is the treatment. The 

groups in an experiment are balanced when all of the covariates that could potentially 

impact the results of the treatment are not statistically different. Though in an effort to 

make the sample even more balanced, covariates could lead to unintended negative 

consequences such as reduction of type 1 error and statistical power (Ma et al., 2018). 

However, sometimes experiments are unable to achieve randomization, in which case, 

covariates should be used to create balanced groups.  

 To ensure that the randomization procedure achieved balanced groups, I ran t-

tests to compare pertinent covariates (variables thought to be related with the outcome) 

across the different treatments. Previous research has found that some demographic 

characteristics, beliefs and past experiences influence people’s attributions of blame to 

victims (Cunningham & Cromer, 2016; Davies & Rogers, 2009; Fox & Cook, 2011; 

Grubb & Turner, 2012; Hayes et al., 2013; Jimenez & Abrue, 2003). I conducted balance 

tests for five variables: gender (1= male, 2= female, 3= other), race (0= nonwhite, 1= 

white), political ideology (1= democrat, 2= independent, 3= republican), belief in a just 
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world (scale from 3 to 18)5, and whether or not the participant completed a victimology 

course (0= not completed, 1= completed). The test results showed no statistically 

significant differences between the groups for all five of the demographic covariates.  

The results showed no significant differences between the participants who 

received a White or Black victim in their vignette, gender (t= 1.10, p> .05), race (t= -

0.90, p> .05), political ideology (t=0.84, p> .05), belief in a just world (t= 0.98, p> .05), 

and victimology course (t= .80, p> .05). Further, no significant differences surfaced 

between the participants who received a 15-year-old or 21-year-old victim in their 

vignette, gender (t= 1.51, p> .05), race (t= -0.49, p> .05), political ideology (t=0.60, p> 

.05), belief in a just world (t= 0.80, p> .05), and victimology course (t= 0.15, p> .05). 

Lastly, there were no significant differences between the participants who received a 

vignette without victimization disclosure or with victimization disclosure, gender (t= 

1.17, p> .05), race (t= 0.16, p> .05), political ideology (t= -0.87, p> .05), belief in a just 

world (t= -0.16, p> .05), and victimology course (t= 1.52, p> .05). Appendix D provides 

the results from the balance tests. The table indicates that randomization worked, and the 

sample is balanced across the different scenarios. Since all pertinent variables are similar 

across the present sample, controls were not used in this study.  

 

 

                                                
5 The response options were on a 6-point Likert scale ranging from “1 (Strongly Disagree)” corresponding 
to very weak belief in a just world to “6 (Strongly Agree)” corresponding to a very strong belief in a just 
world. Initially, the full six-item scale created by Schmitt (1997) was used, but the reliability of the scale 
was low (α = 0.64). After going back and looking at the survey items, I chose the three items which 
captured the belief in a just world (other). The belief in a just world (other) is concerned with how the 
individual views others (not themselves) as just or not just and is associated with harsh social attitudes 
(Bègue & Bastounis, 2003; Sutton & Douglas, 2005; Sutton & Winnard, 2007). The three items were 
summed, creating a scale from 3 to 18 with higher values indicating higher levels of belief in a just world 
(M= 9.31, SD= 2.96, α = 0.70). Appendix C provides the survey items used to create the belief in a just 
world scale. 
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Analyses and Results 

 To test the effects of race, age, and victimization disclosure on blameworthiness, I 

ran a three-way analysis of variance (ANOVA)6. After I examined the main effects of the 

three independent variables, I investigated both the two-way and three-way interactions 

between the different conditions. To further explore the strength and direction of the 

effect of the experimental treatments, I ran tests of simple effects (also referred to as 

simple main effects) and Tukey tests. The test of simple effect and Tukey tests are post-

hoc tests that were used to investigate interactions between the independent variables. 

