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ABSTRACT OF DISSERTATION

HELP SEEKING AFTER CAMPUS SEXUAL ASSAULT:
FROM POLICY TO VICTIMS
Help seeking after an experience of campus sexual assault is an important link for
many survivors towards processing and healing. College campuses have a plethora of
resources available, from free counseling, health clinics, advocates, and reporting options
all right on their doorstep. Yet many students do not seek help from these offices. This
study sought to find out why by looking beyond the victim, and examining the
relationship between Title IX policy, professionals who provide resources, and victims.
Through both policy analysis and in-depth interviews with both professionals and
victims, this study found that Title IX policy codify the social scripts under the shadow of
the law, thus entrenching punishment and investigation as the end goal of a Title IX
process. Students, impacted by rape myths and sexual scripts, internalized victimblaming attitudes that are not only barriers on their own, but also combine with social
dynamics and stereotypes about crime to restrict student’s help-seeking behaviors.
Professionals exist between the students and policy, and can function to either enhance
the mandates of Title IX policy and their individual office logics, or they can mitigate
harmful effects and increase student satisfaction with services. The professionals who
worked to mitigate harmful logics adopted a victim-centered or trauma-informed
approach to their work. This finding highlights not only the key role professionals and the
mesosystem play in increasing positive help-seeking outcomes, but also points to factors
that could help shift policy in a similar direction.
Both Title IX policy as it was written during this study and the new rule under the
Trump administration maintain a distorted reflection of the criminal justice system that
reduces survivor’s likelihood of seeking help and harms many survivors who do engage
in help-seeking behaviors. A reimagined process needs to incorporate the factors that
impact students most and work from a trauma-informed approach. This may not be
possible through Title IX, but could exist alongside it.

KEYWORDS: Campus Sexual Assault, Help Seeking, Title IX, Ecological Model,
Feminist Jurisprudence, Institutional Logics
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION
With the release of the “Dear Colleague Letter” by the U.S. Department of
Education in 2011, sexual assault on college campuses jettisoned into the nation's
spotlight. The high rates of rape and sexual assault on campuses have been labeled an
epidemic by some, with the most commonly cited statistic stating that 1 in 5 women will
be sexually assaulted during their time at college (Christopher P. Krebs et al., 2007).
While this is not a new phenomenon (see Koss, 1987), this renewed focus, accompanied
by new social movements, has resulted in a recent push to address the issue. There is
positive momentum in recognizing the frequency of sexual assault, as well as its tendency
to go unreported and unadjudicated.
Much of the current emphasis in the field is on measuring the extent of the
problem, which is heightened by the requirement of schools to conduct their own campus
climate surveys; however, there is far less focus on what students do after the assault.
Based on current campus climate surveys, most schools are unaware of how student
victims of sexual assault engage in help-seeking behaviors and what the institution may
be able to do to increase the use of campus resources for victims. At the same time,
research on help-seeking behaviors post-assault is plagued by harmful assumptions and a
narrow emphasis. One of the main ways we see this is through the prioritization of formal
modes of help-seeking, such as reporting to the police, which devalues the possible
benefits of informal modes, most frequently referred to as disclosure, and the way that
disclosure can benefit further engagement in help-seeking. Current approaches to helpseeking research frequently lack an explicit theoretical orientation, with most studies
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relying on an unstated rational action approach. Lastly, help-seeking research focuses
almost exclusively on the immediate aftermath of the assault, and not on the effects that
may come days, months, and even years post-assault.
The following study examined how policy, helping professionals, and victims
interact and addresses the following research questions.
R1: How does Title IX policy create structures of help seeking and how does this
expand or contract help-seeking opportunities?
R2: How do helping professionals interpret and implement Title IX policies in
their work with victims?
R3: How do victims interact with the structures of help seeking and its
professionals?
R4: What effect does help seeking have on victim well-being?
These research questions further the scholarship on campus sexual assault and help
seeking in a few ways. First, by connecting policy, professionals, and victims together,
this research can trace the actual impact of Title IX policy on the lived experiences of
victims. Second, this study seeks to expand the types of organizations and resources that
are considered help seeking to obtain a broader, more accurate view of what victims
require and find useful post-assault. Third, the inclusion of both professionals and policy
in the study allow for an investigation into how formal systems of help seeking are
created and interpreted, and will both complicate and clarify the results of studies that
focus exclusively on victims immediately post-assault.

2

1.1 Literature Review
Prevalence of Campus Sexual Assault
Sexual assault occurs at alarmingly high rates across the United States. Recent
estimates are that 1 in every 5 women (18.3%) will experience rape during her time on
campus (Black et al., 2011; Cantor et al., 2015; Krebs et al., 2007). In the past decade,
researchers and policy makers have shifted their focus from sexual assault in general
towards college campuses in particular, due to increased media attention when students
began suing their universities over Title IX violations. Prevalence rates of campus sexual
assault vary widely. In a systematic review of campus sexual assault surveys, Fedina,
Holmes, and Backes (2016) discerned some of the causes in these varying rates. The rates
they found ranged from around 1% to upwards of 40% (Andar, 2014; Porter & Williams,
2011). This large variation is the result of differences in study design, sampling methods,
and measures of sexual assault. Some of the reported rates are those that include all forms
of sexual violence, from forcible rape to unwanted sexual contact because of pressure,
whereas others are more narrow in the types of behavior included, often using only a
statutory definition of sexual assault. This definitional variation changes which cases can
be counted, with broader definitions leading to higher rates, and conversely, narrower
definitions resulting in lower rates. Other surveys report rates for experiences of sexual
assault since college began in comparison to those that only report instances that occurred
in the last year.
Another cause for rate variation is the questions themselves. Measures used to
capture incidence of sexual assault may be incident-based or behaviorally specific. An
incident-based question would ask “Were you raped?”, whereas a behaviorally specific
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question asks, “Has anyone made you have sexual intercourse (putting their penis into
your vagina) by using force?”. Finally, the sampling methods used in each survey have a
large impact on the reported results (Fedina et al., 2016). There appear to be two main
forms of sampling used in campus sexual assault studies, random sampling and
convenience sampling, with convenience sampling being the most frequent. The nonrandom nature of convenience samples reduces the generalizability of these surveys.
Response rate and sample size are additional concerns in these studies. A widespread
critique of many campus sexual assault studies is their small sample size, as the majority
have less than 1,000 cases. Most of the studies with sample sizes less than 1,000 are
convenience samples and tend to show higher rates of assault (Fedina et al., 2016). These
high rates could be a result of those with histories of sexual assault self-selecting to
participate.
Campus sexual assault results in a host of negative outcomes for the victim 1, both
psychologically and behaviorally. Some negative effects are short term and others last a
lifetime. Sexual assault survivors may experience negative psychological effects,
including anxiety, recurring intrusive memories, posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD),
suicidal ideation, trouble concentrating, and depression. Survivors also often engage in
harmful behaviors such as binge drinking, the use of illicit drugs, and self-harm
(Kaukinen & DeMaris, 2009; Spohn, Wright, et al., 2017; Ullman & Brecklin, 2002). It is
important to note that substance use by victims is a “cyclical” phenomenon, where
drinking can lead to sexual assault which can lead to more drinking, and so on (Freeman,
2018). Substance use by both the victim and the perpetrator, and heavy drinking in

1

I will use both victim and survivor interchangeably to refer to an individual who has experienced a form
of sexual violence.
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particular, is a primary precipitating factor of campus sexual assault. As such, it is often
difficult to pinpoint the timing and reason for substance use by victims of campus sexual
assault. While negative effects in and of themselves are painful, they also often interfere
with survivors’ lives, resulting in poor performance in courses and strained personal
relationships. Some survivors move living situations, transfer schools, or drop out
altogether to attempt to regain a feeling of safety.
Help-Seeking Behaviors of College Students
While there is an existing literature on the help-seeking behaviors of campus
sexual assault victims, this literature does not compare these experiences to those of
college students in general. It is important to understand if the observed patterns of
campus sexual assault help seeking are similar to or different from college student help
seeking in other situations. The main issues for which college students engage in helpseeking behavior is for mental health concerns and crime victimization (other than sexual
assault).
Help seeking associated with mental health is a common aspect of sexual assault
help seeking, but college students have many other experiences that may lead them to
seek out mental health resources. Much of the literature on college mental health help
seeking centers on experiences of mental illness specifically. College students experience
mental illness at the same rates as non-students of the same age, and in recent years help
seeking has been on the rise due to societal changes in views towards mental illness and
treatment. Rates of help seeking for mental illness among college students range from
less than 20% to 51% (Hunt & Eisenberg, 2010). College students with mental illness
experience barriers to help seeking due to lack of time, negative beliefs about mental

5

illness, social supports, financial issues, and privacy concerns (Downs & Eisenberg,
2012; Hunt & Eisenberg, 2010). While many of these aspects are similar to those of
campus sexual assault victims, sexual assault victims who experience mental illness as a
result of their assault are also represented in these analyses. Research is needed to
explicitly compare these groups to find if there are any noteworthy differences in their
help-seeking behaviors and what the implications for service provision are, however, this
is beyond the scope of this study.
With respect to reporting crimes to the police, college students are less likely to
report crimes than non-students of the same age (Hart & Colavito, 2011). However, the
justifications for not seeking help are similar between these groups, as they both claim
their primary reason is that they did not consider the event serious enough or it was a
personal matter. These are also the most common reasons cited by campus sexual assault
victims for not reporting to the police (Cantor et al., 2015; Krebs et al., 2007; Sabina &
Ho, 2014). While the public and scholars have paid increased attention to campus sexual
assault, it is not the most frequent crime committed against students on campus.
According to a study by Sloan, Fisher and Cullen (1997), over 70% of student
victimizations are from personal larceny, vandalism, threats, and harassment, whereas
sexual assault accounts for around 5%. These rates were generated by a victimization
survey separate from police report rates. While all campus crimes are reported at low
levels, campus sexual assault is reported less frequently than other campus crimes, with
one study finding that only 5% of campus sexual assaults are reported to the police,
whereas around 75% percent of other crimes are reported to the police (Fisher, Cullen,
and Turner 2000; see also Hart and Colavito 2011; Sloan et al. 1997).
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Campus Sexual Assault and Help Seeking
Research on the help-seeking behaviors of sexual assault victims focuses on a
wide array of systems, services, and individuals. These behaviors exist on a continuum,
ranging from telling a friend or family member, to reporting the incident to the police,
with many different options in between. Student victims have both on- and off-campus
resources they can contact, in addition to informal options, such as family and friends.
Most sexual assault researchers sort this range of behaviors into two categories:
disclosure and help seeking (Ahrens 2006; Ahrens et al. 2007; Campbell et al. 2015;
Ullman 2010). Both disclosure and help seeking involve the act of telling another person
about the experience of victimization, but they differ in who is told and why. Disclosure
occurs whenever a victim tells another person who is part of an informal support
network, such as friends and family, and they are not explicitly seeking formal resources.
Help seeking, on the other hand, is defined as when a victim turns to formal organizations
with the intent of seeking formal resources. Formal resources include medical help, legal
intervention, and psychological services. Informal resources include emotional support
and simply wanting another person to know what had happened.
Many victims of sexual assault disclose their experiences, but help-seeking
behavior is less frequent. Among the general non-student population of survivors, help
seeking is quite low, and these rates decline further for college victims (Amstadter et al.,
2010; Fisher et al., 2000; Sabina & Ho, 2014; Spohn, Wright, et al., 2017). Formal helpseeking rates vary across each kind of service, with reporting a crime to the police
consistently the lowest and seeking help from mental and physical healthcare providers
the highest (Sabina & Ho, 2014). Specific rates will be discussed further below. While
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help-seeking behaviors remain low, disclosure rates are similarly high for both students
and non-students alike, with many studies finding over two-thirds of victims engage in
disclosure, most often to a peer (Fisher et al., 2003; Sabina & Ho, 2014). Both disclosure
and help-seeking behavior can connect sexual assault survivors to much needed resources
that can work to alleviate the negative effects that occur post-assault.
The following sections will examine the main issues for which victims seek
resources and the effects help seeking has on victims. While both male and female
students experience campus sexual assault, the majority of victims are female, which
means that the results of the studies below are heavily skewed towards women’s
experiences.
Disclosure
While disclosure is most frequently separated from formal help seeking, some
researchers do refer to it as informal help seeking. The literature on disclosure of sexual
assault victimization focuses on prevalence of disclosure and its effects. Rates of
disclosure are generally very high, with the majority of studies reporting that over 65% of
student victims disclose (Fisher et al., 2003; Krebs et al., 2007; Orchowski & Gidycz,
2012; Sabina & Ho, 2014; Walsh et al., 2010). Friends are the most frequent individuals
whom victims tell about their assault, specifically female friends (Ahrens et al., 2007;
Orchowski & Gidycz, 2012; Sabina & Ho, 2014). While many survivors choose to
disclose, some others have the decision made for them by another individual. In a study
of 94 survivors, Ahrens et al (2007) found that while 63.8% of the survivors actively
chose to disclose, in 36.2% of the cases, disclosure was initiated by persons other than the
survivor. More than half of those survivors who did initiate disclosure themselves cited
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seeking emotional support as the reason for choosing to disclose. Disclosure initiated by
others occurred because the survivor was asked about their recent behavior, was asked
what was wrong, or the person was present at the scene and already knew the rape
occurred. Student survivors may also disclose to university faculty and staff, and this
kind of disclosure can lead to unintended reporting to formal authorities due to
mandatory reporter requirements which are often required through state and federal laws.
One of the most salient findings in the disclosure literature is how impactful
disclosures are on the recovery of the survivor, finding that not all disclosure has the
same effect. Negative responses to disclosure can have disastrous effects on the healing
process (Ahrens et al. 2007; Campbell et al. 1999; Orchowski and Gidycz 2015).
Negative responses to disclosure include disbelief, blame, distraction, and even
sometimes overly emotional responses. Overly emotional responses have the effect of
placing the survivor in a position where they may feel guilty for causing the emotional
reactions of others and make them feel as if they must care for those to whom they have
disclosed. This can lead to survivors comforting the other person or changing the topic,
which does not provide the survivor with the support they may need. While negative
responses have a negative effect on the survivor, researchers have not found that positive
responses to disclosure have a statistically significant effect in either direction
(Orchowski & Gidycz, 2015; Sabina & Ho, 2014; Walsh et al., 2010). It can be argued,
however, that positive responses do not have an effect directly on the healing of the
survivor, as they can work to connect survivors to further resources. For example, in
research on the disclosing and reporting behaviors of high school victims, Campbell et al.
(2015) found that many victims engage in help seeking with formal organizations only
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after those they originally disclosed to either suggested they contact these resources or
the person disclosed to contacts them for the survivor. While these studies show that
disclosure is important both for healing and help seeking, the majority of studies fail to
fully investigate how disclosure is related to help-seeking behaviors and continue to
frame help seeking as more beneficial than disclosure.
Legal Services
While the legal system is often the first place to which people think victims of
crime should turn for help, it is actually the least frequent form of help seeking victims
engage in. To further complicate matters, student victims have multiple legal systems
with which they can engage. Students can report to local or state police, which is the
same avenue to which the general population has access. At the same time, students can
report on their campuses. Campus reporting mechanisms vary across institutions. First,
some campuses have police departments specific to campus, whereas others have campus
security. Campus security does not have the same abilities when it comes to investigating
crimes. Second, there are multiple ways a student can report an incident of sexual assault
to campus officials. The student can report to the police/campus security, they can inform
a mandatory reporter (which includes most faculty and staff), or they can report to the
Title IX office. While campus and non-campus systems also have different processes of
adjudication, they both must begin with a report.
Reporting to the police, or the campus equivalent, is quite low. In the general
population only 26% to 40% of rapes are reported to the police (Campbell et al., 1999;
Ullman, 1996b, 1996a, 2007). Empirical studies of college victim reporting find that
students are less likely to report than the general public, with rates ranging from 0% to
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13% (Fisher et al., 2003; Nasta et al., 2005; Sabina & Ho, 2014; Spohn, Bjornsen, et al.,
2017; Wolitzky-Taylor et al., 2011). This range includes both on- and off-campus
reporting. Students are more likely to report their assault if the assault was severe (i.e., it
involved the use of a weapon or extreme physical force, or it resulted in physical injury)
(Sabina & Ho, 2014; Wolitzky-Taylor et al., 2011), if the perpetrator was a stranger
(Fisher et al., 2003; Sabina & Ho, 2014; Spohn, Bjornsen, et al., 2017), and if they have a
good memory of the event (Kilpatrick et al., 2007). Barriers to reporting for student
victims include consuming alcohol at the time of the assault (Kilpatrick et al., 2007;
Krebs et al., 2007; Wolitzky-Taylor et al., 2011), having a prior history of sexual
victimization (Fisher et al., 2003; Spohn, Bjornsen, et al., 2017), and being uncertain if a
crime occurred (Fisher et al., 2003; Krebs et al., 2007; Sabina & Ho, 2014).
While few victims engage in help-seeking behaviors through legal services, many
studies research the effects of the legal system on victims. Most studies find that
survivors experience a secondary trauma after engaging with police and prosecutors
(Campbell, 2008; Orchowski & Gidycz, 2015; Spohn, Bjornsen, et al., 2017). This
secondary trauma, often called the second rape, occurs from having to relive the trauma
of the sexual assault by explaining in exacting detail what occurred (Campbell et al.,
2001). This process can be worsened if legal professionals also express victim-blaming
attitudes and questions, such as asking the victim what they were wearing or suggesting
that the assault was their own fault due to behaviors like drinking or walking home alone.
In the past decade, activists and educators have worked to lessen these kinds of behaviors
by police and prosecutors with considerable success (Corrigan, 2014; Mulla, 2014), but
the instances of secondary trauma have not been reduced in a similar manner. This is
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partially due to the inherent nature of questioning and testifying. Police officers need to
ask about specific details and actions in order to make their reports and successfully
investigate a report. The same is true of prosecutors and the line of questioning they need
to pursue during a trial. This means that even when legal professionals avoid victimblaming language and take victim needs into account, the questioning process can still
result in victims feeling badly about themselves, experiencing depression, feeling
violated, becoming distrustful of others, and becoming reluctant to seek further help. But
not all survivors report feeling only negative effects as a result of interacting with legal
systems. Many survivors also report positive effects, such as feeling they have achieved
justice or retribution, been heard, or from keeping the perpetrator from committing a
crime against another person (Campbell, 2008; Kaukinen & DeMaris, 2009; Rich &
Seffrin, 2013). These positive and negative effects can occur as a result the same
interaction, suggesting that legal system interactions are neither good nor bad, but rather
are complex and multidimensional.
Health Services
One of the most frequent forms of formal help seeking is with health services.
Health services cover two main entities: physical health and mental health. While these
two areas of health services are quite distinct, not all studies differentiate between them
when studying prevalence rates. Campus victims of sexual assault help seek from health
services at rates between 17% and upwards of 50% (Amstadter et al., 2008; Cantor et al.,
2015; Wolitzky-Taylor et al., 2011). Those studies that do differentiate between the two
services find that mental health services are sought more frequently than physical health
services. Amstader et al. (2008) found that 54% of student victims engaged with mental
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health professionals and only 38% with physical health professionals. In taking into
account the different kinds of assault, the Association of American Universities’ campus
climate survey found that between 38% and 50% of student victims seek help from
mental health professionals, and between 17% and 26% seek help from physical health
professionals (Cantor et al., 2015).
Health services is another area where students can choose between accessing
resources on or off campus. Some colleges and universities have their own health and
counseling centers, and some of those services are offered to students free of charge.
Additionally, some very large universities have their own hospitals. A few studies have
examined if students prefer on- or off-campus resources and have found mixed results.
The Association of American Universities’ campus climate survey found that students are
more likely to use on-campus resources than off-campus resources (Cantor et al., 2015).
The Campus Sexual Assault study, however, found that this preference depended on
victimization type, with victims of forcible rapes preferring off-campus resources and
victims of incapacitated rapes engaging with on-campus resources (Krebs et al., 2007).
Victims engage with health services for two main reasons: to address the negative
effects of the assault, and to collect evidence for police investigation and ultimately
prosecution of the perpetrator. Victims who sustain bodily injuries during the assault are
the most likely to seek help from medical centers. The other main reason victims reach
out to medical professionals is for forensic exams, also known as rape kits. Rape kits are
significant in understanding help seeking because they can both lead to and result from
help seeking with legal services.
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Survivors seek help from mental health services to cope with the negative
psychological effects of sexual assault such as PTSD. Not only do survivors of sexual
assault experience anxiety, depression, and PTSD at higher rates than other victims of
crime, but they also feel as if their essential notions of safety, self, and trust have been
broken (Campbell, 2008; Koss et al., 1994). Counseling and psychological services work
to create positive coping mechanisms and provide a space for survivors to work through
their experiences.
Studies on victims’ interaction with health services do not focus as much on
factors associated with help seeking, but rather on the impact these services have on
victims. Health services are similar to legal services in that they can lead to secondary
trauma as a result of the nature of the interaction or due to poorly trained professionals
who engage in victim blaming or lack empathy with the victim. However, health services
may also contribute to positive effects and long-term healing. Rape kits provide an
excellent example. One reason many victims pursue medical attention is to obtain a rape
kit. Today, this is most often done by a Sexual Assault Nurse Examiner (SANE), who is
specially trained on how to collect evidence in a manner that preserves its integrity for
possible future legal uses and on how to reduce further trauma to the victim (Campbell et
al., 2005). This second aspect of the training is what makes interactions with SANE units
more positive for victims than interactions with emergency room doctors performing the
same duties. While a forensic exam is difficult for survivors because it requires in-depth
questions about what occurred and to what parts of the body, the swabbing of any
affected body parts, and collection of any samples left by the perpetrator, research finds
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that SANE units decrease post-assault trauma and can also lead to better, more effective
interactions with police officers (Campbell, 2008; Campbell et al., 2005) 2.
Victim Services
A final type of formal help seeking is obtaining assistance from victim services.
Victim services function differently from the previous types of resources in that they are
there solely to help and support the survivor. It is first important to differentiate between
victim services and mental health services. While victim services sometimes house and
connect survivors to counseling, victim service professionals, like advocates, usually are
not counselors themselves and instead perform a different function. Counselors assess
mental health and wellbeing, and provide treatment and suggestions for the victim to act
on, but advocates only inform survivors of the options they have and work to connect
them to the resources they request. An advocate is not there to give advice or to tell a
victim what they ought to do; instead, a victim services advocate informs, empowers, and
connects victims to other resources. Victim services are found in a few different
locations, including police stations, prosecutors’ offices, rape crisis centers, and on
college campuses. Campus victim advocates can also be housed in a variety of different
offices, including counseling centers, women’s centers, Title IX or Equal Opportunity
Offices, and sometimes within their own specific spaces. In addition to working directly
with survivors, advocates are also often charged with providing educational training. The
number and roles of advocates differ across universities, especially depending on an
institution’s size and budget. Some universities may have only one advocate who

2 Another aspect of rape kits that has recently come to light is how many collected kits that were to be
tested have not been tested by crime labs and instead stored for years. This new development is another
negative effect but would have more of a lagged impact and would also be tied to interactions with law
enforcement. See Campbell et al. 2018.
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provides both services to victims and all educational programming and prevention work.
Larger universities may have an advocate who is only works with victims, and another
staff member who handles educational programming.
Along with mental health services, victim services are one of the most frequently
sought resources. The AAU campus climate survey found that between 16% and 35% of
student survivors seek help from victim services, depending on the type of assault
experienced (Cantor et al., 2015). Several studies have found that the presence of an
advocate reduces revictimization and negative effects from interaction with police and
doctors, helps to overcome barriers to help seeking from other formal sources, and
reduces the impacts of trauma such as self-blame and PTSD (Brubaker & Keegan, 2018;
Campbell, 2006; Globokar et al., 2016; C. Moylan, 2017; Patterson & Tringali, 2015).
For instance, when working with police officers, those survivors with an advocate were
less likely to be discouraged from reporting, asked about past relationships with the
perpetrator, or asked if they responded sexually during the encounter (e.g., reached
orgasm) than those survivors who did not have an advocate present (Campbell, 2006).
While advocates provide many services, there are barriers that can inhibit victims
from taking advantage of these resources. The main barriers include awareness and
logistics. A victim’s awareness of victim services and how to access them will impact
how often they are used. On many college campuses, awareness of campus services is
quite high, often between 50% and 70% (Kaukinen et al., 2017), but this still suggests
room for improvement. A more pressing barrier is logistics, which can include the
location of the services and even the name of office where students receive the services.
Studies show that victim services should be located in a private area so that survivors feel
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that they can access the resources without being seen or stigmatized. Additionally, these
services should not be located by or within areas that may make students uncomfortable,
such as the police station. Researchers have also found that the name of organizations
that house these resources can alienate some victims. This can occur when the name
includes the words trauma or crisis, as some victims may not feel that they are in crisis
but still need resources. Additionally, LGBTQ and male victims state that they are less
likely to access these resources if they are housed in a women’s center (Kaukinen et al.,
2017; Walsh et al., 2010).
Title IX
Discussions of sexual assault on college campuses today often center on Title IX
policy and its implementation. Title IX was enacted as a part of the Education
Amendments Act in 1972. Title IX’s inclusion in these amendments was born out of
many years of activism by feminists lobbying to include sex as a protected class in a
variety of venues. Sex is listed as one of the protected classes in the Civil Rights Act of
1964, along with race, religion, color, and national origin ("Civil Rights Act of 1964"
1964; Silbaugh 2015). However, the portion of the Civil Rights Act that covers
education, Title VI, did not explicitly mention sex, and Title IX was created as a remedy.
Title IX states that “No person in the United States shall, on the basis of sex, be excluded
from participation in, be denied the benefits of, or be subject to discrimination under any
education program or activity receiving Federal financial assistance” ("Title IX" 1972).
This means that it is against the law for any educational institution who receives financial
support from the government to treat people unequally due to their sex.
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As with most laws, the intent and coverage of Title IX has been challenged and
expanded over the decades since it was enacted. The early years of Title IX focused
heavily on intercollegiate athletics. There were many attempts to curb Title IX’s effects
on college sports, none of which succeeded. This is partially why, until recently, many
people believed that providing equity in sports was the main focus of Title IX. However,
in the 1990s the meaning of sex discrimination in Title IX was expanded to include
sexual harassment and sexual violence. There were many court cases in the 90s that
determined that schools could be held accountable for not acting on knowledge of Title
IX violations or for not working to prevent them ("Franklin v. Gwinnett County Public
Schools" 1992, "Gebser v. Lago Vista Independent School District" 1998, "Davis v.
Monroe Country Board of Education" 1999). In order to keep schools apprised of their
responsibilities under Title IX, the Department of Education (ED) released a series of
Dear Colleague Letters (DCL), which instruct schools on how to understand the law and
remain in compliance. Until 2001, all of the DCLs pertained to athletics and ensuring that
women had equal access, opportunity, and funding in school sports. The 2001 DCL
instructed schools about the revised guidelines on sexual harassment as it pertains to Title
IX policy (Revised Sexual Harassment Guidance: Harassment of Students by School
Employees, Other Students, or Third Parties, 2001). The revised guidelines clearly state
that any educational institution that receives federal funding must “take immediate and
effective steps to end sexual harassment when it occurs, prevent its occurrence, and
remedy its effects” (Revised Sexual Harassment Guidance: Harassment of Students by
School Employees, Other Students, or Third Parties, 2001). The 2001 and the 2004 DCLs
also state that the Office of Civil Rights (OCR), which enforces Title IX, may conduct
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compliance reviews that could result in penalties against those schools not in compliance
(Revised Sexual Harassment Guidance: Harassment of Students by School Employees,
Other Students, or Third Parties, 2001; Title IX Grievance Procedures, Postsecondary
Education, 2004).
The Obama administration renewed the focus on Title IX as related to sexual
violence with their 2011 DCL. The 2011 letter, and the subsequent Q&A in 2014,
reviews the 2001 revised guidance, outlines additional guidance, and suggests avenues to
achieve compliance (Dear Colleague Letter: Sexual Violence, 2011). Some of the most
important points discussed in these documents are the obligation of schools to investigate
and respond to incidents of sexual violence, publish their grievance procedures, assign a
Title IX coordinator, resolve cases in a timely manner, not use mediation, and use a
preponderance of evidence standard when adjudicating cases. Despite these new
guidelines, colleges and universities continued to fail in compliance. Students who felt
that their universities failed to uphold their rights under Title IX started to file lawsuits
against their schools through the OCR. To date, there have been over 500 cases filed
against institutions of higher education for Title IX violations, with 305 cases still waiting
to be resolved (Chronical of Higher Education 2020).
While the Obama administration made campus sexual assault one of its main foci,
the Trump administration has rolled back many of these changes. In 2017, the
Department of Education under Secretary Betsy DeVos rescinded the 2011 DCL letter,
resulting in four significant changes (Dear Colleague Letter 2017, 2017). First, the
mandate that schools use preponderance of the evidence in adjudicating sexual
misconduct cases was removed. Instead, schools may choose if they want to use the
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preponderance standard or the clear and convincing evidence standard. In courts of law in
the United States jurors are instructed to use the standard of “beyond a reasonable doubt”
when determining guilt in a criminal case. While vague, this language is meant to
indicate that jurors should be almost absolutely sure of guilt, and if they are not, then the
defendant should be found innocent. “Beyond a reasonable doubt” is supposed to be the
highest standard in determining guilt and is related to “innocent until proven guilty”.
While they do not use this language, universities usually adopt either the clear and
convincing standard or the preponderance of evidence standard. Clear and convincing is
small step down from “beyond a reasonable doubt” standard of guilt, but similar in
meaning. Preponderance of evidence, on the other hand, requires less certainty of guilt.
This standard asks that those determining responsibility believe that it is more likely than
not that the student committed sexual misconduct. In mathematical terms, clear and
convincing asks that those determining responsibility are 99% sure that the respondent
committed the act in question, whereas preponderance of evidence asks for 51%
certainty. This change will significantly affect how many cases result in a responsible
finding, which is the language most schools use instead of guilty. Sexual assault cases are
notoriously difficult to prove at this high standard of guilt, which is why so few cases go
to trial in non-school cases.
Second, the change in guidelines removes the timeline rule, and leaves it up to
schools to determine what is an appropriate timeline for the resolution of cases. The 2011
DCL guidelines required that schools finish investigations and hearings within a 60-day
time period. Many schools, especially ones with large student bodies, found this timeline
nearly impossible to meet. Given the continued inability to meet this requirement, this
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change may be welcome to many schools. However, the change also removes any push
for schools to resolve cases in a timely manner. As students spend around only four years
at a given university, pressure to conclude a case can disappear when students graduate,
drop out, or transfer.
Third, the letter removes the ban on specific resolution procedures, such as
mediation. The 2011 DCL banned mediation due to how some schools pushed victims
into mediation with perpetrators as a substitute for a formal hearing. Mediation is an
informal hearing where both the complainant (victim) and respondent (perpetrator) meet
to come to an agreement on what should be done about the situation. Campus advocates
and activists have pointed out how informal mediation is often used to pressure victims
into agreeing to terms against their own interest. At the same time, there are forms of
mediation that prioritize the victim and community, like restorative justice (Koss et al.,
2014; Miller, 2011). What makes the difference is that mediation processes like
restorative justice must be voluntary and begin with the perpetrator taking responsibility
for their actions. Removing the ban on mediation allows for schools to engage with
processes like restorative justice, but also reopens the possibility for harmful mediation
sessions.
And lastly, the removal makes adjustments to the appeals process. Depending on
the college or university, either only the perpetrator or both the perpetrator and the victim
can appeal a formal decision. The 2011 DCL did not require that appeals be provided but
did require that if one was provided that it be equal to both parties involved. This means
that if the respondent is able to appeal a responsible finding, then the complainant will
also be able to appeal a non-responsible finding. The changes to the guidelines remove
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this equal requirement and makes it possible for a school to provide appeals to one party
and not the other. However, the withdrawal of the 2011 DCL did not set new standards;
rather, it simply removed recent changes. Additionally, the ED allows institutions to
decide if they want to keep most of the changes made by the 2011 DCL guidance or not.
At the time this study was conducted the future of Title IX was uncertain. Over a
year after rescinding the 2011 DCL, Secretary DeVos and the ED released a proposal for
rule changes to Title IX, which is different than a DCL, in that it creates changes in the
law itself rather than the guidance on how to interpret the law ("Proposed Rule" 2018).
The proposal was released on November 16, 2018 and underwent an open comment
period through January 28, 2019. Many sexual assault researchers, advocates, Title IX
administrators, and survivors expressed concern over the proposed changes (CAPPA,
2018). In addition to the changes mentioned above, the main area in which Title IX law
was proposed to change was with respect to due process. The proposal included new
protections of due process for the accused student, including a presumption of innocence,
live hearings, prohibition of the single-investigator model, the allowance of crossexamination of the victim by the accused’s attorney, requirement of written notice of
allegations, ability to review evidence, and equal opportunity to appeal. The two items
that are received the most attention at the time of the study were the live hearings and
ability to cross-examine, as these are procedures that have been shown to increase PTSD
in victims and reduce the number of students who report their assaults (Koss et al., 2014).
Since the data gathering for this study ended, the new proposed rules from the ED
were published. On May 6, 2020, the new rule change for Title IX was released to the
public. Some of the issues outline above were solidified as part of the rule change, such
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as the ability to choose your own standard of evidence and required cross examination,
and other concerns rose to the top of the heap. The new rules entrenched a school’s right
to decide on which standard of evidence they will adopt and what types of mediation they
will and will not allow. But some of the other original actions of the 2017 Q&A
document where changed and at times complicated.
First, in their move to more clearly and strictly delineate what due process
measures are required under Title IX, the new rule requires that both parties have an
equal right to appeals, and equal rights across the entire Title IX process, including
notification, right to response, right to advisors, right to submit questions (cross
examine), right to appeal, and right to support services. Under this Due Process
framework, the main point of contention has been the right to cross examine. The original
fear of many who work on Title IX issues was for complainants and respondents to be
allowed to directly cross examining each other. The rule did not adopt this stance;
however they did require that each party’s advisor conduct the cross examination on their
behalf, which raised a whole new set of concerns. The rules states, similar to previous
DCL guidance from the ED, that both respondents and complainants are allowed an
advisor of choice. This advisor is most often either an attorney or a support person, like
family or, for victims specifically, an advocate. What has changed is that this advisor of
choice is now responsible for asking any cross-examination questions their party may
want asked. The advisor that conducts the cross-examination does not have to be an
attorney but may be one. If a student does not have an advisor, then the school will
provide one for the purpose of conducting the cross examination. There are no
restrictions on who the school provides for cross examination, as they state that in the

