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Role of Self-esteem in the Reporting of 

Sexual Assault 

Sexual assault in adults is an assault of a 
sexual nature on a person, or any sexual act 
committed without consent. This includes rape 
(such as forced vaginal, anal or oral penetration), 
or the torture of the victim in a sexual manner. 
Wyatt’s (1992) definition of sexual assault 
includes “(a) complete rape-unwanted sexual 
intercourse. More  specifically, rape is 
involuntary penetration of the vagina or anus by 
the penis or another object against the victim’s 
will and consent; and (b) attempted rape- 
attempted penetration of the vagina or anus by 
the penis or another object against the victim’s 
will and consent.” 

In the United States, there are about 

207,754 victims or sexual assault (RAINN). In 
Mexico, 14993 rape cases were reported in 2010. 
In the United Kingdom, 15934 cases of rape were 
reported in 2010. With 24,206 cases in 2011, 

rape cases jumped to incredible increase in India 
of 873 % from 1971 when the oldest case of rape 
was first recorded by NCRB (National Crime 
Records Bureau, 2012). Over 414 cases of rape 
were reported in the national capital Delhi itself 
in 2010 (National Crime Records Bureau, 2011), 
while Mumbai followed it with 194 such 
incidents. In 2011, Delhi reported 568 such cases, 

while Mumbai reported 218 (National Crime 
Records Bureau, 2012). The State of World 
Population Report suggests that in India, a rape is 
committed every 54 minutes. 

Sexual assault is one of the least-reported 
of all violent crimes in the world. The term 
‘reporting’ is used to refer to the act of discussing 
sexual assault with the police, or another formal 
agency, to formally record the experience (Fisher 
et al., 2003). In the United States, nearly 54% of 
sexual assaults are not reported to the police 
(RAINN). The Pentagon estimates that 80% to 
90% of sexual assaults go unreported in the 
United States. One study estimates that only one 
to four rapes in every 10 committed are actually 
reported to the police (Clark and Lewis, 1977), 
though most studies estimate that between 25 
percent (Federal Bureau of Investigation, 1972) 
and 50 percent (Law Enforcement Assistance 
Administration, 1974) of actual and attempted 
rapes are reported. A 2007 government report in 

England says "Estimates from research suggest 
that between 75 and 95 percent of rape crimes are 
never reported to the police”. Estimates for India 
are that only 1 in 69 cases is actually reported. 

Thus, the problem is clearly not limited 
to a particular country or city, but rather rape is 
one of the most common forms of violent crime 
prevalent across the world, and if the statistics 
are to be believed, one of the most underreported 
as well. There is a vast hidden population of 
women who never reveal their victimization to 
the police. Since 1970, social scientists have 
inquired into a number of possible causes for 
women’s lack of reporting, ranging from the 
fears, beliefs, and characteristics of the women 

themselves, to the nature of the relationship



between the victim and the rapist, and the 
characteristics of the particular rape (Williams, 
1984). A number of possible reasons have been 
systematically investigated. Some rape victims 
fear retaliation from their rapist. Some wish to 
avoid the stigma attached to rape prosecution 
(Amir, 1971). Victims may be reluctant to report 
because they feel embarrassed and ashamed 
(Macdonald, 1971) or because they fear rejection 
from their spouse and/or family (Eg., Katz and 
Mazur, 1979). There may also be practical issues 
involved. As mentioned in Williams (1984), a 
victim may not have the time to participate in 
criminal prosecution, especially if she is 
employed (Amir, 1971), or she may lack 
confidence in the ability of the criminal justice 
system to apprehend or punish her rapist 
(McDermott, 1979). 

However, there might be a systematic 
variation in the personal factors associated with 
victims that lead to them not reporting sexual 
assault against them. Research has found that 
victims might blame themselves for being raped, 
or fear they will be blamed by family, friends, 
and especially the police (Burgess and 
Holmstrom, 1974; Weis and Borges, 1973). The 

victim’s race, age, marital status, and relationship 

to the rapist are the factors believed to most 
strongly influence feelings of self-blame and the 
resulting decision not to report (Williams, 1984). 
However, studies investigating these factors have 
produced many results that are in contrast with 
each other. For instance, McDermott (1979) 
found that married or previously married victims 
were more likely to report rape by a stranger, 
while Russell (1980) found that married women 
were least likely to report in all types of rape. 
In addition, there are several additional factors 

that also have a role to play in whether or not 
the victim reports the sexual assault. The 
relationship between the victim and the rapist 
has been found to be an important factor in the 
decision to report (Amir, 1971). A woman 
who knows her rapist, which is the case in a 
number of such incidents, may feel that she 
provoked the attack by encouraging the rapist 
in some way or that no crime occurred in the 
first place. She may fear that others will not 
believe she was raped if she knew the man 
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(Weis and Borges, 1973). Studies have also 
established that characteristics of both the 
victims and the perpetrator may influence 
reporting, while this may also be influenced 
by the characteristics of the assault itself. 

Reporting sexual assault to the police 
is also associated with high levels of anger 
toward the assailant (Ruch & Coyne, 1990), 
low levels of fear that the police will respond 
in a negative way (Fisher et al., 2000), 
sustaining an assault-related injury (Felson, 
Messner, & Hoskin, 1999), use of force by the 

perpetrator, the use of a weapon by the 
perpetrator (Koss & Harvey, 1991), the 
presence of multiple perpetrators (Gidycz & 
Koss, 1987), use of active resistance (Ruch et 
al., 2000), and less familiarity with the 
attacker (Greenfeld et al., 1998). (See 
Orkowski and Gydicz, 2012) 

For instance, Linda S. Williams collected 

data from 246 female rape victims about the 
details of the assault, whether the victim reported 
or not, whether she obtained assistance and other 

information such as victim’s resistance, feelings 
and social support. Based on cross-tabular 
analysis and test of significance (chi square), she 
found that of all the factors under investigation in 
a classic rape situation, defined by her as one in 
which (1) the victim is raped in public, abducted 
from a public place, or raped by an assailant who 
entered her home by force or without her 
consent. (2) The assailant is a stranger to the 
victim. (3) The victim is threatened with, or 
subjected to, a high degree of force. (4) The 
victim is seriously injured. (5) The victim resists 
physically and verbally, the most important 
factor influencing reporting was the relationship 
between the rapist and the victim. According to 
her, a close relationship usually results in a less 
violent assault, which in tun means less 

likelihood of injury and medical treatment. Thus 
women who are raped by someone they know are 
more likely to lack the evidence which allows 
them to perceive themselves as true victims of a 
violent crime. Sex-role socialization encourages 
this type of rape victim to see herself as a 
possible contributor to her own victimization.
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Another study by Neville and Pugh 
(1997) on factors influencing reporting of sexual 
assault by African-American women found that 3 
kinds of barriers emerged to reporting 
behaviours: (a) negative consequences/social 
influences (Eg., “I believe I would suffer 
embarrassment if I report”) (b) police concerns 
(Eg., “I thought the police would think it was my 
fault”) and (c) culture-specific factors (Eg., “I felt 
the police was insensitive to the needs of Black 
women”). Amongst those who didn’t report, 
social consequences had a significant role to play 
along with personal perceptions. 

In a study by Anders and Christopher 
(2011), data were constructed from the police 
reports of 440 adult women who reported a 
rape to a police department located in a 
southwestern U.S. city between 1998 and 
2004. The study variables were coded based 
on the rape survivors’ and the other involved 
parties’ (e.g., witnesses) descriptions of the 
assault. Survivors’ final prosecution decisions 
were related to overall support from social 
ecologies. As hypothesized, rape survivors’ 
final decisions to aid in case prosecution were 
predicted by support from the three social 
ecologies: family, friends, social service 
providers, and police. 

