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Abstract

Unwanted sexual experiences are common among university students in the United States and 

pose a substantial public health concern. Campus policies and programs to prevent unwanted 

sexual incidents in university settings require research on prevalence and risk correlates of both 

victimization and perpetration. This study determined the prevalence of unwanted sexual 

victimization and perpetration experiences among students, both before and after joining the 

university, and examined risk correlates for both unwanted sexual victimization and perpetration 

experiences. Data were collected from 3,977 full-time graduate and undergraduate students using 

an online survey in a large private university. The findings revealed nearly one in eight students 

surveyed were victimized by unwanted sexual incidents at the university. Risk correlates of 

victimization by unwanted sexual incidents included female gender, undergraduate student status, 

and victimization experiences prior to joining the university. Most (95.5%) sexual violence 

incidents occurred when the victim was incapacitated due to alcohol, substance, or asleep. An 

acquaintance, peer, or colleague was the most frequently reported perpetrator. Risk correlates of 

perpetration included male gender, undergraduate student status, and perpetration of unwanted 

sexual activities before joining the university. Perpetrators most frequently reported perpetration of 

unwanted sexual behaviors against a current or former intimate partner or a stranger. The findings 

highlight the importance of enhanced efforts to reduce prevalence of unwanted sexual incidents, 

particularly among students most at risk for victimization and perpetration.
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High-profile media cases have drawn attention to the high prevalence of unwanted and 

nonconsensual sexual behaviors on college campuses in the United States. Over the past 

many decades, national sexual misconduct surveys have consistently reported pervasive 
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unwanted sexual experiences among female college students (e.g., Cantor et al., 2015; 

Fisher, Cullen, & Turner, 2000; Kilpatrick, Resnick, Ruggiero, Conoscenti, & McCauley, 

2007; Koss, Gidyez, & Wisniewski, 1987), and national data illustrated that among U.S. 

adults experiencing sexual violence, the assault often occurred during college ages (18–24 

years; Black et al., 2011). In one of the only nationally representative studies of sexual 

victimization on college campuses (Koss et al., 1987), nearly 54% of women self-reported 

experiencing sexual victimization, 28% reported experiencing sexual violence (i.e., rape or 

attempted rape), 25.1% of men reported acts of sexual aggression, and 7.7% reported 

committing rape or attempted rape (Koss et al., 1987). In a more recent Association of 

American Universities (AAU) nonrepresentative survey of students at 27 U.S. universities, 

11.7% of students reported experiencing unwanted sexual behaviors by physical force or 

incapacitation since entering college and nearly 10% experienced sexual violence, with 

female students reporting higher rates than males among both undergraduate and graduate 

students (Cantor et al., 2015). The lower rates in the AAU study compared with that of Koss 

and colleagues (1987), potentially reflect increased awareness of the issue over time, or 

meaningful decreases in the prevalence of sexual violence. Other studies show an estimated 

25% to 30% of college men acknowledge engaging in some form of sexual assault since age 

14, an estimate that has been remarkably consistent over time (Koss et al., 1987; White et 

al., 2015; Zinzow & Thompson, 2015).

Sexual harassment, another form of sexual misconduct, includes inappropriate comments 

about a person’s body, appearance, or sexual behavior; sexual remarks; or insulting or 

offensive jokes. Recent data show that sexual harassment is also widespread on college 

campuses: 23% in the University of Michigan (2015) survey and 48% in the AAU survey 

(Cantor et al., 2015) In the AAU study, on average, 47.7% of students indicated sexual 

harassment victimization, with more than half of female undergraduates (61.9%) reporting 

sexual harassment. In a University of Oregon survey (2015; Freyd, 2015), sexual harassment 

was pervasive when perpetrated by fellow students (58% of female graduate students, 68% 

of female undergraduate), and faculty/staff (28% undergraduates to 38% graduate of female 

respondents) (Freyd, 2015).

Research Gap and Purpose of the Study

Although methodological differences make comparison of data across studies challenging, 

data consistently document prevalent sexual victimization among university students, 

particularly undergraduate females (Fisher et al., 2000; Krebs, Lindquist, Warner, Fisher, & 

Martin, 2007). Where perpetration is examined, data continue to show higher rates of sexual 

aggression among male than female college students. Within this work, few studies have 

used multivariate analysis or differentiated risk factors for victimization and perpetration 

between genders and level of education. Victim-perpetrator relationships are not always 

specified, despite other types of evidence that most sexual assaults are committed by 

someone known to the victim, often dating partners (Wegner, Pierce, & Abbey, 2014; White 

House Council on Women and Girls and the Office of (Abbey, McAuslan, Zawacki, Clinton, 

& Buck, 2001). Furthermore, the range of unwanted sexual experiences studied remains 

limited and has only recently begun to include sexual harassment. Finally, although 

experiences of sexual violence prior to university enrollment may be key risk factors, little 
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research to date has explored this source of risk. Information on prevalence and risk 

correlates is critical for developing evidence-based policies and programs to prevent and 

respond to unwanted sexual incidents in universities.

To inform this evidence base, we (a) determine the prevalence of unwanted sexual 

victimization and perpetration experiences among students at one university, both before and 

since enrollment; and (b) examine risk correlates for unwanted sexual victimization and 

perpetration experiences. We define “unwanted and nonconsensual sexual behaviors” 

broadly to include sexual harassment, unwanted sexual contact (e.g., touching), and sexual 

violence (i.e., attempted or completed forced penetration).

Method

This cross-sectional study used data collected anonymously from 3,977 full-time graduate 

and undergraduate students in a large private university. The survey was administered using 

Qualtrics online software, following informed consent. Participants were recruited via email 

sent to 12,773 full-time students; and 5,091 students responded, consented, and started the 

survey; Figure 1. Out of these, 3,977 completed the survey, for an overall response rate of 

31% (3,977/12,773). Students who completed the survey were entered in a raffle for a 

chance to win US$50, US$25, and US$10 prizes. All procedures were reviewed and 

approved by Johns Hopkins University School of Medicine Insititutional Review Board 

(IRB). Students who participated in the survey were provided with a list of resources 

including sexual assault hotline in accordance with the ethical guidelines.

Measures

Outcome measures

Victimization by unwanted sexual activities: Victimization by unwanted sexual activities 

was measured through self-reported experiences of (a) unwanted sexual contact, (b) sexual 

violence, and (c) sexual harassment.

a. Unwanted sexual contact: Unwanted sexual contact included unwanted touching 

(i.e., someone fondled, kissed, or rubbed up against the private areas of body or 

removed some clothes without consent).

b. Sexual violence: Sexual violence included actual or attempted oral, anal, or 

vaginal penetration by use of force or a weapon, or threat to physically harm the 

respondent or someone close, or when the victim could not consent because of 

intoxication (alcohol or drugs) or being asleep.

The five items that measured unwanted sexual contact and sexual violence were adapted 

from behaviorally specific questions in the Sexual Experiences-Short Form Victimization 

(SES-SFV; 10 items; Koss et al., 2006b). The items asked about both before and during 

university experiences. Response options included “yes once,” “more than once,” “no,” and 

“unsure.”

c Sexual harassment: Sexual harassment was measured using one item that asked 

students if they ever experienced sexual harassment at the university, and seven 
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behaviorally specific harassment items (e.g., said crude sexual things or tried to 

talk about sexual matters when the respondent didn’t want to; emailed, texted, or 

instant messaged offensive jokes).

Perpetration of unwanted sexual activities: This variable included self-reported (a) 

perpetration of unwanted sexual contact and (b) sexual violence. The five items were 

adapted from the Sexual Experiences–Short Form Perpetration (SES-SFP; 10 items; Koss et 

al., 2006a). The SES-SFP assesses frequency of engagement in sexually aggressive acts such 

as unwanted sexual contact, attempted sexual violence, and sexual violence since first 

attending the university. Definitions were consistent with those used for victimization. The 

questions were also asked referring to having engaged in experiences prior and after 

university enrollment as in the victimization items above.

Independent variables: Additional factors assessed included demographic characteristics 

(gender, student status [graduate vs. undergraduate], country of birth, and race/ethnicity). 

Those reporting victimizations and/or perpetration were asked to characterize the incident 

(relationship with the perpetrator/victim and location of the incident). Relationship with the 

perpetrator/victim categories were no prior relationship, acquaintance, peer or colleague, 

friend, former dating/sexual partner or spouse, professor. Location of incidents of 

victimization and/or perpetration included residential buildings on campus, nonresidential 

buildings on campus, off-campus places, incidents that occurred at another college/

university, and other areas.

Statistical Analysis

Descriptive statistics were calculated for participants’ characteristics and also for 

victimization and perpetration variables overall, and by student status, gender, or in their 

combination. Association between two categorical variables was assessed using either a Chi-

square test or a Fisher’s exact test as appropriate. We analyzed data by students’ education 

status (graduate vs. undergraduate), and by gender (male vs. female) within students’ 

educational status. Bivariate and multivariate logistic regression models examined the 

association of individual characteristics with victimization and perpetration outcomes. As 

appropriate, some categories of an independent variable with very small frequencies were 

combined to improve reliability of estimates and their standard errors. We used backward 

elimination regression method for multivariate models with risk factors that were significant 

at ≤.10 in univariate analysis. The following outcomes were analyzed: (a) victimization: 

unwanted sexual contact, sexual violence with different tactics, and sexual harassment; and 

(b) perpetration: unwanted sexual contact perpetration and sexual violence perpetration, 

regardless of tactic. Although all participants are included in describing participants’ 

characteristics and other descriptive statistics, gender minority participants were not 

included in inferential statistical analysis (logistic regression modeling) due to small cell 

sizes resulting in unreliable estimates. We also combined American Indian or Alaskan 

Native, Native Hawaiian, Guamanian or Chamarro, Samoan and Other Pacific Islander 

students into the “Non-Hispanic Other” category due to small cell sizes. All statistical tests 

were two-sided and used alpha 0.05 for significance. Associations between victimization 

type and victim characteristics such as location of incident and perpetrator relationship were 
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also explored among victims, using Chi-square test or Fisher’s exact test due to small 

number of events per cell. Similar methods were used for perpetrator characteristics. The 

Qualtrics raw data were exported in SPSS format, and SAS 9.4 was used for all the data 

management and statistical analyses.

Results

Sample Characteristics

The sample consisted of 3,977 respondents, including 38.5% (n = 1,527) males, 60.7% (n = 

2,404) females, and less than 1% (0.8%, n = 32) students from alternate gender identities, 

with missing data for gender on nine respondents, for student status on seven respondents 

and for both student status and gender on 14 respondents (Table 1). More than half of the 

respondents were graduate students (approximately 53%, n = 2,084). Most students 

identified as non-Hispanic Whites or Caucasians (51.8%, n = 2,052) followed by Asians 

(25.6%, n = 1,104). Slightly more than a quarter of the participants were foreign-born 

(26.7%, n = 1057) χ2(1, N = 3954) = 149.61.

Unwanted sexual contact (excluding sexual violence) victimization before joining the 

university was reported by 12.7% (n = 504). Sexual violence victimization before joining the 

university was reported by 8% (n = 317), including that while intoxicated or asleep (6.6%, n 
= 261), sexual violence by force or weapon (2.1%, n = 84), and by threat of physical harm 

(1.1%, n = 45). Victimization prior to university was more prevalent among females as 

compared with males, among both undergraduates and graduates students.

Univariate/Bivariate Results

Prevalence and characteristics of unwanted sexual victimization experiences
—Among 3,977 total students who completed the survey (with n = 3,963 for self-report on 

gender and student status), 7.5% (n = 300) of students reported experiencing unwanted 

sexual contact using a verbal tactic (telling lies, verbally pressuring, catching off guard, etc.), 

without sexual violence, while at the university. Sexual violence (with or without unwanted 

sexual contact via verbal tactics) since joining the university was reported by 5% (n = 199), 

including those while intoxicated or asleep (4.8%, n = 190). About 9% participants (n = 365) 

reported experiencing sexual harassment. Victimization by unwanted sexual contact both 

before and after joining the university was reported by 2.1%, and sexual violence across 

both time periods was 1.2% (Table 2).

All forms of victimization were more prevalent among undergraduates relative to graduate 

students, including unwanted sexual contact via verbal tactics since university enrollment 

(11.9%, n = 223 among undergraduates relative to 3.6%, n = 76 among graduate students, p 
< .0001). Overall, sexual violence victimization was higher among undergraduate than 

graduate students—8.1%, n = 152 versus 2.3%, χ2(1, N = 3963) = 70.52, n = 47 p < .0001; 

as was sexual violence victimization while intoxicated—7.8%, n = 147 versus 2.1%, n = 43, 

χ2(1, N = 3963) = 71.82, p < .0001; and sexual harassment at the university—13.4%, n = 

251 versus 5.5%, n = 114, χ2(1, N = 3963) = 73.52, p < .0001.
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Victimization was also more prevalent among females relative to male students in most 

categories assessed. Among undergraduates, females were significantly more likely than 

males to report unwanted sexual contact since university enrollment (15.9% vs. 5.3%, p < .

0001). Sexual violence victimization since joining the university was more prevalent for 

women than men among both undergraduate—12.2%, n = 140 females versus 1.7%, n = 12 

males, χ2(1, N = 1861) = 64.60, p ≤ .0001—and graduate students—3.1%, n = 39 females 

versus 1.0%, n = 8 males, χ2(1, N = 2070) = 10.06, p < .0001. Females were significantly 

more likely than males to be victimized by sexual violence while intoxicated. Sexual 

harassment was also more prevalent for women than men among undergraduate—19.8%, n 
= 228 females versus 2.9%, n = 21 males, χ2(1, N = 1861) = 108.25, p < .0001—and 

graduate students—7.8%, n = 98 females versus 1.8%, n = 15 males, χ2(1, N = 2070) = 

34.10, p < .0001 (Table 2).

Characteristics of unwanted sexual incidents—Among the 499 students reporting 

any incident, sexual violence incidents predominantly occurred on campus (64.6%, n = 128), 

whereas unwanted sexual contact occurred approximately evenly on and off campus (51.7% 

and 48.3%, respectively). Sexual violence perpetrators were predominantly characterized as 

an acquaintance, peer, colleague, or friend (60.8%, n = 121) followed by a stranger (24.1%, 

n = 48), and current or former intimate partner (14.6%, n = 29; Fisher’s exact p < .001). 

Perpetrators of unwanted sexual contact were similarly acquaintances (44.4%, n = 128), 

strangers (43.7%, n = 126), and current or former partners (10.4%, n = 30; Table 3).

Prevalence and characteristics of perpetration of unwanted sexual activities—
Overall, 89 students reported perpetration of unwanted sexual activities at the university. Of 

the total sample 1.3% (n = 53) students reported perpetration of unwanted sexual contact, 

and 0.9% (n = 35) reported perpetration of sexual violence while at the university. Among 

undergraduates, males were more likely than females to report perpetration of unwanted 

sexual contact—3.4%, n = 24 males versus 1.0%, n = 11 females, χ2(1, N = 1861) = 13.88, 

p < .001—and overall sexual violence—2.1% males, n = 15 versus 0.7%, n = 8 females, 

χ2(1, N = 1861) = 7.16 p = .007. Undergraduate students were significantly more likely than 

graduate students to report perpetration of unwanted sexual contact—1.9%, n = 35 

undergraduate versus 0.9%, n = 18 graduate students, χ2(1, N = 3963) = 7.47, p = .006—

and overall sexual violence—1.3%, n = 24 undergraduates versus 0.6%, n = 12 graduate 

students, χ2(1, N = 3963) = 5.40, p = .020 (Table 2).

Among those who self-reported perpetration of unwanted sexual activities (Table 4), the 

most frequently reported victim of unwanted sexual contact (45.1%, n = 23) was a current or 

former partner, whereas the most frequently reported victim of sexual violence was a 

stranger (50.0%, n = 14; Fisher’s exact p = .005). Perpetration of both unwanted sexual 

contact and sexual violence occurred more frequently in off campus than on campus 

settings. Among those reporting perpetration, unwanted sexual contact perpetrators were 

more commonly U.S.-born (86.8% n = 46) relative to 69.4% (n = 25) of sexual violence—

χ2(1, N = 89) = 4.00, p = .045.

Nearly 2% (1.7%; n = 66) reported perpetration of either unwanted sexual contact (n = 40) 

or sexual violence (n = 26) before attending the university. Of 26 sexual violence 
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perpetrators before the university, 61.5% (n = 16) were males and 30.8% (n = 8) were 

females, with 7.7% (n = 2) of an alternate gender (Table 1). Among those who perpetrated 

sexual violence before joining the university (n = 26), 23.1% (n = 6) perpetrated sexual 

violence at the university. Among 40 students who self-reported perpetrating unwanted 

sexual contact prior to joining the university, 27.5% (n = 11) reported perpetrated unwanted 

sexual contact at the university (Table 2).

Logistic Regression Results

Factors associated with victimization

Unwanted sexual contact victimization: The final multivariate logistic regression model 

selected using backward elimination included gender, student status, birthplace, and 

previous incident of unwanted sexual contact (Table 5). After controlling for other 

covariates, factors associated with unwanted sexual contact included female gender 

(adjusted odds ratio [AOR] = 2.21, 95% confidence interval, [CI] = [1.63, 3.00]), 

undergraduate status (AOR = 4.04, 95% CI = [3.03, 5.38]), and past experiences of 

unwanted sexual contact (AOR = 3.36, 95% CI = [2.50, 4.52]); being foreign-born was 

protective (AOR = 0.69, 95% CI = [0.49, 0.96]).

Sexual violence victimization: The final model included gender, student status, race/

ethnicity, and experiences of sexual violence prior to joining the university. Factors 

associated with sexual violence victimization included female gender (AOR = 5.98, 95% CI 

= [3.59, 9.96]), undergraduate status (AOR = 4.47, 95% CI = [3.11, 6.42]), past experiences 

of sexual violence prior to the university (AOR = 3.64, 95% CI = [2.47, 5.38]). Relative to 

non-Hispanic white students, Asian race was protective (AOR = 0.55, 95% CI = [0.35, 

0.87]), and multiple races/ethnicities (AOR = 1.98, 95% CI = [1.15, 3.40]) and Hispanic 

(AOR = 1.63, 95% CI = [1.06, 2.50]) conferred risk.

Sexual harassment: The selected model for sexual harassment only included gender, 

student status, and race/ethnicity; experience of sexual harassment before joining the 

university was not available as a covariate. Factors associated with sexual harassment 

included female gender (AOR = 6.39, 95% CI = [4.47, 9.15]), and undergraduate status 

(AOR = 2.66, 95% CI = [2.09, 3.40]); Asian race conferred protection relative to White 

students (AOR = 0.52, 95% CI = [0.38, 0.71]).

Sexual violence victimization while intoxicated/asleep: The selected multivariate model 

included gender, student status, race/ethnicity, and previous incident of sexual violence 

while intoxicated. Sexual violence victimization while incapacitated was associated with 

female gender (AOR = 5.64, 95% CI = [3.38, 9.40]), undergraduate status (AOR = 4.86, 

95% CI = [3.33, 7.09]), and victimization prior to joining the university (AOR = 4.41, 95% 

CI = [2.91, 6.68]). Asian race was protective relative to White (AOR = 0.59, 95% CI = [0.37, 

0.93]; Table 5), while multiple races/ethnicities (AOR = 1.87, 95% CI = [1.06, 3.29]; Table 

5) and Hispanics were at higher risk (AOR = 1.66, 95% CI = [1.07, 2.58]; Table 5).

Factors associated with perpetration: Perpetration of unwanted sexual contact was 

associated with male gender (AOR = 2.32, 95% CI = [1.27, 4.25]), undergraduate status 
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(AOR = 2.52, 95% CI = [1.36, 4.68]), and unwanted sexual contact perpetration prior to the 

university (AOR = 30.71, 95% CI = [13.24, 71.24]; Table 6). Sexual violence perpetration 

was similarly associated with male gender (AOR = 2.59, 95% CI = [1.25, 5.36]), 

undergraduate status (AOR = 2.12, 95% CI = [1.01, 4.44]), and past perpetration (AOR = 

29.81, 95% CI = [10.02, 88.66]).

Discussion

Nearly one in eight students who completed the survey reported experiencing some type of 

unwanted sexual behavior at the university. Our prevalence of unwanted sexual contact only 

(11.9%) and sexual violence overall (8.1%) (0.8% by force or weapon and 7.8% while 

intoxicated/asleep; Table 2) among female undergraduates is lower than the AAU survey 

across 27 universities in which 23% of female undergraduate students experienced unwanted 

sexual contact or sexual violence by force or incapacitation (Cantor et al., 2015; Johns 

Hopkins University, 2016). We believe our prevalence more accurately reflects prevalence, 

at least at this university, as the measurement used sexual assault measures validated in 

existing general sexual assault research rather than created specifically for universities. In 

our survey, as in most studies on and off campus, females were significantly more likely 

than males to report experiences of sexual violence and sexual harassment (Cantor et al., 

2015; The University of Oregon survey, 2015). Our study, one of the few to include graduate 

students found undergraduate students significantly more likely than graduate students to 

report experiencing unwanted sexual contact and sexual harassment. Female undergraduate 

students were the most victimized group, with more than a quarter experiencing unwanted 

sexual contact using verbal pressure tactics or sexual violence using force or weapon, threat 

of physical harm, or taken advantage of when intoxicated or asleep. Most (96.4%) female 

undergraduate students who experienced sexual violence were victimized when they were 

incapacitated due to intoxication or sleep, rather than forced to have sex using physical force 

or a weapon, an important finding with implications for prevention of campus sexual assault 

programs and the depiction of the nature of most campus sexual assault. Research on 

university student samples, in general, has demonstrated similar risk factors associated with 

sexual victimization, that is female gender, alcohol use, undergraduate (vs. graduate) student 

status, and types of social events in which students engage (e.g., events involving use of 

alcohol; Abbey, 2002; Flack et al., 2008; Flack et al., 2007; Testa & Livingston, 2009; The 

University of Michigan, 2015).

Sexual violence incidents were significantly more likely than other types of violence 

incidents to have occurred on campus than off campus, with someone known (i.e., an 

acquaintance, peer, or colleague) being the most frequently reported perpetrator, again 

similar to most comparable studies (Abbey et al., 2001; Wegner et al., 2015). However, the 

14.6% of the students who were sexually victimized by a current or former intimate partner 

is an important segment not frequently reported or considered separately with different 

dynamics and different prevention strategies than those victimized by acquaintances or 

strangers. Living in close proximity and trust of the perpetrator, despite potentially being in 

danger, may play a role in greater victimization by sexual violence versus unwanted sexual 

contact by someone known.
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In our study, Asian students were significantly less likely than White students to report 

sexual harassment. This may be due to underreporting by Asian students or due to cultural 

differences in perceptions of harassment behaviors. Limited research has shown that Asian 

American women often feel vulnerable and helpless and wish to remain invisible if sexually 

harassed (Chan, 1987). Asian students were also less likely to report sexual violence, 

consistent with past research (Peters, 2012). Asians are less likely to seek help for their 

victimizations. Asian women in one study reported experiencing distrust, worthlessness, 

self-blame, shame, and guilt about being a victim likely due to having to cope with racial 

and cultural stereotypes about Asian women in addition to the harassment experience, 

making them less likely to seek help. This remains an area for further exploration, as there is 

a lack of research on the effects of trauma among Asian American groups, including 

interpersonal violence (Archambeau et al., 2010).

Experience of unwanted sexual behaviors before joining the university was reported by close 

to one in four participants, predominantly women. Many of those affected by unwanted 

sexual behaviors at the university had also experienced unwanted sexual experiences in the 

past. As individuals with prior experiences of sexual victimization are more likely than 

others to be revictimized (Classen, Palesh, & Aggarwal, 2005; Messman-Moore & Long, 

2000), students with before university victimization experiences may be at high risk for 

being revictimized and an important target for prevention efforts. Understanding this 

potential for revictimization, or chronic experiences of violence both prior to and at the 

university setting, can help optimize the sexual violence response for support providers. 

Prevention programs should address both primary and secondary prevention, and can take a 

trauma-informed lens to recognize the potential for past experiences of victimization.

Although very few students reported perpetration, most surveys have not queried using 

sexual violence at all on campus so that even these limited findings are important and further 

support the female and undergraduate predominance of all types of sexual victimization. 

Importantly, perpetrators more frequently characterized their victims as current or former 

intimate partners for unwanted sexual contact, while sexual violence was more likely 

directed at strangers. Previous studies have shown that a majority of self-reported 

perpetrators of sexual violence acknowledge perpetrating violence against an intimate 

partner (Abbey et al., 2001; Wegner et al., 2014), but these studies did not contrast unwanted 

sexual contact with sexual violence. Some students described patterns of perpetration both 

prior to joining the university and during their time at the university, with greater numbers 

and greater proportions of male offenders being repeat offenders. Despite small numbers, 

perpetration prior to university increased the likelihood of perpetration while at the 

university, consistent with the findings of a recent research by (Swartout, Koss et al., 2015), 

but not addressed in most studies. This also has implications for sexual assault prevention 

strategies, suggesting that universal sexual assault training may well be ineffective for those 

who have perpetrated sexual assault in the past. As sexual assault perpetrators outside of 

universities are likely to have been victimized by experiencing violence and other Adverse 

Childhood Events (ACEs) in childhood, targeted interventions to help heal from that trauma 

for those so victimized may be needed Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 

Administration Coker (SAMHSA) trauma website.
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Implications

In addition to targeted trauma interventions, improving the campus environment requires 

attention to both prevention and support services, particularly for female undergraduate 

students given their disproportionate burden. Students in this setting have a variety of 

support resources available to them. Although support services are a critical component of a 

comprehensive response to violence both within and beyond university campuses, not all 

students may be aware of these resources and/or may not define unwanted sexual 

experiences as sexual assault or rape (Kahn, Jackson, Kully, Badger, & Halvorsen, 2003). 

Thus, policies and programs must be in place to promote awareness and to sensitize the 

campus community about unwanted sexual experiences using evidence-based strategies. 

Policies should focus on areas such as mandatory training for incoming freshman on sexual 

assault prevention resources, ongoing programs throughout the year to ensure sufficient 

exposure, and infrastructure to prevent unwanted sexual incidents and to support survivors 

(Dills, Fowler, & Payne, 2016). It is critically important to partner with stakeholders both on 

and off campus such as student health services, wellness centers, and local emergency 

departments, as these entities often serve as frontline responders for survivors of unwanted 

sexual incidents (Dills et al., 2016).

Perpetration prevention is also critical. In many higher education institutions, alcohol 

policies and bystander interventions (Coker et al., 2015; Kleinsasser, Jouriles, McDonald, & 

Rosenfield, 2015; McMahon, Banyard, & McMahon, 2015; Palm Reed, Hines, Armstrong, 

& Cameron, 2015) have been instituted. As the majority of the sexual violence incidents 

occurred due to alcohol intoxication, other interventions are also necessary. Training on core 

concepts related to consent and rape culture has been the focus of other intervention 

approaches, including the Campus Craft gaming intervention (Jozkowski & Ekbia, 2015). 

Addressing perpetration through adjusting culture and consent clarification can include 

helping students (particularly males) to recognize when they might be overstepping 

boundaries. This applies especially in terms of recognizing the inability to consent to sex if 

the other person is asleep and/or intoxicated, as well as making someone uncomfortable with 

their actions, or engaging in behavior or talk that promotes violence against and 

sexualization of female students. Some sexual assault prevention programs have faced 

criticism for placing too much onus on females to prevent sexual assault without including 

potential male perpetrators in prevention activities (O’Leary & Slep, 2012). Reduction of 

such victimization will likely be achieved with a greater focus on changing male student 

attitudes toward females in addition to the university policies and resources currently in 

place.

The limitations of the study include lack of information on key variables, primarily for space 

considerations, specifically sexual harassment characteristics including location of incident 

and perpetrator relationship, and perpetration of sexual harassment. Data were not collected 

on tactics of self-reported perpetration of unwanted sexual contact and sexual violence, nor 

sexual orientation, nor additional risk factors for sexual aggression perpetration, including 

childhood abuse, juvenile delinquency, exposure to domestic violence, hostile attitudes 

toward women, and peer group values supportive of violence against women (Knight & 

Sims-Knight, 2011 ; White et al., 2015). Related factors such as social desirability may have 
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influenced self-report of intimate partner violence (IPV) perpetration (e.g., Rosenbaum & 

Langhinrichsen-Rohling, 2006). Small cell sizes resulted in unstable estimates in some 

cases. Despite efforts to ensure participant comfort in honest disclosure, data are subject to 

error as well as potential biases. Despite the limitations, this research is an important 

contribution to the literature on correlates of unwanted sexual incidents in university 

settings, and clarifying the extent and influence of preuniversity experiences of unwanted 

sexual contact.
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Figure 1. 
Survey flowchart.
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Table 4

Characteristics of Perpetrators of Incidents at the University, n (%).

Incident Type (n = 89)a

Perpetrator Characteristics Unwanted Sexual Contact Only Overall (n = 53) Sexual Violence Overall (n = 36) p Value

Victim type

Acquaintance, peer, 13 (25.5) 2 (7.1) .005

colleague, or friend

Current or former partner 23 (45.1) 8 (28.6)

No relationship (stranger) 15 (29.4) 14 (50.0)

Academic related 0 (0.0) 3 (10.7)

Family member or other 0 (0.0) 1 (3.6)

Victim data missing 2 8

Location of incident

On campus 19 (37.2) 12 (40.0) .817

Off campus 32 (62.8) 18 (60.0)

Location data missing 2 6

Birthplace

Foreign-born 7 (13.2) 11 (30.6) .045

U.S.-born 46 (86.8) 25 (69.4)

Race/ethnicity

NH White or Caucasian 33 (64.7) 13 (38.2) .087

NH Black/African American 5 (9.8) 3 (8.8)

NH Asian 8 (15.7) 9 (26.5)

NH multirace 2 (3.9) 2 (5.9)

Hispanic (any race) 3 (5.9) 7 (20.6)

Race/ethnicity missing 2 2

Note. NH = non-Hispanic.

a
Incident type here is self-reported perpetration of either unwanted sexual contact only or sexual violence overall. Denominators are now incidents 

only; p value from a chi-square test or a Fisher’s exact test as appropriate; missing category not included in testing.

J Interpers Violence. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2019 April 01.



A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

Campbell et al. Page 22

Ta
b

le
 5

Fa
ct

or
s 

R
el

at
ed

 to
 V

ic
tim

iz
at

io
n 

by
 U

nw
an

te
d 

Se
xu

al
 A

ct
iv

iti
es

 a
t t

he
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

.

U
nw

an
te

d 
Se

xu
al

 C
on

ta
ct

 V
ic

ti
m

iz
at

io
n 

(n
 

= 
29

7)
O

ve
ra

ll 
Se

xu
al

 V
io

le
nc

e 
V

ic
ti

m
iz

at
io

n 
(n

 =
 

19
9)

Se
xu

al
 H

ar
as

sm
en

t 
V

ic
ti

m
iz

at
io

n 
(n

 =
 3

63
)

Se
xu

al
 V

io
le

nc
e 

V
ic

ti
m

iz
at

io
n 

W
hi

le
 

In
to

xi
ca

te
d 

or
 A

sl
ee

p 
(n

 =
 1

90
)

P
re

di
ct

or
U

ni
va

ri
at

e 
O

R
 

(9
5%

 C
I)

M
ul

ti
va

ri
at

e 
A

O
R

 
(9

5%
 C

I)
 (

n 
= 

28
9)

U
ni

va
ri

at
e 

O
R

 
(9

5%
 C

I)
M

ul
ti

va
ri

at
e 

A
O

R
 

(9
5%

 C
I)

 (
n 

= 
19

2)
U

ni
va

ri
at

e 
O

R
 

(9
5%

 C
I)

M
ul

ti
va

ri
at

e 
A

O
R

 
(9

5%
 C

I)
 (

n 
= 

34
8)

U
ni

va
ri

at
e 

O
R

(9
5%

 C
I)

M
ul

ti
va

ri
at

e 
A

O
R

 
(9

5%
 C

I)
 (

n 
= 

18
3)

Fe
m

al
e

2.
62

**
*  

[1
.9

6,
 3

.4
9]

  
2.

21
**

*  
[1

.6
3,

 3
.0

0]
 

6.
06

**
*  

[3
.8

0,
 9

.6
7]

 
5.

98
**

*  
[3

.5
9,

 9
.9

6]
 

6.
32

**
*  

[4
.4

7,
 8

.9
3]

 
6.

39
**

*  
[4

.4
7,

 9
.1

5]
 

5.
73

**
*  

[3
.5

9,
 9

.1
5]

 
5.

64
**

*  
[3

.3
8,

 9
.4

0]

M
al

e 
(R

ef
.)

—
 

—
 

—
 

—
 

—
 

—
 

—
 

—
 

U
nd

er
gr

ad
ua

te
3.

59
**

*  
[2

.7
4,

 4
.7

0]
  

4.
04

**
*  

[3
.0

3,
 5

.3
8]

  
3.

83
**

*  
[2

.7
5,

 5
.3

5]
  

4.
47

**
*  

[3
.1

1,
 6

.4
2]

  
2.

68
**

*  
[2

.1
2,

 3
.3

8]
  

2.
66

**
*  

[2
.0

9,
 3

.4
0]

  
4.

05
**

*  
[2

.8
6,

 5
.7

2]
  

4.
86

**
*  

[3
.3

3,
 7

.0
9]

  

G
ra

du
at

e 
(R

ef
.)

—
 

—
 

—
 

—
 

—
 

—
 

—
 

—
 

R
ac

e/
et

hn
ic

ity

 
N

on
-H

is
pa

ni
c 

B
la

ck
1.

26
 [

0.
74

, 2
.1

3]
  

—
 

1.
31

 [
0.

69
, 2

.4
8]

  
1.

33
 [

0.
69

, 2
.5

9]
  

0.
80

 [
0.

45
, 1

.4
1]

  
0.

67
 [

0.
37

, 1
.2

3]
  

1.
24

 [
0.

64
, 2

.4
3]

  
1.

26
 [

0.
63

, 2
.5

3]
  

 
N

on
-H

is
pa

ni
c 

A
si

an
0.

62
**

 [
0.

45
, 0

.8
5]

0.
47

**
*  

[0
.3

0,
 0

.7
3]

0.
55

*  
[0

.3
5,

 0
.8

7]
0.

50
**

*  
[0

.3
7,

 0
.6

8]
0.

52
**

*  
[0

.3
8,

 0
.7

1]
0.

49
**

 [
0.

31
, 0

.7
7]

0.
59

*  
[0

.3
7,

 0
.9

3]

 
N

on
-H

is
pa

ni
c 

M
ul

tir
ac

e
1.

63
*  

[1
.0

1,
 2

.6
1]

2.
30

**
 [

1.
37

, 3
.8

5]
1.

98
*  

[1
.1

5,
 3

.4
0]

1.
49

 [
0.

95
, 2

.3
3]

  
1.

22
 [

0.
76

, 1
.9

5]
  

2.
14

**
 [

1.
25

, 3
.6

7]
1.

87
*  

[1
.0

6,
 3

.2
9]

 
N

on
-H

is
pa

ni
c 

O
th

er
1.

11
 [

0.
14

, 8
.7

1]
  

—
 

—
 

—
 

—
 

—
 

—
 

 
H

is
pa

ni
c

0.
99

 [
0.

66
, 1

.4
8]

  
1.

84
**

 [
1.

22
, 2

.7
6]

1.
63

*  
[1

.0
6,

 2
.5

0]
1.

32
 [

0.
95

, 1
.8

5]
  

1.
18

 [
0.

83
, 1

.6
8]

  
1.

87
*  

[1
.2

3,
 2

.8
3]

1.
66

*  
[1

.0
7,

 2
.5

8]

 
N

on
-H

is
pa

ni
c 

W
hi

te
 (

R
ef

.)
—

 
—

 
—

 
—

 
—

 
—

 
—

 

Fo
re

ig
n-

bo
rn

0.
51

**
*  

[0
.3

7,
 0

.7
0]

0.
69

*  
[0

.4
9,

 0
.9

6]
0.

65
*  

[0
.4

6,
 0

.9
3]

—
 

0.
50

**
*  

[0
.3

8,
 0

.6
7]

—
 

0.
65

*  
[0

.4
5,

 0
.9

3]
—

 

U
.S

.-
bo

rn
 (

R
ef

.)
—

 
—

 
—

 
—

 
—

 

In
ci

de
nt

 (
un

w
an

te
d 

co
nt

ac
t 

or
 s

ex
ua

l v
io

le
nc

e)
 b

ef
or

e 
un

iv
er

si
ty

3.
03

**
*  

[2
.3

1,
 3

.9
8] —

 
3.

36
**

*  
[2

.5
0,

 4
.5

2] —
 

4.
19

**
*  

[2
.9

6,
 5

.9
4] —

 
3.

64
**

*  
[2

.4
7,

 5
.3

8] —
 

—
 

—
 

4.
82

**
*  

[3
.3

4,
 6

.9
5] —

 
4.

41
**

*  
[2

.9
1,

 6
.6

8] —
 

Y
es

N
o 

(R
ef

.)

Ps
eu

do
-R

2
—

 
5.

50
%

 
—

 
6.

00
%

 
—

 
6.

60
%

 
5.

90
%

 

N
ot

e.
 O

R
 r

ef
er

s 
to

 e
st

im
at

ed
 o

dd
s 

ra
tio

 f
ro

m
 a

 u
ni

va
ri

at
e 

lo
gi

st
ic

 r
eg

re
ss

io
n 

m
od

el
, a

nd
 A

O
R

 r
ef

er
s 

to
 a

dj
us

te
d 

od
ds

 r
at

io
s 

ca
lc

ul
at

ed
 u

si
ng

 m
ul

tiv
ar

ia
te

 lo
gi

st
ic

 r
eg

re
ss

io
n 

m
od

el
. N

um
be

rs
 o

f 
an

 in
ci

de
nt

 in
 

th
is

 ta
bl

e 
do

 n
ot

 in
cl

ud
e 

al
te

rn
at

e 
ge

nd
er

, a
nd

 m
is

si
ng

 c
at

eg
or

y 
fo

r 
a 

pr
ed

ic
to

r 
va

ri
ab

le
 is

 ig
no

re
d.

 S
ex

ua
l v

io
le

nc
e 

by
 f

or
ce

 o
r 

w
ea

po
n,

 a
nd

 s
ex

ua
l v

io
le

nc
e 

by
 th

re
at

 o
f 

ph
ys

ic
al

 h
ar

m
, s

o 
on

ly
 s

ex
ua

l 
vi

ol
en

ce
 v

ic
tim

iz
at

io
n 

w
hi

le
 in

to
xi

ca
te

d 
w

as
 m

od
el

ed
 a

s 
vi

ct
im

iz
at

io
n 

by
 ta

ct
ic

. S
ex

ua
l h

ar
as

sm
en

t b
ef

or
e 

jo
in

in
g 

th
e 

un
iv

er
si

ty
 w

as
 n

ot
 c

ol
le

ct
ed

. C
I 

=
 c

on
fi

de
nc

e 
in

te
rv

al
.

* p 
<

 .0
5.

**
p 

<
 .0

1.

**
* p 

<
 .0

01
.

J Interpers Violence. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2019 April 01.



A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

Campbell et al. Page 23

Table 6

Factors Related to Perpetration of Unwanted Sexual Activities at the University.

Predictor

Perpetration of Unwanted Sexual Contact Only 
(n = 5 2)a Perpetration of Sexual Violence Overall (n = 34)a

Predictor
Univariate OR (95% 

CI)
Multivariate AOR 

(95% CI)
Univariate OR (95% 

CI)
Multivariate AOR 

(95% CI)

Male perpetrator 3.02*** [1.70, 5.36] 2.32** [1.27, 4.25] 2.69** [1.35, 5.35] 2.59** [1.25, 5.36]

Female perpetrator (Ref.)

Undergraduate perpetrator 2.32** [1.29, 4.15] 2.52** [1.36, 4.68] 2.15* [1.07, 4.33] 2.12* [1.01, 4.44]

Graduate perpetrator (Ref.)

Race/ethnicity

 Non-Hispanic Black 1.93 [0.74, 5.01] 3.08 [0.86, 11.02]

 Non-Hispanic Asian 0.50 [0.23, 1.08] 1.50 [0.63, 3.58]

 Non-Hispanic Multirace 0.73 [0.17, 3.09] 1.98 [0.44, 8.92]

 Hispanic 0.52 [0.16, 1.69] 3.28* [1.28, 8.39]

 Non-Hispanic White (Ref.) — —

Foreign-born perpetrator 0.42* [0.19, 0.93] 1.25 [0.61, 2.57]

U.S.-born (Ref.) — —

Incident (unwanted contact or 
sexual violence perpetration) 
before university

37.03*** [17.28, 79.37] 30.71*** [13.24, 71.24] 44.73*** [16.56, 120.81] 29.81*** [10.02, 88.66]

Yes — —

No (Ref.)

Pseudo-R2 — 1.9% — 1.1%

Note. The results for multivariate model above are presented using simultaneous regression procedure. OR = odds ratio; CI = confidence interval; 
AOR = adjusted odds ratio.

a
One student with unwanted sexual contact and two students with sexual violence perpetration did not report one of the risk factors.

*
p < .05.

**
p < .01.

***
p < .001.
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