23

final rule, “An advisor’s cross-examination ‘on behalf of that party’ is satisfied where the
advisor poses questions on a party’s behalf, which means that an assigned advisor could
relay a party’s own questions to the other party or witness, and no particular skill or
qualification is needed to perform that role” (1147). Despite this assertion, many have
pointed out how the identity of a student’s advisor, particularly as an attorney or not,
creates a large space for inequality to creep into the hearing process, even though this
ruling was created to maintain equal treatment of both parties. Many agencies and
individuals have been quick to point this out, including The Campus Advocacy and
Prevention Professionals Association (CAPPA). In their released statement they
expressed the following:
Processes similar to the criminal justice system, such as crossexamination, would systematically disadvantage both reporting and
responding students who can’t afford an attorney, and are structured
primarily for the benefit of the legal profession, not the students trying to
navigate these processes and the institutions tasked with implementing
them. Additionally, placing the burden of cross-examination on unskilled
and inadequately trained advisors disadvantages both reporting parties and
responding parties. (CAPPA, 2020)
One additional concern advocates have is that as an advocate it would not be appropriate
to conduct cross-examination, yet they are often an advisor to a survivor. In addition to
objecting to further adopting elements of the criminal/legal system into the Title IX
process, there are many logistical issues for schools to consider with advisors conducting
cross examinations, including how and when to appoint an advisor, what constitutes a
failure to perform by the advisor, what questions can and cannot be asked, how will
questions be determined as appropriate or not, and others. The new rule does stipulate a
rape shield kind of provision, but it also simultaneously states that past sexual encounters
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between the respondent and complainant can be questioned if they can be used to prove
consent.
Another large area of concern in the new rule is the changes to the definitions of
actual knowledge and deliberate indifference, and the impact this has on previously
called “mandatory reporters” and the supplying of support services. Previous guidance
from the ED’s DCLs outlined that any responsible employee would be considered a
“mandatory reporter” who would have to make a report to Title IX if they were aware of
or suspected any Title IX violations. Many schools interpreted this to mean every
employee on campus that was not considered a legally confidential resource, such as a
medical doctor or psychologist. The new rule not only removed language in the definition
of actual knowledge around “should have known”, but they also restrict who is mandated
to report when they are aware of an incident to only staff “who has authority to institute
corrective measures on behalf of the recipient” (50). They continue to state that this does
not mean any employee who is able to make a report, and that individual schools can
determine who does and does not fall underneath this definition. This is a large shift from
requiring almost all college employees to be mandatory reporters and will impact the
help-seeking behaviors of students in many ways. In the new rule explanation they argue
that requiring all employees to be mandated reporters “may have resulted in college and
university policies that have unintentionally discouraged disclosures or reports of sexual
harassment by leaving complainants with too few options for disclosing sexual
harassment to an employee without automatically triggering a recipient’s response” (55).
They also cite wanting to give complaints as much control over if and when they decide
to make a formal report. While the new rules slim down who is mandated to make a
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formal report, they also state that students will also be provided “clear information about
how to access the supportive measures a recipient has available,” including how to make
a formal report. But they do not explain how they will ensure the delivery of this
information (63).
One of the final areas of concern I will discuss here is the new geographical
restriction on what incidents are covered under Title IX. In defining when a school may
dismiss a formal complaint the new rule states the following:
The recipient must investigate the allegations in a formal complaint. If the
conduct alleged in the formal complaint would not constitute sexual
harassment as defined in § 106.30 even if proved, did not occur in the
recipient’s education program or activity, or did not occur against a person
in the United States, then the recipient must dismiss the formal complaint
with regard to that conduct for purposes of sexual harassment under title
IX or this part; such a dismissal does not preclude action under another
provision of the recipient’s code of conduct. (2021)
Title IX professionals and organizations were immediately concerned over this passage
as it retracts protections under Title IX in a few different ways. First, the language in the
new rule appears to no longer cover sex-based discrimination and harassment that occurs
off of the physical campus, even if it may involve two students at the university. This
includes a vast number of places where sexual assault happens, including off-campus
residences, bars, and off-campus university events. Second, it would not cover any
student who is outside of the United States when the assault occurs. This ruling would
then exclude any students on university sanctioned trips outside of the United States, such
as study abroad trips, or campuses that may also be located outside of the country. This
excludes a group of students who may already feel more vulnerable and unsure of how to
help seek, as they are in a very different location with different laws and cultural
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expectations. To remove the university as a resource leaves these students even more
stranded.
Only time will tell how schools respond to the new requirements, which are set to
go into effect on August 14, 2020. Many individuals and organizations believe that it was
not only inappropriate to release the rules during the COVID-19 pandemic, but also
unrealistic to expect schools to adhere to the changes that quickly, as most universities
are scrambling to figure out how schools are going to function in the fall at all. Not only
are many of the changes left up to the institution to decide, such as using mediation or
which standard of evidence to apply, but it also takes college and universities time to
change these policies through their official channels. Additionally, the new rule also
continuously repeats that schools can cover additional incidents or have differing
processes through their code of conduct, seeming to suggest that Title IX and the student
code of conduct may need to cover different incidents with different kinds of processes.
Title IX policy creates a blueprint for colleges and universities to follow for how
they respond to instances of sexual violence on campus, which includes the structure of
the places victims turn to for help. Changes in Title IX lead to changes in campus policy,
which in turn impacts the likelihood of a student to seek help and the quality of that helpseeking experience. For this reason, Title IX policy is important to examine in relation to
help-seeking behaviors and the effects help seeking has on victims. As the data for this
study was gathered prior to the new rule publication, chapters 3-6 will not touch on these
aspects of Title IX heavily, instead the concluding chapter of this text will discuss what
these data can say about the new rule and how schools should approach the future of Title
IX.
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1.2 THEORY
This study will examine two different, yet related, topics: help-seeking behaviors
of victims from campus sexual assault and the policy surrounding campus sexual assault.
The following section will discuss the theoretical orientation that underlines my approach
in this study. I will first discuss the ecological framework as it applies to the field of
violence against women, and how it will guide this research project. I will then discuss a
few theories that I incorporate into the ecological model to strengthen the theory and how
it applies to campus sexual assault. The first of these will be theories of feminist
jurisprudence, which will be used in the study to give further illumination into the
macrosystem and policy. The second will be the institutional logics approach, which
provides insight into the mesosystem and its connections between individual attitudes,
organizations, and macrosystem factors.
The Ecological Approach
The vast majority of research on the help-seeking behaviors of sexual assault
victims has emerged from the fields of criminology and psychology. Within these fields,
the help-seeking literature emphasizes the barriers to help seeking and the reasoning
behind victims’ decisions not to seek help. Most studies of victims’ help-seeking
behaviors focus on how the following correlate with help seeking: demographics, assault
characteristics, social supports/networks, and societal norms/beliefs. Most of these
studies do not espouse a specific theoretical orientation. Those studies that do use theory
often adopt the ecological perspective.
The ecological perspective argues that individuals and their environments impact
one another, and as such research should examine these different levels and perspectives.

28

Research that only examines personal, incident, or cultural characteristics on their own
are unable to capture the full picture, and their findings will suggest solutions that can
only ever be partially successful. The ecological framework has been used within the
field of violence against women to discuss predictors and causes of domestic violence
(Heise, 1998), mental health after rape (Campbell et al., 2009), and bystander prevention
programs (Banyard et al., 2004; McMahon, 2015). There are multiple forms of the
ecological theory, such as Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory of human development
(1979, 1986), and Beleskey’s application of the ecological framework to child abuse
(Belsky, 1978). Bronfenbrenner’s theory states that an individual exists within multiple
interconnected levels:
The individual level includes organizations and social systems (e.g., legal,
medical, and mental health); the macrosystem includes societal norms,
expectations, and beliefs that form the broader social environment; and the
chronosystem encompasses the changes that occur over time between persons and
their multiple environments. (Campbell et al., 2009, p. 227)
One of the strongest elements of Bronfenbrenner’s version of the ecological theory is its
ability to account for changes over time, rather than only capturing a snapshot in time. In
contrast, Belsky’s approach examines a different division with four levels, and a fifth that
acts as a go-between.
Belsky's framework consists of four levels of analysis, best visualized as
four concentric circles. The innermost circle represents the personal
history factors that each individual brings to his or her behavior and
relationships. The next circle, the microsystem, represents the immediate
context in which abuse takes place-frequently the family or other intimate
or acquaintance relationship. The third level, the exosystem, encompasses
the institutions and social structures, both formal and informal, that embed
the microsystem-the world of work, neighborhood, social networks, and
identity groups. And finally, the macrosystem represents the general views
and attitudes that permeate the culture at large. In addition, several
theorists emphasize the importance of the mesosystem, an additional layer
that represents the interplay between various aspects of a person's social
environment. The mesosystem includes linkages between an individual's
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family and other ambits of involvement, such as place of work, extended
family, or network of peers. The mesosystem also includes linkages with
social institutions, such as the police, courts, and social services. (Heise,
1998, p. 264, emphasis added).
Belsky’s ecological approach encompasses more differentiated levels, and the addition of
the mesosystem as a link between the personal history, micro, and meso levels gives his
approach more explicit connections between the levels. While these two approaches each
have their own merits, this study adopts the Belsky ecological approach with the four
concentric systems (macro, exo, micro, and personal), as well as the mesosystem which
moves throughout the levels. Figure 1.1 visualizes this approach as the concentric circles
Heise refers to above, with the addition of the mesosystem as well.
Figure 1.1 - Belsky’s Ecological Approach
Mesosystem
Macrosystem
Exosystem
Microsystem
Personal History

The benefit this theory has for violence against women research is that it
considers aspects about the victim, the victim’s direct circumstances, organizations and
institutions they may interact with, and larger societal norms. Work by Campbell and
colleagues highlights an ecological approach to understanding violence against women
and focuses on how factors at multiple levels affect mental health outcomes (Campbell et
al., 2009). They found support for the ecological theory in explaining mental health
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outcomes, in that multiple factors beyond the individual level were significant in
predicting mental health outcomes. In fact, the individual level was the least significant
finding in their study. This study suggests that when examining barriers to services, the
largest impact often comes from the organizations and systems from which victims seek
help, as well as from a culture with rape myth acceptance, highlighting the importance
social norms.
When applied to sexual assault on college campuses, the ecological framework
can change the larger research conversation to move beyond the narrow focus on
individual and assault characteristics. Moylan and Javorka (2018) apply the ecological
approach to campus assault and discuss how the approach widens the conversation in
beneficial ways. They find that the ecological approach pushes researchers to consider
more carefully the impact of campus services and resources, and the policy context
schools exist within. They also point out how college campuses have their own context,
but also exist within a larger context of the city and state they are within. Lastly, they
discuss several campus-level variables that impact assault and its aftermath, including
alcohol use and policies, athletics, fraternities, types of learning used, student
demographics, and campus location and size. The ecological framework not only asks us
to consider how these larger level factors impact assault and help-seeking behaviors
directly, but it also requires that the research examine the relationships between campuslevel, policy-level, and individual level factors, rather than only researching one at a time.
Despite how the ecological approach guides researchers to examine the whole
picture that impacts victimization over only individual sections, and how the relationships
between the different levels are key, the theory can sometimes function more as a
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typology than as a predictive theory. Additionally, the theory is applied by scholars twodimensionally, which works to flatten the discrepancies in how distinct groups are
impacted differently by the same factors, or by different factors entirely. This study
addresses these criticisms of the ecological theory through not only examining how
victims are affected and positioned by the different systems, but by additionally looking
at helping professionals within the ecological model as well. By adopting the ecological
framework, this project will examine the multiple contexts that impact campus sexual
assault help-seeking, not just the individual level. This study includes an examination of
Title IX policies, help-seeking professionals and their offices, as well as victims. This
allows me to examine each of these areas individually as they apply to help-seeking, but
also the relationships between them, and the contradictions that emerge which I predict
will hinder help-seeking behaviors through creating and upholding barriers. In addition to
looking at the ecological model itself, I strengthen the model by showing how feminist
jurisprudence theories and the organizational theory of institutional logics are at work in
the macrosystem and exosystem, respectively.
Feminist Jurisprudence Theories
Feminist jurisprudence, or feminist legal theory, is comprised of a variety of
different approaches to law. Jurisprudence is a specific theoretical understanding of the
law, meaning feminist jurisprudence is feminist theory as applied to law. Just as there is
no singular feminist theory, the same is true for feminist jurisprudence; it is more
appropriate to say feminist jurisprudences. The term feminist jurisprudence acts as an
umbrella, indicating that individual approaches do have something in common. Weisberg
(1993) defines feminist jurisprudence as the “analysis and critique of women’s position in

32

patriarchal society” (p. xxvi). Theories of law are feminist, not because they focus on
women, but because of the recognition that society and its laws are patriarchal. This
dominance of men means that laws are created not to the benefit of everyone, but from
the viewpoint of the most privileged to benefit the most privileged, which in in United
States is most often white upper-class men. Even laws that on the surface appear to be
gender neutral are reexamined by feminist legal theorists to reveal underlying gendered
norms (P. Smith, 1993; Weisberg, 1993). What follows is an examination of some of the
main iterations of feminist jurisprudence including liberal, cultural, dominance, antiessentialism, and the postmodern turn.
The Liberal versus Cultural Approach
The two earliest forms of feminist jurisprudence, liberal and cultural, are perhaps
best discussed together. These forms of feminist legal theory, also commonly referred to
as the sameness/difference debate, were developed as responses to one another. The
liberal perspective, also referred to as sameness or equal treatment approach, asserts that
women and men are the same, and so women require access to the same rights as men.
This approach is closely attached to liberal feminism and liberalism in general. Liberal
feminists argue that the observed differences between men and women are due to women
not having the same access to education and public institutions like law and finance; once
these barriers are gone, the differences will also disappear (Weisberg, 1993). With the
emergence of feminist legal theory in the 70s and 80s, feminist lawyers sought to instill
this liberal theory into the actualities of law. The liberal approach argues that employers
cannot discriminate on the basis of sex in their treatment and hiring of employees. In her
presentation of this approach, Wendy Williams (1993) outlines two main propositions:
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(1) that “sex-based generalizations” are not acceptable, and (2) that rules and policies,
which are otherwise gender-neutral, cannot result in negative effects for one gender but
not the other, unless the rule can be justified (pp. 130-131). While these two propositions
worked unchallenged in most areas of employment discrimination, they ran into
opposition in the case of pregnancy and workplace discrimination. Liberal approach
advocates, like Wendy Williams (1993) and Elizabeth Duncan Koontz (1971), argue that
protections for pregnant women fall under the equality framework without needing to
extend special protections. Williams states that “pregnancy creates not ‘special’ needs,
but rather exemplifies typical basic needs” (Williams, 1993, p. 120).
The cultural, or difference/special treatment, approach makes an opposing
argument to the liberal perspective. Advocates of the cultural approach in feminist legal
theory point out that the so-called “equality” approach only guarantees formal equality,
which often does not translate into realized equality for women. Krieger and Cooney
(1993), two cultural legal theorists, state that “in some situations, including those
presented by pregnancy-related disabilities, equal treatment of the sexes actually results
in inequality for women” (p. 157). One of the reasons this occurs is because genderneutral policies are designed in a society where the norm is male. For example, in the
Miller-Wohl situation, where a woman was fired for missing work due to morning
sickness, Krieger and Cooney argue that an equal treatment approach would maintain that
missing work for any “similarly situated” reason would be grounds for dismissal in the
policy; thus, the action of firing the pregnant woman would stand. Additionally, they
point out that women often work in different jobs than men, particularly those without
benefits, such as part-time work. These jobs already include fewer protections than the
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jobs that men are more likely to fill, and therefore, formal equality would not assist them.
The difference approach argues that because women are different from men, they require
special treatment from the law.
The Dominance Approach
The third approach in feminist legal theory, the dominance approach, argues that
the sameness/difference debate misses the real problem with law, and transforms the
debate into the difference (which now includes the previous two approaches) and
dominance debate. The issue is not whether we should treat women the same as or
different from men, but rather that women exist in a fundamental relationship of
inequality with men based on their subordination. The dominance approach, derived from
radical feminism, rejects the call for equal rights of the liberal feminist approach and
instead views the entire legal system as built on male supremacy. Liberal feminism can
be understood as wanting a piece of the pie—i.e., women get what men have--whereas
radical feminists believe the entire pie is bad and requires making a new one.
Radical/dominance feminists also focus on uniting all women through their shared
experience of subordination to men, which men achieve primarily through sexual
domination of women. They argue that the undergirding experience of being a woman is
to be sexually subordinated. The main problem with the difference approach is that it
cannot transform this experience of domination and is unable to address some of the main
areas where sexual domination occurs, including sexual harassment, pornography,
domestic violence, and rape.
Despite the popularity and strengths of the dominance approach, it also has strong
opposition. The strength of the dominance approach is its focus on the inequality and
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subordination of women, and its assertion that reconstructing law would change women’s
lived circumstances and powerlessness. In order to do this, the law must come from the
real experiences of women. Such a focus was utilized in sexual harassment law.
However, many feminist legal theorists point out the continued essentialism at work in
the dominance approach, where women do not experience what it means to be a woman
the same because of their other identities such as race, class, or sexuality. The dominance
approach is also critiqued for the construction of women as always victims and a
problematic supportive relationship with the state.
The Anti-Essentialism Approach
The fourth approach, anti-essentialism, developed largely as a response to the
essentialism in the liberal, cultural, and domination approaches. Whereas the previous
two approaches argue that there is something that all women have in common, be it
pregnancy or subordination to men, the anti-essentialism approach in feminist legal
theory argues that women cannot be said to experience these phenomena the same due to
their other diverse identities, including race, class, sexuality, ability, and citizenship
status, among others. The experiences held up by dominance and liberal feminists were
those of white, middle-class, heterosexual women who enjoy more privilege than women
who are members of marginalized groups. Basing decisions, particularly legal ones, on
the experiences of the most privileged women often results in further discrimination for
the most oppressed, as well as replicates the same forces feminist legal theory proposes to
correct.
Multiple legal scholars use the anti-essentialist approach on a variety of different
legal topics. Potentially the most well-known is Kimberle Crenshaw’s work on
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intersectionality as applied to domestic violence and sexual assault (Crenshaw, 1991).
Intersectionality addresses how individuals do not experience their multiple identities as
separate from one another; instead, these different identities intersect to create unique
interactions and experiences. Crenshaw focuses primarily on the intersection of gender
and race, and explains how those who are both women and black are multiply
disadvantaged by belonging to both marginalized groups. Additionally, black women
often feel stuck between their identity as a woman and their identity as black. In
situations of domestic violence, for example, calling the police furthers the ability of the
state to imprison people of color and extend the prison industrial complex. At the same
time, ignoring the abuse of black women by black men to keep them out of jail does
nothing to end the abuse. By paying attention to their specific experience as black
women, anti-essentialist feminist legal scholars not only see how existing laws, like
mandatory arrests, do not serve these communities well, but can also begin to construct
approaches that can serve them in the ways their intersecting identities require.
Anti-essentialist feminist legal theory examines other marginalized groups as
well. Patricia Cain (1993) critiques previous theorists, including MacKinnon (1993) and
West (1993), from the standpoint of lesbians. Cain argues that the feminist movement
and its corresponding legal theory have historically excluded lesbians’ experiences and
needs, such as MacKinnon’s assertion that even lesbian sex, “meaning here simply
women having sex with women, not with men,” is still constructed under male
supremacy, even when men are not actually present in the room (Cain, 1993, p. 362).
Cain objects to this position due to its failure to listen to actual lesbian experiences. Cain
also urges feminist legal theorists to acknowledge that heterosexuality is also a part of the
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problematic institution of patriarchy and begin to challenge heterosexuality’s naturalized
position. While Cain does a good job of examining gender and sexuality, she does not
extend beyond those identities to include others.
Katherine Franke (2009), while addressing the feminist approach to reproductive
rights, also addresses the often overlooked issue of citizenship status. She challenges the
notion of reproduction as a productive social activity by questioning current immigration
policy, which works to deport parents and their children. Franke’s approach here exposes
how the children considered worthy of production are only white citizens, and that not
also advocating for a different immigration policy places these feminists in a position of
hypocrisy.
As anti-essentialist theorists show, there is no experience of “woman” that can be
said to be universal, and any attempt to do so only serves the needs of specific women,
usually white, middle-class, heterosexual women. The strength of this approach is how it
expands the scope of feminists’ work to look beyond white women and to be inclusive of
all women by accounting for their differences. Challenging the concept of “woman” as
meaning one thing forces legal theorists to simultaneously work on issues of racism,
poverty, heterosexism, transphobia, ableism, and xenophobia. However, postmodern and
queer theorists criticize anti-essentialist theorists for identity-based politics. They argue
that this focus on multiple identity categories and their differences in experience works to
reify categories that are constructed through discourse and power.
The Postmodern Turn in Feminist Legal Theory
The final approach, postmodern legal theory, is partially an approach within
feminist legal theory and partially a critique of feminist legal theory. Even though some
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of the theorists covered below would not identify themselves as within feminist
jurisprudence, I believe it is essential to include them here because this is the next big
criticism that feminist legal theory needs to address and future theorizations will most
likely center on this debate. The postmodern approach both within and outside of feminist
legal theory is critical of any fixed or objective truths, and instead argues that that
categories such as sex, gender, and sexuality are constructed through language and
discourse. Law is an important form of discourse as it is both actively and subconsciously
enforced. Postmodern feminist legal theory views all forms of legal theory discussed
above as reifying and naturalizing the categories of sex, gender, and sexuality through
laws and resulting legal discourse. In her discussion of postmodern feminist legal theory,
Laura Rosenbury (2016) argues that the postmodern approach adds three main
contributions to feminist legal theory: (1) it rejects any fixed objective meanings of sex or
gender, (2) deconstructs the gender binary, and (3) and exposes the relational aspect of
identity. Through an attempt to make women’s equal treatment actualized through law,
these laws have worked to create and entrench the very meanings of gender and other
categories that are part of the problem.
An example of postmodern legal theory is Dean Spade’s book Normal Life (2011)
which addresses the plight of the transgender population and how a rights-based and
feminist framework has failed them. This text largely utilizes queer legal theory, which is
a subset of postmodern legal theory. Spade recognizes that the passage of rights-based
laws, like anti-discrimination and hate crime laws, can supply symbolic meaning of
belonging, but he also questions their ability to change the actual experiences of harm
trans persons experience. Legal discourse that supports the gender binary supports
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systems that cause the harm in the first place. While early LGBT social movements were
explicitly anti-police and state, today they function similarly to women’s movements by
using the law and state as the mechanism to equality, like in the fight for marriage
equality. However, Spade provides ample examples of how the state, the proposed
avenue to freedom, is the very institution discriminating against trans persons. This is
accomplished through sex-segregated environments like prisons, restrictions on gender
classification for IDs, and in terms of access to health care. The solution, according to
Spade, is to address the administrative arm of the system which controls the policies that
create institutional discrimination. For Spade the concentration on using rights within law
should be relatively minor as it only provides a symbolic fix. The strength of the
postmodern approach is that it expands the purview of legal theorists and asks them to
find alternative paths for remedy. Yet, at the same time it does not offer a solution to the
contradiction of using the rights framework for freedom when this simultaneously
reinforces existing power structures and notions of sex, gender, and sexuality (Basu,
2011; Helliwell, 2000).
-I position feminist legal theory within the macrosystem of the ecological
perspective. Law and order may be institutions present in the exosystem, but legal theory
discusses and establishes how cultural factors, norms, and attitudes influence how our
laws are written and the structure of criminal justice institutions. Title IX policy, one of
the main areas of investigation in this study, was established through law, and court cases
and further legal areas are what have continued to shape these polices. Investigating
which feminist legal theories are present in Title IX policy will not only illuminate what
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factors from the macrosystem influence Title IX policy, but also the discourse behind
them. This analysis will also allow me to suggest how the theories of feminist
jurisprudence that are not present in current Title IX policy could facilitate positive
change in future policy at both the federal and institutional levels.
Organizational Theory – Institutional Logics
Organizational theory investigates the dynamics, functions, and relationships of
organizations, and is a multi-disciplinary area of scholarship. Disciplines like sociology,
political science, communication, and business all contribute to scholarship and theories
on organizations. One of the reasons for this is how ubiquitous organizations are within
society, they are inescapable. As such, understanding how they function within society is
an important element to almost any areas of study. This is particularly the case for
understanding help seeking after campus sexual assault because of how many distinct yet
related organizations function to provide assistance to victims all within the same
institution. Organizational theory can help analyze the organizations themselves, the
professionals with the organization, and students’ relationships with both the
professionals and the offices they work for.
Throughout this study one particular aspect of the organizations emerged as key
to understanding the relationships and interactions between not only the different people
involved in the study, but also the different offices and systems in the ecological
approach – institutional logics. Institutional logics emerged out of institutional theory and
analysis in the 1990’s beginning in work by Friedland and Alford (1991). They argue that
institutions have a central purpose, or logic, that not only impact its organization, but also
the motives and identities of the social actors within the institution. They do specify that
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people within institutions are not fully determined by the institutional logics, instead the
logics combine with other factors for social actors to maneuver. The institutional logic
connects several levels of analysis, the individual, with organizations, and macrosystem
factors. Institutional logics are double-sided:
Each has a central logic that constrain both the means and ends of
individual behavior and are constitutive of individuals, organizations, and
society. However, while institutions constrain action, they also provide
sources of agency and change. The contradictions inherent in the
differentiated set of institutional logics provide individuals, groups, and
organizations with cultural resources for transforming individual
identities, organizations, and society. (Thorton & Ocasio, 2013, p. 101).
Institutional logics are not deterministic as organizations and individuals operate under
multiple logics that can have not only a different purpose, but sometimes even
oppositional and competing logics. Individuals and organizations must navigate
contradictory logics in ways that facilitate their own projects and identities, but they
cannot fully abandon the logics either.
I position the theory of institutional logics within the exosystem and mesosystem
of the ecological model. Institutional logics are influenced by the macrosystem, but much
of the work they perform operates at the organizational and social structure level. This is
critical in understanding the myriad of helping offices and professionals that operate
within the institution of higher education and multiple types of interactions: interactions
between offices, interactions of professionals with and between offices, interactions of
students with offices, and interactions between professionals and students. The
institutional logics of the disparate but related helping offices connect not only the
multiple actors in the study, but also each of the levels of the ecological system through
an anchor in the exosystem.
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By adopting the ecological framework, this project will examine the multiple
contexts that impact campus sexual assault help-seeking, from the individual to the
cultural norms and values in society. This theoretical orientation leads the three-pronged
approach of the study (policy, professionals, and victims) to ensure a fuller picture of
help-seeking opportunities, barriers, and experiences, and which factors with each system
play a key role. I also add several contributions to the ecological perspective. First, I am
examining not a singular event or individual within the ecological model, but the three
interrelated subjects of policy, helping professionals, and student victims of campus
sexual assault all under the topic of help seeking. I argue that the inclusion of more than
one subject in the model creates a more three-dimensional ecological model that
complicates how the view of factors and organizations as uneven in their impact on
different subjects. Lastly, I incorporate two additional theories within the ecological
model to create a more predictive theory, rather than a typology. At the macrosystem
level I use feminist legal theory to identify which cultural factors and social norms have
shaped the development of Title IX policy with institutions of higher education. In the
exosystem and mesosytem levels of the model I use the theory of institutional logics to
show how the multiple offices involved in help seeking on campus, and their
professionals, are governed by institutional logics that are often contradictory. This
theory demonstrates the relationships between individual actors with organizations and
institutions, and how their interactions are both shaped by macrosystem factors while also
working to create spaces for agency and change.
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CHAPTER 2. METHODS
The research questions and theoretical orientation discussed in Chapter One
helped establish a three-pronged approach in this study to examine the relationships
between Title IX policy, helping professionals, and victims in relation to help-seeking
behavior after experiences of campus sexual assault. To trace the connections between
these different vantage points of help seeking, I conducted a qualitative policy analysis
and in-depth interviews with both helping professionals and victims at two different
institutions of higher education. Conducting each level of research at each school
facilitated my ability to make explicit the connections between them; how policy impacts
professionals and victims, how professionals implement policy and interact with victims,
and how victims respond to policy and their interactions with professionals. Rather than
deducing social processes from afar, I relied on victims and professionals as expert
witnesses of their empirical world, treating their situated narratives as a truth. The
remainder of this chapter will explicate my research design, data gathering, and approach
to analysis.
2.1 Sampling Strategy
I utilized critical case sampling to select schools for inclusion in the study.
Critical case sampling focuses on identifying which aspects of a case are important in
determining observed outcomes. Existing studies on how institutional differences impact
campus sexual assault focus the importance of size, control type, and location (Cantor et
al., 2015; Cass, 2007; Graham et al., 2017; Griffin et al., 2017; Mohler-Kuo et al., 2004;
Moylan & Javorka, 2018; Voth Schrag, 2017). Studies have found that schools with
larger populations are more likely to be in compliance with federal Title IX guidelines

when compared to smaller schools (Graham et al., 2017; Griffin et al., 2017). The type of
school, meaning public or private, has also been found to affect both compliance and
rates of sexual assault, where public schools have lower rates of sexual assault and higher
compliance with Title IX mandates in comparison to private schools (Cantor et al., 2015;
Moylan & Javorka, 2018). Additionally, researchers have found that schools with stricter
membership, prestige, and rigid identities are less likely to be in compliance and more
likely to cause negative consequences for victims due to either the inability to believe
wrong doing by members or the prioritization of the institution’s image over the wellbeing of students (C. P. Smith & Freyd, 2013). Lastly, the location of a school in terms of
its urbanicity and region impacts risks of sexual assault and its associated effects, with
rural schools having a higher risk than urban (Mohler-Kuo et al., 2004). Using critical
case sampling with these guiding criteria, I selected two schools that best represent the
diversity in size and control, while holding location a constant, both in terms of region
and urbanicity. Both schools are located within the east central census region. Table 2.1
shows the sample school characteristics. I also restricted my sample to four-year
universities. While research does indicate many differences between two- and four-year
universities in regard to campus sexual assault, this is beyond the scope of this project.
To determine certain characteristics of these schools I used the Carnegie Classification
System. Details about these schools will be discussed further below.
Table 2.1 - School Sample Characteristics
School
School #1
School #2

Size
Large (>10,000)
Medium (3,000-10,000)
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Location
Urban
Urban

Type
Public
Private, religious

2.2 Participants and Recruitment
This study includes three different groups of participants, the schools themselves,
and then the students and professionals at the two different schools. In the next three
sections I will describe the recruitment methods for each group, as well as their
characteristics. All recruitment email scripts and screening protocols can be found in
Appendices B and C.
Schools
The first area to discuss is the two schools in this sample. These schools were
selected through the critical case sampling method. I believed it was essential to not only
get approval from the schools due to IRB requirements, but for a few additional reasons
as well. First, obtaining approval from the Title IX coordinator and office ensured a
higher likelihood that helping professionals would be willing to participate, including the
Title IX coordinator who has a very pivotal in the helping seeking experience on campus.
Second, I knew that interviews with students would be likely bring up strong emotions
and distress from recalling the assault and other negative experiences related to the
assault. It was important that helping professionals be aware of the study in case it caused
any increase in requests for their services.
The two schools included in this study were selected because of important
differences that may impact the experiences of help seeking after campus sexual assault.
As viewed above in Table 2.1, the first school is a large public school located within an
urban environment. Throughout this study this school will be referred to as the Public
School. The Public School qualifies as a large school according to the Carnegie
Classification System, meaning it has a student population larger than 10,000 students.
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This school was located not only in an urban area, but also within a city, rather than a
more suburban environment. The Public School was also a predominantly white
institution (PWI), meaning over two-thirds of the enrolled students are white.
Additionally, over half of the students are in-state students and only around one-third live
on campus, with the majority of the study body living in the neighborhoods that surround
the school. The campus itself features many different dining halls and other eating
establishments, multiple separate classroom and academic buildings, and more than one
student gym. Many of the student life offices are located in the very large student center,
but others spill out into various other buildings on campus. Not only is the student body
large, but the campus is as well.
The second school in the sample is a medium-sized private religiously affiliated
school also located in an urban environment. This school will be referred to as PrivateSchool throughout the study. The Private-School qualifies as a medium sized school,
which means between 3,000-10,000 students enrolled each year. They are also a
religiously affiliated school, with a chapel on campus, and several offices and student
groups related to the religious affiliation. Additionally, around half of students that attend
the school identify as the same religion the school is affiliated with. The location of the
Private School qualifies as urban but is more suburban than the Public School. However,
it is a short drive to get to the heart of the nearby big city. The Private School is also a
PWI, with around 50% of students in-state, and about half of the student body lives on
campus. The Private School campus is much smaller than the Public School. In
comparison is has only one dining hall and a second area with a handful of quick food
options, a few dedicated classroom buildings, and many smaller academic buildings on
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campus. A separate building with a student gym was recently constructed, but the rest of
student life offices are all located in the student center. The campus gave a much more
intimate secluded setting, where the center of campus was obvious and easy to locate.
These two schools were chosen because of the important similarities (location,
prominent role of sports and/or Greek life) and differences (size, control-type) between
them. Through the data analysis the main characteristic between the schools that emerged
as important was the size of the student population and campus, whereas control-type
made a smaller impact.
Professionals
The second area of participants is helping professionals. I identified these
professionals by first identifying the main areas of help seeking on campus from the
scholarly literature, which included Title IX professionals, police or security officers,
medical practitioners, counselors, and advocates. I also found some additional
professionals through information shared in interviews with professionals and students.
Professionals discussed other offices and persons they interacted with to better access
resources for students seeking help, and students discussed offices that provided those
resources to them. These additions included professionals from the Student Care office
and the professional in charge of gathering and reporting Clery statistics. The Care office
existed on both campuses and was in charge of providing assistance for a variety of
student needs, including financial, material (housing and food), and educational. This
office functioned as a one-stop shop that could listen to why a student was struggling and
then connect them to resources to help alleviate the problem. Faculty and staff were both
encouraged to report students to the care office that they were concerned about to get
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them the assistance they required. Both students and professionals discussed the Care
office on campus, while only professionals interacted with the person in charge of Clery
statistics.
Since the focus of this research is on the connections between policy,
professionals, and student victims, I restricted my sample to only include professionals
strictly located on campus or those community organizations that have partnerships with
the school to fulfill these obligations. For example, the school may not have an advocate
on campus, but has a partnership with the community rape crisis center where the center
is trained to respond specifically to campus victims. The partnership must be meaningful
to be considered. Simply providing the contact information for a center, local police, or a
few hospitals in not considered meaningful. A school need not have all professionals to
be included in the study as the lack of certain kinds of professionals is an important factor
to consider. Both schools in the sample had university-based offices in each of the
categories, so no outside organizations were included. Requirements for participation in
the study were that professionals must currently be in their role at that university to
participate. Professionals were contacted in two ways, either directly through their
university posted email found on the institution’s website, or through snowball sampling
by having previously interviewed professionals introduce me additional professionals. I
limited my attempts to recruit professionals to three attempts to contact via email.
A total of thirteen professionals participated in the study, nine from the Public
School and four from the Private School. Table 2.2 shows the breakdown of what offices
were represented at each school, and table 2.3 shows the demographics of the
professionals. The helping landscape differed slightly at the two schools, primarily in
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terms of size. Both schools had a Title IX office with a Title IX coordinator whose job
was solely Title IX-based. But the Title IX office at the Public School was much larger,
featuring several investigators and other staff dedicated to Title IX work. The Title IX
office at the Private School had only recently grown to include a second staff person, who
conducted mostly education on campus with a smaller portion of her time dedicated to
investigations. Advocates were also represented in the sample from both schools. The
Public School had a designated office that housed both advocates and
prevention/education staff. At the time of the study they had two full time advocates in
the office, with the other staff able to function as an advocate if needed. The Private
School, on the other hand, had only a single advocate who also performed some
educational duties on campus. These were the only two offices that had professionals
represented in the sample at each school, despite the fact that both schools did have all of
the categories of helping professionals represented on campus.
After several attempts at recruitment, no professionals from the counseling center
at the Public School, or the police and student health clinic at the Private School
participated in the study. I did get a response from the director of the counseling center at
the Public School stating that the counseling professionals were currently overburdened
with cases, and to not be surprised
Table 2.2 – Helping Professional Participants
Office
Title IX
Advocate
Counseling
Physical Health
Police
Other
Total

Public School
2
2
0
2
1
2
9
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Private School
2
1
1
0
0
0
4

Total
4
3
1
2
1
2
13

Table 2.3 – Helping Professional Demographics
Demographic
Race
White
Black
Latina/Hispanic
Asian
Other
Gender
Male
Female
TGNC
Sexuality
Heterosexual
LGBQ
Time in Profession
< 1 year
1 – 3 years
4 – 9 years
10+ years
Time at School
< 1 year
1 – 3 years
4 – 9 years
10+ years

Public School

Private School

Total

9
0
0
0
0

3
0
1
0
0

12
0
1
0
0

0
9
0

0
4
0

0
13
0

7
2

1
3

8
5

0
1
4
4

0
0
3
1

0
1
7
5

0
3
3
3

1
2
2
0

1
5
5
3

TGNC – Transgender and Gender Nonconforming ; LGBQ – Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Queer

if I did not receive any responses. This speaks to some of the barriers that students
discuss about counseling in Chapter Six. I believe I was able to get professionals from the
Student Health Clinic and Police Department at the Public School because these offices
are larger at the Public School, and also housed individuals who were more personally
involved on issues of campus sexual assault. This is also partially true for the counselor at
the Private School, as she was responsible for running the survivor support group on
campus. I believe this is one of the main reasons that helping professionals in offices that
are not fully tied to sexual assault were less likely to respond to recruitment because they
did not view themselves as appropriate to the study. The final category in table 2.2,
‘other,’ is comprised of the care office and Clery office professionals at the Public
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School. While the Private School also had these offices, they were not mentioned in any
of the interviews, student or professional, as a help-seeking resource on campus and so
were not recruited for the study.
Students
The third wave of recruitment was of student victims of campus sexual assault. To
reduce any possibility of coercion I did not directly email any individual students to
request participation in the study. This was an important addition for the victims as they
were students at the institutions which adds a level of vulnerability. Instead, students
were recruited via flyers, emails to listservs and organizations on campus, and through
snowball sampling. Any snowball sampling required that the students reach out to me
directly to avoid any coercion. Flyers were posted in common areas visited by students
on campus, including dining halls, libraries, classroom buildings, and residence halls (see
flyer in Appendix A). Emails were sent to student organizations, including Greek,
identity-based, and activist organizations, academic departments for professors to share
with their classes, and student support offices on campus. I also asked professionals who
participated in the study to pass along my information to any students they believed may
be interested in the study if they felt comfortable doing so. I also told students that if they
knew of any other students who may want to participate to feel free to pass along the
information, but made clear that I was not able to contact the student, but the student
must contact me. Lastly, all students who participated in the study received an Amazon
gift card for $25, and this was advertised through the flyers and emails. The
compensation served two purposes. First, to try and increase the number of participants in
the study. Second, and more importantly, to compensate the students for reliving a
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traumatic and violent experience. I felt strongly that students should receive something
tangible to offset that.
Inclusion criteria for student victims included that the student must be currently
enrolled at the institution, or just transferred or graduated within three years. Students
who are not enrolled beyond this time frame may have been impacted by a different set of
policies than were currently in place. Limiting the time frame also limits problems with
recall abilities as well. Victims also must be at least six months post-assault. These
criteria allow that victims will have had the ability to begin reflecting on their
experiences of help-seeking and the effects it has had on their well-being. Gender of
participants was not restricted, however due to the gendered nature of sexual assault and
the increased stigma associated with male and transgender victimization, it was likely
that the majority of students would be cisgender women. Thirty-nine students emailed
about interest in the study. Out of that number seven students did not meet the
qualifications, four students did not respond to the follow-up email checking for inclusion
criteria, one student did not show up their interview and did not respond to email contact
to reschedule, another one student emailed that she changed her mind about participating
prior to the interview, and two interviews were cancelled due to COVID-19. An
additional one student that was interviewed turned out to not meet the inclusion criteria
and was not included in the analysis. The final number of students who met the inclusion
criteria and were included in the analysis was twenty-three students. I did not anticipate
being contacted by so many students who did not meet the qualifications for the study,
which created a moral situation in how to best respond to these students with compassion.
Reasons for not meeting inclusion criteria included not meeting the six-month post-
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assault timing, having graduated too long ago, experiencing assault when a student at
another university and then transferring. It was never because they did not experience a
sexual assault. For every student that contacted me I first told them that I was sorry they
had that experience and assured them that it was not their fault. For the students who did
not meet the inclusion criteria I made sure to attach the list of options for people to talk to
or report their experience to that the students in the study receive. If a student failed to
respond to an email I would only follow-up again one more time to avoid any feelings of
coercion for the student.
Table 2.4 – Student Demographics

Demographic
Public School Private School Total
Race
White
7
7
14
Black
3
1
4
Latina/Hispanic
1
0
1
Asian
2
0
2
Bi-Racial
2
0
2
Gender
Male
0
0
0
Female
12
7
19
TGNC
3
1
4
Sexuality
Heterosexual
9
6
15
LGBQ
6
2
8
Year in School
Freshman
0
0
0
Sophomore
2
1
3
Junior
5
2
7
Senior
5
3
8
Graduate Student
3
1
4
Graduated
0
1
1
Major
STEM
4
1
5
Social Science
6
3
9
Humanities
1
0
1
Arts
1
1
2
Business
3
3
6
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Twenty-three student participants were included in the study, fifteen from the
Public School and eight from the Private School. In comparison to the professional
sample, the student demographics were more diverse, especially in terms of race. Table
2.4 shows the demographics of the students, including race, gender, sexuality, year in
school, and major. There is an almost 50/50 split between white and non-white students
in the Public-School sample, compared to only one non-white student at the Private
School. While there are still no males in the study, there were four Transgender and
Gender Nonconforming students in the study, as well as many LGBQ students. There
was also a lot of variety in the kinds of sexual assault the students in this study
experienced (Table 2.5). One of the areas that varied the least was year in school at the
time of assault, with all but two students in the sample experiencing their sexual assault
during their freshman or sophomore years. One of the biggest differences that emerged
between the two schools was in their help-seeking behaviors. At both schools around a
Table 2.5 – Assault Characteristics

Characteristic
Public School Private School Total
Year in School
Freshman
10
6
16
Sophomore
4
3
7
Junior
1
0
1
Senior
0
0
0
Graduate Student
1
0
1
Assault Type
Verbal/Non-Physical
1
0
1
Nonconsensual touching
2
1
3
Attempted Rape
4
1
5
Rape
8
6
14
Unknown
2
0
2
Relationship to Perpetrator
Partner
4
3
7
Friend
5
2
7
Acquaintance
7
3
10
Stranger
1
1
2
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quarter of the students did not use any formal resources. But only students in the PublicSchool sample sought resources from the student clinic or other physical health locations,
and larger percentages of students at the Private School utilized Title IX and counseling
services than at the Public School. There are a few areas in this table that appear
misleading. First, while a total of eight students interacted with Title IX, some of those
interactions were only to listen to resources, some were to make a report but not an
investigation, and one student felt forced into speaking with Title IX. Only one student in
the entire sample went the entire way through the Title IX process. Another misleading
aspect of this table is the student who spoke with the local police at the Public School.
She experienced rape in the context of an abusive relationship where she was also
experiencing physical abuse. At one point her boyfriend pushed her down a flight of
stairs, and this was the incident she reported to the police, not the sexual assault. Finally,
there were a few different types of help seeking represented in the other category,
including the Care Office at the Public School, a staff person in the faith-based center at
the Private School, as well as student groups at the Private School.
2.3 Data and Analysis
In addition to the three types of participants (school, professionals, students), I utilized
two different qualitative methods in gathering data. To answer the questions about Title
Table 2.6 – Help Seeking by Students

Help Seeking Public School Private School Total
Title IX
4
4
8
Advocate
7
3
10
Counseling
7
6
13
Health
5
0
5
Police
1
0
1
Other
2
3
5
None
5
2
7
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IX policy’s relationship to help seeking I utilized policy and content analysis. To address
the questions about helping professionals and victims, I conducted in-depth interviews
with these two groups. The following sections will discuss the data gathering and analysis
process for these two methods.
Policy Analysis
I conducted an analysis of current sexual assault policies at each school in my
sample. This analysis revealed current trends in Title IX and sexual assault campus
policies, as well as investigated how these policies inhibit or enhance student’s
engagement in help-seeking behaviors through its impact on help-seeking structures or
organizations. I treated these policies as “windows onto social and organizational
realities” (Bryman, 2012, p. 554), where they provide information about how
organizations that deal with sexual assault are meant to be structured. Sexual assault
policies are almost always public record and available on the school’s website and were
accessed this way. I downloaded the full Title IX policies at both schools. During the
interviews with professionals I asked if there were any other policies they thought
impacted students to try to locate additional non-Title IX policies, but none were
mentioned. Students also did not bring up any experiences with other policies or rules
that hindered or eased their help-seeking experience. Because of this only the Title IX
policies at the two schools were included in the policy analysis.
I analyzed these policies in two ways. First through a modified grounded theory
approach. I do acknowledge that I come to this research project with knowledge of the
existing literature and theory, which has led to the creation of my specific research
questions. While this knowledge has led to the construction of my research questions and
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criteria for participation, the actual categories used for coding emerged from the policy
data. Using the analytic strategy of grounded theory, I began with initial open coding,
paying close attention to how the policies specify the involvement and responsibilities of
individuals and organizations, the roles of victims and perpetrators, and the procedures
involved. I used constant comparative analysis to compare emerging codes with previous
and new data, making note of differences and similarities across the data (Charmaz,
2006). In addition to the modified grounded theory analysis, I also conducted a deductive
coding of the policy analysis under the lens of feminist jurisprudence to view which
theories are present in the data. I applied the five categories of feminist jurisprudence as a
coding schema to the policy documents. I then combined both analytic strategies to reveal
what factors have shaped Title IX law and policy, as well as how those policies construct
or hinder help-seeking opportunities.
Interviews
I also conducted in-depth interviews with both help-seeking professionals and
individuals who experienced sexual victimization during their time in college. The
interviews with help-seeking professionals focused on how they interpret and implement
sexual assault policies, as well as how they interact with students seeking services.
Questions in the interview protocol for professionals (Appendix D) were designed to
elicit answers about how they approach and understand their work, and feelings and
experiences with policy and help-seeking students. Whereas the interviews with victims
focused on the narratives they have of their help-seeking experience and the impact their
help seeking has on healing and coping post-assault. The interviews focused on how
victims felt and responded to help-seeking systems, how and why they turned to specific
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resources, and how they view those experiences. While studies have shown that
institutional characteristics matter for help seeking, we also know that knowledge of
resources does not drive help-seeking behavior (Cantor et al. 2015). Additionally, we
know that the reasons victims give for not engaging in help seeking are all perception
based, such as believing the assault was not serious enough to report, believing it was a
personal matter, or not thinking the school would take it seriously. In-depth interviews
with victims of campus sexual assault allowed me to investigate how victims situate and
understand their experiences of help-seeking. The need to access these perceptions, rather
than the objective characteristics of victims, their assaults, and help-seeking
organizations, motivated my use of in-depth interviews.
In these interviews, students were all asked a few knowledge-based questions,
about resources, their definition of sexual assault, and what Title IX was. Each student
was then asked to share what they wanted about their assault experience, while
explaining that they could share as much or as little as they wanted about the assault
itself, clarifying that I did not need to know details to conduct this research, but that if
they wanted to share those they were able to do so. For victims specifically, the openended questions allowed them to share details about their victimization that they choose
to disclose. As I am not investigating what factors predict help-seeking behavior, it is not
necessary for me to know exact details of the victimization itself. Rather, it is important
for me to know what details the survivor perceives as important and what may have
impacted their help-seeking experience. Most students shared in-depth about their assault
experience, as they felt it was important context for their behaviors afterwards. A few
students were less specific about their assaults, which is where the unknown assault type
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comes from in Table 2.5. Students were then asked a series of follow up questions about
who they told and what they did post-assault, and how they felt about those experiences.
As these interviews were of a very sensitive nature, I took extra precautions. If
any student became visibly upset, or began to cry, I would ask them if they wanted to
take a break. I also made sure to always have a box of tissues present. I assured students
at the beginning of the interview that they could skip any questions they like or end the
interview early without any negative consequences. After the conclusion of each
interview with a student I assured them that if after they left the room they no longer
wanted their data in the study that I would remove it for them. I told each of them that
this was their story and I would respect what they wanted done with it. I did not have any
students end their interviews early or ask to have their data withdrawn from the study.
See Appendix E to view the full interview protocol for students.
Interview questions with both groups were open-ended, which allows for the
participant to be the expert of their own experience. Interviews were all conducted in
person and, with the permission of the participant, were audio recorded. I personally
transcribed all of the interview data.
I use a modified grounded theory approach to analyze both sets of interview data.
I coded the interviews as they occurred to locate emerging categories and concepts. I
began with initial open coding and used constant comparative analysis to compare
emerging codes with previous and new data, making note of differences and similarities
across the data (Charmaz, 2006). Initial coding was be followed by focused coding,
where I grouped initial codes into larger categories. Additionally, I kept track of
decisions in the coding process through memos. The interview data did not include any
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deductive analysis. While both feminist legal theory and institutional logics are included
in my theoretical analysis under the ecological model in Chapter One, the application of
institutional logics emerged out of the grounded theory analysis of the interviews with the
helping professionals.
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CHAPTER 3. THE MACROSYSTEM AND POLICY
3.1 Ecological framework and the Macrosystem
Within the ecological framework, the macrosystem encompasses societal and
cultural views, beliefs, and attitudes. These macrosystem factors both influence and are
influenced by the lower levels of the model (exo, meso, micro, and personal) in a
reciprocal fashion. Scholars in the field of violence against women have previously
identified several macrosystem factors that impact campus sexual assault victimization,
including patriarchy, sexual scripts, rape myths, and a culture of alcohol, each increasing
the risk of victimization (Armstrong et al., 2006; Hirsch & Khan, 2020; Ryan, 2011).
Macrosystem factors such as these make engaging in affirmative consent difficult for
students, even when they understand and accept an affirmative consent standard (Hirsch
& Khan, 2020). These prior studies demonstrate scholars’ awareness of the
macrosystem’s importance, but only as it applies to victimization. This current study
expands the victimization focus through explicitly investigating how the macrosystem is
filtered through law and policy to affect professionals and victims within the help-seeking
process. This chapter answers the first research question in the study: How does Title IX
policy create structures of help seeking and how does this expand or contract helpseeking opportunities?
Using policy and content analysis of Title IX policies at the two schools in the
sample, I found that macrosystem factors that impact victimization are not the primary
factors that shape Title IX law. Instead, Title IX policies codify social scripts based in the
shadow of the law and liberalism, which reflect early feminist jurisprudence theories
(liberal/cultural and dominance theories). These criminal justice and liberalist social

scripts create a policy that emphasizes investigation and punishment, with a strong focus
on due process. These results are counter to what macrosystem factors students find
relevant to their victimization, an in many cases are oppositional. Criminal justice and
liberalist rooted policies reflect scripts that are hostile to the needs and wants of victims
on campus, and thus create barriers to helping seeking.
This chapter will first provide an overview of the Title IX policies at the two
schools before discussing how early feminist jurisprudence influenced the development
of Title IX law and related policies. I will explain that the liberal/cultural and dominance
approaches in feminist legal theory emphasize legal norms within the macrosystem,
despite their grounding in feminism and patriarchy. I trace which areas of Title IX policy
result from these legal norms, including factors of consent, the mirroring of the criminal
justice process, and rights of parties. The chapter will conclude with a discussion of how
other feminist legal theories could transform Title IX laws away from an investigation
and punishment focus.
3.2 Organization of Title IX at Two Sample Schools
Both universities have a stand-alone Title IX office with a designated Title IX
coordinator whose sole job is to conduct the Title IX response on campus. This is
considered best practice (Renzetti & Follingstad, 2019), yet many schools have Title IX
coordinators who are also Deans or human resources professionals. In response to the
2011 DCL, both schools created and expanded their Title IX offices, and updated their
Title IX policies to meet the new guidelines. Both schools’ Title IX policies are more
similar than they are different. Their similarities include affirmative consent standards,
types of sexual assault the policy covers, and similar overall processes of investigation.
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At both universities, the Title IX office is responsible for receiving reports and
conducting investigations, with another office responsible for conducting the hearing and
adjudication process. Additionally, both schools’ Title IX policies are split between two
different documents, but they divide the policies differently. The Public School has one
policy that covers all forms of discrimination (race, gender, sexuality, age, etc.),
including the types of discrimination that fall under Title IX law, and a second policy that
covers sexual misconduct. The Private School, on the other hand, separates their two
policies by the identity of the accused party, student or faculty/staff. The Private School
policy for student respondents was located within the student code of conduct. The Public
School had an entirely separate Title IX policy not tied to the student code of conduct in
any way. The other main differences that emerge from their policies is the types of rights
afforded each party (discussed further below) and how easy it is to navigate and
understand each policy. The Public School has shorter policies with more direct
language, but the Private School had more resources and was easier to locate on the
universities website. Some of these differences are notable, particularly the ease at which
students can locate and understand the policies, but overall, these two schools approach
Title IX similarly. The similarities in the Title IX policies at these two colleges continues
in how their focus is shaped by early feminist jurisprudence theories.
3.3 Feminist Jurisprudence in Title IX
As discussed in Chapter One, feminist jurisprudence has evolved over time, but
the earliest versions of feminist legal theory focused heavily on gender-based violence, in
particular sexual harassment in the workplace and sexual assault. I argue here that current
Title IX policies situate themselves within feminist jurisprudence between the
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liberal/cultural debates and dominance feminism, the three earliest theories of feminist
jurisprudence. Despite the decades of criticism on these approaches, my findings show
that Title IX policy has not moved beyond them. The liberal and cultural approaches are
rooted strongly in a liberalism approach to equality and justice, reflected in their
concentration on consent. Dominance feminism, theorizing specifically on patriarchy,
created an almost exclusive relationship between the criminal/legal system and responses
to gender-based violence. This dependence on the criminal/legal system is present in
Title IX policy today, a non-criminal process. Title IX policy at these two schools
manifest in a mirroring of the criminal/legal system that exists in the shadow of the law.
The impact these feminist legal theories have on Title IX policy will be discussed further
in the following sections.
The Liberal/Cultural Debate in Title IX
Title IX law emerged strongly out of the liberal/cultural approach to feminist legal
theory. This approach argues that women lack equal access in society as compared to
men, and thus laws function to level the unequal access. I am not arguing that the
liberal/cultural debate is the only reason that Title IX policy exists. I am arguing that the
liberal/cultural approach in feminist jurisprudence explains the basis and justification for
the policy. As mentioned in previous chapters, Title IX began with a focus on equal
opportunities and participation in sports within educational institutions and grew to
include other forms of gender-based discrimination, particularly sexual harassment.
Overtime Title IX became more explicit in what sexual harassment includes, by clearly
stating that sexual assault and rape are considered forms of sexual harassment. The
argument is that sexual assault and rape are largely gendered crimes against women and
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these experiences negatively impact a woman’s ability to receive an education. This logic
is paralleled in liberal feminism and the equality approach of feminist legal theory (give
women equal access to education). There are also parts of the cultural side of the debate
reflected in the justification for Title IX as well (creating laws that specifically protect
women). The reasoning behind Title IX is based in unequal access for women, but people
of all genders can file Title IX cases, as anyone can be sexually harassed or sexually
assaulted. Data shows, however, these experiences impact women more often than men,
with more recent data showing a higher risk for the transgender population compared to
both cisgender men and women (Guadalupe-Diaz & Jasinski, 2017). The types of
prohibited actions included under Title IX are largely in response to the cultural form of
feminist jurisprudence’s argument that sexual assault creates an undue burden on women
because they experience assault at higher rates than men, thus qualifying as a form of
gender discrimination.
In addition to placing the groundwork for Title IX law to emerge, the
liberal/cultural approach of feminist legal theory also centers the importance of consent.
The Liberal approach is a form of liberal feminism. Liberal feminism, like liberalism in
general, claims that individual rights guaranteed through the state maintain
equality/freedom, and is an individualistic approach to equality (Halley & Brown, 2002).
This liberal individualistic approach is applied in Title IX policy through a focus on
consent as the major linchpin in most sexual assault cases (Fischel, 2019; Halley, 2016).
Joseph Fischel writes about how we came to our current hyper-focus on consent in his
book Screw Consent, and places its emergence within liberalism. He explains that
“liberalism’s unit of analysis [is] the individual who does or does not contract or consent
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to x (here the x is sex)” (Fischel, 2019, p. 13). In addition to its liberal basis, consent was
a central focus in feminist protests against the resistance standard of consent. The
resistance standard of consent requires active resistance to qualify as sexual assault,
meaning women had to demonstrate that they either physically fought back or were
physically restrained. Protests fought to remove physical resistance from the standard and
replace it with whether or not consent was obtained to engage in the sexual activity.
Feminists worked in the following years to shape this new consent standard, pushing
beyond silence as consent (a lack of a no means yes) resulting in the current standard of
affirmative consent common on many college campuses today, including the two in this
study. Consent, what it means and how to prove that it did or did not occur, is now the
main deciding factor in most sexual assault cases, both on and off campus. This hyperfocus on consent is how the liberal/cultural form of feminist jurisprudence is reflected in
current Title IX policy. The evolution of consent and the portions of the policy that define
and discuss consent are detailed in the next section.
Consent, Coercion, and Incapacitation
Consent is a central issue in Title IX policies because of the points mentioned above, but
also because it determines if a sex act is a crime, or in this case a policy violation.
Consent has historically been defined as active resistance or a verbal no. Decades of
feminist activism continuously fought to show that consent is a more complicated
concept through documenting how the requirement to fight back fails victims
(Brownmiller, 1993; Dunn, 2012; Gruber, 2019). In more recent years, activists and
scholars have developed new versions of consent, such as enthusiastic consent.
Enthusiastic consent not only requires that both parties agree to participate in the sex act,
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but that they are enthusiastic, excited, and enjoy the sex act. There are multiple issues
with enforcing a consent definition like enthusiastic consent (see Gruber, 2016), and most
colleges have moved beyond consent as only active resistance.
A common consent definition used among colleges and universities is affirmative
consent. Affirmative consent is “a clear, knowing, voluntary, freely and actively given in
mutually understandable words or actions that indicate a willingness to participate in
mutually agreed sexual activity” (Gruber, 2019, p. 148). Affirmative consent centers on
the initiating party obtaining a “yes” to engage in a specific sexual act, not on active
resistance and not on their perception of willingness to engage. This type of definition
shifts the focus and onus of proving and obtaining consent onto the accused party.
While affirmative consent is a common type of definition used in regulations
today, it is not without criticisms. Some scholars, Janet Halley prime among them,
believe that affirmative consent opens a dangerous window allowing for a consensual
sexual encounter to be reframed as assault after the fact, and then reported as such
(Halley, 2016). Halley and others view affirmative consent as another step toward
carceral/governance feminism, and others argue that it regulates not only criminal sexual
assault, but also normal sex as well (Gersen & Suk, 2016). Not completely on board with
affirmative consent, Fischel disagrees with scholars like Halley, Gersen, and Suk, by
arguing that affirmative consent standards still require an expression of agreement to
engage in sexual activity that does not have to be verbal, which eliminates the ability for
consensual sex to be reframed into assault. Another problem with affirmative consent is
that students are not practicing it. In their work on sexual behaviors of college students
Hirsh and Khan found that many students were able to cite their schools consent policy,
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but they were not practicing affirmative consent in their actual sexual encounters (Hirsch
& Khan, 2020). This evidence suggests that current sexual scripts make affirmative
consent impractical and difficult for most students to engage in. But, As Fischel suggests,
even with all these criticisms and limitations, affirmative consent is the current best legal
consent standard available to colleges and universities.
Title IX, the Department of Education, and Clery do not provide a consent
definition for IHEs to implement, only stating that schools must have a definition
communicated to the university community. The closest the federal government comes to
a consent definition appears in a document on the changes to the Violence Against
Women and Clery Acts through the passage of the Campus SaVE Act. This document
discusses why certain changes were and were not implemented. The authors of the
document note that many persons, organizations, and schools have requested an official
definition of consent from the federal government, but explain that Clery does not require
a definition because all acts need to be reported under Clery. Yet, this document states
that the ED drafted a consent definition that they ultimately decided not to include. The
drafted definition reads:
During the second negotiation session, we presented draft language that
would have defined “consent” to mean “the affirmative, unambiguous, and
voluntary agreement to engage in a specific sexual activity during a sexual
encounter.” Under this definition, an individual who was asleep, or
mentally or physically incapacitated, either through the effect of drugs or
alcohol or for any other reason, or who was under duress, threat, coercion,
or force, would not be able to consent. Further, one would not be able to
infer consent under circumstances in which consent was not clear,
including but not limited to the absence of “no” or “stop,” or the existence
of a prior or current relationship or sexual activity. We continue to believe
that this draft language is a valid starting point for other efforts to define
consent or for developing education and prevention programming, and we

69

will provide additional guidance where possible to institutions regarding
consent.
Despite the fact that this drafted definition was not included in any future law or guidance
documents, many institutional policies include this definition in whole or in part,
including the two schools in this study.
Both schools have policies that fall under an affirmative consent definition. They
use the following words when defining consent: voluntary, willingness, clear, freely
given, informed, active, and on-going. The Public School calls the definition “affirmative
consent,” whereas the Private School does not. The Private School’s two policies each
contain a definition of consent that are almost identical. The employee definition includes
the word affirmative and the student policy does not. Additionally, the student-based
policy explains what role consent plays in the fact-finding investigation and hearing
procedures, and the employee policy does not. Both schools’ policies frame consent as
both words and actions.
In addition to specifying what consent is, the policies outline what consent is not.
First, and importantly, both schools’ policies state that the absence of a no or lack of
resistance cannot be inferred to mean consent, thus explicitly rejecting early definitions
of consent in the United States. Similar to the draft definition above, the Public School
and Private School both list situations where a person becomes incapable of giving
consent, including incapacitation by drugs or alcohol, under force or threat of force,
under coercion, due to impairment from a mental or physical condition, from power
differentials, or when a person is under the legal age of consent. Within these exceptions
there are two additional points of interest: coercion and incapacitation.
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Coercion, like consent, is a contested term between activists and the criminal
justice system. A strict, narrow definition of coercion is defined as using threats of
violence to force someone to submit against their will. Whereas broader definitions
acknowledge that a clear verbal threat is not the only action that implies violence. An
expanded definition of coercion is also not limited to physical violence, but can include
psychological, financial, or emotional violence and threats, as well as threats to other
people, animals, or objects. Some activists argue that a look or physical stance can be
coercive. Both schools include clear verbal threats as coercive but vary about how they
discuss other types of coercion. The Private School has a more clearly broad definition,
including pressure (repeatedly asking or trying) and both real and perceived differentials
between the parties. They also frame coercion as a method used to “compel” the other
party to engage in a certain act, leaving the interpretation of compel open. The Public
School defines coercion largely in terms of force. In addition to physical restraint, they
state that coercion includes threats of serious harm, including physical, psychological, or
emotional harm. The Public School also defines coercion as existing when the victim
believes that harm will occur if they fail to participate in the act because of actions from
the perpetrator. Similar to the Private School, the Public School’s definition leaves space
for interpretation of what constitutes coercion. Both coercion definitions extend beyond a
strict definition but are not the most extreme either. Rather, both the Public School and
Private School create flexible definitions open to interpretation.
The meaning of incapacitation is also often open to interpretation. Incapacitated
rape is incredibly common on college and university campuses, making it an essential
element in Title IX policy. Alcohol is the most common drug used in sexual assaults, and
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a widespread party culture on campus results in easy access to alcohol (Abbey et al.,
2004; Armstrong & Hamilton, 2015; Krebs et al., 2009). Although it is common
knowledge that alcohol consumption is a major risk factor for sexual assault, how do
schools define what counts as incapacitated? When does “buzzed” transition into “drunk”
and then into “incapacitated”? This is a point of contention for students who wonder if it
is ever okay to have sex when you’ve been drinking. Title IX, then, is tasked with
defining what incapacitation entails. The schools in this sample do not use the same
language in defining incapacitation. The Public School uses the word incapacitation and
the Private School uses impaired. They both define these terms as inclusive of physical
and mental incapacitation that can be caused by a variety of factors, including drugs and
alcohol. The Private School gives further examples of signs of incapacitation, including
stumbling, slurred speech, and vomiting. The Public School does not give examples, but
specifically states that drinking does not always rise to the level of incapacitation. The
specific inclusion of incapacitation, and the further explanation of what incapacitation
means, is a sign of another macrosystem factor that impacts campus sexual assault – the
culture of alcohol on campus, one of the few macrosystem factors discussed in
victimization scholarship to explicitly appear in Title IX policies.
One last, small detail about these schools’ consent definitions is who is
responsible for obtaining consent during an interaction. Both schools frame best practice
as both parties obtaining consent of the other person before engaging in any sexual acts.
However, the Private School has a caveat that the responsibility falls on the initiating
party to obtain consent from the other person or persons. This may seem like a minor
difference, but Ara Gruber warns that requiring both parties to obtain consent can create
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problems in determining responsibility by generating a cascade of questions asking for
consent (Gruber, 2019). Alternately, if an incapacitated person is initiating the sexual act,
an institution could potentially find the reporting party responsible for sexual assault,
which has occurred at some schools.
While affirmative consent standards are an improvement over previous consent
standards (silence, force), they are still focused on the individual. This individual focus
misses many opportunities to incorporate larger factors that can impede with one’s ability
to consent. Both schools include coercion as a mitigating factor in their policies, yet their
discussion of coercion focuses primarily on force-based coercion and is vague on other
forms of coercion. This limited understanding of coercion is partially a result of the
liberalist individual focus. Other forms of feminist legal theory concentrate on societal
and group inequalities that create an unequal relationship that produces coercion.
Feminist legal theories like anti-essentialism bring this to the forefront, but these forms of
feminist jurisprudence do not have an observable impact on written Title IX policies.
Dominance Feminism in Title IX
Dominance feminism emerged as a response to the liberal/cultural debates in
feminist jurisprudence and argues that these debates missed the point. Dominance
feminism stats that equality is not as simple as deciding to treat women the same or
different from men. Rather, there is a larger system (patriarchy) that places men in a
dominant position over women and restricts women’s freedom in every sector of society.
Under a dominance approach legally guaranteed rights are not guaranteed. The
patriarchal system creates barriers that keep women from reaching this full equality in
reality. The main proponent of dominance feminism is Catherine MacKinnon, and while
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she theorized about more than sexual assault, her theorizations identify sexuality as the
main location where women are subordinated to men. This link of women’s
subordination to sexuality also explains MacKinnon’s critique of the liberal feminist
focus on consent. She argues that consent cannot be given under a system of dominance
and subordination, as all choices are under a system of patriarchy are not freely given.
Much of this constrained consent is connected with sexual scripts. Sexual scripts position
women as gatekeepers of their sexuality, with contradictory responsibilities during a
sexual encounter. They are meant to both be passive receptors to sex, and also actively
resist sex that is unwanted. This contradiction leaves many women feeling like they are
unable to say no to sex, and men into a position where they feel entitled to sex. Fischel
sums up MacKinnon’s points nicely:
MacKinnon is commenting that only in the fantasy world of liberal legal
equality is the line between rape and sex so cut-and-dried, a line clearly
demarcated by the presence or absence of consent. In the real world
structured by sex inequality and regressive gender norms, we must much
more deeply question the voluntariness of all allegedly voluntary sex and
the supreme transformative power we assign to consent. (Fischel, 2019, p.
14)
Here he demonstrates how dominance feminism is a critique of liberal feminism’s
overreliance on consent as the solution to sexual assault. He illustrates how macrosystem
factors limit the utility of an individualized response. Sexual assault and other forms of
sexual and gender-based violence are a focal point of MacKinnon’s theories because men
use sex as a means to exercise their domination over women, particularly forced sex or
the threat of forced sex.
Dominance feminism argues that laws must center women to alleviate their
subordination. This can be achieved through the law taking women’s point of view.
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MacKinnon’s body of work demonstrates how this was done successfully with sexual
harassment law in the United States. Dominance feminism was adopted by many
feminists, activists, and those who worked on legal redress for women’s experiences of
violence, and became the most influential theory on modern laws against sexual
harassment, domestic violence, and sexual violence. Despite what many heralded as
successes in the criminal and legal systems, others have strongly criticized dominance
feminism for portraying women as without agency, as essentializing, and for advancing a
cooptation of feminism by the state. These criticisms have earned dominance feminism
many alternative names, including victim feminism and governance feminism (Brown,
1995; Bumiller, 2008; Goodmark, 2013; Halley, 2016).
The main critique of dominance feminism that applies to Title IX and sexual
misconduct policies is the reliance on the state to respond to and address sexual and
gender-based violence. Title IX law is an example of a federal-level response and an
attempt to solve violence against women. Despite this criticism, dominance feminism
developed the majority of our modern laws on violence against women. Leigh Goodmark
discusses the role of dominance feminism in domestic violence law in her book A
Troubled Marriage (2013), and finds that dominance feminism as governance feminism
reshaped the entire battered women’s movement, from early activism through the passage
and subsequent repassage of VAWA. She argues that the success of the dominance led
battered women’s movement came with a cost. The movement went from womancentered to victim-centered, from self-help to saving, from working with women to
generate the options that best meet their needs to preferring one option (separation)
facilitated by the intervention of the legal system, from being suspicious of and cautious
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about state intervention to mandating such intervention. The question is whether, for
women subject to abuse, that price has been worth paying (Goodmark, 2013).
Throughout her text she argues that the cost of governance feminism has resulted in
policies that fail the vast majority of women, especially those with multiple marginalized
identities and at highest risk of violence.
While Title IX itself is an example of a reliance on the state, colleges and
universities have space to develop a unique response system, as until recently much of
the Title IX guidance to universities was vague. Despite this ability, colleges and
universities have responded to their responsibilities under Title IX by recreating a system
that mirrors the criminal and legal system. This mirroring is present in how they define
sexual misconduct, their focus on consent, and in how their structures of justice function.
I argue that Title IX processes at individual universities mirror existing criminal and legal
systems due to legal norms and the Title IX process’ position in the shadow of the law.
Legal Norms and the Shadow of the Law
Scholarship on norms and the ‘Shadow of the Law’ are most associated with legal
scholar Robert Cover. In one of his most discussed essays, “Nomos and Narrative”
(1983), Cover frames law as a bridge between present conditions and an idealized vision
of the future. As the bridge, law transforms our current reality towards the ideal. Cover
also discusses how law results from balancing the norms of the many with that of the one,
the one being the state. He theorizes how each small group has their own norms that they
develop and recreate which are levied at the state and the law, which must then reconcile
those together. In discussing this piece, Rebecca French states that “He moves uneasily in
this piece from lauding the multiplicity of [individual group] voices arising to oppose the
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meta-narrative of the larger civil, imperial community to worrying about the smallness
and prejudice that can be the basis of [these same] views” (French, 1996, p. 422).
French’s summarization of Cover is a good transition into a discussion of the ‘Shadow of
the Law’. Throughout his essay, Cover frequently describes individual groups and their
norms/values as somehow being in a shadow, not quite operating within the light of the
law, but not wholly outside of it either. He returns to the norms of these small
communities to discuss how they interpret and understand law as this bridge. He uses the
shadow imagery to state that “Interpretation always takes place in the shadow of
coercion” (Cover, 1983, p. 40). There are two shadows operating, that of violence and
that of the law.
As French began to highlight above, how groups understand law is shaped by
their own social position and ideologies that are influenced by larger systems of privilege
and marginalization. This creates a larger shadow for some groups than others. Kristin
Bumiller discusses this differential effect in her article “Victims in the Shadow of the
Law: A Critique of the Model of Legal Protection” (1987). In this piece Bumiller argues
that some victims are less likely to engage in the legal system due to how their perception
of the law is shaped by social positions of inequality. She found that victims of
discrimination had three main reasons for not turning to the legal system for redress:
power differentials between the victim and the perpetrator, an ethic of survival based in
self-sacrifice, and a negative view of the law and its efficacy at intervention. She
summarizes the disadvantages marginalized groups have before the law:
The hostile image of the law held by respondents considering legal
recourse is a harsh reality compared to the spirit of protective law that
promises to give purpose and justice to its beneficiaries' lives. In
contemporary American society it is typically assumed that the "rule of
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law" is strengthened by the increase in enforcement powers, the
clarification of goals, or the removal of discretion, so that the right-bearer
is protected. Yet when people contemplate invoking the right of "equal
treatment under law," they find themselves in a position with only
undesirable alternatives. The invocation of antidiscrimination law does not
enable the victim to overcome power differentials in situations where she
or he is pitted against the more powerful opponent. The bonds of
victimhood are reinforced rather than broken by the intervention of legal
discourse. (Bumiller, 1987, p. 439)
Those persons and groups who have a negative orientation towards the law exist in the
‘Shadow of the Law’ because this relationship exempts them from its protection, yet they
are still subject to it. Both of Cover and Bumiller’s understanding of the ‘Shadow of the
Law,’ while slightly different, are intimately connected to the interaction between norms
and law.
Title IX exists in a ‘Shadow of the Law’ in that the phenomena of justice,
discrimination, and crimes like sexual assault exist within a larger framework of legal
norms in society. Despite Cover, French, and Bumiller’s emphasis on the many, the
macrosystem norms of law and justice (the ‘one’) shape and limit individuals’
understandings of how justice from experiences of discrimination and assault can
function. The shadow that Title IX is under is the shadow of legal norms as promoted
within the macrosystem. I say limit in addition to shape, because when there is an ability
to reinvision meanings of justice, as I argue there is under Title IX, there is instead a
recreation of what already exists. The ‘Shadow of the Law’ as created by legal norms that
have been normalized through socialization, has led to a mirroring of the criminal justice
and legal systems within higher education. However, this mirroring is not exact, but is a
distortion of the law. I will argue below that these distortions have created the current
struggle within Title IX adjudication on the topic of rights of parties.
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Mirroring of the CJ System
The following sections will examine which parts of Title IX policy at the Public
and Private schools mirror the criminal justice and legal systems. This includes the
logistics of how each office functions, due process and the rights of parties, and the focus
on an oppositional process with punishment as the end goal.
Logistics
It is first important to understand how the general logistics and steps of the
reporting process are a mirror of the criminal and legal systems. The structure and scope
of the two Title IX offices differ. The Public School has a larger office in terms of
employees, which allows for a greater division of labor, with multiple investigators who
handle the initial fact-finding portion of a case. These investigators write up the initial
report after investigation. The case then shifts to the Title IX coordinator, who decides
probable cause to determine if the report will result in a hearing. The Private School has a
much smaller office, and usually the Title IX coordinator handles each initial report and
the entire fact-finding portion of the case. After the investigation process, the Private
School process echoes the Public-School process, where the Title IX coordinator
determines probable cause to move to a hearing stage.
One major difference between these two schools is where the case moves after
this point of determining probable cause, and the details of the adjudication process. At
the Public School, once the Title IX coordinator determines probable cause she contacts
both parties in the case, the complainant and the respondent, to schedule a pre-hearing
meeting. The pre-hearing meeting explains what the hearing process entails, what will be
asked of them, who will be in the room, and other details. This explanation is given to
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both parties. However, this meeting looks slightly different for the complainant and the
respondent. The Public-School Title IX coordinator explained that they are careful to
meet with the complainant prior to the respondent. The Title IX coordinator stated that
this order is essential because she needs to have an idea of what the complainant’s
desired outcome is should the respondent be found responsible. She asks them “What do
you need to be successful here?”, and taking this into account she makes a recommended
sanction. The recommended sanction is then discussed with the respondent, who can
either accept the sanction and waive their right to a hearing and appeal or decide to go
forward with a hearing. The Title IX coordinator must tell the respondent that accepting
the recommended sanction is not the same as saying they are responsible for the accused
actions, but rather that they are admitting they could be found responsible based on the
evidence.
If a respondent chooses not to accept the recommended sanction, the case goes
forward to a hearing. There are multiple parties involved in the Title IX hearing process
at the Public School, including a university counsel/representative, a hearing clerk,
hearing officers, hearing panel, and the respondent and complainant with their chosen
support persons. The hearing clerk is responsible for recording the hearing and
organizing any documents submitted as evidence. The hearing officer(s) are responsible
for running the hearing, including calling witnesses, ensuring the hearing protocol is
followed by the hearing panel and both the reporting and responding parties. The hearing
panel is the group of faculty and staff that is present to make the determination of
responsibility. The university counsel, not be confused with the college’s legal counsel
office, is an individual hired to represent the college and the complainant in the hearing,

80

like a prosecutor. This representative is responsible for submitting documents on behalf
of the university and the complainant and making the case that the respondent did violate
the policy in question.
If a student is found not responsible, the case is closed; neither the university
representative nor the complainant may appeal this decision of non-responsible. If the
respondent is found responsible, this triggers an immediate meeting to determine
recommended sanctions, which involves statements from involved parties and reviewing
any previous university disciplinary actions. The finding of responsibility and
recommended sanctions are then sent to another person who was not part of the hearing
process thus far. This individual differs based on the status of the respondent (student,
faculty, or staff). This individual makes the ultimate determination and implementation of
the sanctions against the respondent. The respondent can appeal the decision of
responsibility to a specific appeals board for Title IX hearings. What is important to note
about the Public School’s process outlined here is that it only applies to acts of sexual
violence and interpersonal violence, not sexual harassment. The process of handling
sexual harassment at the university is the same as any form of discrimination and is not
laid out in detail in written policy to the same extent as sexual assault and interpersonal
violence. Harassment cases are not handled the same way as sexual assault cases are at
the Public School.
The process at the Private School differs in many ways from the Public-School
process. One of the differences is based in their two policies, one for student respondents
and one for employee respondents. The process and policy changes depending on the
accused party. While most of the cases involving sexual assault for student victims
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involve student perpetrators, there can be cases that involve faculty or staff, so both will
be discussed. A case at the Private School involving a student respondent is investigated
by the Title IX coordinator who also determines probable cause. A case with faculty or
staff respondents can involve additional professionals in the investigatory process,
including professionals in the HR and affirmative action offices. This inclusion of other
offices is unique to the Private School, as the Public-School houses Title IX under the
larger umbrella of the Equal Opportunity Office, making the affirmative action and Title
roles in the same large office.
At the Private School if the respondent is a student, a case that is found to meet
probable cause is sent to the Dean of Students who oversees the student conduct process.
The student conduct process handles all student violations outlined in the Student
Handbook. Similar to the Public School, the Dean of Students issues a letter to the
respondent specifying which policies they have violated and a suggested sanction, which
the student can choose to accept in lieu of a hearing. The Dean of Students can also meet
with the responding party to discuss the hearing and outcomes prior to issuing the letter.
While this school has multiple types of hearings within the student conduct process, Title
IX hearings automatically proceed to the highest level, which includes a hearing panel to
decide responsibility and sanctions. One major difference between the Public and Private
Schools is that the Private School has a student on their hearing panel that serves
alongside the faculty and staff members and has an equal say in deciding responsibility.
The Dean of Students organizes and collects all the documents to be distributed to the
hearing panel members, similar to the hearing clerk from the Public School. And one
member of the hearing panel facilitates the hearing, as the hearing officer does for the
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Public School. There is not a representative who argues on behalf of the university, but
the complainant is allowed to choose what level of participation they want in the hearing,
which can involve serving only as a witness, not participating at all, or full participation
including submission of documents, statements, and developing questions to be asked of
the respondent. If the respondent is found responsible by the hearing panel, the hearing
panel is then provided any prior disciplinary actions against this student by the university
to assist with making a recommended sanction. The sanction is then provided to the Dean
of Students who, in Title IX cases only, must confer with the Title IX coordinator about
the appropriateness of the sanction. The final decision and sanctions are then sent to the
respondent and, in Title IX cases only, to the complainant as well. Both parties can
appeal the decision, which would go to the general university appeals board.
If the respondent is a faculty or staff member, the process differs in several ways.
First, the Title IX officer may not be the only person involved in the investigation and
determination process. Second, while in the student conduct process all Title IX matters
must be handled at the highest hearing level, faculty and staff cases may involve informal
measures for the types of sex discrimination that are less severe, with only sexual
imposition, sexual assault, and rape disallowing informal processes. Third, the person
organizing and implementing the formal process is a professional in the affirmative
action office, not the Dean of Students or the Title IX coordinator. Fourth, the hearing
panel is constructed differently, with seven total members and specific rules that reflect
the status of the respondent and the complainant, and can contain students, faculty, and
staff. Lastly, the faculty and staff procedures often include more detailed information. For
example, the policy states explicitly that consensus will be attempted when determining
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responsibility, but if it cannot be met then a vote will occur and the decision will be made
based on the majority; the student policy does not explicitly state how the decision of
responsibility must be met.
The information above about how the Title IX process functions was collected
from information in the policies themselves and from interviews with the respective Title
IX coordinators. It is important to note that not all the practices used by these schools are
laid out in policy. This creates a few issues worth considering. First, if there is a change
in leadership at the university, it is much easier to change practice versus changing a
policy. And second, it is difficult for those who are looking to make a Title IX report to
discover this information that is not in the policies. Some of the practices least likely to
become written policy are victim-centered, such as considering the needs of the
complainant before writing a recommended sanction that happens at the Public School.
Lastly, the Title IX policies at both of these institutions are not called Title IX, and are
also split among two different policy documents. Recall from above that at the Public
School the policies are split into one on general discrimination, which includes sexual
harassment, and one on sexual assault and intimate partner violence actions. The Private
School is split as discussed above, between student respondent and employee respondent.
The logistics of how a sexual assault case moves through the Title IX system
largely mirrors how a criminal/legal system works. These mirrored elements include
interviews with fact finders (in Title IX the investigator or Title IX coordinator, in
criminal/legal the police), giving witnesses, statements, and providing evidence, an
assessment of probable cause, and a hearing process in front of a group of individuals
who determine responsibility (guilt in criminal/legal). These are all stages that are
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recognizable as a part of a criminal/legal system. However, as mentioned above, the
mirroring process is not exact and comes with some distortions on the side of Title IX.
The rules of Title IX do not always equally apply to everyone, as is the case with the
different Title IX policies at the Private School. There are also fewer individuals involved
in the process of Title IX than in the criminal/legal system and the ability to hire
representation is limited at both universities at the time of the study.
The entire purpose of the Title IX system is also a mirror of the criminal/legal
system. Both systems are concerned with an injured party (complainant) who was victim
to an action disallowed under law/policy. These systems are framed as oppositional: the
victim vs. perpetrator, complainant vs. respondent, state vs. accused, university vs.
respondent. This oppositional framing is one of the root reasons why victims do not
report to law enforcement or Title IX – they do not want the perpetrator to get in trouble.
This ties directly into the other framing that Title IX mirrors from the criminal/legal
system, a focus on punishment. Some individual investigators or Title IX coordinators
may take it upon themselves to ask the complainant what they want to get out of the
process. This action does not alter the end goal and ability of the Title IX hearing process
- to give sanctions (punishment) against the responsible party. Title IX provides support
resources to the complainant, but the majority of these resources can be provided without
a formal report, hearing, or finding of responsibility. The end goal of the hearing portion
of Title IX is focused on delivering punishment to the responsible party. This framing of
the Title IX process as oppositional and punishment focused is the same framing as the
criminal/legal system, particularly in terms of the criminal justice system. As will be
discussed in Chapter Six, this orientation is one that keeps students from wanting to
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engage with the Title IX process since it is antithetical to their own wants and needs after
an assault experience on campus. As my findings will show, students primarily do not
want to enter an oppositional system or punish their assaulters. This renders the Title IX
system, a system that is centered on these ideals, unappealing at best, and hostile at worst.
Due Process: Rights of Parties
The second area of Title IX that mirrors the criminal/legal system is the rights
afforded each party involved in the Title IX process. Rights of complainants and
respondents are at the center of current debates around Title IX and were a central
concern of both universities’ Title IX professionals. They each mentioned due process
rights during their individual interviews. This focus on due process, and specifically the
rights of the responding party, are a result of the backlash to changes made to Tile IX
guidance during the Obama administration that centered on the rights and needs of
complainants. As universities started changing their policies to comply with new
guidance, more and more students were being found responsible for violating Title IX
and were suspended and expelled as a result. Some of these students started suing their
universities often citing a violation of their due process rights. Due process and how this
frames the work of professionals will be discussed at greater length in Chapter Four, but
this section will cover what each school includes in their policies on the rights for parties
involved in the Title IX process, and how this is often a distorted reflection of the
criminal/legal system. The rights of the complainant and respondent can be sorted into
five different categories: involvement in the process, notification practices, ability to
appeal, support services, and legal representation. Both schools have a specific section of
the policy that outlines the rights of parties involved, but not all the categories listed
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Table 3.1– Rights of Parties Under Title IX
Right
Involvement:
Choose to report

Public School

Private School

Yes (complainant only);
school may still investigate
even if it’s against the wish
of the complainant

File with criminal or legal
Right to refuse mediation
Amnesty Policy
Present through hearing
Respond to allegations
Hear all presented
information and evidence
Question other party and
witnesses
Present information and
witnesses
Notification:
Informed in writing about
outcome, resolution,
sanctions, or rationale
Appeal:
Right to appeal decision of
responsibility
Right to question hearing
panel members
Support:
Take advantage of support
resources
Experience a safe
environment
Right to support/advisor at
all meetings
Minimal interaction with
other party
Representation:
Attorney may be present
during all meetings
Attorney may represent
the student and speak on
their behalf

Yes (complainant only)
Yes (not allowed for all acts)
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes

Yes (complainant only);
school may still investigate
even if it’s against the wish of
the complainant; Different
levels of participation
Yes (compliant only)
Yes (not allowed for all acts)
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes (at hearing stage must
be approved)

Yes (at hearing stage must be
approved)

Yes

Yes (only for sex
discrimination cases, not for
all student conduct cases)

Yes – only respondent

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Not listed

Yes (2 individuals)

Yes

Yes

Yes – complainant only

Yes

Yes

Yes

No
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above are explicitly discussed in this section. Table 4.1 outlines the different rights
afforded both parties at these universities. The following sections discuss any places
where meaningful differences emerge or are important points of larger debates in the
field.
Mediation
Mediation, also referred to as informal resolution or conflict resolution, refers to
the option of resolving a conduct violation between the two parties and their advisors
without going through a formal hearing. Under Title IX guidance at the time of the study
offering mediation is up to the discretion of the university. This, however, is a marked
change from the guidance produced during the Obama administration that has since been
rescinded. This previous guidance stated that all mediation was disallowed for Title IX
cases. This ban on mediation was the result of student and public activism that displayed
how frequently universities forced students into mediation sessions against their will, and
also used them to avoid formal processes and to excuse the behaviors of perpetrators.
Additionally, forced mediation processes can increase traumatization of the victimized
party by forcing them to face their perpetrator to come to an agreement. Mediation
processes can also be inappropriate when a power imbalance exists between the two
parties, as this can lead to intimidation and unfair resolutions. The ban of all mediation
processes was heavily criticized by some activists and scholars, particularly those who
advocate for restorative justice practices (Koss et al., 2014; Renzetti & Follingstad,
2019). The DCL that replaced the rescinded guidance and the new Title IX rule released
after the conclusion of the study allow for each school to choose if they want to include
mediation practices or not. This allows for positive practices where each party must

88

consent to engage in mediation. It also leaves open the ability for schools to abuse these
practices.
Both the Public and the Private schools allow mediation, but only for certain types
of conduct violations. When mediation is allowed, it must be agreed to by both parties.
The Public School disallowed mediation when it involved allegations of rape, incest, or
statutory rape. The Private School’s policy on mediation is different for the student and
staff policies. For the student policy, mediation is not allowed for any of the actions that
fall under sex discrimination. However, when the responding party is a faculty or staff
member, mediation is allowed for all forms of sex discrimination except for sexual
imposition, sexual assault, and rape, similar to the Public-School policy. The staff policy
goes so far as to say that they prefer the informal resolution over a formal process when
possible. The Private School also includes more details about what an informal mediation
process entails.
Mediation is an interesting right within the Title IX process as one of the few
locations to step outside of the shadow of the law. There is mediation within the
criminal/legal system, particularly if you consider plea bargains or settlement offers. But
mediation can be reimagined outside of these frames of reference, the difficulty lies in
maintaining a non-abusive mediation system that is fair for both parties.
Level of Participation
There is a long list of rights regarding involvement in the investigation and
hearing process, the longest of the different types of rights. The majority of these rights
are afforded to both parties and are the same at both institutions. However, there are a
few meaningful differences in how the schools approach involvement in the process.
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Both schools discuss how the victim has a choice in reporting or not. A report of
the incident may still come to the attention of the university through mandatory reporters
when students themselves do not want a report made. At this stage, the Title IX
coordinator or investigator will try to reach out to the student several times. If the student
states they do not want to participate in a Title IX process, the university may still choose
to investigate and move forward to a hearing. Both of the policies state that it is the
responsibility of the university to investigate and act when they are made aware of
violations of Title IX. This language is present because schools who are aware of
potential Title IX violations and do not act on that knowledge may be held liable under
Title IX law. This is one of the areas where the new rule on Title IX shifts many of
meanings surrounding what actual knowledge and deliberate indifference entail. Despite
this written language, all of the Title IX staff stated that if a complainant does not want to
report or investigate, they respect that wish, with a few exceptions. At the Public School,
these exceptions are if the allegation involves a university employee, acts of severe
violence, or an individual who has already reported in the system. This practice is not
stated in the policy itself. However, the employees did state that they tell this to all
students at the start of a meeting. The Private School has a similar in-house policy, but
not quite as clearly articulated.
Both schools’ policies clearly state that an investigation and hearing can move
forward without the participation of responding and reporting parties. The Private School,
though, includes three different levels of participation for the reporting party. At the first
level, the reporting party, or the complainant, makes a report or statement and then
chooses to stop all participation in the process. At that point, it is up to the Title IX
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coordinator to decide if under their responsibilities as stated in the Title IX policy they
need to continue to investigate and respond. This is the same as what is outlined above
when a student chooses not to report or participate. If the student chooses not to
participate, they cannot be compelled to attend any meetings or hearings. The next level
is for complainants who participate in the investigation, but decide to fulfill the role of
complaining witness, not as a reporting party. This means they are involved in a less
active capacity. The last level is to participate as the reporting party. The only difference
between these two latter levels of participation is that the reporting party can ask
questions to witnesses or pose questions to the respondent through the chair of the
hearing board. These different levels of participation allow survivors to have more
agency in how they want to navigate the process, which can promote healing.
Level of participation in Title IX policy demonstrates the distortion of the
criminal/legal system well. In the criminal justice system, the accused has the right to
face their accuser. This is not a right that can exist in the Title IX process when students
have the choice to participate or not. Courts of law can compel citizens to appear before
the court. Title IX hearing boards do not have this power. The only example of
compelling a student to respond within the Title IX process was shared by the PublicSchool Title IX coordinator. If a report makes it to the hearing stage the respondent, just
like the complainant, has the right to not participate in the hearing, but this must be a
choice that is communicated to the Title IX coordinator. The Title IX office will hold the
student’s abilities to register for classes until they respond. In the criminal justice system,
an individual has the right to remain silent while on the witness stand, but they must be
present. The accused must also be present and must plead guilty or not guilty. There are
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some slight similarities between the right to choose your level or participation and
pleading the fifth, however that is where those similarities end.
Cross Examination
As discussed briefly above, both parties are afforded the right to ask questions of
witnesses and of each other. Similar to mediation, the ability to directly ask questions of
each other was disallowed under the 2011 DCL and its associated guidance from the
Obama administration. At the time of this study, the proposed regulations under Trump
would allow direct cross examination between reporting and responding parties. This
change is one that survivors and practitioners alike most heavily objected, because direct
cross examination is tied to increased levels of PTSD and traumatization for survivors.
The Trump administration listened to these objections during the comment period after
the proposed changes. The final rule does not allow for direct cross examination, rather
students’ advisor, or support person, is responsible for asking the questions of the other
party. But this is not reflected in the policies due to the timing of the rule.
Both schools handled cross examination in the same manner. Unlike criminal
court, the main individuals asking questions of witnesses are the hearing panel members,
not the students or their representatives. However, both parties are afforded the right to
cross examine all witnesses directly, expect for the opposite party. At the Public School
the respondent, or their lawyer, could directly ask questions of all witnesses, and the
university counsel representative would also do so on behalf of the complainant. At the
Private School, the respondent would directly ask questions, and a participating reporting
party would directly ask questions or, in the case of the other levels of participation, a
university representative would directly ask questions. Both schools also offer a
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mechanism to ask questions of the other involved party. Each party would submit a list of
questions to the individual tasked with running the hearing and, if approved, that person
would pose the questions to the other party. These processes of cross examination will
have to change at both universities to be compliant with the new rule change by allowing
the advisor to ask the questions. There are some questions about the cross-examination
process in the new rules that are unclear, including what types of questions can be asked
and who approves them. Only time will tell how schools adapt to the new questioning
requirements.
Cross examination is a right within the criminal justice system for accused. Any
witness called by one side may be questioned by the other. This process is replicated
closely in the Title IX process. The introduction of advisors into the cross-examination
process brings these two processes even closer together. It also presents a new
opportunity for inequality in the Title IX hearing process. The Public-School Title IX
coordinator phrased this well when she stated that most people are not trained on how to
conduct cross examinations. Students who cannot afford legal representation will be at a
disadvantage in the new cross examination rules. There are still many distortions in the
replication of the criminal/legal cross examination process. The individuals who decide
what questions can and cannot be asked do not necessarily have any legal training, and
the parties are not able to object to questions being asked. The cross-examination process
in Title IX policy has the same motions without the safeguards in place within the
criminal legal system, making this a potentially dangerous distortion.
Appeal
Appeals are the one of the few rights that have not changed between
administrations. The 2011 DCL determined that if an appeals process exists at a
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university, then the right to the appeal must be equal for both parties. The proposed
regulations at the time of the study maintained this opinion and was formalized in the
final rule. Despite this consistent guidance the Public School and Private School diverged
on their appeals process. The Public School only allows the respondent to appeal a
finding of responsibility, which means that a complainant cannot appeal a finding of not
responsible. The Private School allows both parties to make appeals, thus falling in line
with the 2011 DCL and associated guidance. Both universities require that an appeal may
only be made when certain conditions are met, such as new evidence or for a hearing
found not to follow procedures resulting in an unfair hearing. This means that new
evidence or an unfair hearing can only benefit a respondent at the public school and not
the complainant.
Appeals present an example where Title IX due process rights go beyond those in
the criminal/legal system. The majority of states in the United States only allow the
accused the right to appeal. This raises the important reminder that in the criminal/legal
system the accused due process rights often outweigh rights of victimized party. The
rights of the victimized party are not correctly referred to as due process based on that
definition. The criminal/legal system refers to these rights as victim’s rights. Appeals
after a finding of not guilty in the criminal/legal system is rare because of the accused
right to protection from double jeopardy. The equal right of appeals in the Title IX
process is a strong departure from the criminal/legal system.
Support Resources
Both parties are afforded the right to support resources on campus to assist with
understanding the formal process, as well as any other associated difficulties they may be
having. The supports provided to the compliant and respond are not identical. There are
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two important differences to discuss. First, the location and reason for the services differ.
And second, the types of other non-Title IX resources listed in the policy differ between
universities.
Most of the time, when support services are mentioned, they are mentioned about
the complainant. This is understandable, considering students activism around negative
treatment by university officials and the lack of support for victims/survivors on campus
helped push change forward. However, a new and emerging focus in Title IX offices is
how to support responding parties as well. This focus is part of the new push to ensure
due process and equity throughout the entire Title IX system. The Public and the Private
Schools each state that both parties are afforded the right to support services, including
the right to have a support person present at meetings, and have designated spaces to seek
help with understanding the Title IX process. Each student may go to the Title IX office
for support. Students also oftentimes want support outside of this system, and the offered
spaces are different for respondents and complainants. Complainants are most frequently
sent to a victim advocate on campus for assistance, whereas the respondent is sent to a
general care office for students on campus. These general care offices handle all reports
of concern about students that come from different areas on campus, such as from staff,
faculty, or RAs. An important difference between advocates and the care office is that
conversations with an advocate are confidential, so that what the victim says will not be
shared or reported to the Title IX office or the hearing board. The individual the
respondent is directed to is not a confidential resource, and anything they say about what
they did or did not do can and will be shared with the Title IX office. If the respondent
wants to seek out confidential resources, the care office refers them to the options
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available on the campus. Neither of these support offices are meant to give advice, but
only to explain the Title IX process and connect them to other resources.
Both schools provide a list of resources on campus and indicate which are
confidential. The Public School mentions and refers complainants to the advocacy center
on campus numerous times in the policy and is mentioned far more than any of type of
resource. The other resources listed are all on-campus resources and include counseling,
campus police, and the health center. The Private School mentions a much broader range
of resources as they include on-campus resources and those resources that exist in the
larger community, such as a city rape crisis center, local police, and city and state
organizations that work on issues of sexual and gender-based violence. The Private
School also lists student life offices, including their diversity-oriented office and religious
life office. A further important difference between the two schools is related to the
religious affiliation of the Private School. In the list of confidential individuals oncampus, the policy at the private school includes clergy members as being confidential.
Role of Attorneys
A final element of the rights afforded to parties in the Title IX process is the
ability to have legal counsel present throughout the process. Both schools allow legal
counsel to be present throughout the Title IX process but differ on what role attorneys
may play. The Public School allows each party (respondent and complainant) to have
personal legal counsel present at all meetings and hearings. This person would count as
one of the two support individuals the student may have at meetings. The Private School
also allows students to have legal representation with them at meetings; however, this is
only a right granted to students in sex discrimination cases, as the policy specifically
states that students may not have an individual with any type of legal training as their
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advisor for other types of student conduct violations. Another difference between the two
schools is the extent to which the attorney may speak on behalf of the student or be
involved directly in the proceedings. At the Public School, attorneys hired by the students
may represent their clients during meetings, whereas the Private School states that
attorneys may not participate directly in any way in the proceedings. This is another area
where the schools will have to change their policies to be in compliance with the new rule
from the Trump administration.
-Due process rights are the center of current debates on Title IX, particularly with
the new rule from the Trump administration. Due process is a right that is guaranteed in
the criminal/legal system through the constitution, specifically the fifth and fourteenth
amendments. There are different forms of due process. The one referenced in criminal
and legal systems is procedural due process. Procedural due process is the protection that
individuals will not be denied the rights of life, liberty, and property without a fair
judgement and process. This fair process includes giving the individual notice of the
allegations, the right to be heard, and to have the decision-making process conducted by a
neutral party. While a college education is not a right in the United States, the Title IX
process still works to ensure equity in how each party is treated and strives to conduct a
fair investigation and hearing. The adoption of the phrase ‘due process’ to refer to the
rights and equitable treatment of both parties in the Title IX process is an important
distortion in the mirroring of the criminal/legal system. Due process in the criminal/legal
system can refer to a right to representation, right to face your accuser and cross
examination, and a right to appeal, but as is shown in the discussion above, these are not
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all rights that either exist or function in the same manner as in the criminal/legal system.
The new rule on Title IX pushes Title IX policy even closer to that mirror image of due
process and was at the center of changes in the new rule.
3.4 Conclusion
This chapter points out some important, yet slight, differences in these two
schools’ policies. More importantly, the policies reveal which macrosystem factors
impact how Title IX policy has been developed and implemented. Feminist jurisprudence
may have helped to jumpstart the creation of Title IX law and policies, but the impact of
feminist legal theory on Title IX policy stopped with its earliest forms, which have been
widely criticized and often fail those who turn to these policies for assistance. Both
schools’ policies move barely beyond the liberal/cultural debate in feminist legal theory
and dominance feminism. The central focus on obtaining consent and meanings of
consent is representative of the liberalism within the liberal/cultural divide. Dominance
feminism is highly present in these policies through legal norms and a mirroring of the
criminal justice system. The link between these forms of feminist legal theory and
carceral feminism cannot be ignored. The carceral link is visible here with the shadow of
the legal system present in a higher education system, despite the colleges assertions that
they do not observe the rules of a formal criminal justice system. The shift from the
Obama administration to the Trump administration makes some of these conversations
more crucial, with a push from the current Trump administration and the new Title IX
rule to adopt more criminal justice legal policies within higher education, like a harsher
standard of evidence, conversations around due process, and the ability to cross examine
witnesses. These particular portions of Title IX law would continue to transform an
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educational grievance system into a more complete mirror image of legal system with
fewer distortions. There will always be those who hail the criminal justice system as the
remedy to these social problems. There is vast evidence that the over reliance on the
criminal justice system has had negative impacts on the very victims it is meant to
support. With education systems existing outside of the formal criminal/legal system they
have an opportunity to avoid these same pitfalls and create a better system to respond to
sexual assault. In order to do so, however, colleges and universities cannot continue to
mimic and adopt the criminal/legal approach, which these two schools, and most others,
have done.
For Title IX processes to step outside of the shadow of the law they need to
incorporate macrosystem factors that impact students and rates of victimization, as well
as more recent evolutions of feminist legal theory. Chapter Six discusses what factors
impact students help-seeking experiences. Unsurprisingly one of the major findings is
that the focus of the Title IX process on investigation and punishment creates a barrier to
seeking help. Students concerns center around victim-blaming, the culture of alcohol, and
rape scripts, which are all macrosystem factors found to increase incidence of sexual
assault on campus. Out of these factors only one, culture of alcohol, appears within these
Title IX policies, and even that appearance is a part of the liberal focus on consent. A
Title IX policy based in anti-essentialist feminist legal theory would highlight the unique
needs and harms certain groups of people experience related to sexual assault, creating
innovative remedies based on the actual desires of students. The post-modern turn in
feminist legal theory would make visible how the Title IX process reifies the harms
associated with investigations and hearings for survivors, as well as how the process can
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contribute to internal victim blaming and fear of victim blaming from others. In stepping
beyond the shadow of the law and early forms of feminist jurisprudence, Title IX could
transform into a process that can benefit all persons involved, but the following chapters
will explore how the shadow of the law filters through policy to shape how professionals
work with students seeking help post-assault.
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CHAPTER 4. THE EXOSYSTEM AND COMPETING INSTITUTIONAL LOGICS
Chapter Three examined how legal norms in the macrosystem shape Title IX
polices through liberalism and the shadow of the law resulting in a policy focused on
investigation and punishment. Chapter Four investigates how three different offices that
provide assistance to help-seeking victims (Title IX, Advocacy, and Health) operate
under competing institutional logics. The theory of institutional logics argues that
institutions (located in the exosystem) have a specific logic driven by the values,
practices, and purpose of that institution. Individuals that move within these institutions
must contend with their logics. Yet the theory of institutional logics is not completely
determinative. Individuals bring their own personal history and attitudes with them
creating a space for agency and change. The theory of institutional logics spans all levels
of the ecological model. The macrosystem influences the content of the logics. The
institutions and their practices are located within the exosystem, and individuals bring
factors from their personal history to bear on institutions through the mesosystem. To
understand how helping professionals use agency to potentially shift institutional logics,
we first must understand how the logic structures institutional purpose and practices.
This chapter examines what institutional logics operate within the help-seeking
process at the two schools in this study and finds three competing logics. The three
competing logics result from specific offices that provide resources to victims on campus,
specifically the Title IX office, the advocacy center, and health professionals. Each of
these logics is couched under Title IX policy and the bureaucracy created from its
logistics and rules to varying degrees. The logic most restricted by Title IX policy
mandates is the Title IX office because it was created to uphold and execute the policy.
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The purpose of the Title IX office is most closely tied to policy as a result. Each office
must abide by the mandates of Title IX policy but have their own logics. The Title IX
office operates under a logic of due process, advocates follow a logic of support, and the
health professionals’ logic is treatment. Using interviews with professionals in these
offices, this chapter explores the second research question of this study: How do helping
professionals interpret and implement Title IX policies in their work with victims? These
competing institutional logics constrain what services professionals offer and how they
interact with students seeking those services, thus either enabling or restricting helpseeking opportunities for students who have experienced campus sexual assault.
4.1 Logic of Due Process: Title IX Professionals
The purpose of Title IX policy strongly shapes the logic of the Title IX office.
Stand-alone Title IX offices and the professional roles within them are a direct result of
the 2011 DCL letter reminding schools of their responsibilities under Title IX. One of the
primary reminders was that each school was required to have a Title IX coordinator who
oversees Title IX policy, reports, and investigation. Many schools were either unaware of
who their listed Title IX coordinator was, including the individual who was assigned the
task, or did not have one. The response from universities was to create an entirely new
field of professionals that until that point had not existed. The Title IX coordinator at the
Private School commented on how strange it was that five to ten years ago her position
did not exist. Title IX offices are a direct result of this renewed push for compliance with
Title IX law.
Due to the strong obligation Title IX professionals have to follow Title IX
mandates the logic of their office is due process. As already discussed in Chapter Three,
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due process is an important element within both Title IX law and Title IX policies at
individual institutions. The effects of due process as a legal norm in society result in
many protections and rights for both the complainant and the respondent within the Title
IX process. Due process becomes the institutional logic for Title IX offices because every
action and every step in the logistic process of Title IX must also align with due process.
Due process must be considered at every step to ensure a fair and equal process.
Almost all professionals interviewed in this study brought up the topic of due
process, but for Title IX professionals it was always framed as a defining element of the
work that they do, and an element that they find especially important. The Private-School
coordinator defined her role in terms of due process.
So, I am not a decision maker. And she is not a decision maker.
Regarding, are you responsible for violating this policy. And that matters,
I think. And it makes for a more thorough investigation, and it makes for a
thorough, more fair conduct process. Um, I think we both really see our
role as making sure that both parties rights are upheld. And not just met,
but maximized. And that’s kind of where the mission for us has come in.
The other party she refers to here is the Dean of Students that works with her
during the conduct hearings and helps to determine sanctions if the respondent is
found responsible. While the purpose of Title IX work is to address sex-based
discrimination, the mission is to maintain due process throughout the system of
Title IX. The Public-School investigator also discussed how important due
process is to her role and interactions with students.
We’re also then going to speak to the respondent, so the person
accused of the behavior. We’re going to provide to them the
version of events that have been explained to us and allow them to
tell us their version of events and an opportunity to respond.
Because that’s due process, right? And that’s an important piece of
doing this work is providing everyone to hear the allegations and
have an opportunity to respond to them.
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Again, we see that providing and maintaining due process is an essential aspect of
working within a Title IX office. The Private-School investigator also viewed due
process as one of the defining features of her job and framed it as “we are here to support
everyone on campus.”
The new shift in Title IX litigation of respondents suing over Title IX cases was
on the minds of all of the Title IX professionals I interviewed. The Title IX coordinator at
the Private School discussed the shift from complainant cases against universities to
respondents’ cases against universities.
You know, I think the Obama administration rightfully, kind of courtesy
of student activism and survivor activism, kind of tried to (snaps) wake up
higher-education to their responsibilities under Title IX and how to do it
well and trauma-informed and student-centered, and all of those pieces.
And I think that the country, including higher education, understandably
sort of swung past the mid-line of equitability. Which was understandable
because it sure as hell wasn’t in the middle. It was way over. With just
routine, like, “are you sure you want to do that to him” and all that kind of
just, victim-blame and social stigma, you know, foolishness (laughs) that
was happening at the time. So I think, um, understandably we swung
maybe past the middle. I think maybe one of the most powerful things that
a student group, like a powerhouse student group like Know Your IX did
was, I don’t know if you saw this, but they released a statement to say, we
support due process. And equitability is hard. But it’s what we need to be
doing. It’s not about having reporting party rights be more. But it has to be
about equitability.
Here, this Title IX coordinator acknowledges how less than a decade ago the system, in
reality, was stacked against victims of sexual misconduct on campus. She explains that it
took years of activists drawing attention to these problems, and filing complaints with
OCR, to bring this to the attention of not only their universities, but also to the federal
government. It was the actions of these students that led to the DCL in 2011 and an
increased focus on reporting parties’ rights. If everyone agrees with this coordinator that
the needle swung past the equitability mark, which not everyone does, then there have

104

been of moves in Title IX policy and practice to start ensuring equitability, which is what
due process does. What she is highlighting is how due process must apply equally to both
parties, not one side or the other.
While some due process was discussed in Chapter Three regarding each party’s
rights as outlined in the policies themselves, Title IX professionals frequently brought up
due process in terms of how it impacts their work with students and the policies. Due
process was at the forefront of many of the Title IX professionals’ minds because it was
one of the points discussed in the larger public and in the proposed changes to Title IX at
the time of the study. The rationale for many of the lawsuits against schools and dissent
over Title IX is the lack of proper due process afforded to the responding party in
adjudication. Both schools consistently discussed their attempts to balance the rights of
the accused and the accuser. The Private-School coordinator discussed this when she
said, “I think we both really see our role as making sure that both parties’ rights are
upheld. And not just met, but maximized. And that’s kind of where the mission for us has
come in.” At the same time, the Private School’s policy explicitly states in several places
that the policy is not a criminal process, and the rules that govern a criminal process do
not apply to the university process. This raises the question of what level of due process
is required in a Title IX investigation and hearing. The Public-School coordinator spoke
on this point.
Due process is, at its core, notice of the allegations and an opportunity to
be heard on them. So, the amount of due process that you’re
constitutionally required to get is a sliding scale based on the allegations
and the severity of the sanction. So obviously, if you are in criminal court
and you’re up for the death penalty, you’re getting a lot of due process to
make sure that everything, that you get to the right decision. Basically. It’s
a very high stakes. So, when stakes are lower though, the amount of due
process you have to give is lower.
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She continues on to discuss each step of the process where notification must occur in the
Public School’s process:
So in our process, say that we have a situation where a respondent has
decided to participate, okay? So the investigator is going to notify them of
the allegations. Now there is a lot of talk about notification in writing.
That is difficult to do at an early stage of an investigation. Cause a lot of
times you don’t know all of the allegations are until you’ve actually talked
to multiple people. (laughs) So we do notify respondents of the allegations
in writing at the investigative report stage and then they have those
additional three days to give us any information they didn’t have before.
[…] So there’s – just in that there’s at least three points of opportunity to
respond. Actually more if you count all of the prehearing stuff too. Lots of
opportunities. I think that our policy does a very good job of balancing the
due process rights of a respondent with the needs of the complainant.
Ensuring that each step of the Title IX policy maintains due process is more than a onetime check, but, as shown here, is a continuous process that becomes bureaucratic in
nature.
The need for continuous checks for due process can complicate some processes.
A simple request, like a complainant asking to not live in the same dorm as the
respondent, can make it more complicated. This exact situation is one that the care office
employee at the Public School spoke about.
We can restrict someone from coming in that building even though they
are a student. Or, we can move rooms, or move buildings. Um, the one
thing, and again this is for all conduct cases, unless a student is found
responsible for violating a policy, the complainant is the one who has to
initially needs to move if they don’t want to be – and there are times when
the complainant is like, I love my roommate and my building and my
floor, but so and so lives down the hall, and I don’t want to be around
them. Well, it is either you wait for the process to go through, and you
know, depending on what is going on, can take some time. Even an
efficient process is going to take a few weeks because of the due process
everyone is afforded. And so, um, from a housing perspective again, I
understand why we don’t just take an accused person and say you’ve got
to move or get out immediately, um, and we do keep rooms designated
open to be able to move people into, at no extra charge to them. But you
know. You’re like, all my friends live here, I want that other person to go
away. They’re the one that did the thing. So if feels like maybe you’re
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punishing the harmed party on the front end. But, structurally we can’t
just…
Maintaining due process in the Title IX system complicate requests, often in ways that
make the victimized party feel victimized all over again. But these checks are not only
required by Title IX law but are also required to maintain fairness in the process. The
negative impacts on victims are unintended consequences of ensuring a fair and equal
process. The continuous check to maintain due process also takes time. The PublicSchool coordinator addressed this time point specifically.
The tradeoff for it taking so long is that there’s less chance of having to do
a rehearing at some point because we take so many steps to ensure that
we’ve protected the respondents due process, we’re meeting the goals of
the complainant, all of this is leading up to like a hearing that goes
smoothly and we’re not going to have to redo all of that later on because
we missed a step somewhere.
This time element is important to consider, as under the Obama administration
universities only had a limited time to conclude Title IX cases within, and it was a time
limit that was near impossible to meet for the majority of schools. That impossibility
comes from how bureaucratic processes take time, and the bureaucratic process of due
process within Title IX is the same.
Due process in Title IX focuses on proper notification of allegations, the
opportunity to respond to those allegations, and having support services provided. This
last element was also discussed at both schools as a newer focus in Title IX work.
Victims have advocates as an outside resource to assist with the formal process and
decision making. Many Title IX professionals described this advocate as the most
important resource for complainants. The Private-School coordinator said the following
about the advocate at her university, “I would say probably the most, the primary sort of
central referral is our confidential advocate here on campus, which I just think is in many
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ways even more critical than my office, which is a person who is an expert in providing
gender-based violence advocacy and support.” But, in keeping with the framework of due
process, Title IX offices around the country have recently realized there was not the same
type of resources for respondents. It is not appropriate for respondents to use advocates
due to their grounding in believing victims and their approach to the work. However,
both schools also recognized that it is important for respondents to have an outside office
to provide further guidance on the process, and to connect them to other resources they
may find they need. Not having these supports in place for respondents is an example of
“the needle swinging past equitability.” This support for respondents was located in the
care office on campus of both universities. A care office employee at the Public School
discussed the kinds of support they provide to respondents.
We set that up to basically create equity in the process because we have
survivor and complainant support resources through [the advocacy center]
and other things, and um, and respondents, if we’re going to be equitable,
deserve that support. And it’s not, it’s different support than an actual
survivor or victim of any sexual-based violence, from harassment all the
way up to, you know, worse, in that we are not saying we’re taking your
side or that we support you in that way. But that, it is more of, you have
now entered into this very stressful and sometimes confusing
administrative process with the university, And we can help you
understand what that means, and what that looks like, and help walk you
through the process. Absent of whether we believe or not, or think that
you actually violated a policy or not. And so that is one difference in
respondent support from complainant support..
The care office at both universities provided this type of support service to respondents.
The work of an advocate (discussed further below) and that of the care employee
described here is different. But they both fill a similar role as being a non-Title IX
employee available to explain the Title IX process. Having these resources for both
parties was viewed as equitable and in line with due process.
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The Title IX process is bureaucratic. It is made up of a vast number of written
rules (Title IX law, individual school’s Title IX policies, case law) that govern the
office’s structure and logic. These bureaucratic rules also determine how employees
interact with students and how cases move through a structured process. Title IX
professionals heavily discussed how due process impacted every part of their work. Not
only is due process an integral part of the written rules and policy of Title IX, but the
participants discussed how due process was both a prominent guiding principle to how
they worked. Title IX employees in this study prided themselves on being fair and
attempting to facilitate a clear process for all parties involved. At the same time, they
acknowledged that guaranteeing due process slows down the process. From their
perspective, however, a slower process is worth the fair and equal treatment of both
parties.
Title IX is not the only office that works on issues of sex and gender-based
violence. Most of these other offices are located within student services or student life.
The work of these other office is still impacted by Title IX policy, but their logics are not
determined in the same way as the due process logic of the Title IX office. The
professionals that work in these other offices are not tasked with ensuring due process
and have little, if nothing, to do with the investigation and hearing portions of the Title IX
process. Instead, these individuals are tasked with providing resources that students may
need after an experience of sexual assault. The exact resource they provide the student
varies, from medicine and a health examination from a nurse, to assistance working with
faculty for an extension on an exam with an advocate. The central focus is getting the
student connected to the resource they provide. Another difference is that many of these
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professionals are not likely to interact with both the complainant and the respondent, but
only the complainant, thus nearly eliminating the need to balance the rights of both
parties. The logics of two of the resource driven offices, advocacy and health, are
discussed below.
4.2 Logic of Support: Advocacy
The purpose and logic of an advocate is to provide support to survivors of sex and
gender-based violence. Advocates are one group among whom you will hear a language
shift, from the word complainant or victim, to the word survivor. You will see that
reflected in the quotes in this section. To provide the best support possible to survivors,
advocates have a very close working relationship with all other helping offices on
campus, particularly the Title IX office. Many students who come to the Title IX office
come through an intermediary, like an advocate. At both universities, it was common for
students to have worked with an advocate if they are also working with the Title IX
office. Part of this is tied to the strong relationship between these two departments. They
work intimately with each other, and Title IX professionals would frequently refer
students to the advocacy center on campus and vice versa. This was well pronounced in
the policy at the Public School. In comparison to the other types of resources, advocacy
was mentioned in nine different places in the document. In interviews with Title IX
professionals, advocates are also the most frequently mentioned of any other type of help
provider. The advocate at the Private School discussed this strong relationship, stating
“the beautiful thing here is if someone goes into Title IX or if a mandated reporter
contacts Title IX, they do outreach and include me in that outreach. So then I’m able to
then reach out to the student as a confidential resource. So it’s amazing.” She was so

110

struck by this relationship and connection because at the previous school where she was
an advocate, a large public school in the same area, the Title IX office would not refer
students to the advocates on campus. Her previous school would not do referrals to the
advocates because they did not have a similar type of referral for respondents, and
consequently viewed it as misaligned with due process and equity. Fortunately for the
schools in this study, the Title IX professionals did not view a referral to advocates as
counter to their logic of due process, even prior to having a designated support system for
respondents.
The logic of support in advocacy centers include multiple types of support they
offer to survivors. One of the main ways that advocates support survivors is as a bridge to
the Title IX process. The advocates in this study shared how they explain Title IX as an
option for survivors. The advocates in my sample explained that most students wanted to
hear about their reporting options, but rarely used them. One of the advocates at the
public school explained this process.
Some folks are interested in what their reporting options are. Even if
they’re not really considering reporting, sometimes they welcome just the
– just an overview of what the options are. Um, and the options are,
they’ve got, usually typically folks will have some at least 1-3 options as
far as an authoritative space to like formally report and document what’s
happened. Whether that’s through law enforcement, um, through our Title
IX office here on campus, maybe even perhaps through a protection order,
which is a civil process, it’s not criminally adjudicated. That can be
discussed. And, like I said, sometimes folks don’t know or may not be
interested in that time of reporting. But it feels empowering to have the
information, in case, like, today’s survivor may not want to report. But
next week’s survivor might feel differently. Or next month’s survivor
might feel differently. So, I want that person to have that information if
they feel so inclined to do that.
While students rarely utilized the information about reporting to Title IX or the police,
this advocate viewed explaining all the options as a form of empowerment. A student
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armed with these options was given a sense of control and the ability to say yes or no.
This form of empowerment was essential to advocates because this loss of control is what
survivors experience during the assault. Finding a way to restore that control is a main
avenue for supporting students. It is common knowledge among advocates at both
schools that the rate of official reporting is low. The Private-School advocate echoed
these sentiments.
In my experience in one semester, I’d say that a small percentage think
about reporting, but the number of students who do move forward is low.
But interesting, and I think this might be a trend, that given time to reflect,
when students have the time and space to think about their truth, to think
about their story, and to have a better understanding of what the process
looks like, and if at that point they are accessing support services and
they’re talking to people who have already gone through the process, those
numbers go up.
Here she acknowledges that an incredibly small percentage of students use the Title IX
office for reporting. At the same time, she discusses her experience that given time,
students may choose to come back to the reporting process. Describing the options for
reporting is not framed as due process as it is in the Title IX office. The Title IX
professionals above would frame notifying the individual of their rights and options as a
form of equity. For advocates providing this information is framed as giving power back
to the survivor so they can make a decision that is best for them and their needs at that
time, as a form of support. The different logics of the Title IX and advocacy office are
apparent in how the explain the exact same action, explaining reporting options, from a
different standpoint and purpose.
This need for safety was not only the advocates’ main priority but was also the
top priority for students seeking resources. This feeling of safety may come through a
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formal process like Title IX, usually it came through other types of resources. One of the
Public-School advocates discussed this.
And through my work with students, I will say that most of what I’m
seeing is, ya know, I’m listening for kind of what people are looking for.
And so, the majority of the time what they’re looking for is not the full
process of going to hearing and gathering evidence, and all that stuff. I’m
mostly, ya know, providing people with options that- that keep them safe
and stop the abuse.
What keeps students safe is often not the formal process—at least that’s what the
majority of students think, as I will discuss in Chapter Six. Advocates are not there to
push survivors to report to Title IX, even when they think that this is the best option, but
instead to help facilitate what the student feels they need. This was one point of their
logic that advocates were very clear about; they were not giving advice to students, only
supporting students by providing their options and giving them a safe space to process.
Instead of connecting with the Title IX office to help students report an
experience of sexual assault, advocates most often use the Title IX office to access more
accommodations. The Private-School advocate explained that “Title IX is absolutely a
resource. If they decide to work with Title IX, they can obtain accommodations through
their office.” While advocates can provide many accommodations themselves (see
Chapter Five), there are some accommodations that either can only be granted through
the Title IX office, or are more effective when granted through the Title IX office. One of
the advocates at the Public School discussed this specific use of Title IX.
Well, I would say that what I’ve noticed is, is what I think we know across
the board is that most people just want to feel safe. And they want the
abuse to stop. (Laughs) I mean I think that those are the top things. So,
um, I would say that I do work a lot with Title IX, but I have yet to have a
client who is pursuing the entire process of like going to hearing and
having like some sort of, um, major consequence. Uh, I would say most of
the time it’s working with Title IX to get those accommodations around “I
don’t want this person to talk to me anymore.” Um, you know, much like
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my work in the community, I hear a lot of people say, “I don’t want, I
don’t want to ruin this person’s life. I just want to be. I just want to be
good. Me.” Ya know. Um, so a lot of working with them, but not
necessarily for what we would traditionally think.
She discusses how the main use of Title IX for accommodations is often needed because
they help the survivor feel safe. The other Public-School advocate also spoke to this type
of Title IX use.
Sometimes survivors just need some things in place. And sometimes that
requires some help from Title IX, because sometimes the scope of my
advocacy can sometimes be limiting. I’m nobody. (laughs) I can’t tell
people what to do. I can ask them politely. Whereas that office has a little
bit more authority. Where they can actually say, “Hey, this thing needs to
happen in order for us to be compliant.” They’re able to say, “Hey, look,
we need to find a room in a different residence hall for this person.” And
they can make that happen and they can make that happen really quickly.
So that is something, um, that you can interface with that office and
receive those services without ever having to file some sort of formal
complaint.
Not only do advocates connect students to the Title IX office to receive accommodations,
but they are also aware of who has more institutional power. For example, some of the
accommodations students ask for are related to their classwork. All of the advocates
stated that faculty are usually willing to make accommodations for students without
needing information or documentation to prove the situation. However, this is not always
the case. When a contact comes from the Title IX office, the request is more official and
appears to be less of a request and more of a requirement. This has to do with the
connection to the policy itself. As the advocate above stated, Title IX requests appear to
others as associated with legal compliance and, therefore, as more serious and required,
an effect of the shadow of the law. Knowing this, advocates may suggest students
connect with the Title IX office to assist with accommodations that the advocacy center
may be struggling to achieve for them.

