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Despite commonly held assumptions to the contrary, and based
upon the reports of both rape survivors and rape perpetrators,
a victim’s active resistance to a sexual assault is her best option
for avoiding the completion of an attempted rape. The power of
a woman’s resistance has been the rationale for the formation of
self-defense trainings, including the approach described in this
article — empowerment self-defense (ESD). The authors em-
phasize the promise of these types of training programs, offers
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encouraging findings regarding their efficacy in helping women
guard against completed sexual assaults.

INTRODUCTION

What constitutes “resistance” to an unwanted sexual advance (Schullhofer,
1998), and whether women can effectively resist against a perpetrator of sex-
ual assault (Ullman, 1997; Ullman, 2007; Dardis et al., 2018) have been the
subject of considerable discussion, debate, and focused research over the past
40 years. Despite lengthy debate on the topic, the findings from numerous
studies suggest that most women use some form of resistance in response to
rape (Clay-Warner, 2002; Fisher et al., 2007, O’Neal & Kaiser, 2015; Tark &
Kleck, 2004), and engaging in resistance is associated with a greater likeli-
hood of rape avoidance (Tark & Kleck, 2014). For example, in a study of
274 women experiencing rape or attempted rape, Ullman and Knight (1992)
found that 22% of victims used physical force to resist their assault, whereas
49% of these women pushed away or fled from the perpetrator. Further, when
victims use physical force to resist violence, rapes are 14 times more likely
to be non-completed when compared to situations where the victim did not
resist (Leclerc et al., 2022). These findings are also consistent with research
among perpetrators of harm examining the role of resistance in the outcomes
of unwanted sexual advances. For example, Orchowski and her colleagues’
(2022) evaluation of college men found that unwanted sexual contact that was
initiated by a man was stopped 98% of the time because of a discussion of
limits, non-verbal cues, verbal resistance, and physical resistance. Similarly,
results from a study conducted among 140 criminal sex offenders found that
perpetrators rated victim use of self-protective behaviors as the most effective
strategy to prevent rape (Chiu et al., 2021).

Active practice of verbal and physical resistance skills are not widely
implemented and continue to receive criticism often due to unfounded con-
cerns that fighting back could result in the escalation of aggression or result
in injury for the potential victim (see Dardis et al., 2018; Ullman, 2022).
Whereas the core element unifying self-defense programs broadly centers on
providing individuals with individualized tools and strategies to reduce their
own personal risk for responding to unwanted advances, broader theoretical
underpinnings and specific strategies provided within self-defense programs
vary (Gidycz, 2018). Empowerment self-defense (ESD) is a specific type of
self-defense training that focuses on empowering those who might be a poten-
tial target of harm, rather than restricting their actions (Thompson, 2014). ESD
programs commonly teach participants how to be aware of potential risks in
their environment, strategies for assertive verbal communication, and a vari-
ety of easy-to-learn physical resistance strategies. Hollander (2018) outlines
seven fundamental elements of ESD training programs, which include draw-
ing from an evidence base, being comprehensive in nature, communicating
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to participants that perpetrators are responsible for their actions, transforming
participants’ understanding of their own bodies, placing violence in a social
context, advocating for social change, and empowering rather than restricting
participants lives. Notably, several sexual assault risk-reduction and resistance
education programs that include empowerment self-defense demonstrate
reductions in rates of victimization among participants after program comple-
tion (Orchowski et al., 2008; Senn et al., 2018).

Nicole Snell, the CEO of Girls Fight Back, is advancing efforts to spread
the word about the importance of teaching personal safety, self-defense, and
resistance to women, girls, and vulnerable populations of all gender identities.
Girls Fight Back was founded in 2001 by Erin Weed, in honor of her friend
Shannon McNamara who was murdered in her off-campus apartment near the
campus of Eastern Illinois University. In addition to its signature 75-minute
Girls Fight Back seminar, the organization offers several workshops and train-
ing programs, including “Students Fight Back™ for youth and students of all
genders, “Yes, I am Hiking Solo” to foster empowerment in outdoor activi-
ties, “Safety, Assertiveness, Violence Prevention, Empowerment” (SAVE)
to enhance personal safety in the workplace, and “Boundaries for Personal
Empowerment” to foster confidence in assertive interpersonal and organiza-
tional communication. Components of the Girls Fight Back program include
providing basic physical self-defense skills, increasing situational awareness,
boundary setting, interpersonal effectiveness, and assertiveness skill develop-
ment, trusting one’s intuition, how to support survivors, and bystander inter-
vention training to prevent victimization among others.

