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ABSTRACT

The aim of this study is to examine the effects of localizing the instruments and procedures used to monitor women's
sexual victimization on the quality of data collected in a culturally and religiously conservative society such as Iran.
This experimental research involved administering two standardized questionnaires—translated from international
sources and culturally localized—to two groups of women from a university in the city of Rasht. Each group
consisted of 50 participants, matched based on demographic characteristics. The analysis revealed that the
localized version, through the use of terminology aligned with local norms and beliefs, the omission of sensitive or
ambiguous concepts, and adherence to the community's value frameworks, sometimes led to increased disclosure
of victimization experiences. In addition, qualitative interviews with victimized women highlighted the role of factors
such as modesty, self-censorship, fear of judgment, and concern for family honor in shaping how participants
responded to the questions. This article demonstrates that localizing assessment tools is not only a methodological
necessity but also a cultural prerequisite for generating valid data on sexual victimization in societies like Iran, where
internationally developed victimization monitoring surveys are typically based on frameworks from leading,
predominantly Western, countries.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Sexual victimization remains one of the most

underreported and methodologically
challenging domains in criminological and
socio-legal research, particularly in culturally
conservative societies like Iran. This study
investigates the impact of localizing
victimization monitoring tools on the accuracy
and honesty of data collection among female
university students in Rasht, Iran. Using a
quasi-experimental design, the researchers
administered two types of questionnaires to
two demographically matched groups of 50
women each—one group received a direct
translation of an internationally standardized
instrument, while the other received a
culturally localized version. Localization
adjustments included altering linguistic
phrasing, eliminating legally or socially
sensitive items, and modifying interviewer
appearance and demeanor. The aim was to
determine whether such changes would affect
the level of disclosure of sexual victimization
experiences. The findings suggest that the
localized questionnaire produced slightly
higher rates of disclosure (86% vs. 78%), but
this difference was not statistically significant
in the overall measure of unwanted sexual
activity (x2 = 0.61, p = 0.435). However,
significant differences were found in specific
victimization subcategories, including reports
of unwanted touching (72% vs. 56%, X2 = 5.10,
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p = 0.024), hearing sexually explicit language
(72% vs. 48%, x2 = 10.07, p = 0.002), and
attempted rape (60% vs. 34%, X2 = 4.71, p =
0.030). These findings align with international
scholarship  indicating that standard
victimization tools, when applied without
cultural adaptation, may fail to elicit truthful
responses in non-Western societies (Drugs &
Crime, 2010; Van Dijk, 2007).

The theoretical foundation of this study draws
upon criminology, social psychology, and
comparative victimology. Prior work in the
Iranian context has highlighted the
discrepancy between official statistics and the
lived experiences of victims, especially in cases
involving sexual harassment or assault. Aram,
for example, demonstrated how
organizational culture in Iran's legal system
and social institutions influences the
underreporting of crimes such as public
harassment (Aram, 2014). Furthermore,
international surveys such as the International
Crime Victims Survey (ICVS) have shown that
respondents from Muslim-majority and
conservative societies often avoid disclosing
experiences related to sexual victimization due
to fear of judgment, stigma, and distrust of
authorities (Bakhtiari, 2015; Saleh-Nejad,
2017). The current study builds on this
foundation by operationalizing localization
through multiple dimensions: replacing
stigmatized or legally ambiguous terms (e.g.,



“partner” or “extramarital relationship”),
avoiding direct references to behaviors
criminalized under Islamic law, and tailoring
interviewer training and attire to align with the
participants' cultural backgrounds. The
hypothesis was that these adaptations would
not only reduce social desirability bias but also
increase participants’ psychological comfort,
ultimately enhancing both the quantity and
the quality of disclosures.

In the quantitative findings, several
differences between the two survey versions
were  identified. In the translated
questionnaire, 39 out of 50 women (78%)
reported having experienced at least one form
of unwanted sexual activity in their lifetime,
compared to 43 out of 50 women (86%) in the
localized version. While this 8-percentage-
point difference was not statistically
significant in aggregate, it was more
pronounced in specific categories. For
instance, in the translated version, 28 women
(56%) reported unwanted touching, whereas
the localized version recorded 40 such reports
(72%). Reports of hearing sexually explicit
language or unsolicited sharing of sexual
fantasies rose from 24 (48%) in the translated
version to 40 (72%) in the localized version.
The frequency of reported attempted rape
increased from 17 (34%) to 30 (60%) between
the two groups. These increases were
supported by statistically significant chi-
square values in the aforementioned
categories. Conversely, categories like full rape
(24% vs. 34%, X2 = 2.12, p = 0.145) and sexual
coercion (50% vs. 44%, x2 = 0.10, p = 0.757)
did not show significant differences, possibly
due to continued stigma or respondents’
difficulty distinguishing coercion from
consent in culturally charged scenarios.

The qualitative component of the study offered
additional insights into the psychological and
cultural mechanisms influencing disclosure.
Semi-structured interviews with a subset of
participants and justice professionals revealed

several recurrent themes. Many respondents
expressed reluctance to use explicit language,
especially in response to questions involving
anatomical  terminology @ or  graphic
descriptions. The localized version’s use of
softer, indirect language was frequently cited
as making participants feel "less judged" and
"more willing to answer." Moreover,
interviewers reported that women from more
religious or conservative backgrounds
responded more openly when the interviewer's
attire matched their expectations—e.g., chador
or hijab for more traditional participants. The
study also uncovered a  consistent
underreporting of victimization by relatives: in
both versions, the percentage of respondents
naming family members as perpetrators was
only 8% (translated) and 4% (localized),
despite international data suggesting that over
60% of sexual assaults involve known
individuals. These findings highlight the
persistent influence of collectivist values and
the concept of “family honor” in shaping
disclosure behavior, even in a culturally
adapted survey setting (Aram, 2014).

Other notable results emerged in participants'
explanations for why they did not report their
victimization to the police. Among those who
chose not to report, the leading reasons were
fear of being blamed by family (translated:
26%, localized: 24%), concern about
reputational damage (translated: 18%,
localized: 22%), and belief that the complaint
would not be taken seriously (translated: 20%,
localized: 16%). Interestingly, in the localized
version, there was also a slight increase in the
selection of reasons suggesting personal
resignation or normalization of the violence—
such as “I didn’t think it was important”
(localized: 4%)—which may reflect the
internalization  of  patriarchal norms.
Importantly, responses to the translated
version included a broader range of terms and
concepts unfamiliar to many participants,
such as “civil partner” or “separated,” which
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were revised or eliminated in the localized
version due to their legal ambiguity in the
Iranian context. Additionally, categories
related to “marital rape” or “rape by a partner”
were omitted in the localized version because
these are not criminalized under Iranian law.
These omissions were necessary for legal and
ethical compliance but may also have led to
underreporting in these specific categories.
One of the more innovative aspects of this
study was the adjustment of the interviewer
protocol. In the translated version, interviews
were conducted with minimal interpersonal
engagement and standardized attire. By
contrast, the localized approach involved
strategic alignment between interviewer and
respondent in terms of language, demeanor,
and clothing. Interviewers were trained to
match their level of formality and visible
religiosity to that of the respondent, a tactic
that significantly increased participation rates
and disclosure comfort. For example, in the
localized condition, the presence of similarly
dressed female interviewers resulted in visibly
lower levels of initial anxiety and higher
compliance with follow-up questions. These
interpersonal dynamics were crucial in
reducing defensive behavior and eliciting
more authentic responses. Another key
adaptation involved the delivery method:
whereas the translated version relied on paper
forms, the localized version encouraged oral
interviews in a semi-private setting, guided by
a trained female interviewer. This
modification recognized that for many
participants, the perceived anonymity of the
written word was insufficient to overcome
internalized shame and distrust.

In conclusion, this study illustrates the
transformative power of cultural localization
in increasing both the reliability and validity of
data on sexual victimization. By adapting
international tools to reflect the cultural,
religious, and legal context of Iran, the
researchers were able to foster a more open

dialogue around experiences of sexual harm,
though not without limitations. While
aggregate disclosure rates did not always reach
statistical significance, subcategory analysis
and qualitative findings point to clear benefits
of localization—particularly in areas involving
taboo language, interpersonal trust, and
cultural congruence. This research not only
validates existing international critiques of
universalized methodologies in sensitive
domains but also contributes a replicable
model for designing localized surveys that
prioritize ethical alignment and contextual
relevance. The study underscores that in
conservative societies, disclosure is not merely
a function of truth-telling but of safety,
identity, and moral resonance.

References

Aram, E. (2014). Examining Statistical Deficiencies
in the Crime Reporting System for Sexual
Offenses in Iran [Master's thesis, Allameh
Tabataba'i University].

Bakhtiari, S. (2015). Criminology of Hidden
Victimization Among Women: A Reflection on
the Culture of Shame and Silence. Women and
Society Quarterly, 3(2), 93-115.

Drugs, U. N. O. o., & Crime. (2010). Manual on
Victimization Surveys.

Saleh-Nejad, N. (2017). Cultural Challenges in
Reporting Sexual Violence in Iran. Journal of
Social Welfare, 17(2), 105-124.

Van Dijk, J. (2007). The World of Crime: Breaking
the Silence on Problems of Security, Justice and
Development  Across the World. Sage
Publications.

https://doi.org/10.4135/9781483329789


https://doi.org/10.4135/9781483329789