114

Despite the difference in logic, advocates at these schools felt comfortable
framing the Title IX office and its process as a resource for students. The advocates
interviewed for this study highlighted the many ways that survivors were given choice
and agency throughout the formal process that Title IX offers. The Private-School
advocate discussed how her university has clear guidelines on what sanctions are to be
imposed for which policy violations. She framed this clear explanation as survivor
centered.
Without them, someone can be found responsible for sexual assault, rape,
and sanctions can range from an essay, a class, but because there are
benchmark sanctions here, I am able to tell survivors that if the respondent
is found responsible for non-consensual sexual intercourse, the sanction is
expulsion. And so they know going into this that after a hearing, a
responsible finding will cause that to happen. Instead of finding out after a
sanction is imposed that they’re still on campus even with a finding of
responsible. So that’s been really helpful. I think it empowers survivors to
decide whether or not to even go forward.
She frames clear knowledge of outcomes as empowerment for survivors as it can make it
easier for them to make a choice, thus having agency in the process. One of the PublicSchool advocates expressed similar sentiments.
Cause, ya know, I can tell them truthfully that we can speak to these folks
and see what they think. And if you don’t want to move forward, then we
don’t have to. Unless X, Y, Z. And we let them know everything on the
front end. So that they have as much power to choose going forward. So,
so it feels really nice to be able to provide a resource that I actually have
faith in.
Not only do these advocates view the Title IX professionals as using a trauma-informed
practice, but they also trust and respect them, which translates into how they frame the
process to students. Being able to frame the Title IX office as supportive can impact the
student’s likelihood of choosing to pursue the Title IX process and what that process
might be like for them. The advocates reframe the Title IX professionals as a support in
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alignment with their logic, which is a contradiction with the logic of due process, which
will be discussed further below.
The advocates were able to frame the Title IX process as a support, thus aligned
with their logic, yet they also pointed out many places where the process is oppositional
to survivor support. Some of their frustrations were centered on how the policy impacts
them as professionals, but most were about the frustrations they hear from the students
with whom they work. The major frustration the advocates discussed regarding
themselves as professionals was the precariousness of their confidentiality. Both
universities designate the advocates as confidential resources on campus, meaning that
they are not mandatory reporters. Yet the advocates still have reporting duties under the
Clery Act. Clery requires that if advocates know a crime occurred on campus property,
they must report that to their Clery manager. The Clery reports made by advocates do not
give any identifying details, but this small caveat often disrupts the student’s
understanding of confidentiality.
The advocates try to avoid having to make Clery reports through how they
explain their status to students. One of the Public-School advocates explains this process,
stating, “That’s what I tell them, if you don’t want me to have to do that, um, then don’t
tell me where it occurred.” They locate a loophole to maintain full confidentiality status.
The advocate at the Private School also commented on this contradictory status, “I
understand that for safety reasons that campus has to have that information and it’s about
transparency too, so there’s a plus to that. But I think that can scare any student. ‘I’m
confidential but…’ you have to explain this other part.” The advocates explained that
students seeking their support are concerned about others finding out and being forced
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into a process they are not sure about. Students value the confidential space to process
their options. Having to explain their reporting requirements to students disrupts this safe
space, particularly if students conflate a report to Clery as a report to Title IX or the
police.
In addition to the confusing nature for students, the reporting requirement can
often lead to the advocate being questioned by Clery for further details. One of the
Public-School advocates explains further:
But that its, anytime that I’ve made a Clery report I inevitably get a call,
um, from somebody who says “Okay, I’m trying to connect this report that
you made with the [police] report and I’m trying to, ya know” and it’s
basically like “help me connect the dots to identify this person.” Which, I
get the spirit, but the execution is not ideal. Because we’re a place where
my- my clients trust what I say, and I- I want to tell them – I want to be as
truthful as possible with them. And so, so that’s frustrating.
The one Clery professional interviewed in this study did admit to reaching out to
advocates to access more information. She stated that it was frustrating to know that
something occurred, but not be confident that it has been classified correctly. This was
the main area that the advocates discussed with regard to how the Title IX policies impact
them directly as professionals and compete with their logic of survivor support. Their
status as a confidential resource was central to their ability to operate as an advocate.
The majority of the frustrations they expressed, however, concerned how their
clients, the survivors, and their logic of support often clashed with the due process logic
of the Title IX office. They did acknowledge the many ways that Title IX functions as a
support to survivors at their universities. They also discussed how this can only go so far.
One of the Public-School advocates summed up this reality nicely by stating, “I know
that they- they can’t always have the survivors’ wishes like 100% honored.” Which is
true. The Title IX process must be non-biased and maintain its due process logic to
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conduct a fair process. But the advocates pointed out that the formal process is inherently
retraumatizing for survivors. A Public-School advocate expressed this reality as it exists
within Title IX.
There is just the, there’s certain things that go out of your control in those
moments. As much control as a system can try and restore, um, a survivor
doesn’t control what the respondent is going to say when Title IX meets
with that person. So. Um. There’s just things that are beyond a survivor’s
control and it can be very difficult to get the things that they’re hoping for.
Depending on what that is. Right. It just really all kind of depends.
Here she is discussing that the reality of a formal justice process contains elements that
will be retraumatizing. The Private-School advocate also touched on this topic.
I don’t think they are frustrated with the policy, I think there’s always that
anxiety like, what am I getting into? This is huge. If I’m gonna take this
step forward this is going to be a major event in my life and it’s going to
take time and commitment and strength. And I’m going to need support
and I’m gonna have to take care of myself. Any little space where they can
ask a question, “oh no, why,” I think you can feel the fear. I’ve never had
it impact someone’s decision, but you can see it being like, trying to figure
out everything and what they can control because their control has been
taken away from them. So, the more they feel they have control, I think it
just makes them a little bit easier.
She tries to highlight where there are some possibilities for control in the Title IX
process. She ultimately addresses the reality that much of the process will strip
complainants of control, which not only mimics the loss of control that occurs during a
sexual assault, but also adds to it.
Many survivors are not willing to step into a process that compounds the trauma
they are still processing and healing from, and the advocates are aware of this. They do
not try to sugar-coat the process, but instead try to arm survivors with knowledge and
realistic expectations. The other Public-School advocate used the following phrases when
explaining the effect the process has on the survivor and the effort they put into it:
monumental effort, super-hero effort, mental gymnastics, monumental physical toll,
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taxing, physical exertion. Some of this comes from students having to walk from office to
office, or by trying to figure out where to go and who to contact, not to mention having to
recall traumatic memories to multiple people, multiple times. She continued by saying,
“So when you say what are survivors most frustrated about. It would be really cool if it
could all just be a whole lot more convenient. The other side to that is that I don’t really
know how to do it. (laughs) I don’t know how to do it.” The reason she is unsure of how
to reduce the traumatic elements of the Title IX process is because she values due
process. She stated earlier in her interview that she knows due process is an important
protection for the accused, particularly in how it protects vulnerable populations. In
addition to these broader frustrations with the Title IX logic, the advocates discussed the
following specific frustrations students share with them: broad range of sanctions (Public
School), need for informal sanctions, confusion from the process, and worry over the
process moving forward against their wishes.
Despite these challenges, the advocates in this study still believed there are ways
that the process can be more supportive to survivors without sacrificing the integrity of
the due process logic. One advocate at the Public School discussed the possibility of
building a non-sanction-based reconciliation process. Many of the survivors she sees do
not want a formal process or for the respondent to be expelled, but instead seek
acknowledgement of their pain.
By and large victims and survivors who come out of this are not, despite
what people may think, are not vindictive and vengeful. And what they
want is for – a lot of times what folks want is for you to know that what
you did to me was wrong. And it wasn’t okay. It was unwanted, it was
unwelcome, it was painful, and you really hurt me. And don’t ever do that
to anyone else ever again. So, it’s this myth that people think that
survivors want to ruin someone’s life. That’s actually not. Because if
anybody’s life is going to be ruined it’s the survivor, and the last thing that
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they want to do is to transfer that onto someone else. So, they are not like
this spiteful people that want you to not get your college education, or
have you expelled or suspended or something like that. […] What they
want you to know is that you did something really hurtful to me. And you
need to do something about never ever, ever doing that to someone else
again. Don’t ever do that to someone else again. Oh, and an apology
would be cool. (laughs)
This is something the students in this study expressed often and is also supported in the
extant literature. We know that one of the main reasons students do not report their
assault is because they don’t want the perpetrator to get in trouble. Instead, my data show
they want a different type of process so that they can choose between the two options,
formal or informal. Advocates recognize that the current system, no matter how traumainformed, is still retraumatizing for survivors, even when it is a process and outcome they
desire. The advocates believe a new process with a different logic is needed to support
survivors and their needs more fully.
Advocates operate under a logic of support with a purpose to connect survivors to
resources and provide a safe space for processing. The advocates in this study underlined
this logic through discussing what is outside of their logic, including counseling, therapy,
and legal advice. These are each common misconceptions about advocacy work. They
each expressed how to remain true to their logic and purpose they needed to be careful
not to stray into the logics of others. They cannot fully support a survivor if they are
giving advice about what that individual should do, because their meaning of support also
entails empowerment and establishing a sense of control for the student. Giving advice
rather than information can unknowingly remove the agency of the student. The Title IX
office and professionals were framed as a resource by each of the advocates in the study.
At the same time, they were candid about their frustrations. Title IX policy restricted their
ability to be completely confidential, an aspect they viewed as central to supporting
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survivors. Further, they shared how students found the process traumatic. Their logic of
support competes not only with the bureaucratic nature of Title IX law and policy, but
also with the logic of due process. Acknowledging the importance of due process,
advocates still shared how the impact of due process on survivors was experienced as
harmful.
4.3 Logic of Treatment: Health Professionals
Health professionals, comprised of both nurses and counselors in this study, have
quite a different logic and relationship to Title IX than the professionals discussed thus
far. This difference is mainly due to the fact that health professionals are almost entirely
confidential under HIPPA. Only in situations where they believe that an individual may
be a danger to themselves or others do they have to disclose that to others, and that
disclosure does not go to the Title IX office, but to law enforcement. This means that the
actual practice of health professionals is not impacted by Title IX policy directly,
compared to how it impacts Title IX professionals (high) and advocates (medium).
Rather, their interactions with Title IX are incidental and removed. Their logic is
treatment of patients. They may treat a patient who is a victim of sexual assault and also
going through the Title IX process. But it is unlikely for a student to share this with their
doctor or nurse. It is more likely that they treat patients having these experiences without
ever finding out. Health professionals are a major contact point for victims (discussed
further in Chapters Five and Six), and thus have a large ability to connect victims to other
resources. Yet, how often this occurs depends upon the individual health practitioner.
Lack of clear knowledge about Title IX policy is one factor that can limit health
professionals’ ability to assist students beyond their logic of treatment. The nurses, both
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from the Public School, stated that they were not very knowledgeable about Title IX
policies on campus.
I don’t think that much about them [Title IX policies]. My role is to take
care of the patients. It really is. And so, quite honestly, when they start
asking me about some of that stuff, I really refer them to the people who
are the experts on the policy. Um, and particularly if, and there are some
instances where they’re worried about their safety or running into a
potential perpetrator or whatever. That’s when I’m like, this is who you
need to go talk to about that. Because I don’t know all of those things,
particularly from the academic side, the legal side. This is often the case
for those more on the periphery. Especially if they are considered a
protected group and not a mandatory reporter.
By the periphery, she means those who are not intimately involved in Title IX or sexual
assault work directly, like nurses in the student health clinic. The policy does not impact
her work with patients, but this nurse did accept a responsibility of knowing where to
send students when it comes up in her interactions. This was more likely for the nurses in
this study compared to a general health practitioner because they were both OBGYN
nurses. Several students at the Public School went to the health clinic to be tested for
STIs after their assaults, which meant they would see an OBGYN nurse. The nurse
quoted above was aware of how common experiences of sexual assault are and attempted
to be sensitive to these issues when conducting exams. This was less the case for the
second nurse. When asked how the policies impact her work, the other nurse in this study
said, “I interact how I want to. Pfft.” Because of her protected status under HIPPA, she
had never considered how Title IX policy may impact her interactions with patients or
considered the policy much at all.
The counselor at the Private School, however, was more knowledgeable about
Title IX. This is mostly because she runs the survivor support group on campus, and so
consistently interacts with victims. This makes sexual assault work less peripheral for her
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than it is for the nurses at the Public School, as she can expect to encounter it explicitly in
those sessions. Despite her greater knowledge about Title IX, she still discussed how
important it was that her status is confidential.
And I think that one of the great things about this line of work is that we
don’t have to deal with a lot the policy stuff (laughs), and I know that we
do indirectly. But, um, I like that about the world. However, it is very
important that there are policies in place, and I would say that my
perception is that those policies are helpful for the most part.
She is knowledgeable about Title IX policy and its processes because of her work with
survivors, and is also glad that she does not have to worry about getting involved with the
policy so she can keep her work restricted to counseling her clients. Without
confidentiality many therapeutic methods could not function. Students need the ability to
be honest and free in what they share for most therapy to be effective. The nurse who was
more knowledgeable about Title IX and was trauma-informed in her work also talked
about the importance of being able to guarantee confidentiality.
My biggest thing is that I think it’s helpful from my standpoint that I’m
not a, I don’t have to be a reporter, a mandatory reporter. Because I, that
would impact my ability to do my job. And I think their comfort level in
confiding in me. So that’s – if they change that would be, I’d have a lot
say about that. I understand the reason for mandatory reporting. But in
some instances, it would cause unintended consequences that wouldn’t be
beneficial for survivors.
She believed that students would be less likely to seek medical treatment if nurses were
required to report suspected or confirmed sexual assault cases. Both health professionals
who were more knowledgeable about Title IX discussed the importance of having
confidential resources in the health field. As the nurse above states, the main detriment
would be that students would be less likely to seek health-related help if they thought
their counselor or doctor would have to report it to Title IX or the police. Physical and
mental health resources are important to survivors, as they can be literally lifesaving;
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thus, these barriers must be kept minimal. Losing confidentiality would impair their logic
of treatment. The emphasis on confidentiality is similar to what advocates are fighting
for, except health professionals have full protection.
While the two nurses did not discuss barriers and experiences with Title IX policy
and professionals, because they did not interact with them enough to have experienced
any, the counselor did. She shared how the struggles her clients have with the Title IX
process shape her sessions. She discussed that the Title IX process is an additional
stressor that adds to the difficulties of trauma.
I think I’ve heard them talk about how difficult the Title IX process is.
Um, not necessarily specific policies but just, you know, I had to come in
this time and this time and this time. And tell my story again and again.
And this person was here and this – so I think. Maybe just how grueling
that process is. And I think [the coordinator] does a good job of preparing
students. Like, if you want to do this, this could be very painful and
difficult. And not giving them sort of a Polyanna-ish sort of expectation of
what it might be. She’s also very student focused. And I will be here with
you through it and through it. I think that’s more than anything what I
hear, is how, it’s almost like I hear folks talk about the Title IX process as
its own separate stressor from the thing.
The ‘thing’ in this case being the sexual assault and its resulting trauma. This sentiment is
similar to the one given by an advocate above, arguing that no matter how student
focused, victim-centered, and trauma-informed the policy and professionals are, the
process is still difficult and stressful for a student who is already under stress. Due to this
stress that cannot be fully alleviated, the counselor explained that the process is not
equally helpful for all students.
Yeah, I would say that I’ve found that for some students they feel very
empowered in walking forward with the Title IX process and reporting.
For some, it’s also been very, very painful. And I would say that I don’t
know if it’s been helpful in every case. Which is, is not what I would have
imagined myself saying, maybe even five years ago. I would have had the
perspective that everyone needs to report. It’s, you know, that’s what’s
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going to help. But in practice, yeah. I don’t know that that always is the
best for every single person.
She expresses here her shift in attitude after starting to work on a college campus, where
she no longer thinks it is always the best route for students to report their assault. After
working with student survivors over several years she was able to acknowledge that the
formal process of Title IX can inflict more damage than the hurts it repairs. At the same
time, however, she still finds that some students see the process as empowering. She
recognizes that there is no one right way for a student to respond to and address sexual
assault. Her logic of treatment is impacted by experiences in the Title IX process, so she
must be aware to construct and deliver effective treatment options. The nurses’ treatment
plans, on the other hand, are not impacted by Title IX processes, thus are less burdened
by the policy.
The institutions of health at these universities are concerned with the health and
well-being of the student, a logic of treatment, and mostly unconcerned with Title IX and
due process all together. The one exception will be discussed in Chapter Five, and is
rooted in individual attitudes rather than institutional logics. The nurses and counselors in
this study were concerned with how best to treat the symptoms each patient presents
before them, be it testing and treatment for an STI or intrusive thoughts of the trauma.
The logic of treatment for these professionals and the health institutions on campus is
demonstrated in their focus on treating illness (physical and mental) of students and
equipping them with the knowledge required to prevent such issues in the future. The
major difference between a logic of treatment and a logic of support is that health
professionals give proscriptions, directives, and advice on behaviors, whereas advocates
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do not. Both groups are concerned with student well-being and healing, but their
practices guided by these different logics differ.
4.4 Contradictions
The logics of Title IX and that of the advocacy and health institutions function at
opposition to one another at times. However, the Title IX professionals in this study
framed their work as a type of support to achieve well-being for victims, while also
maintaining their logic of due process. At first glance this may appear to be incompatible.
Yet these Title IX professionals not only make it work, but it also appears to strengthen
the relationship that the Title IX office has with the other helping professionals and
offices.
The main way these professionals bring this practice into the Title IX framework
is through framing support as an element of due process and working from a traumainformed perspective. Many individuals use the phrases trauma-informed and victimcentered interchangeably. But this is more than a simple change in language. The victimcentered approach is outlined as requiring that Title IX processes place the victim’s needs
at the center, particularly their safety and well-being. Being victim-centered does not
mean that that the respondent’s needs are weighed less than the complainant’s, but rather
that the system is required to consider the victim throughout the process. This is
something that in recent decades was frequently ignored.
For example, victim impact statements were not included in criminal cases until
the late 1970’s and early 80’s in the United States. The inclusion of impact statements is
a part of the victim-centered approach because it allows victims to be included in the
process and it provides victims the opportunity to have their voice, needs, and concerns
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heard by the sentencing judge to be factored into their decision of sentencing. The
impact of a crime beyond physical injuries is not often discussed during regular criminal
court cases at trial. Thus, the impact statement was the only way this information could
be heard and included in the trial. It is important to note that this information is only
heard at sentencing after an individual has been found guilty of the accused act. In this
way, the impact statement is victim-centered without eclipsing the perpetrator’s due
process rights. The Title IX professionals in this study considered both parties in their use
of the term due process when traditionally this concept only applies to the accused party.
A victim-centered approach specifically addresses the unique trauma that
survivors have experienced, requires that their needs be taken into account, and that
individuals in helping professions understand how trauma impacts a person and their
ability to process and respond. This is something that has frequently been raised within
the criminal/legal system when it comes to police and prosecutors working with sexual
assault victims. When a victim does not respond how the investigators feel is appropriate,
they have in the past jumped to the conclusion that the victim is lying. Whereas evidence
shows that there is no one way to respond after experiencing a trauma. That response may
be to cry uncontrollably, or it could be to seem bright and bubbly. Additionally, traumas
like sexual assault make it difficult to recall precise details in an exact order, resulting in
a story that may change over time or may be told out of order, leading to the belief that
victims are making false allegations. This is the part of the victim-centered framework
that is trauma-informed. The additional layers that the victim-centered framework brings
to being trauma-informed is believing what victims say as true, and believing that they
know best what they need.
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The Title IX professionals in this study adopted a trauma-informed practice that
they were able to apply to both the complainant and the respondent thus not in
contradiction with their logic of due process. As some of them shared, the respondent is
going through trauma as well, even if they did commit the accused act. These
professionals also adopted some more victim-centered practice at times, especially in
terms of believing that the victim knows what they need best, and not giving advice and
only providing information and options.
One of the major ways these Title IX professionals incorporate trauma-informed
practice into their work every day is by finding ways to give the victim/survivor as much
choice in the process as possible. This is often done by asking what the student needs and
then following their lead when possible. The Public-School coordinator explained this
approach, “What do you need? is typically the first question we ask. And then we go
from there.” Instead of assuming that the professional knows what is best for the student,
or automatically starting an investigatory process, they ask the student what they need.
She further explains that they will check back in with students after some time has passed
from their initial meeting.
What happens next is kind of led by the complainant. But if we don’t hear
back from them in a little while we’ll just check in and say, ya know, what
else is going on? Is there anything else that you need? And bring them
back in and talk about what their goals are. Like, what do they need to be
safe here? Is that all? Are we finished? Or do they want us to do some sort
of informal process or a formal process?
These questions demonstrate a different type of approach to reporting than what existed
in the past. Rather than asking what happened right away and seeking details to
determine if a policy violation occurred, they ask what the victim wants and needs to
happen. When a student does choose the formal investigation process, where there are
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many aspects that are outside of their control, the Title IX professionals still try to give
them agency and control where possible. As described in Chapter Three, the PublicSchool coordinator askes the complainant during the pre-hearing meeting what they want
out of the process.
And the reason that I ask that is it gives me a good feel for what within the
range of sanctions prescribed by the policy is the appropriate thing for me
to offer to the respondent to accept in lieu of a hearing. So it, that
recommendation that I make to the respondent, is informed by what the
complainant’s desired outcome is. It’s informed by policy. And it’s
informed by the severity of the allegations.
Here, we see that while the policy and the severity are the main guiding factors in what
the suggested sanction is, they still take the victim’s view and wants into consideration.
This gives the victim a small sense of control, agency, and empowerment. This is
especially important in a process that is known to remove these very aspects from a
survivor, and to lead to retraumatization and negative psychological outcomes.
In addition to asking survivors what they need, it is also important that those
needs are respected and followed. The coordinator at the private school speaks to the
complex nature of following the student’s lead.
Just, we deal, we really try to deal with the authentic complexities of these
issues. I think the world would like it to be very black and white, which
it’s not. And under no circumstances am I going to convince a student to
do something and pretend like the social backlash on something like this
isn’t real, because it is. Students know that way more than I do. Um,
sometimes we’re kind of in the middle ground. A 100% one of the things
I’ve noticed over that last 6 ½ years, which I think is real priority for this
office, is by letting students be in the driver’s seat in a real way, not like
the bullshit way -- sorry -- is typically if things aren’t working out, or if
things change, or start getting worse, they’ll come back. So by, it would be
crazy to ask someone to meet me in 30 seconds and trust me and be like,
“oh, this process sounds phenomenal.“ And just being willing to
understand that this is the long game. Like, we’re trying to move the
needle on gender-based violence, this is a cultural and social public health
epidemic. We’re not gonna get it fixed in this two-minute meeting. But
what I have found is that by letting students, you know, like, get a night of
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sleep, connect with your friends, have some food, that they often maybe
come back a week later, two weeks, a month, a year later to say, you
know, “I’m in a different place. And because I’ve had some space to get
my shit together, to get some counseling, um. I’m back and I do want to
do an investigation,” or “I do want to report to the police,” or whatever it
is. So, that’s sort of part of the framework.
The professionals must check their beliefs about what would be best at the door. Some of
the work of being trauma-informed is allowing for the uncertainty student victims bring
into the process. This often means giving them the time to process and decide, and then
change their mind, and the professionals must be okay with that. This also means having
to be okay with not being liked.
Because I feel very good about being trauma-informed and compassionate
and all of those other things. But I am still me in my position, and no
matter how compassionate I am, students are stressed when they’re with
me. 100%. And for people to not be like clear with that is like a miss. If a
student feels a sense of dignity and they may not understand everything,
but they understand the kinds of information that I can offer or help or just
have an inkling of their rights, or that I’m a place to come back to, and
then it feels successful if they leave knowing they are in charge. Because
that may be the first decision they’ve gotten to make, including, do you
want some time to talk about this, to think about what we, you know?
Asking students to make decisions quickly, even if I’m anxious because
something is going on, I just think that we have to be willing, so that when
a student comes back to me – And I am very, it was challenging – as an
advocate and as a lawyer in my past, I had to make a transition. And it is
not comfortable always to know that a lot of students are not happy with
me. They didn’t feel it was fair. All of the hard stuff, that they think I
believe the accused student, that, you know, all… But I feel like this is not
a good job if you need to be liked.
As the Private-School coordinator does here, many of the professionals interviewed
acknowledged that no matter how great the policy is, the process will still be unpleasant
due to the nature of the process. No one wants to be questioned about the facts of their
assault. It will always be uncomfortable to face the respondent and hear them contradict
what you say. A finding of not responsible will never feel great to the complainant. But
what the Title IX processionals hope to do is alleviate that as much as they can, so that,
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even if you don’t get the result from the hearing that you were hoping for, you still feel
like the process was fair and that you were heard.
While these are some of the large shifts and explicit priorities that the
professionals have to make in the work to be successful, there are other smaller actions
that they can take to be more trauma-informed. The investigator from the private school
says that it can make a difference in how you speak. “When people are in trauma, it
matters how you ask a question.” Another small trauma-informed action is to give them a
heads-up when they are going to receive important documents. The Public-School
coordinator discussed one way she alerts complainants.
When I am sending it to them, the investigators reach out to the parties
before they get the email from me to basically say, ya know, “this is
coming. Just be aware that it’s coming.” Um, “it might be difficult to read.
Be prepared for it. Do some good self-care around yourself as you’re
doing this.” And then once we’ve actually got the probable cause
determination, I let the investigators know that I’m about to send that out
again. Like, they’ll call and warn them that it’s coming. (yeah) We do a lot
of that because it can be jarring to just get that unexpected in your email.
So, I do want to make sure that they know to expect it. Not necessarily
what the outcome is going to be, just that they’re going to get something
in their email from me. And to be aware of it.
This warning is important to consider for both parties involved, because, as stated above,
both parties are in crisis and experiencing trauma no matter the guilt involved. This care
to both parties shows how they make their trauma-informed practice consistent with the
logic of due process.
The trauma-informed practice of Title IX professionals can be framed as a way of
conducting the work of Title IX policy and a due process logic. How individual
employees conduct the work of the Title IX process is not only a key link in connecting
written policy with the orientations of the professionals who work in Title IX, but is also
a link in the ecological framework. How Title IX professionals approach the written
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polices changes the impact the polices have on both the students who interact with Title
IX and the impact Title IX has on the larger culture that surrounds it. These individual
orientations to Title IX and sexual assault work will be further explored in Chapter Five.
4.5 Facilitating or Hindering Help-Seeking Behaviors
These schools could have the best written policy, the best employees, and perfectly
executed institutional logics. But what good does it do if no one actually seeks help from
these offices? This was not lost on the professionals in this study, particularly the Title IX
professionals. Getting the first contact with students was, in their minds, the hardest part.
When they could get students into their offices these students rarely wanted to make a
report and engage in the formal Title IX process. Rather they were only seeking
information and other accommodations. The Title IX coordinator at the Public School
stated it best.
The thing is, most people don’t do the thing that is described in our policy.
So, I don’t actually have any functional problems with the policy because
it’s not a thing that we actually use very often. When we do use it, it works
well. There are things that I would like to make explicitly clear. [...]
Again, the issues I have with it are not the things that come up on a dayto-day basis. So, yeah. It’s hard to say, because – while it is very
important, it’s not super relevant to the work that we do. I know that this
sounds kind of weird to say that, but so few people go that way. And there
are so few times that I have to pick to go that way because of various
reasons. It, just on a day-to-day basis, doesn’t affect what we do.
This coordinator is right; it does seem strange to say that the policy is not relevant to the
work Title IX professionals do, because the Title IX work is the policy—or so it seems.
But upon further probing, many of the professionals talked not only about how students
do not use the formal process, but also discussed how to increase student contact in the
first place. The investigator at the Public school discussed this concern, stating “getting
people through the door is step one. So. That’s the challenge.”
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Those students who do interact with the Title IX office do not frequently utilize
the formal reporting, investigation, and hearing process. When directly asked why
students do not choose this formal process, the Public-School coordinator said, “Well,
people typically have various reasons for doing it [i.e., for not going through the formal
process]. I think the most common is that they just want to forget whatever happened
and move on with their lives.” This explanation addresses both why students do not reach
out to the Title IX office, and why those who do only reach out for an informal process
and accommodations. This is also the perception of the Title IX coordinator at the Private
School.
As I’m sure you know, most students don’t want anything to happen to the
other person. They just want their lives dealt with. So sometimes that’s the
work. Other times, they’re wanting the, they’re wanting something to
happen related to the behavior, but not a full investigation, a complaint
resolution process, and that decision can be based on a kagillion different
things that are unique to every person. Being their personality, their lives,
their support system, you know, so many different students come in
without the support of families, friendships in disrepair because they know
both people, I mean. Just, we deal, we really try to deal with the authentic
complexities of these issues. I think the world would like it to be very
black and white, which it’s not. And under no circumstances am I going to
convince a student to do something and pretend like the social backlash on
something like this isn’t real, because it is. Students know that way more
than I do. Um, sometimes we’re kind of in the middle ground. A 100%
one of the things I’ve noticed over that last 6 ½ years, which I think is a
real priority for this office, is by letting students be in the driver’s seat in a
real way, not like the bullshit way – sorry--, is typically if things aren’t
working out, or if things change, or start getting worse, they’ll come back.
So by, it would be crazy to ask someone to meet me in 30 seconds and
trust me and be like, “oh, this process sounds phenomenal.
These quotes are a few times that the Title IX professionals discussed that their major
importance is not always to do investigations, because that is not what the students are
seeking. But rather, how their office is used most is as a resource for accommodations,
informal actions, and as a hub to connect students to other resources. This is the most
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common use of the Title IX office, even though the majority of Title IX as a written
policy does not discuss this portion of the work. This type of work also falls partially
outside of the due process logic and into those of advocates and health professionals. Due
process does not come fully into play until there is an official report, and yet the majority
of students working with the Title IX office never make a report.
What is also reflected in these quotes from Title IX professionals is how the due
process logic, as well as the shadow of the law, hinder students from engaging with the
Title IX process and a formal investigation. The shadow of the law has resulted in a Title
IX policy and formal process that is oppositional (complainant vs. respondent) and
punishment focused. From what the professionals are hearing, and what students
themselves say (see Chapter Six), victims do not want to engage in this type of process.
The students want to feel safe, to continue to be able to pursue their education, and for
the perpetrator to know that what they did was wrong and never do it again. While a Title
IX process is not necessarily adversarial to these needs, it is what the students explicitly
do not want that rules out a formal reporting process. Students do not want to get their
perpetrator in trouble. They do not want other people to know. They do not want to
discuss or think about the event. It is not possible to avoid these within a formal Title IX
investigation and hearing. The due process logic also contributes to hindering students’
use of the Title IX office. Not only do I argue that the due process framework is a result
of the shadow of the law, but a due process framework can result in reducing the
opportunity for survivors needs to be met and respected. This does not mean that due
process should not be enforced, but is an unfortunate unintended side effect.
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Given that students are not likely to reach out to Title IX, how are the students
who do interact with Title IX getting there? Following up on her comment about trying to
increase the number of students through the door, the Public-School investigator
explained the pathways that students typically take: “Most often students aren’t finding
us directly. I think that is something that across the nation everybody is working on. How
do we get them to come to us directly? Rather, they are coming through our mandated
reporters.” Under Title IX “responsible employees” are required to report any instances
of sex discrimination of which they become aware on campus, including sexual assault.
Schools can define responsible employee differently and both of these schools included
all of their faculty and staff, including some student employees, like residence hall
assistants, under this definition. The only employees exempt from mandatory reporter
status are those who are covered under HIPPA, such medical staff and mental health
counselors, as well as advocates and clergy, who are designated as confidential.
Sometimes students disclose to mandatory reporters to purposefully receive resources and
connection to the Title IX office, but more often the student is unaware of the fact that the
person to whom they disclosed is required to report the incident to the Title IX office.
The coordinator at the Public School spoke about this pathway and two other common
pathways to the Title IX office.
The common pathways are that sometimes students will just walk in
themselves or call themselves because they know what we do and know
that we’re the place they need to be. That is less common than, say, a
student disclosing something to an RA or professor and the professor or
RA directing them here and then us doing outreach. The other common
way is for somebody to be referred from [advocacy] or the counseling
center and walked over by one of those people. Those are the three most
common.
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The investigator explains why students do not often come directly to the Title IX office
but tend to find their way there through mandatory reporters and referrals: Simply
because “they don’t know where to go.” Slightly different from not knowing where to go,
but in the same vein, the Private-School coordinator discussed her perception that most
students do not know that there are resources that they can access on campus, both
regarding who they can report to and other resources like accommodations or health
concerns. She shared that, “As you can imagine, most students have no idea that they can
get this kind of help in the first place.” If students do not know that the resources exist,
or where to go to access them, then it makes sense that students are not engaging with the
Title IX office. The fact that students tend to find their way to the Title IX office through
these other helping offices shows that other offices do not face the same type of barriers
as the Title IX office. I argue that this is because they do not suffer under the shadow of
the law and that their logics help reduce some of the other barriers as well.
4.6 Conclusion
This chapter found that institutional logics in the exosystem make a difference in
the type of services that helping institutions offer and how they are delivered. The Title
IX office is frequently misunderstood by the university at large but operates with a
purpose of addressing sex-based discrimination and under a logic of due process. This
logic results from how the shadow of the law has impacted Title IX policy. Despite the
fact that several Title IX professionals adopt a personal trauma-informed approach to
their work, they are still restricted by the due process logic of their office that requires
that they balance the needs of the complainant with the rights of the respondent. This
hindered the ability to provide resources, both formal and informal, caused students to
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view the Title IX office as oppositional, punishment focused, and a location of
traumatization. In my data from both the perceptions of professionals and what the
students reported, students were least likely to engage with the Title IX office and the
university police, particularly to make a formal report. This is, I argue, because these
institutions operate under logics that are antithetical to the needs of survivors.
Additionally, rape myths in society result in students believing that their experiences of
assault are not severe enough to involve a criminal/legal system, which Title IX is a part
of under the shadow of the law. The helping institutions of advocacy and health, on the
other hand, operate under a logic of care for the student, support for advocates and
treatment for health professionals. This framework aligns with the expressed needs of
students, who wish to figure out how to move past the experience without confronting
their assaulter, as well as needing resources to feel safe continuing their education.
Some findings in this chapter also make the new Title IX rule concerning in two
main ways. First, the new rule increases schools’ requirements to uphold due process and
expands what due process rights are guaranteed. This not only further entrenches the
logic of due process in the Title IX office, but it may also decrease their ability to
mitigate the unintended consequences of that logic through a trauma-informed practice.
Expanding the rights of both parties is not in and of itself a negative change, but the
unintended impacts it has on help seeking for victims may increase. Second, the new rule
changes the meaning of responsible employee and explicitly states that not every
employee on campus is a responsible employee and thus a mandatory reporter. Similar to
the due process change, this is a complicated issue. Many survivors, professors, and even
advocates argued that mandatory reporter rules that encompass the entire university
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decrease the options for informal help seeking on campus by transforming all staff and
faculty into automatically formal options. However, the interviews from Title IX
professionals, and the experiences of students discussed in Chapter Six, demonstrate how
mandatory reporters connected them to the resources they needed that they did not know
existed. Only time will tell how the new rules will impact logics, professionals, and helpseeking students.
What this chapter and institutional logics make evident is that you cannot discuss one
level of the ecological system on its own as they are each connected. Within this chapter
the macrosystem factors of legal norms, the shadow of the law, and rape myths each
impacted the logics of each institution. At the same time, individual attitudes and work
orientations from professionals worked to try and bridge the gap between the due process
and victim-centered frameworks. These attitudes and orientations are a part of the
mesosystem and are the central focus of Chapter Five.
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CHAPTER 5. THE MESOSYSTEM AND THE IMPACT OF PROFESSIONAL ORIENTATIONS
As discussed in the previous chapter, the theory of institutional logics spans each
level of the ecological model. Chapter Four investigated one portion of the theory, the
logics of three different helping offices. These three logics (due process, support, and
treatment) created and constrained the professionals by limiting what structures and
practices were appropriate within that specific office. This part of the theory of
institutional logics is about the exosystem and the structure of institutions. However, the
theory of institutional logics is not completely deterministic. Individuals have agency to
push back on their logics and reshape them through mesosystem. The mesosystem is one
of the unique areas of the ecological model because it shows how factors in one system
impact another system. The mesosystem is where individuals’ agency encounters and
pushed back on their institutional logics. Some of this agency was discussed in Chapter
Four when the Title IX professionals brough a trauma-informed practice to contend with
their due process logic.
This chapter will investigate the mesosystem’s role in the theory of institutional
logics further by examining how professionals in helping offices adopt particular
orientations to their work with victims. In exploring contradictions to institutional logics
in the last chapter, individual professionals often hold an orientation to their work that
differed from the logic of their office. This was most common among the Title IX
professionals. There was limit to the effect these orientations had, but they still worked to
mitigate some of the barrier’s logics had on students’ help seeking experiences. These
individual attitudes are key within the mesosystem; one individual may amplify a logic
with their orientation, and another could hinder their logics. The location of professionals
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in the mesosystem is not only key in translating information from personal history
upwards, but is also essential in spanning the gap between professionals and students. As
will be discussed in Chapter Six, students’ location in the ecological framework, what
factors impact them and how, is very different than the professionals. Professionals who
hold a specific type of attitude and personal orientation towards their work are able to
more successfully span this student-professional divide. Using interviews with
professionals who provide resources to sexual assault victims on campus, this chapter
explores the second research question in the study: How do helping professionals
interpret and implement Title IX policies in their work with victims? This investigation
finds that while individual professionals have distinct goals rooted in their office’s logic,
they adopt the same orientation to their work a victim-centered/trauma-informed
approach. This approach amplifies the logics of support and treatment, and reduces the
harmful impact the due process logic has on victims. Two counterapproaches to their
work perpetuate harmful rape myths and victim-blaming attitudes which contribute to
barriers in the help-seeking process and retraumatization.
5.1 Different goals; the same orientation
The previous chapter discussed the logics that helping offices have within a
college, and how these differing logics shape how services are offered to victims of
campus sexual assault. The Title IX office has a logic of due process, advocates a logic of
support, and health professionals a logic of treatment. The contradictions section of this
chapter revealed that Title IX professionals under a due process logic were still enacting a
trauma-informed practice despite their seeming opposition. These personal practices
worked to reduce the harmful effect that a due process logic can have on victims. This
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section is going to explore those personal attitudes and orientations that individual
professionals bring to their work with victims on campus. While the logics of the
advocate and health centers are more aligned with a victim-centered practice, the
majority of the helping professionals in the study adopted these practices.
Different Goals
Each of the professionals interviewed in this study were connected to campus
sexual assault in some fashion, and it is important to acknowledge how the focus and
purpose of their jobs are quite different. As viewed in Chapter Four, the purpose of Title
IX work is to implement and address policy on sex-based discrimination, including
investigations of actions that violate the policy. Advocates, on the other hand, exist to
support and listen to survivors who have experienced sexual and gender-based violence.
When asked about what their job entails, this is what these types of professionals shared
in interviews. Their professional goals are to connect students to resources on- and offcampus. The health professionals in this study have a similar logic when working with
victims as advocates do, except they have a different goal. Nurses and counselors work to
diagnose illness (mental and physical) and treat the patient for that diagnoses. The work
of a nurse may look very different from a mental health counselor, as they use different
methods to treat illness, but the underlying goal and purpose of their work is the same.
The final three offices (police, care office, Clery statistics) were not discussed in the prior
chapter as they each had only one professional interviewed as part of this study. This
makes it difficult to draw any solid conclusions about how their respective offices
operate, particularly because these offices only contained interviews with professionals
from the Public School. The police at the Public School operate similar to police
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departments across the United States, in that their goal is respond to and investigate
potential crimes to ensure the safety of the public. The care office at the Public School
was concerned with responding to the needs of students, including academically and
otherwise. The Clery statistics office was tasked with collecting crime statistics on
campus and reporting them to the public.
Despite these differences in job purpose and goal, many of these helping
professionals spoke about their jobs in very similar ways, in that they centered the wellbeing of students, particularly victims/survivors. They also framed their work as
connecting survivors to resources to see them succeed in their processing and healing
post-assault. This finding was discussed briefly in the previous chapter. This chapter will
show that it is not a phenomenon that was specific only to Title IX professionals,
advocates, and health professionals, but rather was present in nearly all of the helping
professionals interviewed in this study. Those who did not adopt this practice will be
discussed in-depth later in this chapter.
Same Orientation
While the help-seeking professionals in this study all discussed job-specific goals,
they also shared a similar orientation to their work with victims in particular – working to
empower victim/survivors to make the best choices for their healing and wellbeing. Some
of the professionals who were more educated on sexual assault and Title IX called this
type of orientation either victim-centered or trauma-informed. Those who did not use this
language still expressed a similar orientation to their work and the actions that result from
it. One of the Public-School nurses did use the language of trauma-informed in discussing
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how she interacts with clients who have a history of sexual assault. She described what
she believes trauma-informed means:
So I think trauma-informed care is just being a little bit more mindful
about all the past experiences that somebody brings into the clinic setting
that might be impacting their care. How they receive the care. How I
should be providing the care. So. That’s – I’m still learning about that.
That’s one of those new terms.
This nurse explains trauma-informed practice as keeping in mind what past experiences,
trauma, and expectations patients bring into the clinic setting. As she explains it, these
previous experiences can shape how the patient is acting, how they respond to your
questions, and potentially how effective the prescribed treatment will be. For example, a
medical professional may want to stress the importance of safe sex practices and tell the
student that they are risking their health by having sex without a condom. But if the
student had sex without a condom due to threats from a partner or in the context of a
sexual assault, the student may believe that they are being shamed and blamed for their
own sexual assault. Knowing this history would change how the nurse approaches
education around safe sex during a clinic visit.
In addition to this nurse, Title IX professionals, and advocates explicitly using a
victim-centered/trauma-informed approach, the police office in this study also mentioned
taking a victim-centered approach whenever possible. The officer in this sample had a
very specific and unique trajectory in her police work that she stated was very different
from her fellow officers. She started to seek out extra training and education around
issues of sexual assault, including taking classes through the college, seeking out a degree
in social work, and attending police trainings and conferences on better investigatory
practices. Throughout her interview she used the phrase victim-centered to try and
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explain how she approaches the work. When asked explicitly what she meant by victimcentered she shared the following:
One - being working with the [advocacy] center and they know me kind
of personally, a lot professionally, but also personally. So, they rely on me
to come in or talk with them on the phone if I’m not at work, and if they
have a client in front of them and they have questions I make sure that
they’re aware if you disclose anything to me that I have to report. And that
will be a report. So, let me explain this first and then you can decide. And
that’s as victim-centered as we can be. And also being compliant. And,
going to these victim-centered trainings within investigations. They teach
us a lot of techniques. Um, just like allowing the victim to start wherever
they like and understanding what disassociation is.
Similar to the nurse above, the police officer viewed victim-centered practice as
acknowledging how trauma may impact how a victim acts and responds to an officer, and
that officers can prepare for these kinds of responses. In addition, she discusses how a
victim-centered approach to policing means giving victims all the information up front
and allowing them to process what that means before they start to give a statement. This
is a form of victim empowerment that is central to the victim-centered/trauma-informed
approach, providing the survivor with all of their options and information so that they can
make the decision that is best for them. This is markedly different from giving advice or
telling a victim what they should do.
She continues to explain that while police can certainly be victim-centered in how
they approach and interact with victims, there is a line. She stated that “I do as much as I
can without crossing the line into advocacy, but within my power as a law enforcement
officer, I make sure they have all the information that I can provide them.” This line that
she talks about is the line that distinguishes the separate goals and logics of an advocate
and a police officer. She explains that law enforcement officers do have to maintain an
unbiased view of the crime when conducting an investigation.
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And the fact that law enforcement has to meet elements of a crime. And
knowing what those, what we have to have before we can prosecute.
Because a lot times, not a lot, sometimes they don’t know that. And so, we
have to explain that to them. And that’s very cold. […] But they have
expectations, and it’s up to us to find those expectations are, and try to use
our resources to meet these expectations and to start with transparency,
because we don’t want to give them false hope. Because if we do, then we
didn’t do them any, any good. Um. And so, if they have a false
expectation, I do try to bring them back down and let them know, hey -- I
say it in a very victim-centered way-- but this is what we can do at this
point. And we can’t do these things and here’s why. And I’m all about the
why. I like to explain things, and so, when things are being… when
they’re too stressed, and they can’t do their classwork, and they need to
focus on midterm exams, and all of those things. When all of that is
happening at once, that’s when they withdraw. When everything is come
to be too much, and they just have to be a student. That’s their life.
Here she explains that transparency about the investigation and criminal justice process is
also part of being victim-centered. The police officer and other professionals discussed
how it can end up being harmful to the student if the officer shifts too far away from their
main purpose or logic because it can instill a false assumption of what the criminal
process will be like. Instead, by being transparent about the realities of the system,
victims are again empowered through having accurate information in order to make a
decision that is based in their best interest.
The Title IX professionals in this study also discussed at length their reason for
getting involved in Title IX work, and how their career trajectory helped to foster a
trauma-informed approach. Most of these individuals got involved in Title IX work to
provide resources to victim/survivors. In fact, it was often what Title IX professionals
cited as the main purpose of the work and the orientation they take towards their
everyday interactions on the job. When asked about what a successful interaction with a
student would look like, the Title IX coordinator at the Public School stated that it was
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when students received what they needed to process and overcome an experience of
sexual assault.
Well, nothing is ever fully a success. Um, even things that I feel like have
gone well, I always look back and say, well we could have done this
differently. But I think typically I feel good about something if the party
that we are working with got what they felt like they needed. If they felt
satisfied, then I felt like it was an outcome that was good. And in some
cases, if we’re – if nobody is satisfied, sometimes that’s the best outcome
too. Like if no one is completely satisfied, ya know? (laughs) yeah. I had
a mentor once tell me that, um, he did mediations. And he said, “I know
it’s been a good mediation when nobody got exactly what they wanted,
but everybody got an outcome.” (laughs) And sometimes that is a success.
But typically, it’s if the person that we have been working with, and
typically this in an informal situation, if they are able to be successful as a
student, then I feel like it was a good outcome.
This orientation to the work is not only victim-centered, but also resource- and studentcentered. Title IX is based in an adjudication office, but adjudication is not the resource
that students seek most often. Instead it is the interim measures or counseling services
they seek most frequently. This student-centered focus was also echoed in how the
Private-School Title IX coordinator explained the framework of her office.
And so that’s sort of our framework, which is sort of meeting students
where they are and really trusting that they know best. And that’s
something that I’ve learned over and over. You know, even when I’m
terrified about their safety, if they say to me, “you do that, if you take any
action you will make me less safe,” I have to deal with my own anxiety
elsewhere and honor that in them.
Similar to the Public-School coordinator, she not only places the student’s need at the
center of the process, but also recognizes that they know what is best for themselves,
even if it is not what the professional always wishes they would do.
The student- and victim-centered approach used in these specific Title IX offices
was also reflected in the trajectory many of these professionals took to get to the work.
Three out of four of the Title IX professionals involved in this study worked in victim
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advocacy prior to becoming involved in Title IX work. For these specific individuals, it
was a shift that they were well aware of and concerned about. In their interviews, they
expressed that they expected others to object to their ability to be unbiased and adhere to
a due process logic in the Title IX process because of their background in advocacy. The
investigator and education employee at the Private School was the individual to most
recently make this shift out of advocacy and into Title IX work. She stated that she
sought extra training to try to overcome her worry that others would view her as biased
towards victims in her new role as an investigator, a role that requires an impartial person
conducting the fact-finding portion of the case. This concern was doubled by the fact that
her new job was not only investigations. Rather, she was primarily the prevention and
education individual on campus. Due to this worry, she said, “I've gone through so many
trainings because I’m so self-conscious of my background already, and also doing
prevention and the conflict and the tension that is there.” After these trainings, she came
to the realization that the skill set and orientation to the work of Title IX is the same as
she used in her work as an advocate.
You know, I think that even as an advocate I used the same skill which
was I am trauma-informed. And so I was never the kind of advocate that
was like - I never gave feedback on like “you did that right,” you know
what I mean. It was not that kind of advocate I was the kind of advocate
that helped a student like reflect on what they felt was right and I feel like
that's a shift and I feel like that I still do that now because it's the same
kind of lens. I don't feel - I was afraid that there would be a larger tension,
but I have been surprised that it's actually the same skill and it's just
applying it to more people. [...] And I feel like it’s the same empath,
trauma-informed skill that I'm just like using it on more people.
The work an advocate and investigator do are quite different. This investigator’s
experience, however, showed that her skills and orientation to the work in advocacy
directly translated into how she works as an investigator on Title IX cases. As she states,
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instead of directing the trauma-informed approach to only survivors, she directs it to all
involved parties in the case.
The investigator at the Public School made a similar shift from advocacy work to
Title IX investigations. While the investigator at the Private School took on the
investigator role in addition to the main job as a prevention educator, the investigator at
the Public School knew that she wanted to make the full shift out of advocacy and into
policy work on Title IX issues. She also knew, like the Private School investigator, that
there would be some doubt about the ability to make this shift. She went out of her way
to make sure that people knew she could be nonbiased in investigations.
And so I knew that in order to make the transition from being an advocate
to doing investigations around policies I needed to be able to show that I
could be non-biased, that I could be neutral, and that I had the ability to
not just listen to people in crisis. So I intentionally took that job in student
conduct for two years to show that I had investigative skills, because I was
doing a lot of large-scale investigations there, specifically with student
organizations. And then I also was doing a lot of informed decision
making around determining whether or not someone was responsible for
violating a policy in our student code of conduct. So by being able to do
that I was able to show that I could be neutral and I was able to do policy
work and I thought that that was really needed. Because a lot of people
want to go from advocacy to policy work, and that’s great, but a lot of
times there is that huge reservation both from the institution’s perspective
but also private perspective of “can this person actually do it?” And those
two years, especially when I was moving in all these roles internally at
[here], people were able to see that I was able to make that transition. Um,
so ultimately this is where I knew I was headed for several years, but I
needed to figure out how to get there in a way that would make me be
marketable and somebody who could do the job.
The consistent theme here is that the public view of advocacy and Title IX work is that
they are at odds with one another. This is an understandable view, as many of the
advocates interviewed in this study stated they would not be able to do the work of a Title
IX investigator or coordinator. For some of these professionals, then, there is a distinct
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difference between the two jobs, and others believe that the skills and orientation of the
work are translatable.
As alluded to by the professionals discussed above, the main way professionals
shared an orientation to their work is through providing information and options to
students. While this is part of the purpose of advocacy, for the rest of the professionals it
is outside of the goals of their respective positions. Yet it was still central to how these
professionals framed their work with victims. The knowledgeable nurse from the Public
School framed her work with victims as a way to “plant the seed” about what other
resources exist and to “facilitate” their connections. The different professionals all had
different language and phrases to explain how they provide information and options as a
method of empowerment. The care professional at the Public School referred to this
information as a “tool box of resources,” whereas the investigator called them a “menu of
options”. Importantly, however, these professionals do not only list the options students
have, but they also allow the student to decide what is the best path for them or “put the
student in the driver’s seat” as the Private-School coordinator stated. It is the information
plus the control over decisions that best empowers the survivor. This practice both
qualifies as victim-centered, because it takes the victim’s need into account and places
them in the decision-maker role, and trauma-informed, because it acknowledges how
sexual assault trauma removes choice and control form the victim. Restoring control
helps to alleviate retraumatization and avoids reinscribing the harms of the assault.
Many of the professionals also discussed how they work to put survivors back in
control of their lives. The care professional at the Public School stated that after she gives
students their “tool box of resources” she asks them “What do you want to do? And
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ultimately the student has to decide, what is it that they want to do. And what is it that
they can do.” One of the Public-School advocates echoed this approach by stating “And
then letting them know what’s available, and then from that they can kind of pick and
choose what feels right to them.” Again, we are seeing the emphasis placed on the
student to choose and know what is right, without any advice given from the
professionals. The Private-School advocate discussed how she asks the following
questions to not only help figure out what kinds of resources a survivor might want, but
also to help them process what choice might be best for them: “I always ask a survivor,
what are you hoping to get from this? And what if that doesn’t happen? What might that
look like?” This type of questioning is distinct from advice-giving because many students
do not yet know exactly what they want. Giving advice or telling them what to do can be
dangerous in the face of this uncertainty. Instead, these professionals ask questions to
help survivors process, but not to push them to actions that they may not be ready for yet
or ever. The counselor at the Private School discussed how she often must feel out if
students are ready to start processing a sexual assault experience:
Yeah, I think it really depends on the student and how ready they are to
really talk about that, that issue. I’ve found that with some people, even
though they bring it up, they’re not in the place where they really want to
talk about it. So I think it’s kind of this -this dance, this broaching it gently
and seeing how they react.
Instead of barreling forward because this person needs to process their trauma, she knows
that the student needs to be prepared and ready to process that experience if they are
going to make any significant progress.
A final part of the helping professionals’ shared orientation to their different
goals/logics was being able to accept that sometimes their office or assistance is not best
for the student. This is a sub-form of allowing the student to be in control of the situation.
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Many of the professionals disclosed in their interviews that it can be difficult to withhold
their opinions on what they would wish a victim would do. This is because most of them
want the perpetrators of such crimes to be held responsible. But they not only
acknowledge that this is not always what is best for the victim, but also that sometimes
victims do not need assistance in processing or finding resources from professionals. One
of the Public-School advocates stated this best.
And then we often put it back on them to say like, well how are we
supposed to help you if you don’t come to us. (laughs) which is part of the
problem. Like, it’s on you. It’s always on you. But, then again, it’s also
one of those things where, I thinks sometimes we forget as the
professionals who do this, we sometimes also forget that we’re just needed
that way in every single situation. People are capable. People are selfdetermined. People are resilient. People are magical and amazing beings.
And I, I’m not needed sometimes. I see this often crop up around safety
planning. I’ll get a phone call or an email saying ‘this person really needs
a safety plan’. My first question – do they want to safety plan? Right. Is
that what they want? Or is that what you think they need? Right. Because
this is voluntary. We don’t’ prescribe people. We don’t tell people what
they should, could, would, ought to do. So. Right. I think it’s okay to be
fired before you’re even hired. Because I think what that maybe could be
tapping into, and could be um, indicative of is the fact that like, dogooder-white-lady, you’re not always needed. You’re not needed. And if
I’m good at what I do, I’m going to celebrate that. I’m not gonna feel
anything other than celebratory about the fact that I just got fired because
she didn’t need me. Or he didn’t need me. Or they didn’t need me. I’m
gonna applaud that.
Professionals, like this advocate, want to assist victims through best practice, and seek to
raise awareness about their existence and resources so that they can increase the number
of students they interact with. They also have to admit that sometimes victims do not
require their assistance or specific resources, and that also has to be okay. If they are truly
victim-centered and trauma-informed in the work that they do, then they also have to be
okay with students choosing to not engage when it is in the student’s best interest.
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What this discussion shows us is that any office or professional that works with
sexual assault victims can approach their work from a victim-centered and traumainformed perspective, no matter institutional logics. Professionals bring their individual
views, beliefs, and experiences into their work which shapes their interactions with
victims. Approaching the work in this way keeps the needs of survivors central to the
process, even when it may not be what the professional hopes they would choose to do.
This also helps to reduce secondary victimization that victims experience while help
seeking through formal organizations that operate under a logic antithetical to their needs.
At the same time, it is important to acknowledge that a personal orientation to work can
only go so far in mitigating harm under certain logics before the professional starts to fail
to meet their institutional- and job-based goals. As the police officer shared above,
crossing these boundaries too far can also have a harmful impact of victims.
5.2 Contradictory Success
As discussed in the orientation section above, professionals often must distance
themselves from what they wish victims would do, and instead center what they know as
the best way to interact with victims. This is true in terms of being victim-centered, and
also in terms of following an institutional logic. While sometimes they wish a student
would engage in a certain behavior, such as reporting the incident to the police or Title
IX office, they also know that this is not always what is best for the victim or what the
victim wants. This leaves professionals existing in a space where they must be able to
hold two contradictory beliefs simultaneously – the beliefs and purpose of the
institutional logic and purpose, and the belief and trust in the victim’s needs and wants.
This contrary space was especially evident in how the different professionals described a
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successful interaction with a victim. They framed success in two ways: 1) a situation is
successful for them when the victim/survivor gets what they need and 2) when they have
provided the victim/survivor with the best services their office can offer. At first glance
these two meanings of success may seem very similar, however they are grounded in two
different kinds of motivations which will be explored in more depth below.
Victim-Centered Success
The first type of success the professionals discussed was interactions that were
based on victim/survivor’s satisfaction with the process and the outcomes. One of the
Public-School advocates described this type of success very clearly.
Oh goodness. What feels like success to me? What feels like a success to
me is what feels like a success to the survivor. So, um, if that survivor just
needed to get some accommodations around a big paper that was due at
the end of the semester, that feels successful to me. That’s what they
needed and that’s what they wanted me for, that feels successful. Um, I’ve
very careful to steer away from - I am very careful not to lean into what I
want for things. (laughs) cause ultimately, little tid bit about [me] (laughs)
um, I always want to get the bad guy. I don’t want harm to come to
anybody. But I recognize that what I want is not always aligned with what
people need. So I don’t lean in to those things.
Here the advocate explains that success for her is success for her clients, when they get
what they need no matter what that might be. She continues on, however, to talk about
how she often needs to remind herself of this success framework. Her own personal
values are often contrary to what students want because she wishes more cases would
proceed through some sort of formal system that leads to accountability for the
perpetrator. Due to her orientation as victim-centered she knows that the system is not
always the safest space for survivors, nor the outcome the survivor may want. Through
this statement we see that her understanding of successful work is a conscious process
she has developed, rather than an unreflective answer.
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Other professionals were quick to state that the idea of success in these processes
is hard to imagine because of the harm it has on victims. But viewed victims receiving
the resources and response they desired as the closest they could get to success. The other
Public-School advocate approached her answer in this way.
Yeah, um, yeah it’s really hard for me to think about any of it as a success.
Cause I hate that they have to come here to begin with. But, I will say, ya
know, it is, it is nice to hear from students afterwards that at the very least
that they felt heard. They felt like they had, um, some sense of power, ya
know, given a terrible situation. So I consider that success. Ya know, if
they have to be here then at the very least I want them to feel like they’ve
gotten as much as what they need and want as possible.
Any aspect of responding to and healing from a sexual assault is difficult to frame as
success, since the word success has a positive connotation. This advocate felt that she
was doing her job correctly if the student received everything that they needed to process
and continue healing from their assault experience. The Public-School coordinator also
echoed this hesitation to use the word success, stating “Well, nothing is ever fully a
success. Even things that I feel like have gone well, I always look back and say, well we
could have done this differently. But I think typically I feel good about something if the
party that we are working with got what they felt like they needed. If they felt satisfied,
then I felt like it was an outcome that was good.” Instead of using the word success, she
reframed the question to focus on the system functioning well. For her, the system (Title
IX) functioned well if the victim was satisfied with the process and the end result. The
Private-School investigator also spoke to the aim of satisfaction through trying to center
the survivor’s needs and wants in the Title IX process.
I think at the core, even in my advocate role, I always started the
conversations with students with, what is your end outcome, like ideally in an ideal situation, what is the outcome that you're looking for. So being
to answer that as closely as possible I think really guides my work. Not
only guided my work then, also does now because that can help students
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like identify what are the things they’re wanting versus the things that they
think they should be doing based on like word of mouth and other people's
experiences. And also like getting to, validating that for them.
She knows that success for both the victim and herself cannot come unless the student
knows what they actually want from the process, rather than what they are being told they
want or trying to reproduce what they see in the media.
These selections of quotes from some of the professionals in the study maintain
their orientation towards the work (victim-centered/trauma-informed) while highlighting
how the needs of the victim/survivors are their gauge of success. This conflates
professional success with individual success for the victim. Conflating these forms of
success focuses on the microsystem and the personal history level of the ecological
framework as it emphasizes the specific needs and wants of an individual, which can
change depending on who that is. This makes it both a one-size fits all definition (what is
best for the survivor), while simultaneously being a different answer for every person, as
not all survivors will want and need the same outcomes. This approach to success also
helps to uncover the three dimensional nature of the ecological framework that is rarely
addressed, that students and professionals occupy very different social locations and thus
are impacted by different factors at each level of the model, or are affected differently by
the same factors. Professionals who utilize this version of success must be able to reach
across the gap between staff and students to access the reality of student experiences and
needs.
Service-Centered Success
The second approach to success described by professionals is service-centered
success, and is oppositional to the victim-centered success described above. This
framework of success focuses on the institutional logic and purpose of the office the
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professional works for, and on if they provided the resources and services to the best of
their ability. Instead of taking the individual as their measurement of success, they take
the logic as the focus of success.
Many of the helping professionals were quick to point out that if they measured
all success based on victim satisfaction that they would all be out of a job. The care
professional at the Public School spoke to this point very candidly.
We really talk about at this office that customer service does not always
equal customer satisfaction because we can’t always fix the problem or
give the person – sometimes accountability is where we are at, and the
student may not be wanting that right now. And we cannot be the yes
person. So, um, sometimes it can just feel bad because you honestly as a
human care, and you’re like, I just want to hug you and make it all go
away but I can’t, and so for us we really talk about success being: did we
let the student be heard? Did we respect their story, their experience, them
as a fellow human being? And then, were we equitable and inclusive for
how we engage with them. Um, and that sometimes means that you have
to give, you have to say no. Or give them the answer they don’t want to
hear. But ultimately were we treating them with dignity and respect and
that sort of thing. I mean, specific to someone who has experienced sexual
assault, you know that can be harder because if they’re in distress because
and oftentimes they’re in distress because maybe there has been an
investigation or even a hearing, and the outcome wasn’t what they wanted,
meaning the person was either not found responsible or maybe was but
didn’t get the level of punishment or sanctioning that the other party
would have liked to see. So then it’s talking about, well then how can we
continue to support you and what does that look like. You know,
obviously [Title IX] would continue to have a no contact orders and other
things in place, but it’s real hard. Success probably looks really different
for us than for the actual student who experienced sexual assault.
She makes sure that victims are treated with dignity and respect, and that their voices are
valued and heard. However, she cannot guarantee that a student will get the outcome that
they desire, or that the outcome will be what is best for their recovery and healing. She
cannot be the “yes man.” This means that the victim-centered definition of success would
result in her constantly feeling unsuccessful. The Public-School coordinator also spoke to
this idea of not always being able to say yes. In the same space as she talked about
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success aligned with the success of the victim, she also stated “And in some cases, if
we’re – if nobody is satisfied, sometimes that’s the best outcome too. Like if no one is
completely satisfied, ya know?” While she strives to be able to meet that student success
as her ideal definition of success in her job, she knows that it is not always a reality.
In a similar fashion, some of the professionals talked about how they cannot
always be liked. Professionals knew that victims/survivors will not always be happy with
them or their office, and that has to be okay. Meaning that student dissatisfaction does not
always mean a lack of success on their part. The Title IX coordinator at the Private
School spoke to occupying a role where people will frequently dislike you and your
office.
Because I feel very good about being trauma-informed and compassionate
and all of those other things. But I am still me in my position, and no
matter how compassionate I am, students are stressed when they’re with
me. 100%. And for people to not be like clear with that is like a miss. If a
student feels a sense of dignity, and they may not understand everything,
but they understand the kinds of information that I can offer, or help, or
just have an inkling of their rights, or that I’m a place to come back to, and
then it feel successful if they leave knowing they are in charge. Because
that may be the first decision they’ve gotten to make, including, do you
want some time to talk about this, to think about what we, you know?
Asking students to make decisions quickly, even if I’m anxious because
something is going on, I just think that we have to be willing, so that when
a student comes back to me – And I am very, it was challenging – as an
advocate and as lawyer in my past. I had to make a transition. And it is not
comfortable always to know that a lot of students are not happy with me.
They didn’t feel it was fair. All of the hard stuff, that they think I believe
the accused student, that, you know, all – But I feel like this is not a good
job if you need to be liked.
She directly addresses the fact that she can be both victim-centered and trauma-informed,
and still have students unhappy with the outcome and process, and even actively dislike
her. She still ensures that students have the opportunity to be heard and in control as
much as possible. However, she knows that she must measure success in her ability to
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provide information to the students and give them the options to connect to whichever
resources they choose, not the students’ happiness. This is particularly true for Title IX
professionals as they work with both respondents and complainants, whose happiness is
rooted in the others unhappiness.
Other professionals articulated an even more job specific type of success. The
Private-School counselor, for example, stated that her version of success has to do with
reducing psychological symptoms. She shared that her version of success was rooted in
metrics of progress in counseling, stating “I think it could look different depending on the
student. To me, from a very kind of clinical standpoint it could look symptom reduction.
Um, which that’s something we can measure, and we have data points like your C-cap
score is different than something helped in this. So that’s really bland answer.” This
answer is very practical and oriented directly to the logic and purpose of her job as a
counselor. Other professionals also had frameworks of success that were more job
specific. The investigator at the Public School discussed her view of success through
talking about what a successful and unsuccessful case would look like for her.
I find it successful when I feel like the student is able to walk out
articulating what they need to do moving forward. Because at that point I
think that they feel empowered to do what they need to do. And that’s
where we need them to be because our students are adults.[…]Um, the
ones I struggle with would be the ones who are still talking themselves in
circles and not feeling empowered to do what they need to do next. And
that’s normal. So I accept that and I know that not everyone’s getting
there. But it is challenging because you’ll have those ones who walk out of
your office, where you’re like I don’t know if things are going to be okay
in this moment because you just don’t know. Um but what we know is that
that’s okay. That’s the student’s process. And the fact is that hopefully
now they feel safe to come back or go wherever else it is that they need.
Um, but there will be ones who walk out saying “I just don’t know if any
of this is for me.” That’s rare. Usually it’s that I want to think about it. But
that is one where you’re like ‘do they clearly understand what I just
explained?’ Did I really explain what a no contact order is for them to
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understand it. And of course you’re going to question yourself with that
but at the same time you kind of learn to deal with that because most
people aren’t like “yeah, let’s do this today.” This is not a let’s do it kind
of meeting usually, it’s usually a let’s think about it meeting. So.
She starts out echoing ideas about victim empowerment and control in the process, and
how that looks like success. But she quickly shifts to focusing on success related to her
job as an investigator where it becomes clearer that it cannot always be about the student
getting what they need. Instead is about her ability to explain the process and offer
resources. If a student does not decide to engage with any of those resources or processes,
she states that it still has to be okay.
What these professionals demonstrate is the need to exist in this contradictory
space is created by the location of helping professionals in the ecological framework.
Because they are located in the middle, between the institutions and the individuals they
are tasked with assisting, they act as a key translation point where they must make clear
the process, resources, and purpose of the institutions that they represent, while also
representing victim/survivors. This tension exists because the purpose of the institutions
is often at odds with the victim’s needs. When professionals take on a victim-centered or
trauma-informed orientation they must sit within this contradiction. At the same time,
these professionals are not immune to the socio-cultural effects of the larger
macrosystem, demonstrated by the beliefs that they often have to ignore, like how they
want the “bad guy” to be caught, a reflection of legal norms and the shadow of the law.
Without this tension, professionals would doubly fail, at both achieving their job’s
purpose/logic and at supporting victim/survivors. To balance these two sides,
professionals must be comfortable with half-successes from both sides of the equation.
This appears to be most viewed as making sure victim/survivors have the opportunity to
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be heard and respected, even if they do not get the end result that they want. This idea
was repeated more than any other way of determining success and is well represented by
this quote from the Private-School advocate:
I think the success is when regardless of an outcome, whether its criminal,
civil, or university, a survivor is actually really able, and sometimes this
takes time, to believe that they told their truth. And they told their story,
and they felt empowered through that process, instead of the process
taking something away from them or invalidating their experience.
This framework of success allows the professional to borrow from both the victimcentered and service-centered frameworks and to attempt to resolve the tension between
the two.
5.3 Counterapproaches
Even though the majority of professionals in this study adopted a victimcentered/trauma-informed orientation to their respective jobs, there were a few
professionals who did not take this same approach, specifically one of the nurses and the
Clery professional from the Public School. Due to the nature of this study, it is suspected
that professionals with a victim-centered approach self-selected into the study because
they cared about making a change or impact through their participation in this research.
This was expressed by most of these individuals at the conclusion of their interviews. The
fact that this study had more victim-centered professionals in comparison to others cannot
be generalized to all other universities. Nor can it be used to say that it is necessarily true
for these universities, because not all helping professionals at these institutions were
included in the study. It is possible that more professionals with a non-victim-centered
approach decided not to volunteer for participation because of how they viewed their
work. For this reason, it is important to discuss the two professionals who had a
counterapproach to the victim-centered/trauma-informed orientation of the rest of the
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professionals. I will discuss these two professionals separately below, because their
counterapproaches to the work differed. I do want to note, however, that they both got
involved in work related to sexual assault because of their interest in the general field, the
nurse with rape kits and the SANE process, and the Clery professional with assisting law
enforcement.
Clery Statistics
The Clery professional has a very different type of relationship with Title IX and
help seeking than all other professionals included in this study. She is particularly unique
because she does not interact directly with any victims, but instead works with all reports
of crime on campus. This means that she interacts directly with any mandatory reporters
under Clery guidance, including police, Title IX, and advocates. Her orientation to the
work and framework of success were almost completely job and logic centered. When
discussing success, she explained that the biggest hinderance to success is when reports
are too vague so she cannot be sure that she is categorizing them correctly. She explains
further:
So that is a very good question. So because, let’s take for example, a lot of
times we will get a CSA report, that just simply says sexual assault on it.
And that is a very broad term for Clery compliance. And we read that, and
we sit down, and oftentimes it’s not just myself assessing the report, I’ll
pull in [my Captain] and they pull in someone else from the department if
we’re not quite sure how to classify it. But ultimately, if all we have is
sexual assault, our Clery Help Desk Guidance tell us we have to count that
statistic as a rape if that’s all the information that we have.
(Interviewer:) So you assume kind of the highest level of that.
That is what they require us to assume.
When there is not enough information on a report, they are required to count that case as
the most serious form of sexual assault under Clery, which is rape. The Clery
classifications are not particularly extensive, including only rape, fondling, incest, or
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statutory rape. All reports the Clery office processes must be sorted into one of these four
categories. She discussed how difficult it can be to fit every case neatly into one of these
four categories.
So, for me, going back, my sticking points are always when the reports are
so vague. When they use that world ‘sexual assault’. And I know why
people do, and we hear it in the media so much. And the last two years it’s
been everywhere. And so, it’s just become the term that we use. It’s the
broad overarching term that can mean so many different things. But for
Clery purposes we have to classify these sexual assaults one of four ways.
And, I just get, um, I get concerned when you get a report and it’s not
straight forward, it’s not black and white, because it makes you feel
concerned when you have to put a rape on your statistics when maybe it
wasn’t a rape. And those kinds of reports can drive your statistics up, and
make them look a lot higher than maybe they’d really and truly are
because of the guidance we get from Clery folk.
When further discussing what she wishes she could alter or make better surrounding her
job, she identified the relationship between the advocacy center and her office, mostly
because of this issue with vague reports.
I wish I could build, and we’re working on it, build a closer relationship
with [the advocacy center]. For Clery purposes they are mandatory
reporters, and, um, they’re all non-confidential reporters for Clery
purposes, and often times they are very, um, reluctant to give our office
information. And I understand why. But when we get reports that the
report is just one sentence long, it’s really hard for us to know what to do
with it. You know, how to classify it, or even know how to reconcile it to
other reports that we’ve received that day to know if we’ve got a
duplicate. So our relationships are getting better. They’re getting stronger,
more trustful. I just hope to keep them moving even further in that
direction.
The orientation the Clery professional holds is to her job and purpose, which is to make
sure that the statistics that she collects are as accurate as possible. Her statement about
how categorizing all vague reports as rape drives up the university’s statistics is a good
example of how her orientation is not victim-centered or trauma-informed. Allowing
students to choose what language they identify with, and not forcing the use of polarizing
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words like rape, is aligned with victim-centered and trauma-informed practices.
Additionally, while this requirement to assume the highest severity level for vague
reports can misclassify the reports she does receive, we know from decades of research
that the dark figure of sexual assaults is vast. No matter the amount of misclassification
occurring, it is unlikely that it would truly overrepresent the amount of rapes happening
on campus.
Another way we can see how her approach is counter to the victim-centered
orientations of the other professionals is through how the advocates discussed this same
situation. One of the advocates at the Public School talked about their frustration with
being a mandatory reporter under Clery, despite their designation as confidential. She
shared what it is like to be contacted by Clery for more information.
Anytime that I’ve made a Clery report I inevitably get call, um, from
somebody who says “Okay, I’m trying to connect this report that you
made with the [camps police] report and I’m trying to, ya know” and it’s
basically like “help me connect the dots to identify this person. Which, I
get the spirit, but the execution is not ideal because, um, we’re a place
where my- my clients trust what I say, and I- I want to tell them – I want
to be as truthful as possible with them. Um, and so, so that’s frustrating.
(Laughs) I don’t love that even though, again, I understand it. I think it
could look different.
The advocate here expresses how the request from the Clery office contradicts not only
the logics of advocacy (to empower and listen to survivors), but also her victim-centered
framework. She further explains that she understands why the Clery office wants more
specific information, to better classify the cases, but that she thinks it is done
inappropriately because of the impact it has on the survivor and the advocates ability to
remain victim-centered. For the Clery professional, her institutional purpose is the main
drive or determinant of success, not the victim, and the behavior that results from this
extends beyond her office to impact other professionals, and then students seeking help.
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SANE Nurse
The other professional with a counterapproach was one of the two nurses from the
Public School. Unlike the other nurse in the sample, who is quoted frequently above, this
nurse does not incorporate trauma-informed practice into her treatment of patients, and
does not frequently think about the other types of resources on campus including Title
IX. When asked about how Title IX and other sexual assault policies may impact her job
she stated “Pfft. I interact how I want.” What is most interesting about this professional is
that she also worked as a SANE nurse for a long time in her career, yet was not currently
engaged in that work. Her reason for getting involved in SANE work was not because of
a personal experience or wanting to make the process better for victims, like it was for
the majority of the helping professionals above. She became involved because she found
the work “interesting.” She explained that she became involved when a friend asked her
if she knew what a SANE nurse was.
And she told me about it, and I thought, that kinda sounds like fun. Cause
I was always interested in forensic type stuff. And I went through the
training, I think [my friend] was in my class, and took the training for it.
And [my friend] started it for the police department, and I took call for
her. It was just through my friend who started the lab. So um. That’s how I
got interested in that stuff. And, we got paid, it was a little extra money on
the side. And I found it to be interesting.
This explanation already brings with it a different type of approach that is not focused on
the victims, but on specifics aspects of what the job entails. She decided to volunteer her
time as a SANE nurse because she was interested in the forensic science element
involved in collecting evidence during a rape kit examination. It was the science, not the
care for the victim, that brought her to the work.
A professional can come to the work for non-victim related reasons and end up
adopting the victim-centered/trauma-informed approach anyway. This was the path that
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some professionals in this study took, including the other nurse and the police officer.
This nurse, however, did not use a victim-centered/trauma-informed approach in any of
the ways she discussed her work. Instead, she expressed many victim-blaming attitudes.
Several times throughout her interview she brought up that most of the college student
victims she interacts with were drunk when they were assaulted, and attributes blame
based on those drinking actions. She said “And, almost the majority of them, when I was
on call, were college students. They typically had drank too much.” Or when asked what
causes sexual assault she shared “High risk behavior. Drinking. Not eating, and drinking
and going out, and not having a backup plan of well, we’re leaving together. And going
home, taking a ride with someone, you know, all the high-risk behaviors.” Instead of
focusing on the behavior of the person perpetrating the act of sexual assault, she chose to
focus on the behaviors of the victim that make them vulnerable to assault. This nurse also
framed victims as innocent or not based on their behaviors and the content of their
assaults.
Well the ones who are really stressed out are the ones who are strangers,
they were assaulted by a stranger, and were an innocent victims. They are
really torn up. They’re scared. They don’t’ know – you know. As opposed
to a college student who drank too much at [a bar close to campus].
There’s a whole different mentality. Or someone who’s been beat up by a
partner. So. Those two, you know, victims are very different in working
with.
[Me] Can you talk a little bit more about kind of the difference in your
work that you’ve kind of noticed with those two different types?
One’s that are innocent victims and attacked and all that? Well they are
the ones that really need to follow up with rape crisis and police
department and all of that. So that really goes in much deeper. They’re
looking for people and they’re mentally and emotionally – and they
usually have more injury. Whereas, say a college student, you know,
they’re guilty. They’re remorseful. Angry at themselves and other. And,
you know. So. It’s just, it’s just a different ball game between those two.
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She explains that out of the victims she treated as a SANE nurse, and in her current role
as a nurse in a student health clinic on campus, she sees victims as fitting into these two
categories: Innocent victims, who were not to blame for the assault and who require
additional services, and guilty victims, who are to blame for their assault because of their
actions and do not require additional services. While she did not state that she treated
them differently, she thinks one group needs more services than the other, and may have
been more likely to offer those additional services more frequently to what she sees as
“innocent victims”. Not only did she not adopt a victim-centered approach, she seemed to
express more concern for the perpetrator in cases involving “guilty victims”.
I think we know, you always said, sometimes we’re preaching to the
wrong people. We need to be preaching to the guys too. Because they
don’t realize that their life, if they go after them, is ruined for a long time.
And I don’t’ think they always realize that when there is two drunk people
together, um, and the girl doesn’t give consent, or the girl may have given
consent and doesn’t remember, they’re in serious trouble. So I think we
need to educate them a lot more than we do. And um, we need to educate
the girls too, both sides. Don’t be stupid. Don’t do high risk behaviors. But
sometimes I felt sorry for the guys, to be honest, that the girls were going
after because they were partly at fault too, you know. And so now this guy
is going to go to jail? I think that was kind of sad. So I think that we just
need to educate both sides. Have a safety plan on both sides. That just, you
know, and they need to stick to it.
As she describes here, the “guilty victims” are “partly at fault” for their sexual assault.
While it can be possible to hold these views and still treat victims with dignity and
respect, it would seem more likely that this would impact how she interacts with students
who have experienced sexual assault.
What these counterapproaches reveal is that even with the best of intentions from
most professionals, all it takes is one with a negative approach to give a victim a
traumatic and retraumatizing experience that may keep them from help-seeking again in
the future. This is what the majority previous research on responses to help-seeking has
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demonstrated; negative responses to disclosure have detrimental effects on the mental
health of the survivors, as well as a negative impact on their likelihood to help-seek again
in the future. In Chapter Six we will hear about some of the experiences students have
with help-seeking professionals at these universities that resulted in harm and reduced the
likelihood of further help-seeking behaviors.
--These counterapproaches come from those professionals who do not take the
same type of orientation, the victim-centered/trauma-informed orientation, as the other
professionals. Because the victim-centered orientation is what leads these other
professionals to take on the contradictory space, the individuals without this approach
(Clery and nurse) are not likely to translate the needs of the victim/survivor across the
gap between professional and student, or to consider the victim’s needs or view point.
This means they are more likely to adopt the institution’s purpose and values more
wholly. Because the institution’s purpose can often function to harm the victim, this
means that these professionals only direct the institutional values (harm) onto the victim
in a one-way direction. Whereas the professionals who have the victim-centered/traumainformed approach can direct in both directions thus acting as a translation point. The
Clery professional and nurse exhibit different counterapproaches, and that difference is
important. The Clery professional operates in a very strict compliance to her institutional
logic and purpose. The nurse, on the other hand, brings attitudes and beliefs to her work
that disrupt the health professional logic of treatment. She was less likely to provide
additional resources to “guilty victims” than those she deemed “innocent.” Her
counterapproach results in a break from her purpose and harm on the survivor. The