Continued evaluation of empowerment self-defense programs prevention
is essential for better establishing this approach as a component of sexual
assault prevention efforts. Whereas data on whether the program is associ-
ated with decreases in sexual assault following participation is not yet avail-
able, post-program surveys from 285 participants collected between 2019 and
2022 highlight the acceptability and utility of the program. Specifically, data
suggest that 94.3% of participants rate program facilitators and presenters
as excellent, and 98.6% of participants indicate they are likely or extremely
likely to recommend the program to friends. Further, most participants char-
acterized the program as engaging (97.0%), useful (97.9%), and applicable
(81.4%) to their everyday lives. Feedback also provided evidence that most
participants (66.9%) reported that they were motivated to attend another
self-defense program in the future. Qualitative feedback also indicated that
the program was seen as transformative and empowerment. One participant
noted, “I now feel in charge of my own safety.” Similarly, another partici-
pant noted that as a result of the program, they learned “clear, easy tools for
boundary setting and being assertive.” Another participant noted: “I thought
it was really awesome that the speaker made sure to clarify that teaching self-
defense doesn’t equal victim blaming, and that the criminal is the one respon-
sible for the crime.” More recent efforts to continue evaluating Girls Fight
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Back are currently underway. In fact, among 191 participants who attended
a prevention program from the Girls Fight Back training catalog between the
dates of March 2023 and July 2023, 99.0% of attendees (n = 189) indicated
that the training was valuable. While these data collectively emphasize that
nearly all attendees overwhelmingly agree that this specific empowerment
self-defense program is acceptable, future efforts to evaluate the effectiveness
of this program at reducing rates of sexual assault is warranted.

As rates of sexual assault remain high, efforts to evaluate preven-
tion approaches are vital. Given growing research highlighting the effec-
tiveness of empowerment self-defense training programs, we agree with
McCaughey and Cermele (2017) as well as other authors who have argued
that empowerment self-defense should be widely disseminated. Given
that perpetrators remain 100% responsible for their behavior, these efforts
should be implemented in tandem with efforts to address risk for engaging
in sexual aggression, as well as efforts to engage all members of a commu-
nity in acting to address risks for harm (Orchowski et al., 2020).

References

Chiu, Y.N., Leclerc, B., Reynald, D.M. & Wortley, R. (2021). Situational crime prevention in
sexual offenses against women: Offenders tell us what works and what doesn’t. Interna-
tional J. of Offender Therapy and Comp. Crim., 65(9), 1055-1076.

Clay-Warner, J. (2002). Avoiding rape: The effects of protective actions and situational factors
on rape outcome. Violence and Victims, 17(6), 691-705.

Dardis, C.M., Ullman, S.E. & Brecklin, L.R. (2018). “It’s Worth the Fight!”’: Women Resisting
Rape. In L.M. Orchowski & C.A. Gidycz (Eds.), Sexual assault risk reduction and resis-
tance (pp. 111-133). Amsterdam, Netherlands: Elsevier Academic Press.

Fisher, B.S., Daigle, L.E., Cullen, ET., & Santana, S.A. (2007). Assessing the efficacy of the
protective action—completion nexus for sexual victimizations. Violence and Victims, 22(1),
18-42.

Gidycz, C.A. (2018). Sexual assault risk reduction: Current state and historical underpinnings.
In L.M. Orchowski & C.A. Gidycz (Eds.), Sexual assault risk reduction and resistance
(pp- 3—14). Amsterdam, Netherlands: Elsevier Academic Press.

Hollander, J.A. (2018). Empowerment self-defense. In L.M. Orchowski & C.A. Gidycz (Eds.),
Sexual assault risk reduction and resistance (pp. 221-244). Amsterdam, Netherlands: Else-
vier Academic Press.

Leclerc, B., Reynald, D., Wortley, R., Cook, A. & Cale, J. (2022). An examination of noncom-
pleted sexual offences, offenders’ perceptions of risks and difficulties and related situational
factors. J. of Research in Crime and Delinquency, 59(6), 791-819.