Main effects gathered from the ANOVA test generalize the effects of the independent 

variables. For instance, if treatment A has a significant impact on the dependent variable 

then we know that, in general, treatment A influences the treatment variable. Meanwhile 

the post-hoc tests compare the effect of a certain treatment, or interaction of treatments, at 

different levels of another variable. Simple effects compare differences among specific 

vignettes. I used Tukey tests to confirm the results of the simple effects tests. The Tukey 

test examines the differences among sample means; it is a pairwise test which controls for 

Type 1 errors (Kirk, 1995; Lane & Salkin, 2010). All analyses were completed in 

STATA 15.1. The results from the ANOVA model are shown in Table 3.  

Main Effects of Treatment Variables 

 The full model (see Table 3) indicates that two of the three main effects were 

statistically significant at the .05 significance level. The main effect for victim age 

                                                
6Before estimating the three-way ANOVA model, I conducted diagnostics to determine whether the data 
met the assumptions of ANOVA. Though the data met almost all of the assumptions, the Shapiro-Wilk test 
for normality indicated that the dependent variable was not normally distributed (Royston, 1983). To assess 
how the non-normal distribution would influence the findings, I ran two other types of analyses to 
determine whether the results differed. These alternative analyses included an ANOVA with a logged 
dependent variable and a Kruskal-Wallis test using the original dependent variable. The substantive results 
(main effects) from these analyses were the same across all three models, proving our findings to be robust. 
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yielded an F ratio of F (1, 584) = 16.28, p< .001, indicating a significant difference 

between blame attributed to the 15-year-old victim (M= 16.20, SD= 6.94) and the 21-

year-old victim (M=18.43, SD= 7.93). The main effect for victimization disclosure 

yielded an F ratio of F (1, 584) = 23.65, p< .001, indicating a significant difference 

between blame attributed to the victim without victimization disclosure (M= 18.57, SD= 

7.69) and the victim with victimization disclosure (M= 16.08, SD= 7.18). The main effect 

for victim race yielded an F ratio of F (1, 584) = 0.09, p >.05, indicating that the 

difference between the White (M= 17.31, SD= 7.37) and Black (M= 17.39, SD= 7.72) 

victims was not statistically significant.   

[Insert Table 3 about here] 

Interaction Effects 

Two-way Interactions  

  The initial analysis revealed that only two of the three independent variables 

(victim age and victimization disclosure) had a significant main effect, while the third 

(victim race) was not statistically significant. The next step in the analysis involved 

testing two-way interaction effects between the independent variables. With three 

independent variables, there are three possible two-way interaction effects. Two of these 

three are statistically significant.  

The interaction between victim race and victimization disclosure was significant, 

F (1, 584) = 34.63, p< .001, indicating that the effect of victimization disclosure on 

blameworthiness depended on victim race, vice versa. Specifically, for the White victim, 

victimization disclosure decreased attributions of blame (M= 14.18, SD= 5.39), compared 

to the Black victim (M=18.80, SD= 8.12).  
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The other significant interaction was between victim age and victimization 

disclosure, F (1, 584) = 14.81, p< .001, indicating that the effect of victimization 

disclosure on attribution of blame depended on victim age, or vice versa. Specifically, for 

the 15-year-old victim, victimization disclosure decreased blameworthiness (M= 13.67, 

SD= 5.37), compared to the 21-year-old victim (M= 18.31, SD= 7.92).  

The effect of the interaction between victim race and victim age was not 

significant, F (1, 584) = 0.36, p >.05. This indicates that the effect of victim race on 

attributions of blame is not dependent on victim age, or vice versa. Specifically, for the 

15-year-old victim, there was no significant difference in attributions of blame for the 

White (M= 16.37, SD= 6.96) and Black (M= 16.07, SD= 6.94) victims.  

Three-way Interaction 

 Next, I examined the three-way interaction between all three independent 

variables. The interaction was statistically significant, F (1, 584) = 46.56, p< .001. I 

dissected the three-way interaction by testing two-way interactions of two independent 

variables at each level of the third. Here, I compared the individual cells of the two-way 

interactions using the test of simple effects. 

Interaction (Race x Age) at Victimization Disclosure. The interaction between 

victim race and victim age at different levels of victimization disclosure is depicted in 

Figures 2 and 3 (no victimization disclosure and victimization disclosure, respectively). 

The figures indicate that there is a significant interaction for both no victimization 

disclosure and victimization disclosure. After I completed a test of simple effects, the 

results showed that the interaction was significant for victims without victimization 

disclosure, F (1, 584) = 19.82, p< .001, and significant for victims with victimization 

disclosure, F (1, 584) = 26.95, p< .001. This means that there is a significant difference 
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between blame attributed to the different races (White and Black) at the different ages (15 

and 21) whether or not victimization disclosure was provided. To confirm the result from 

the test of simple effects, I calculated the critical value the F-ratio must be for the effect 

to be significant at the 95% confidence interval (Kirk, 1995). The critical value is 

approximately 5.05; both are significant. Next, I examined the interactions for the victims 

without victimization disclosure and then the victim with victimization disclosure.  

[Insert Figure 2 and 3 about here]  

 The subsequent test of simple effects revealed that there was not a significant 

difference between the White 15-year-old and Black 15-year-old victims without 

victimization disclosure, F (1, 584) = 0.10, p= 0. 0.748. However, the test also revealed 

that there was a significant difference between the White 21-year-old (M= 22.03, SD= 

7.65) and Black 21-year-old (M= 15.38, SD= 6.90) victims without victimization 

disclosure, F (1, 584) = 36.57, p< .001. I completed a Tukey post-hoc to confirm the 

direction of the significant difference. The Tukey post-hoc confirmed that the Black 21-

year-old victim without victimization disclosure was attributed significantly lower levels 

of blame compared to the White 21-year-old victim without victimization disclosure (M= 

-6.64, SE= 1.09, p< .001). 

 On the other hand, when victimization disclosure was provided, the test of simple 

effects revealed there was, again, no significant difference between the White 15-year-old 

and Black 15-year-old, F (1, 584) = 0.36, p= 0.550. However, the test showed, that there 

was a significant difference between the White 21-year-old (M= 14.31, SD= 5.37) and 

Black 21-year-old (M= 21.96, SD= 8.12) victims with victimization disclosure, F (1, 

584) = 47.31, p< .001. The Tukey post-hoc confirmed that the Black 21-year-old victim 

with victimization disclosure was attributed significantly higher levels of blame 
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compared to the White 21-year-old victim with victimization disclosure (M=7.66, SE= 

1.11, p< .001). 

Interaction (Race x Victimization Disclosure) at Age. The interaction between 

victim race and victimization disclosure at different levels of victim age is depicted in 

Figures 4 and 5 (15-year-old and 21-year-old, respectively). After looking at the figures, 

there only appears to be a significant interaction for the 21-year-old victim. I completed a 

test of simple effects and found that the interaction (victim race x victimization 

disclosure) was significant for the 21-year-old victim, F (1, 584) = 83.60, p< .001, 

however, the interaction (victim race x victimization disclosure) was not significant for 

the 15-year-old victim, F (1, 584) = 0.43, p> .05. This means that victimization disclosure 

for the White and Black 15-year-old victims did not make a significant difference on 

attributions of blame but did make a significant difference for the 21-year-old victims.  

[Insert Figures 4 and 5 about here] 

To further untangle what is happening, I completed a test of simple effects for the 

interaction (victim race x victimization disclosure) for the 21-year-old victim. The results 

indicated that the White 21-year-old victim with victimization disclosure (M= 14.31, SD= 

5.37) is viewed significantly different than the White 21-year-old victim without 

victimization disclosure (M= 22.02, SD= 7.65), F (1, 584) = 46.61, p< .001. Also, that the 

Black 21-year-old with victimization disclosure (M= 21.96, SD= 8.12) was viewed 

significantly different than the Black 21-year-old victim without victimization disclosure 

(M= 15.38, SD= 6.90), F (1, 584) = 37.09, p< .001. A Tukey post-hoc test confirmed that 

attributions of blame were significantly lower for the White 21-year-old victim with 

victimization disclosure compared to without victimization disclosure (M=-7.72, SE= 

1.13, p< .001). However, the opposite is true for the Black 21-year-old victim. The Tukey 
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post-hoc showed that attributions of blame were significantly higher for the Black 21-

year-old with victimization disclosure compared to without victimization disclosure (M= 

6.58, SE= 1.08, p< .001).  

Interaction (Age x Victimization Disclosure) at Race. The interaction between 

victim age and victimization disclosure at different levels of victim race is depicted in 

Figures 6 and 7 (White and Black, respectively). The figures suggest that there is an 

interaction for the Black victim. The test of simple effects revealed that the interaction 

was significant for the White victim, F (1, 584) = 4.27, p= .039. However, the F-ratio 

does not meet the critical value of 5.05; to that end, the interaction was not significant for 

the White victim. For instance, for those with victimization disclosure, the 

blameworthiness attributed to White 15-year-old victims (M=14.05, SD= 5.46) and White 

21-year-old victims (M=14.31, SD= 5.37) are not statistically different. However, the test 

of simple effects revealed that the interaction was significant for the Black victim, F (1, 

584) = 59.17, p< .001.  

[Insert Figures 6 and 7 about here] 

The subsequent test of simple effects showed there was a significant difference 

between the Black 15-year-old victim (M= 18.78, SD= 7.35) and the Black 21-year-old 

victim (M= 15.38, SD= 6.90) without victimization disclosure, F (1, 584) = 9.50, p= 

0.002. Further, there was a significant difference between the Black 15-year old victim 

(M= 13.35, SD= 5.31) and the Black 21-year-old (M= 21.96, SD= 8.12) with 

victimization disclosure, F (1, 584) = 37.09, p< 0.001. The Tukey post-hoc that showed 

that the Black 21-year-old victim without victimization disclosure was attributed 

significantly higher levels of blame compared to the Black 15-year-old victim without 

victimization disclosure (M= - -3.398, SE= 1.10, p= .012). Conversely, the results 
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revealed that the Black 21-year-old victim with victimization disclosure was attributed 

significantly higher levels of blame compared to the Black 15-year-old victim with 

victimization disclosure (M= 8.61, SE= 1.11, p< .001). 

Discussion 

The results from this study add to the literature examining which characteristics 

are impactful when outsiders attribute blame to victims of human trafficking victims. The 

findings partially supported the first research hypothesis that Black victims are attributed 

significantly higher levels of blame. Though there was no significant main effect of race 

found in the model, how race interacted with the other independent variables highlighted 

that race matters. For instance, the two-way interaction showed that victimization 

disclosure led to lower levels of blame attributed to the White victim compared to the 

Black victim. This finding is consistent with the main effect from research conducted by 

Menaker and Franklin (2013). However, they also found that victimization disclosure led 

to more significant decreases in blame for Black victims compared to White victims 

(Menaker & Franklin, 2013). That was not the case here; the findings show that 

victimization disclosure for the Black victim had the same effect or even adverse effects 

compared to the White victim.    

For the second hypothesis, that the 21-year-old victim will be attributed 

significantly higher levels of blame compare to the 15-year-old victim, the findings from 

the study demonstrated support for the hypothesis from the main effects; however, upon 

further investigation, the interactions showed mixed support. When looking at the main 

effect, the 21-year-old victims were attributed higher levels of blame. However, the 

results from the interactions showed that the effect of age was different between the two 

races. Consistent with what was expected, the White 21-year-old without victimization 
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disclosure was attributed significantly higher levels of blame compared to the White 15-

year-old victim without victimization disclosure. Yet, for the Black victims, the 21-year-

old without victimization disclosure were attributed significantly lower levels of blame 

compared to the 15-year-old, which goes against the hypothesis.  

Finally, the third hypothesis, which posits that victims without victimization 

disclosure will be attributed significantly higher levels of blame compared to those with 

victimization disclosure, is partially supported. The main effects demonstrated that the 

victimization disclosure led to lower attributions of blame. However, the effect was not 

consistent after investigating the interactions. Attributions of blame given to 15-year-old 

victims (both White and Black) did not decrease significantly when the vignette provided 

victimization disclosure. Nevertheless, attribution of blame decreased significantly for 

the White 21-year-old victim when victimization disclosure was provided. Yet, for Black 

21-year-old victims, significantly higher levels of blame were attributed to the victim 

when victimization disclosure was provided, which goes against the hypothesis. This 

finding is similar to that of Rogers and colleagues (2007) which found that first-time 

victims were seen as less culpable by outsiders. This finding even supports the 

counterfactual reasoning theoretical framework posited by Alicke and colleagues (2008). 

Outsiders view the Black 21-year-old victim as not having taken all reasonable 

precautions to avoid harm, knowing that she has past victimization which should have led 

to her being more caution in the future. However, she was not more precaution, and the 

outsiders view this negligence as bringing forth her current victimization. The theory 

posits that the negative emotions experienced after reading about the victimization is 

coupled with “negative evaluative reactions” leading to higher attributions of blame 

(Alicke et al., 2008, p.1373).   
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A few limitations should be discussed. Though the sample is random and includes 

students from a across university’s population, there are still issues with generalizability 

beyond the university. First, because the study participants are more educated than the 

general public, they may not have the same perceptions of these victims that are held by 

the general population. Second, this study is limited by its location; this survey was 

distributed at only one university whose culture may impact results. Third, the measure of 

belief in a just world, which was used in the balance tests7, was only measured on one 

dimension. Future research should consider measuring belief in a just world in a 

bidimensional manner instead of capturing only one dimension to see if the findings 

remain significant after controlling for belief in a just world (self).  Lastly, this study was 

limited by the length of the survey. I decided to keep the survey short so that individuals 

would be more likely to complete it. So, although the sample is balanced on the pertinent 

variables asked, there may be omitted variable bias with regard to the balance tests8. 

Future studies should include such questions in their research. 

Even with the limitations of this analysis, the results suggest there are important 

implications. People’s perceptions of victims, such as attributions of blame, have been 

shown to impact reporting practice by victims (Grubb & Turner, 2012). Past research has 

demonstrated that secondary victimization remains a prominent issue where victims are 

either blamed or condemned by the official who should provide aid. This is even more 

                                                
7 Past research suggests that belief in a just world should be researched as two dimensions (Bègue & 
Bastounis, 2003; Sutton & Douglas, 2005; Sutton & Winnard, 2007). However, this study’s measurement 
only captured the belief in a just world (other), which could have a larger impact on blameworthiness as it 
has been linked to harsh public attitudes (Bègue & Bastounis, 2003; Sutton & Douglas, 2005; Sutton & 
Winnard, 2007). 
8 With the decision of keeping the survey short, a number of potentially pertinent variables that have been 
shown to impact the blameworthiness of human trafficking victims in past research were not used in the 
balance tests for this study. For example, the participant’s religiosity and pornographic consumption were 
not measured in the survey (Menaker & Franklin, 2013).  
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true for victims of human trafficking since the boundary between victim and perpetrator 

is blurred (Reisel, 2017; Halter, 2010). Further, blaming victims for their victimization 

can lead to more adverse consequences, such as internalizing the issue and self-blaming 

(Ahren, 2006; Ullman, 1996). The findings of the current study suggest that race, age, 

and victimization disclosure influence attributions of blame which have important 

implications.  

First, this study highlights the importance of victimization disclosure. 

Victimization disclosure was able to reduce attributions of blame for all the victims, with 

the exception of the Black 21-year-old. Policies should ensure that prior victimization is 

disclosed before the individual is treated in either a punitive or rehabilitee manner with 

regard to charges or sentencing. For example, some states have enacted laws, call the 

Safe Harbor laws, which immediately divert sexually exploited youth to diversion 

programs and rehabilitative resources, effectively decriminalizing this subpopulation 

(Polaris, 2015). These laws have theoretically taken away the need explicit victimization 

disclosure for minors where Safe Harbor laws exist; however, not all states have enacted 

these laws. So, victimization disclosure remains a strong method that should be used to 

humanize the victims and reduce attributions of blame, especially for adult victims.  

Further, this research remains consistent with prior literature showing the power 

knowledge has in reducing attributions of blame (Fox & Cook, 2011). The findings 

indicate the need for training and educational courses. In particular, there is a need for 

courses those directed towards practitioners who may come in contact with these victims, 

so that they may become aware of how these internal beliefs impact their decisions 

concerning this population. These trainings could be covered by government grants 

provided through partnerships with NGOs which have helped in this type of education in 
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the past (Polaris Project, 2019). To ensure the training is working effectively, pre-and 

post-test could be used. A tool developed by Houston-Kolnik, Todd, and Wilson (2016) 

assesses overall attitudes of sex trafficking victims and would help capture what should 

be covered in the training and the effectiveness of the training. Further, the past programs 

have focused on law enforcement. Similar trainings should be provided to other 

practitioners such as lawyers, jurors, health care professionals. 

The results from this thesis illuminate a couple of avenues for future research. 

First, future research should further untangle the relationship between race, age, and 

victimization disclosure, examining why the influence of age and victimization disclosure 

is different between victims of different races. This subject is understudied and has 

important policy implications, such as how these cases should be handled by officers and 

the court. Second, these relationships should be examined using practitioner populations, 

such as police officers, prosecutors, and judges, as they have power over future treatment 

and handling of this population’s cases (Freiburger et al., 2010; Halter, 2010; Reisel; 

2017).  

 In sum, this thesis sought to expand on prior research investigating the impact of 

victim race, age, and victimization disclosure on attributions of blame toward sex 

trafficking victims. Though victimization disclosure only significantly impacted 

attributions of blame toward the White 21-year-old victim, it did decrease blame for 

White and Black 15-year-olds. This illustrates the importance of disclosing prior 

victimizations when handling cases of sex trafficked victims, especially for older victims. 

The consequences of victim blaming remain high, impacting the mental health and 

treatment of victims. It is important for future research to continue to highlight the 

importance of knowledge and to untangle why these victims are attributed blame.  
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Invitation Email 
 
Subject: Request to distribute thesis survey 
 
Hello Professor/Dr. ______,  
 

My name is Audrey Puckett; I am a master’s student in the School of Criminology 
and Criminal Justice at Arizona State University.  I am writing to ask if you would 
consider distributing my thesis survey to your students.  I am conducting a research study 
to better understand students’ current attitudes and beliefs towards the sex work industry. 

I am recruiting undergraduate students to complete an online survey through 
Qualtrics which will take approximately 10-15 minutes.  Individuals who choose to 
participate also have the chance to provide their email to be entered into a raffle to win 
one of seven $25 pre-paid VISA gift cards.  

Participation in this study is voluntary. If you have any questions concerning the 
research study, please email me at asenasac@asu.edu.  
 
 
If you do choose to distribute my survey to your students, please reply to this email and 
you will be sent the link to the survey as well as an announcement that you may attach to 
the email or bulletin post to your students.  
 
Sincerely,  
Audrey Puckett 
 
 
Response email with announcement 
 
Hello Professor/Dr. ____,  
 
Thank you for helping this study in the data collection process by allowing your students 
the opportunity to participate in the survey.  
 
 
Hello Sun Devils! 
 
Do you like advancing research in Criminology and Criminal Justice? Do you have 
approximately 10-15 minutes to spare? Would you like to be entered to win a $25 pre-
paid VISA gift card?  
 
GREAT!  If you complete the survey below you will be 1) advancing research 2) 
spending your next 20-30 minutes productively, and 3) giving yourself the opportunity to 
win a $25 pre-paid VISA gift card! All of this just by completing one survey.  
 
LINK TO THE SURVEY: [link to Qualtrics] 
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Please complete the survey by December 31, 2019 to be entered to win one of the seven 
$25 pre-pared VISA gift cards. Know that there is a cap to how many students can 
participate, so do not wait or there may not be any spots left.  
 
Sincerely,  
Audrey 
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No Victimization Disclosure Vignette 
 

[Hannah, Keisha] is a [White, Black] female who is currently [15, 21] years old 
and engages in various sex acts for money. When [Hannah, Keisha] was [10, 16] years 
old, she ran away from home and began living on the streets. Now, [Hannah, Keisha] 
prostitutes herself to earn money for food and shelter and to support her drug habit. She 
sometimes earns up to $300 a night. She lives with other prostitutes in a house with their 
pimp, to whom she is required to give most of her money. Though currently [15, 21] she 
does not go to school nor does she have any contact with her family. [Hannah, Keisha] 
spends most of her days and nights working the streets. 
 
 
Victimization Disclosure Vignette 
 

[Hannah, Keisha] is a [White, Black] female who is currently [15, 21] years old 
and engages in various sex acts for money. At the age of 8, [Hannah, Keisha]’s uncle, 
who lived with her family, began sexually abusing her regularly. [Hannah, Keisha] was 
afraid to tell anyone. [Hannah, Keisha]’s father is an alcoholic who beat her and her 
mother almost daily. He frequently told them they were worthless and deserved the 
beatings they received. [Hannah, Keisha] decided that the only way to escape her 
circumstances at home was to run away. When [Hannah, Keisha] was [10,16] years old, 
she ran away from home and began living on the streets. 

While on the streets, [Hannah, Keisha] met a man who often gave her gifts and 
treated her nicely. He told her he would take care of her. [Hannah, Keisha] developed 
strong feelings for this man and considered him to be her boyfriend. She trusted him and 
told him about her family and all her hopes and fears. However, over time, [Hannah, 
Keisha]’s boyfriend became both physically and sexually abusive toward her. One day, 
he suggested that she prostitute just once to help pay for rent. [Hannah, Keisha] could not 
afford to lose her boyfriend and wanted to please him, so she agreed to do it just once. 
Over time, her boyfriend became more and more threatening and told her more and more 
often that she needed to work the streets. He beat her if she did not do as she was told or 
if she didn’t make enough money. He began calling [Hannah, Keisha] his “ho” and 
threatened to kill her and her family if she tried to leave. [Hannah, Keisha] began using 
drugs supplied by her “boyfriend” to cope with her situation. 

Now, [Hannah, Keisha] prostitutes herself to earn money for food and shelter and 
to support her drug habit. She sometimes earns up to $300 a night. She lives with other 
prostitutes in a house with their pimp ([Hannah, Keisha]’s “boyfriend”), to whom she is 
required to give most of her money. Though currently [15, 21] she does not go to school 
nor does she have any contact with her family. [Hannah, Keisha] spends most of her days 
and nights working the streets. 
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Blameworthiness 

1. I believe [Hannah, Keisha] is to blame for her circumstances.  
2. It is [Hannah, Keisha]’s fault for being in this situation.  
3. [Hannah, Keisha] could have avoided these circumstances.  
4. [Hannah, Keisha] was the cause of her circumstances.  
5. I believe that [Hannah, Keisha] herself brought down on her what has happened.  
6. I believe that [Hannah, Keisha] deserved what has happened to her. 
7. I believe [Hannah, Keisha] herself is responsible for her circumstances. 

 
Belief in a Just World 

1. By and large, people get what they deserve. 
2. Justice always prevails over injustice. 
3. In the long run, people will be compensated for injustices. 
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  NOTES: †p < .10; ∗p < .05; ∗∗p < .01; ∗∗∗p < .001 (two-tailed). 
  ABBREVIATION: M =mean, SD = standard deviation
 
 
  

Balance T-tests for Main Groups of Race, Age, and Victimization 
Disclosure   
 Race  

 White Black  
Variables M SD M SD t-test 
Participant gender 1.82 0.42 1.78 0.45 1.10 
Participant race       

White 0.48 0.50 0.52 0.50 -0.90 
Political ideology 2.71 1.66 2.60 1.62 0.84 
Belief in a just world 9.44 3.02 9.20 2.91 0.98 
Victimology class 0.02 0.16 0.04 0.91 0.80 

 
Total 

 
285 307  

 
 

Age  
 15-year-old 21-year-old  

Variables M SD M SD t-test 
Participant gender 1.77 0.43 1.83 0.44 1.51 
Participant race      

White 0.51 0.50 0.49 0.50 -0.49 
Political ideology 2.61 1.59 2.69 1.69 0.60 
Belief in a just world 9.21 2.95 9.41 2.97 0.80 
Victimology class 0.03 0.17 0.03 0.17 0.15 

 
Total 

 
286 306  

 
 

Victimization Disclosure  
 Yes No  
Variables M SD M SD t-test 
Participant gender 1.78 0.45 1.82 0.42 1.17 
Participant race       

White 0.50 0.50 0.50 0.50 0.16 
Political ideology 2.71 1.67 2.60 1.62 -0.87 
Belief in a just world 9.33 2.96 9.29 2.96 -0.16 
Victimology class 0.04 0.20 0.02 0.14 1.52 

 
Total 290 302   
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Table 1  
Sample Demographics          
Variable M SD Range n 
Participant age 22.7 6.72 18-56 592 
Participant gender     

Male 0.21 0.41 0-1 127 
Female 0.77 0.42 0-1 456 

Other 0.02 0.12 0-1 9 
Participant race/ethnicity      

White 0.50 0.50 0-1 296 
Hispanic 0.24 0.43 0-1 145 

Political ideology     
Democrat  0.39 0.49 0-1 229 

Independent  0.42 0.49 0-1 248 
Republican  0.18 0.38 0-1 106 

Missing 0.02 0.12 0-1 9 
Belief in a just world 9.31 2.96 3-18 592 
Victimology class 0.03 0.17 0-1 592 
Victim of sex crime 0.72 0.99 0-3  251* 
Victim of general crime 1.36 1.54 0-8  370* 
n 592       
NOTES: * represents the number of participants who experienced at least one of the crimes in the 
respective victimization category. 
ABBREVIATION: M =mean, SD = standard deviation   
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Table 2   
Sample Sizes for Each Possible Scenario  

 Victim Race  

 White         Black  

Victim age Disclosure No 
Disclosure Disclosure No 

Disclosure Total 

        
   15-year-old  65 74 74 73 286 
   21-year-old  72 74 79 81 306 
Total          592 
  Victimization 
disclosure 137 - 153 - 290 

  No victimization 
disclosure - 148 - 154 302 

Total 285 307 592 
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Table 3 
Full Three-way Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) Model for Blameworthiness 
Variables  df F p 
Vignette Factors    
  Victim race 1 0.09 0.7629 
  Victim age 1 16.28 0.0001 
  Victimization disclosure 1 23.65 0.0001 
  Victim race x Victim age 1 0.36 0.6477 
  Victim race x Victimization disclosure 1 34.63 0.0001 
  Victim age x Victimization disclosure 1 14.81 0.0001 
  Victim race x Victim age x Victimization Disclosure 1 46.56 0.0001 
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Figure 1 
Distribution of the Sample’s Blameworthiness Scores  
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Figure 2 
Interaction of Race and Age for No victimization Disclosure 
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Figure 3 
Interaction of Race and Age for Victimization Disclosure 
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Figure 4 
Interaction of Race and Victimization Disclosure for 15-year-old Victim 
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Figure 5 
Interaction of Race and Victimization Disclosure for 21-year-old Victim 
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Figure 6 
Interaction of Age and Victimization Disclosure for the White Victim 
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Figure 7 
Interaction of Age and Victimization Disclosure for the Black Victim 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