Smith and Cook (2008) discovered 
that the behaviors and attitudes of parents 
around discussing sexuality create a powerful 
climate that may influence what, if anything, 
young women reveal to their parents about 
their sexual experiences, including rape. 
Women who received inhibiting messages 
generally did not disclose to parents. 

Considering the fact that underreporting 
of sexual assault is extremely common, and 
myriad of factors are involved in determining the 
reporting behavior of victims, it becomes 
important both from a legal and well-being based 
perspective that the factors that may function as 
barriers to reporting need to be investigated. 
Three common factors that have been found to 
emerge in recent research and theoretical 
considerations are that of victims® Self-esteem, 

self-blame or feeling of guilt and perceived social 

stigma. While the influence of self-blame and 
social-stigma on reporting behavior has been 
studied in some detail, research has been 

somewhat lacking when it comes to Self-esteem. 
However, all three have been recognized as 
important indicators a victims decision to report 

The term Self-esteem comes from a 
Greek word meaning "reverence for self." The 
term ‘Self-esteem’ was coined by William James. 
Self-esteem is defined as the experience of being 
competent to cope with the basic challenges of 
life and being worthy of happiness (Nathaniel 
Branden, 1969). According to Branden, Self- 
esteem is the sum of self-confidence (a feeling of 
personal capacity) and self-respect (a feeling of 
personal worth). 

However, the construct of Self-esteem 

(or self-concept) dates back to William James, in 
the late 19th century, who, in his work Principles 
of Psychology, studied the splitting of our "global 
self* into "knower self' and "known self". 
According to James (1890), from this splitting, 
Self-esteem is born. James conducted studies of 
Self-esteem based on introspection. According to 
him, Self-esteem is an affective phenomenon. He 
saw Self-esteem as a dynamic process affected 
by successes and failures and thus open to 
enhancement, and investigated the connection 
between Self-esteem, values, success and 

competence. In 1963, Robert White developed a 
psychodynamic approach to the study of Self- 
esteem. Like James, White sees Self-esteem as a 

developmental phenomenon, but more so in that 
Self-esteem develops gradually being affected by 
and in turn effecting experience and behavior. 

Morris Rosenberg took a socio-cultural 
approach to the study of Self-esteem in 1965. 
According to him, Self-esteem is defined as “an 
attitude (either positive or negative) that we have 
about ourselves”. In this view, Self-esteem is a 

product of the influences of culture, society, 
family and interpersonal relationships 
(Rosenberg, 1979). The amount of Self-esteem 
an individual has in proportional to the degree to 
which they positively measure up to a core set of 
self values. Rosenberg links Self-esteem to 
anxiety and depression. This theory is based on



the analysis of data taken from large sample 
group of 5000 subjects. Feelings/beliefs about 
worthiness are central to this approach. Carl 
Rogers, the greatest exponent of humanistic 
psychology, postulated that his principles about 
unconditional positive regard and self-acceptance 
as the best way to improve Self-esteem. 

Self-esteem has been included as one of 
the four dimensions that comprise core self- 
evaluations, one's fundamental appraisal of 
oneself, along with locus of control, neuroticism, 

and self-efficacy. The concept of core self- 
evaluations was analysed by Judge, Locke, and 
Durham  (1997), several work outcomes, 
specifically, job satisfaction and job performance 
have been discovered to be predicted by it. Self- 
esteem may, in fact, be one of the most essential 

core self-evaluation dimensions because it is the 
overall value one feels about oneself as a person. 

Research has shown that experience of 
sexual assault can result in a decline in the 
victim’s Self-esteem. The trauma of sexual 
assault and the resultant victimization can 
produce feelings of being weak and unworthy 
(Coates and Winston, 1983) and totally helpless, 
powerless and out of control (Peterson and 
Seligman, 1983). It follows that lowered Self- 
esteem might result from feelings of helplessness 
and loss of control (Murphy et al, 1988). 

Murphy et al (1988) conducted a 
longitudinal research wherein they studied Self- 
esteem in a group of 204 rape victims. They were 
administered the Self-Report Inventory which 
assesses Self-esteem as one of the components 
and also administered different self-report tests 
over different time intervals (1 month, 3 months, 

6 months, 1 year, 18 months, 2 years). Data 
analyses using t tests and ANOVA over the 7 
time intervals indicated that a rape experience 
has a significant impact on a victim’s Self- 
esteem. In addition, a clear time course was also 

found-in the first weeks after the assault, victims 

have lower Self-esteem as compared to non- 
victims. Most of these differences decrease over 
time so that there appear to be few differences 
between and non-victims after 1 year. 
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Sexual assault can typically lead to the 
violation of safety, belongingness and esteem 
needs. Therefore, it is possible that the 
individual’s Self-esteem is diminished. Since 
social conditions provide support and opportunity 
to fulfill basic needs, it is possible that the social 
stigma and blame directed towards the victim 
may impede his/her Self-esteem. 

An integration of Terror Management 
Theory and Attachment Theory hypothesizes that 
Self-esteem develops as a child realizes that 
anxiety reduces as its needs are met by the 
caregiver, resulting in the evolution of their 
‘worldview’ and the inextricable correlation 
between Self-esteem and good relationships 
(Mikulincer, Florian, & Hirschberger, 2003). 
When Self-esteem is weak, this underlying 
anxiety can instigate defensive behavior to 
threats in contingent domains. Thus, a sexual 
assault victim is likely to experience poor Self- 
esteem due to the decline in the quality of social 
relations often experienced as a result of stigma, 
self-blame and blame assigned by society to the 
victim as a consequence of sexual assault. Also, 
after the occurrence of assault, positive regard is 
hardly ever experienced by the victim. The 
victim’s notions of self-worth are also affected as 
a consequence of sexual assault which may result 
in a decline in Self-esteem 

There has been surprisingly little 
research focusing on the impact of sexual assault 
on Self-esteem of victims. However, there have 

been a few studies that compare victims to 
matched samples of non-victims and find 
substantial negative effects of rape on various 
aspects of women’s lives, including work life, 
family life, Self-esteem, sexual functioning, and 

romantic relationships (Campbell & Soeken, 
1999; Resick, 1981). 

Katz (1991) studied victims of rape who were 
referred by rape crisis centers or who responded 
to an advertisement for participants. Women 
raped by non-strangers blamed themselves more, 
had lower self-concepts and had higher levels of 
psychological distress. It has also been found that 
women who were date raped displayed lower
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levels of sexual and other Self-esteem (Shapiro & 
Shwartz, 1997). 

There could be many causes to this 
decline in Self-esteem and self-concept. Damage 
to a woman’s reputation may also serve as input 
to recalibrate victims’® self-perceptions of 
attractiveness and mate value (Perilloux et al, 
2011). Another could be the lack of control and 
helplessness experienced by victims during the 
incident and afterwards. Still further, feeling of 
self-blame and feeling stupid or having made bad 
choices and even social stigma could lead to a 
decline in Self-esteem. 

Thus, it has been found that victims’ 

Self-esteem tends to decline after experiencing 
sexual assault. This decline in Self-esteem has 
been shown to be linked to underreporting of 
assault (Amir, 1971; Williams, 1984). Thus, it is 

possible to infer that Self-esteem tends to 
influence reporting behavior of victims. A victim 
with low Self-esteem would likely possess less 
confidence and thus, would be less likely to 
report. At the same time, there might be feelings 
of low self-worth leading to victims not reporting 
since they don’t see themselves as ‘worth it” or 
don’t think there is much point in pursuing this. 
All of this could contribute to underreporting. 

While specific theories  postulate 
different origins of the process of decline in Self- 
esteem in victims, there is an understanding that 
this decline regardless of its origin does have a 
1ole to play in underreporting of sexual assault. 

However, much more research is 

required to establish the exact role and the extent 
of the role played by the victim’s Self-esteem in 
the reporting of assault. 
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