McCaughey, M. & Cermele, J. (2017). Changing the hidden curriculum of campus rape pre-
vention and education: Women'’s self-defense as a key protective factor for a public health
model of prevention. Trauma, Violence, & Abuse, 18(3), 287-302.

O’Neal, E.N., & Kaiser, K.A. (2015). Resistance Strategies and Sexual Assault Outcomes:
Do Measurements Decisions Influence Empirical Findings? Crim., Crim. Just., L. & Soc’y,
16, 56-73.

Orchowski, L.M., Gidycz, C.A. & Raffle, H. (2008). Evaluation of a sexual assault risk reduc-
tion and self-defense program: A prospective analysis of a revised protocol. Psychology of
Women Q., 32(2), 204-218.

Orchowski, L.M., Edwards, K.M., Hollander, J.A., Banyard, V.L., Senn, C.Y. & Gidycz, C.A.
(2020). Integrating sexual assault resistance, bystander, and men’s social norms strategies to
prevent sexual violence on college campuses: A call to action. Trauma, Violence, & Abuse,
21(4), 811-8217.



EvipENCE IN SupporT oF GIRLS FiGHT Back! 63

Orchowski, L.M., Oesterle, D.W. & Haikalis, M. (2022). What stops unwanted sexual and so-
cial advances made by heavy drinking college men? J. of Interpersonal Violence, 37(23-24),
NP22250-NP22272.

Schulhofer, SJ. (1998). Unwanted sex: The culture of intimidation and the failure of law
(Vol. 99). Cambridge, MA: Harv. U. Press.

Senn, C.Y., Hollander, J.A., & Gidycz, C.A. (2018). What works? Critical components of
effective sexual violence interventions for women on College and University Campuses.
In In L.M. Orchowski & C.A. Gidycz (Eds.), Sexual assault risk reduction and resistance
(pp- 245-289). Amsterdam, Netherlands: Elsevier Academic Press.

Tark, J. & Kleck, G. (2004). Resisting crime: The effects of victim action on the outcomes of
crimes. Criminology, 42(4), 861-910.

Tark, J. & Kleck, G. (2014). Resisting rape: The effects of victim self-protection on rape com-
pletion and injury. Violence Against Women, 20(3), 270-292.

Thompson M.E. (2014). Empowering self-defense training. Violence Against Women, 20(3),
351-359.

Ullman, S.E. (2022) Response to Basile’s (2022) Commentary on ‘“Rape Resistance: A Criti-
cal Piece of All Women’s Empowerment and Holistic Rape Prevention”. J. of Aggression,
Maltreatment & Trauma, 31(6), 828—834. Available at https://doi.org/10.1080/10926771.2
022.2104144.

Ullman, S.E. (1997). Attributions, world assumptions, and recovery from sexual assault. J. of
Child Sexual Abuse, 6(1), 1-19.

Ullman, S.E. (2007). A 10-year update of “review and critique of empirical studies of rape
avoidance”. Crim. Just. and Behav., 34(3), 411-429.

Ullman, S.E. & Knight, R.A. (1992). Fighting back: Women’s resistance to rape. J. of Inter-
personal Violence, 7(1), 31-43.



© @ Civic Research Institute

Authorized Electronic Copy

This electronic copy was prepared for and is authorized solely for the use of the
purchaser/subscriber. This material may not be photocopied, e-mailed, or otherwise reproduced
or distributed without permission, and any such reproduction or redistribution is a violation of
copyright law.

For permissions, contact the Copyright Clearance Center at
http://www.copyright.com/

You may also fax your request to 1-978-646-8700 or contact CCC with your permission request

via email at info@copyright.com. If you have any questions or concerns about this process you

can reach a customer relations representative at 1-978-646-2600 from the hours of 8:00 - 5:30
eastern time.




<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000500044004600206587686353ef901a8fc7684c976262535370673a548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200208fdb884c9ad88d2891cf62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef653ef5728684c9762537088686a5f548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200204e0a73725f979ad854c18cea7684521753706548679c300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b370c2a4d06cd0d10020d504b9b0d1300020bc0f0020ad50c815ae30c5d0c11c0020ace0d488c9c8b85c0020c778c1c4d560002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken voor kwaliteitsafdrukken op desktopprinters en proofers. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents for quality printing on desktop printers and proofers.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice




