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Public perceptions of victims of sexual assault are an important area of research. Christie (1972) identifies that not all victims are treated with the same level of sympathy following a crime. Victimhood can be socially constructed, with public perceptions influenced by whether victims conform to socially accepted images and characteristics of an ‘ideal’ or ‘worthy’ victim. Within the context of sexual assault, gender may play a significant role in shaping these perceptions. Some factors which gender may influence in perceptions of victims include sympathy, credibility and public support. Whilst existing literature has extensively explored the behaviour and characteristics of offenders, there is a need to investigate how public attitudes can impact victims of sexual assault. It is particularly important to highlight how these attitudes may differ depending on the gender of the victim.

Victim blaming and stigmatisation can have large consequences for victims of sexual assault. Negative public attitudes may influence how victims perceive their experiences, whether they choose to report an offence and the report they receive following. The independent Office for Police Conduct (2024) highlights the potential harm which are caused by opinions that blame and place responsibility on victims. It emphasises how harmful this can be for victims attempting to recover from traumatic experiences. Researching the factors that contribute to victim blaming is therefore significant when considering the wider experiences of sexual assault vicitms and what obstacles they face which can lead to a prevention in reporting.
 
Gender is a contributing factor which society indoctrinates specific ideals and stereotypes that femininity can be perceived as vulnerability but conversely strength is associated with masculinity (University of Portsmouth, 2024). Due to the stigma associated with their capacity to act accordingly to the typical stereotype of being ‘dominant’, male victims of sexual assault may receive less public support which could discourage them and increase the number of unreported crimes. This is evident in studies as approximately 96% of sexual offences towards males go unreported according to a 2015 survey (BBC, 2018). 

Additionally, in order to prevent causing further harm to victims, it is crucial to explore why specific crime types, such as sexual assault, can elicit a negative public response and how this should be addressed. Victims of domestic abuse and sexual violence often face criticism from the public due to societal misconceptions which results in victim blaming (Crown Prosecution Service, 2022). Victim blaming attitudes appear to be a major ongoing area of concern within sexual assault cases and this topic should be highlighted to raise awareness to how negative public perceptions can deeply affect victims and how they cope with traumatic events. 

Overall, it is hoped that this dissertation will aid in identifying reasons why some victims of sexual assault may receive public support while others are shamed. Hopefully by focusing on the characteristic of gender, this research may provide some valuable findings which can raise awareness to how society treats victims and challenge damaging gender stereotypes to promote victim support. 



	SUMMARY OF RESEARCH AIM & OBJECTIVES: 

 Research aim: To explore how victims of sexual assault are perceived by the public and to identify how these perceptions vary according to the gender of the victim.

Objective 1: To study the leading public stereotypes and assumptions about victims of sexual assault by implementing theoretical context such as victim blaming theory.

Objective 2: To analyse how and why gender has such an impact on shaping public perceptions, distinguishing what gender is more likely to gain sympathy and which is associated with victim blaming.

Objective 3: To review reporting statistics to prove and acknowledge how stigmatisation can prevent victims of sexual assault from coming forward.


	THEORETICAL CONTEXT:
Whilst public perceptions of offenders is an area of research which has been explored in depth, it is difficult to overlook the role that they play on the victims of crime. Christie (1972) theory of the ‘ideal victim’ emphasises how different factors can contribute to how a victim is viewed. Many victims are blamed, disregarded and labels, whereas others are accepted because they conform to a socially constructed idea of what a victim should be. In contrast, Heider (1958) focuses on wider, structural forces such as inequality, discrimination and offending behaviour which may lead to someone being a victim of crime rather than simply their own misfortune. Attribution theory therefore provides key insight into deeper rooted issues which lead to an individual becoming a victim of crime which can give a valuable explanation on how victims are treated (Purdy, 2021). The differences between these concepts contribute to a broader understanding of how the public views victim’s whilst highlighting how systematic problems enable crime to occur, an issue which is often ignored by the public.

The media is an important contribution to consider when researching public perceptions of victims of sexual assault, and many cases portray male and female victims in a different light. Feminist writers such as De Beauvoir (1949) argues that women are socially constructed as the “other”, meaning that they are judged against male norms. This may impact how the public respond to female victims, especially in societies where women are expected to comply with different behaviours (Purdy, 2021). This is reflected within UK government policy which recognises misogynistic attitudes contribute to violence against women and girls (Home Office, 2016). 

While research implies there is a large difference in how male and female victims of sexual assault are perceived and treated by the public, it could be argued that there are also similarities shared. For example, many female victims of sexual assault may encounter scepticism from the public as they typically get blamed and can be seen to have low credibility in cases where alcohol was involved; this is known as rape myths and can pose as a threat when reporting a case of sexual assault (Lorenz and Ullman, 2016). Male victims of sexual assault may similarly face similar disbeliefs when detailing their event as society stereotypes vulnerability as a feminine trait, making male victims of crime embarrassed or scared to speak up and report a sexual assault (Thomas and Kopel, 2023). 

Existing research focuses on the offenders rather than the victims of sexual assault and how gender can differ public perceptions. It would be helpful to research the differences and comparisons that male and female victims of sexual assault experience and how public perception has an influence on the outlook and perpetration of victims. 
 

	SUMMARY OF RESEARCH –SURVEY METHOD: 
Using an online questionnaire would be the main survey technique as it provides the opportunity to collect both qualitative and quantitative data, a mixed method approach to capture different aspects of public opinion on the topic. The questionnaire will incorporate both open and closed questions to obtain this data. Closed questions will allow for the collection and numerical analysis of the participants responses, which will simplify the comparison and evaluation of data trends. Open-ended questions will enable participants to answer in more detail, expressing their personal opinions which is useful to understand why individuals feel a certain way. As the questionnaire will be online it would enable access to a wider sample size. This would be beneficial in comparison to techniques such as interviews because an online questionnaire is more accessible and can be taken from any place at any time, increasing the likelihood of receiving more responses. When discussing sensitive topics such as crime and victimisation, individuals may be less inclined to give truthful or in-depth 
responses. Therefore, by making the questionnaire anonymous, participants may be more likely to answer questions honestly which makes collecting responses more efficient than in a focus group where individuals may feel pressured by their peers to give specific answers. The questionnaire would be distributed through university and social media in order to collect opinions from members of the public. This survey method will provide quantifiable insight into how the public perceive victims of crime, allowing for comparisons of opinions regarding the ways in which both characteristics and crime types may impact these attitudes.

 


	SUMMARY OF SAMPLING FRAMEWORK: 
Adults who are 18 years old and above will constitute as the target sample in this research.
The survey will include sensitive subjects such as crime and victimisation, so it is therefore important that the age range in this collection of research is appropriate. The survey would be sent via social media platforms as well as university email to gain a variety of responses. This sample type is beneficial since it is convenient to distribute the questionnaire via these platforms. Additionally, this sample is appropriate because the question aims to investigate public perceptions rather than professional opinions.
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