167

counterapproach professionals also supported different victim-blaming attitudes or other
myths about sexual assault from the macrosystem, such as worry over inflating statistics
of rape by the Clery professional, or framing rape victims as guilty when they were
drinking.
It is important to make clear that not adopting a victim-centered or traumainformed approach does not make a professional automatically harmful or bad at their
jobs. Rather, these findings suggest that by only adopting the institution’s orientation that
professionals have a larger possibility to create situations that reinscribe harm and
retraumatize victims. These professionals still inhabit the same essential location in the
ecological framework as the victim-centered professionals, but instead of being able to
work across the staff/student divide, they only work to bring the institution’s values to
bear on the victim without an understanding of the needs and view of the victims they are
serving.
5.4 Differences by School
While most of what has been discussed thus far applies equally to both schools,
there were some differences that emerged among the helping professionals that differed
by university. For the most part, the two institutions have been incredibly similar,
particularly with the fact that they do Title IX work well, and that almost every helping
professional adopted a similar type of orientation to their work. Despite these important
similarities, there were some differences that emerged as a result of the macrosystem
differences between the two institutions, including the size of the institution (number of
students) and the type of institution (religious, private versus public). These differences
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impact both the structure of offices in the mesosystem and how professionals may be able
to bridge the staff/student gap.
The size of the institution had both positive and negative impacts on the
professionals and their work. One way a larger institution had a positive impact was on
the number of helping professionals employed at the university. The Public School had
more than two Title IX staff and more than one advocate. In fact, in every type of helping
role included in this research, the larger Public School had more employees than the
smaller Private School. This was a fact that the professionals at the Private School were
well aware of. One of the first things the counselor shared with me during her interview
was that they were short staffed and were seeing more students during a day than optimal
because of it. When asked what one thing she would want to change or create
surrounding Title IX or sexual assault at her university, the Private-School Title IX
coordinator talked about wanting more staff.
I would want to have a full staffed, like, very high functioning expert
prevention office. We have one person and it’s in my office doing
prevention. And that’s not, we did that because I thought that was my one
chance to get a staff person, and. But a university this size needs to have a
much stronger- We need to have, you know, a ten person expert – I want
prevention here – like, that’s not under Title IX. It’s Clery, there’s all
these statewide, um, I have some expertise in that but it’s not my, so I’m
all up in it because I want to be. But we should be having a gender-based
violence prevention department that models the high level of access and
expertise and leadership that this department has. So that would be my
wish.
Although this school wanted more staff to work on these issues, the fact that they had a
standalone Title IX office is still quite ahead of many schools their size or smaller. At the
same time, the smaller size of the Private School meant they had fewer cases. Even
though the larger Public School had more staff, usually that number was not in proportion
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to the number of students. The advocate at the Private School spoke at length about this
issue.
The thing that I love about [this school] is because it’s so small and so
intimate, I may see far fewer students, because I came from a school with
47,000, but I see them more regularly. […] I think again what’s interesting
is that I see fewer students, but the amount of contact I have is more
frequent and for longer amounts of time.
Because the Private School is so much smaller than the previous school she worked for,
she sees less students, but also spends more time with those students that she does see.
This larger amount of connection allows her not only to help in more ways and on more
occasions, but to know how a student is doing and the impact of her help over time. This
was something the advocates and other professionals at the Public School talked about as
a down-side to their work. They often see people once and never again, meaning they are
not able to find out about the progress the student may have made and how they impacted
that progress. This can impact how professionals frame success. It may be more difficult
for professionals at the larger school to frame success as victim-centered because they do
not know the end result for that student.
Another positive aspect about being a smaller sized school is that students appear
to be more involved in anti-sexual assault work, to the point that they often appear to
function on a similar level with the helping professionals. In fact, as will be discussed
more in Chapter Six, only the students at the Private School mentioned student
organizations as a type of resource on campus. I argue that this is because of the size of
the institution. Students play a larger role in officially providing assistance and they are
more visible within a smaller community. On a large public university campus there are
so many different organizations and offices, without counting student organizations, that
it may be more difficult for all students to be aware of a student organization. The
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advocate at the Private School talked about students in this way, stating “Sometimes
students will ask ‘I want to get involved in this work. What can I do?’ And I’m able to
connect them with [the student advocacy group] or the activist group on campus.” The
investigator at the Private School also talked about this student involvement on issues of
sexual assault. She stated “I feel like as a whole there is a strong focus on social
engagement, it doesn’t mean that we don’t struggle with social engagement. But I feel
like there is an emphasis, like students for the most part are engaged in what they do.”
This individual was unique in the sample, in that she happened to have worked at both
institutions. She discussed that students at the Private School were more engaged and
active in general, and surrounding sexual and gender-based violence more specifically.
This want to get involved and make a difference through organizations on campus was
not discussed by any of the professionals or students at the public school. The existence
of student groups that function as quasi-official assistance bridges the gap between
student and staff even further, as students are functioning as a type of semi-staff. This
finding will resonate with findings in Chapter Six that students are more comfortable
with peers than with older staff.
The final institutional difference that emerged among the professionals was the
religious affiliation of the Private School. The professionals at the Private School only
spoke about the religious affiliation as an advantage to their work. They framed the
religious values of this particular religious group as in alignment with a victim-centered
and trauma-informed orientation. The counselor at the Private School was one of the first
to speak about the religious values.
I think kind of that solidarity, which is a [omit] principle and really is
being with and for others. But there is something really powerful about
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that. Is that shared experience. And I think there’s also a challenge that
can come from group members that wouldn’t be as appropriate coming
from a therapist. Um, when they can kind of call one another out when
there is that healthy relationship of when the group has been formed.
Where there’s kind of - no, you can’t, don’t do that to yourself. And I
love that about group.
The counselor here is talking about her experience running the sexual assault support
group. She found that the specific religious principles present at the university
contributed to what made the support group run as well as it did. The religious values of
solidarity and support for the group over support for the individual, were beneficial to a
group form of therapy. The Title IX investigator at the Private School also discussed how
the religious based values had this type of effect.
My experience at [this school] is that we as [omit] campus have a very
strong backbone when it comes to the [omit] values and I think that that
backbone is what really defines us. It gives us ag good structure for how to
talk to students and how to act as an administration when it comes to this
topic. Because the [omit] values is one and for all, and care of the whole
person. Support of the whole person.
The investigator repeats what the counselor says about how it has a positive impact on
students caring for each other and working on issues that impact the whole campus. She
also extends this to the administration. She shares that the administration at this
university was more receptive of the change that needs to occur on campus strictly
because of, in her opinion, the values that stem from their particular religious affiliation.
She continued on to state that “I think the [omit] backbone is what calls Title IX to be
trauma-informed for both parties. I feel like it gives us an upper edge.”
This appreciation for the religiously based values was true for professionals who
were not of that religion. The advocate spoke about this, stating “the mission here is
beautiful. I’m not [omit]. But it’s all about reflection and solidarity and love and care of
the whole person. So, the values of this campus, everything about it is ‘let’s make this a
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safe place for everyone’.” The Public School, in comparison, did not have a central value
or belief system that was true for all of campus. While the religious values of the Private
School were framed as a benefit, the professionals made a point to say that it is not only
that it is religious. Not all types of religion would have this same type of effect, they
argue. Instead, it is this specific type of religion that focuses on the community over the
individual and on caring for the whole person, rather than only a specific part of them. An
overarching religious belief provides an additional macrosystem factor that has the
potential to unite all individuals under a single logic. This single uniting logic can
overpower the other institutional logics at play. Chapter Six will explore how the students
at the Private School felt about the impact of attending a religious college, which does not
wholly match the attitude of the professionals.
5.5 Conclusion
What this chapter reveals is the important position professionals hold within the
ecological framework; a position that can bridge the staff/student divide. While
professionals and students operate within the same larger institution, the college or
university, they are impacted by different factors at each level of the ecological
framework, or are effected differently by the same factors. I argue that professionals are
positioned where they can bridge two important gaps: 1) the gap between professionals
and students, where they can listen and understand what the students’ needs and views
are, and then translate those into the institutional logic under which they work, and 2)
they are able to infuse their work within those institutions with the individual orientations
they hold, which can work to mitigate or enhance the institutional framework. In this
sample all but two helping professionals expressed a victim-centered/trauma-informed
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orientation to their work. This specific orientation placed the professionals in a
contradictory space where they are attempting to honor two beliefs simultaneously, the
beliefs and purpose of the institution versus the belief and trust in the victim’s needs and
wants. This is contradictory because the values of the institution and its logic are often at
odds with the needs and wants of victims. Some logics can also cause harm and
retraumatization to victims. These professionals that occupy this contradictory space
advocate for students from their positions within bureaucratic institutions. The
contradictory space also resulted in two different understandings of success as a helping
professional: one that is based in the needs and wants of victim/survivors being met, and
the other that focuses on achieving their job’s purpose/logic.
While most of the professionals aspired to the victim-centered version of success,
they often had to settle for the service-centered version while maintaining respect for
victim/survivors. This settling occurs because the logic of the institutions they work for
limit how far their individual victim-centered orientations can go. While this was the case
for most of the professionals in the study, there were two professionals whose individual
orientations were counter to a victim-centered/trauma-informed approach. These
individuals had a higher likelihood of inflicting harm on victim/survivors as a result.
The previous three chapters focused on policy and professionals across several
systems in the ecological model to reveal how policy shapes professionals’ interactions
with victims, and the barriers that creates to successful help-seeking interactions. This is
an incomplete picture of help-seeking experiences after campus sexual assault. We
cannot assume that what professionals share about victim/survivors is accurate. Chapter
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Six will investigate across the staff/student gap to ascertain how factors in the ecological
model impact student differently than professionals in their help-seeking experiences.

175

CHAPTER 6. STUDENTS AND THE ECOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK
The previous three chapters detailed how policy and institutional dynamics shape
professionals’ roles in assisting help-seeking students after experiences of sexual assault.
Each chapter detailed how different levels and factors of the ecological model impact
helping offices on campus. Chapter Three examined the Title IX policies at the Public
and Private Schools, finding that Title IX policies codify social scripts based in the
shadow of the law and liberalism, which reflect early feminist jurisprudence theories
(sameness/difference and dominance theories). These macrosystem criminal justice and
liberalist social scripts create a policy that emphasizes investigation and punishment, as
well as a strong focus on what elements of due process apply to students in the Title IX
process.
Chapter Four demonstrated how even though all helping professionals work under
Title IX and must abide by its mandates, the types of resources they can provide to
students differ. These differences occur because of the institutional logics of their
different offices, a part of the exosystem that focuses on institutions and structure.
Different professionals work in different offices within the college that each have their
own logic and purpose. These logics shape how professionals approach their work, how
they interact with students seeking help, and what type of assistance they can provide.
There were three logics that corresponded to the three primary helping offices: logic of
due process in the Title IX office, logic of support in the advocacy center, and logic of
treatment for health professionals. Professionals under support and treatment logics were
more easily able to meet the needs of students compared to the due process logic
governing the Title IX office. But even advocates admitted that Title IX policy placed
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limitations on everyone’s actions as it applies to victims. This demonstrates how the
macrosystem factors that influence Title IX law and policy are adopted by the entire
institution, and so place limits on every helping office that is a part of the college.
Chapter Five explored how professionals each have their own individual
orientation and attitudes to their work (the mesosystem). These individual orientations
can mediate, enhance, or twist the effect that institutional logics have on help-seeking
students. All but two professionals in this study shared a victim-centered or traumainformed orientation to their work, including all of the Title IX professionals. Victimcentered attitudes worked to mediate some of the negative effects of the due process
logics and the criminal justice focus from policy. There were two counter approaches,
from a nurse and Clery professional. These two individual’s orientations only focused on
the specifics of the job before them, rather than how victims may need a more nuanced
approach. These counterapproaches enhanced or twisted the institutional framework in
ways that harm students. A task specific approach does not necessarily always lead to
increased harm, but these were to instances that demonstrated how it can.
These three chapters combined show what factors guide the campuses’ response
to help-seeking after sexual assault and highlight the limitations that current Title IX
policy based in the shadow of the law creates for helping professionals. The social scripts
that are reflected within Title IX and the colleges’ logics are punishment focused, and
even the approach individual professionals take cannot fully alleviate this fact. Chapter
Six will examine how student experiences and needs contrast with these logics and
approaches. Students not only rarely want investigation and punishment after sexual
assault, but they found that this focus created several barriers to accessing the kind of
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resources they did need. Using interviews with students about their assaults and helpseeking experiences, this chapter addresses the final two research questions of the study:
How do victims interact with the structures of help seeking and its professionals? What
effect does help seeking have on victim well-being? The chapter answers these questions
through three sections. The first section examines the positive and negative experiences
students had while help seeking on campus. The second section discusses specific
barriers that either kept students from seeking help in the first place, or caused students to
stop seeking help once they began. The final section will explore what students argued
they wanted as a response from the university.
These major barriers students shared included experiences and fear of victimblaming attitudes, the trouble that came with small social networks, and factors related to
who their perpetrator was. These barriers, as well as what students said they wanted from
helping offices on campus, indicates a need for different guiding factors and social scripts
within Title IX, a move from criminal justice-esque punishment to acknowledgement and
restoration of harm. This change would require institutionalization within policy and
offices of the ecological factors that impact students most, victim-blaming, social and
identity networks, and campus structure.
6.1 Student Experiences with Helping Professionals
Many, but not all, of the students in this study interacted with formal helping
organizations, including medical doctors, mental health professionals, advocates, police,
Title IX professionals, and other student life staff members. 70% of the students in this
study interacted with at least one professional in a helping role, with 75% of the PrivateSchool students and 66% of Public-School students seeking this form of help. This
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number is slightly higher than previous literature suggests but may be from selection bias.
Out of the students who did interact with professionals, half of them only interacted with
one office. The most frequent office was counseling, which is consistent with prior
research. At the Public School, the advocate center was also visited as frequently as the
counseling office, but not at the Private School. Only two students in the entire sample
engaged in help seeking that included reporting, one from each school. Table 6.1 shows
the percentages of students who interacted with each resource. The most interesting
finding about student’s engagement with specific offices is what students used the Title
IX office for. Despite how Title IX professionals discussed their mischaracterization as a
reporting and investigatory office only, students who interacted with Title IX did not use
them for this type of resource. Instead they used Title IX to seek information about their
options, to be connected to other offices on campus, and to receive accommodations.
Two school specific patterns emerge from the data as well. Only students from the Public
School sought help from physical health professionals, usually to obtain STI tests.
Students at the Private School did discuss fear of STIs, but did not seek out testing. The
percentage of students who sought counseling at the Private School is incredibly high at
75%, compared to only 47% at the Public School, which is similar to what the literature
has found. Although student help-seeking percentages overall are relatively high in this
study, each student expressed barriers that kept them from seeking at least one form of
formal help, and the majority of them also shared negative experiences with
professionals.
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Table 6.1 – Percentage of Student Help-Seeking by Type

Help Seeking Public School Private School Total
Title IX
26%
50%
34%
Advocate
47%
37%
43%
Counseling
47%
75%
57%
Health
33%
0%
21%
Police
7%
0%
4%
Other
13%
37%
21%
None
33%
25%
30%

Student experiences working with these offices varied from positive, to unhelpful,
to retraumatizing. It is important to first hear about how student experiences differed
from staff expectations before examining the specific barriers. The details these students
shared show that a victim-centered approach to helping work is what led to positive
experiences, whereas the negative and traumatic experiences stem from interactions
where professionals fail to execute a victim-centered approach, or the bureaucracy and
due process logic of Title IX made that approach impossible. It is important to
acknowledge that these students’ negative help-seeking experiences were not from failing
to get what they wanted, but rather from a lack of recognition of their trauma and how to
heal from it.
Positive Help-Seeking Experiences
Students who had positive help-seeking experiences emphasized a few different
factors as elemental to their successful interactions, primarily the ability to be heard, to
feel validated, and to receive accommodations they needed for safety and success as a
student. Most students had a very incomplete picture of what types of resources were
available on campus, even after experiencing assault and seeking help. This meant that
when they wanted to talk to someone or receive accommodations, they were not sure
where to go or if it was even possible. Their first point of contact needed to be successful
in connecting them to the whole host of resources available on campus. Several students
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shared that having their original point of contact connect them to the resources and
offices they needed as important. For Jordan, a Public-School student, it was a professor
that connected her to resources for the first time. When her coursework started to slip, the
professor filed a report with the care office. When talking with the care office on campus,
Jordan revealed that her struggles to keep up with coursework were because of a sexual
assault experience. The care office professional then connected her to Title IX, advocacy,
and counseling. Jordan shared what she found most helpful from these experiences.
And even Title IX, they helped me a lot with like when I was missing
classes and stuff. Talking to my professors for me, like, especially cause, I
don’t know what to, ya know, I don’t wanna tell them all my business.
And they probably won’t believe me, or like will keep asking questions to
where I would eventually have to tell them. But having somebody that
works with the school be able to email them and work with them helped
out a lot.
It was that initial concern of the professor that helped her find resources, as she was not
aware of them at the time. Other students did know of at least one resource on campus,
and once they reached out to that one office, they were then connected to many other
helping offices on campus. This was how a Private-School student, Imani, was connected
to resources. The day after her assault she disclosed it to the advocate on campus, who
then connected her to both Title IX and counseling services. In both instances the
interconnection between the helping offices was responsible for getting these students the
help they needed. This interconnection is something all of the professionals in the study
that adopted a victim-centered approach discussed as an important element of their work.
This web of connection between the helping offices was essential to providing for
victims’ needs after an assault because each office is able to provide something a little bit
different. Only Title IX or the police can investigate a report and deal out punishment.
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Only psychological services can provide therapy and prescriptions to mental health
medication. Some duties like accommodations are shared across multiple helping offices.
This contributed to positive help-seeking experiences since not all students want to
interact with a Title IX office or are more comfortable with one professional over
another. Sharing accommodations across offices means they can still get their needs met
in a way that is most comfortable to them. This was the case for Michelle, a PublicSchool student who was harassed and flashed by a roommate when she revealed her
sexuality. Directly after the incident she did not feel safe going back to her room. She
was able to receive a very quick accommodation from the advocacy center on campus to
move into another room on campus the very next day. Michelle shared that “The biggest
things was just like that (snaps fingers) being able to move. That’s huge. I mean, if I had
had to go back to that room and, ya know, sleep every night next to him, I would have
been disgusted and appalled. And maybe would have dropped out.” The very quick
assistance from the first office she contacted kept her from a decision to drop out of
college. If Michelle had to wait for another office to be contacted and provide the
accommodation, then the outcome would have been very different. Michelle also
expressed that she was not willing to speak with anyone from Title IX at the time,
meaning that if this were the only office providing accommodations then she would have
gone without.
Outside of accommodations, victims highlighted the importance of feeling heard
and validated. This validation did not have to come along with a finding of responsibility
or guilty. Students were able to receive validation from the helping professionals they
worked with in a variety of different ways. Emma, a graduate-student at the Public-
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School, found her validation from a medical diagnosis. She was experiencing abuse, both
physical and sexual, from her husband. One of the contexts that contributed to his sexual
abuse was that she experienced a lot of pain during intercourse. She saw a doctor to
figure out what was causing her pain prior to leaving her husband. In the week after she
left, she received a diagnosis for her pelvic pain, and the doctor’s tests showed that the
severity of her illness had decreased in the short amount of time she was separated from
him, and her body was starting to heal. She shared that “Having that additional medical
diagnosis behind it gave me that additional justification for leaving.” The diagnosis gave
her validation that she was indeed experiencing abuse and it helped her decide to file for
divorce.
Validation also came from helping professionals being patient with students and
allowing the student to make the decision about what they needed to heal and process
(the victim-centered approach). Cara, a Private-School student who realized that a
previous boyfriend assaulted her while attending an RA training on Title IX, explained
she found validation through the advocate on campus. Her validation occurred because
she did not feel any pressure to press charges and knew that her story stayed under her
control.
We need more advocates of the world. It’s those confidential resources
that for me, both as an RA and as a student who has experienced sexual
assault, those are the people that people are going to go through. Cause
those are the people where they’re going to get honest advice, honest
listening, and something is not going to happen to them.
Cara was very grateful that she was not being pushed to report or tell her story in a
certain way. She explained that she needed to come to terms with the assault on her own
timeline, not someone else’s. Other students found this type of validation from helping
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professionals in Title IX offices. This was the case for June, a Public-School student who
was both physically and sexually assaulted by a boyfriend. June appreciated how the Title
IX professional she worked with was very patient in explaining what kinds of reporting
options were available to her, and what accommodations could be provided with and
without an investigation and responsible finding. “The person I talked to, she had to
explain what a no contact order was like four times to me cause I needed to make sure
that this was exactly what I wanted to do. She was super patient with me.” June’s smooth
experience with the Title IX office was also a result of the interconnected web between
different helping offices. She originally went to an advocate about her assaults. When
June expressed interest in reporting her assault to either Title IX or the local police, the
advocate had both the Title IX professional and the local police come to the advocacy
center to speak with June, rather than her having to travel to another space that may not
feel as comfortable. This was possible due to a cooperative relationship between the
offices and a centering of the victim’s needs. The advocate knew the extra stress that
comes with having to travel between several different places and retell the same story to
multiple professionals. She was able to streamline the process for June thus decreasing
the chance for further harm.
Victims were able to have a positive experience even when they did not get the
end result they wanted from the process. Only one student in this study went the entire
way through the Title IX process, Jessica, a student at the Private School. Her case ended
in a finding of not responsible for the individual who assaulted her. She reflected that at
every step of the way she felt like she was treated with respect. What was most important
was the opportunity to be heard and for her perpetrator to confront his actions.
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My whole thing the whole time from the moment I decided to report to the
end was, I don’t care what the decision is. I just wanted to make him sit
with it, and think about it and reflect on it. And that was what I kept
repeating to myself throughout the whole entire thing. Because I didn’t
want the decision of other people to be something that once again took
something from me. I was really hard though.
She did experience frustration with the finding, especially that it went from “zero to
nothing,” but because the Title IX coordinator never dismissed her claims outright, did
not express victim-blaming attitudes, and respected Jessica through the process, she felt
positive about the experience and did not regret her decision to report him.
The helping office students shared as most helpful was counseling. A lot of this
had to do with counseling’s focus on processing and healing, rather than on punishment
or next steps. Several students shared that counseling helped them to develop skills and
tricks to help with intrusive thoughts or panic attacks when they run into their perpetrator.
They also appreciated a designated space to talk to someone about their experience
without any expectations to report, give facts, or know what next step they want to take.
Kenosha, a Public-School student, explained why she sought out counseling and how it
helped her process and heal.
I needed someone who was outside of all of it to just kind of listen. So I
was like, I guess the counseling center is the place where I have someone
to just listen. […] And that’s when I finally started talking at the
counseling center. And from there I just kind, I mellowed out and had to
come to terms with what had happened. And I just kind, like, yes, this
happened. But not everyone is like this. It is okay to trust people. You just
also have to be careful with who you trust, but you can’t never trust
anyone again cause that’s not gonna be successful either.
Kenosha sought out counseling originally because she did not feel like she could talk
about her experience with friends, but during her time in counseling she was able to
process her assault and start to come to terms with the experience and begin healing. It
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made a large impact for her because after the assault she did not feel like she could trust
anyone, and it led to isolation from her community. Kenosha’s experience is not unique.
Most students in this study found that mental health professionals helped them develop
positive coping skills so that they could start to live their lives normally again.
The majority of this chapter is going to examine the short comings of helping
offices on campus, but it is important to address what parts of help seeking are beneficial
for students. The experiences above show that students had positive experiences when
their autonomy was respected, and they felt they had control over their story and next
steps. It was essential for offices to be connected to one another, and for one disclosure to
result in referrals the student was interested in pursuing. These positive aspects are all
reflected in a victim-centered/trauma-informed approach. These points will be further
underlined by the negative help-seeking experiences discussed next.
Negative Help-Seeking Experiences
Students’ frustrations with helping offices were varied, from access issues,
confusion over the process, experiences of victim blaming, and the overall stress of
needing to share a traumatic experience to gain resources. The negative experience of one
student may directly contradict the positive experience of another, which speaks strongly
to how trauma experiences differ and require a flexible response system. The student
experiences below demonstrate the many ways that helping offices fail to meet the needs
of students, and how these failures often result from logistical and bureaucratic issues.
Despite how helpful students found counseling in processing the aftermath of an
assault, there were also several frustrations and barriers that students discussed about
counseling services. One of the primary issues was a logistical one - how to get an
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appointment. Both institutions frequently had long wait lists to obtain counseling
services. Eleanor, a Private-School student, shared that “The therapy here is very hard to
get too. Like six week wait list.” Six weeks is a long time for a student in crisis to wait.
Students could find a counselor off campus, but that would mean paying for counseling
out of pocket or running it through insurance. For the majority of students, the use of
insurance means discussing why you need to see a counselor with parents, and very few
survivors in this sample told their parents about their assaults. To access the free oncampus services students have to wait. In addition to a waitlist, there is also a session
limit at both schools. Jada, a Public-School student who was raped by another student
when incapacitated, expressed a lot of frustration with the session limits. “I don’t feel that
they have enough resources to help a lot of people. Because you get a small increment of
time and you don’t really, and that’s really nothing we can do about that.” Another
Public-School student, Clarissa, attended counseling with the understanding that it would
be an on-going relationship with this counselor, only to find out that she was wrong.
Once she realized that she only had so many sessions she stopped going. Clarissa and
Jada felt that there was no use starting to process an issue as big as sexual assault when
the time amount is not enough, and the thought of having to talk about it again with a
new person was not something they were interested in. Still other students expressed that
success in therapy depended on who you ended up with as a counselor. Some counselors
were not a good fit personally, or they were not equipped to counsel a trauma and crime
victim. Access issues were not unique to counseling, although that is where they were
discussed the most often. Access was most discussed in correlation with counseling
services because it was the most commonly used resource across the sample, so there
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were more opportunities to experience issues. Other frustrations with access to resources
included only being able to access on-campus resources during business hours, and with
the location of an office, either too visible or difficult to find.
Negative help-seeking experiences also stemmed from misinformation and
confusion about the process. The following accounts from students can be read one of
two ways. First, that the students did not understood the process as it was communicated
to them. Or two, professionals were not following their own policies and how they
explained their work in this study. While it is not possible to know for certain which of
these is the case, it is safe to argue that it is probably a mix of both. Either way, the
impact on the student and their healing was the same. The majority of students’ confusion
came from the Title IX process. Jordan, the Public-School student who was connected to
resources by her professor, was one of the students to share about how she found the Title
IX process confusing.
Now I, the person I was working with at Title IX was very helpful and like
easy to talk to. But the process was kinda, it made me feel like I wasn’t
being heard really. Like she was saying the right like everything. Trying to
get more information but then like the ending of it, I felt like I didn’t have
like – where’s the documentation? Am I allowed to see what you typed up,
kind of thing. Or is anything going to happen cause I still see the person
on campus so. It was kind of confusing, I kinda felt like I wasted my time.
Jordan’s description of her interaction with a Title IX professional reveals a few
important points. First is a confusion over if she made a formal report, or if she just
discussed what she experienced without filing a report. The Title IX professionals at each
school talked about how they understand that most students do not want to speak with
Title IX, and so they emphasized how they only reach out to a student a set number of
times as to respect the wants of the survivor. It is possible that the professional, in an
attempt to respect the student, ended up leaving Jordan in the dark and confused instead.
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This professional may have misunderstood what Jordan wanted, or Jordan may have
misunderstood what was told to her. This was not the only time that victim-centered
practices backfired with particular students. But better communication from the
professional would have avoided the confusion all together.
Some students felt forced into speaking with helping professionals or like they
were “on trial.” Ryan, a Public-School student, posted about their assault on an
anonymous social media account and their ex-boyfriend found out and reported it to the
school. After ignoring calls and emails from Title IX and other offices, the police showed
up at Ryan’s home and said that they had to speak with someone. When Ryan asked if
they could just send an email saying that nothing happened, they were told that it had to
be in person. They did not want to speak with anyone and did not personally reach out for
help. The continuous contacts felt like an attack. Jessica, the Private-School student who
went through the entire Title IX process, also shared about times that she felt unprepared
and put on trial. There were two moments she was still returning to at the time of her
interview. The first was the initial meeting she had with the Title IX coordinator when
she went in to start the investigation process.
I think the one thing that I… not regret.. but.. is that first meeting. Because
that was basically all my inconsistencies were from that very first time
because I was just bleh word vomiting it all out. And I hadn’t said it in a
sequential order yet. I hadn’t told anyone the details. She was asking me
all the questions – again not in a malicious way. I love the Title IX
coordinator, but I guess I didn’t really understand that would be part of… I
just thought she was trying to establish this is where we are, this is who is
in, this is the timeline. So all my inconsistences came from that I think.
Jessica did not harbor any hard feelings toward the Title IX coordinator, but she did feel
like she was not properly informed that everything she shared would be added into the
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investigation report. The second issue was that during her hearing she was asked
questions that she was not fully prepared for. She expressed the following:
No one on my team walked me through that timeline and helped me figure
out those holes. Even though I did have a lawyer and an advocate. I was
the one doing it and they were like, okay great you know you story, lets
put together some questions. Let’s put together you statement. And it
wasn’t bulletproofing it, I guess.
This instance is another example where a victim-centered approach backfired on the
victim. It appears that the professionals working with Jessica did not want to “coach” her
into telling her own story, and instead let her be the one to tell her truth exactly how she
wanted to tell it. But Jessica felt that this approach left her vulnerable to questions during
the hearing that made her look like she was lying. She felt that these two incidents
strongly contributed to the non-responsible finding at the end of her hearing. While it
may appear that the victim-centered approach backfires here, this is another example of
how more communication and transparency would have avoided the harm. Helping
professionals can inform survivors of questions that may be asked without coaching the
victim.
The above experiences stem mostly from confusion, access, and inconsistent
delivery of services, but it is also essential to acknowledge the stress that seems to be
inherent to these formal helping offices, even when everything runs perfectly. Many of
the frustrations the students had with helping offices and their professionals stem from
two factors: bureaucratic process and misinformation. These experiences show how
policy and practice can fail to meet student needs and expectations. The experiences
shared above are all those of individuals who did help seek from formal offices on
campus, but the levels of help seeking are not consistent across offices. They type of help
seeking that Title IX is currently designed to increase, reporting to an adjudication
190

process, was rare. The next section will examine how the institutional logics and
approaches in place under Title IX create barriers to student help-seeking.
6.2 Barriers to Help-Seeking
Every student in this study experienced barriers in help seeking to different formal
resources. The majority of students did engage in help seeking from at least one resource,
but no one sought help from all resources. When asked why they chose not to engage
with formal offices on campus three main barriers emerged: fear of and experiences with
victim-blaming, problems associated with social networks, and factors related to their
perpetrator. These three barriers not only kept students from engaging with helping
offices all together, but it also turned away students who tried to access resources. Similar
to the negative experiences above, these barriers are created in part because of harmful
logics and the criminal justice focus of Title IX. Each barrier discussed in this section
will reveal different factors that impact students that are not accounted for under current
Title IX policy and practice, showing that a shift in what macrosystem factors influence
policy could increase the number of students who utilize formal resources.
Victim Blaming
One of the primary concerns that students expressed was with victim blaming.
And not only victim blaming from their peers, but from the institution, helping
professionals, their families, and within themselves. Students from both schools shared
experiences with victim blaming or fear of being blamed for their sexual assault. These
experiences, and anticipation of experiences, caused students to choose not to seek help
in the first place, or to stop seeking help soon after contact. This quote from Eleanor, a
recent graduate at the Private School, demonstrates this well, stating “My shame and the
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messages I got about my behavior did inhibit me from seeking help. Still inhibits me
from seeing that it’s not my fault. And some of the shame comes from external sources.”
Eleanor’s statement represents what many of the students in this study shared, that
victim-blaming attitudes were incredibly common, caused students to blame themselves
for their assault, and to believe that they did not deserve resources as a result. Another
important aspect of her statement is that it explains how ubiquitous victim blaming is, as
it comes from a wide variety of people and places. This section will explore the different
types of victim blaming that students experienced or anticipated, including from family
and peers, professionals and offices, and from themselves. It will also discuss how victim
blaming impacted their help-seeking experience through making students believe that
their experience was not a real assault, that they did not deserve assistance, and by
removing trust in the offices that provide the resources.
Victim Blaming from Peers and Family
Previous literature has demonstrated that victims of campus sexual assault are
more likely to use informal sources over formal ones, and most likely to disclose to a
friend compared to all other options. The students in this study were no different. Every
student in the study disclosed to their peers. Despite how common it was for these
students to tell friends about their experiences of sexual assault, many of them also talked
at length about victim blaming from friends. Sometimes this was a fear of victim blaming
that turned out to be false, but for other students the victim blaming was real.
Many of the students in this sample discussed their original fear that friends
would not believe them or would blame them for the assault, but when they did tell
friends they were supported. This was the case for Amy, a sophomore at the Public
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School. She was raped twice during her freshman year by two different acquaintances,
the first a soccer player on campus and the second was a Resident Assistant. She did not
report her assaults but did go to the school’s student clinic to be tested for any sexual
transmitted infections (STIs) without informing them about the assault itself. Amy also
waited a while to tell anyone about her experience because she was afraid that they would
blame her for it, particularly because she had been drinking when both assaults occurred.
She shared that over winter break that year she felt very depressed and anxious, but still
had not disclosed to anyone, stating “Didn’t feel like I could tell anybody. Cause I felt
like they wouldn’t really understand or be like ‘well you said yes.’ Or like… I just didn’t
feel comfortable.” The type of victim blaming she feared is strongly rooted in rape myths
about consent and meanings of rape. One of the most persistent rape myths is that in
order for a sexual assault to occur the woman must have physically resisted, or at the very
least said no. However, in an alcohol-facilitated sexual assault a verbal yes does not
constitute consent when the victimized party is incapacitated. A yes can also be coerced,
showing that yes does not always mean yes. Because she was drinking and did not meet
the resistance standard of consent, Amy believed that friends would blame her for her
assault or not view it as assault at all but a consensual encounter. Fortunately, Amy
shared that when she decided to tell her friends she experienced no victim blaming,
stating that “everybody that I have told so far has been very supportive of it.” Although
her fear of victim blaming from friends was not realized, it did keep her from telling
people for several months where she could have received support she needed.
Other students’ fears of victim blaming from friends and peers were actualized.
Georgia was one of these students. Georgia was assaulted her freshman year by a close
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male friend when she was unconscious after a night of drinking. When her friends found
out about the assault, they did not believe her. “When I told my roommates about this
they were like, why are you lying? He would never do something like this. He said he
doesn’t do that.” This disbelief by individuals she thought were her friends made it more
difficult for her to come to terms with what she experienced, especially since she was
unconscious when it occurred. It was more difficult because he was a close friend with
the entire group. She believes part of the reason they reacted this way was because he got
to the friend group before she was able to tell them. Georgia eventually found a new
friend group on campus that did believe and support her, but a lot of harm was already
done. May, a Public-School sophomore, had a similar experience, where her friends did
not believe that their mutual friend, who she was dating at the time, assaulted her during
her freshman year.
Mainly because of this person’s reputation that did it to me. They’re
mainly considered like ‘oh, I’m just so innocent and I don’t know
anything’ and they give off that aura of like ‘I’m innocent, I don’t know
how anything works. I’ve never had a girlfriend. I’ve never done this,
done that,’ whatever. And that their friends are all like ‘Oh, he couldn’t
have done that, there’s no way.’ And then I didn’t want them to be like
‘Oh, you guys were dating weren’t you? You were in his room, so I mean,
so chances are you were asking for it,’ or something like that.
Similar to the Private-School student above, because the person who assaulted
May was a common friend, as well as her boyfriend at the time, their mutual
friends did not believe her. May also feared that they would blame her for the
experience because they were dating. She discussed their disbelief and the fear of
their victim blaming as one of the main reasons she did not want to report her
sexual assault to a formal resource like the police or Title IX, demonstrating that
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victim-blaming from peers not only restricts disclosure to friends, but also formal
help-seeking as well.
In addition to disclosing to friends, many students in this sample also discussed
their choice whether to disclose to family. Fear of victim blaming was even higher when
it came to telling family, with many of the students stating that they chose not to tell their
families at all. In contrast, every student in my sample did tell at least one friend about
the experience. When students talk about fear of victim blaming from parents and family
their fear was stronger and more likely to keep them from disclosing at all, compared to
students eventually overcoming their victim blaming fear and telling peers. The same
Public- School student that feared victim blaming from friends, Amy, also expressed this
fear from family.
I haven’t really told many people. Besides them, some of my really close
friends. No one in my family or like my siblings. I don’t think they’d take
it as well. I don’t think that they’d be as supportive maybe, or they
wouldn’t see it the same way as I do. Especially like, where I grew up in
the South, like in the deep south people are always like try to blame the
woman, it being her fault. “Well you were drunk. You shouldn’t have
been drunk. You were wearing that. You shouldn’t have been wearing
that. Well, you shouldn’t have taken your shirt off. If you took your shirt
off that means that you wanted to have sex with him.” They always try to
blame the victim, I think. So I was very hesitant in telling anybody to
begin with.
She did eventually tell her close friends, but at the time of the interview still had not told
her parents or siblings. Some of this additional fear comes from the permanency of
family, in that students can attempt to find a new friend group on campus, like Georgia
did, but your family will always be your family. Cutting those ties can be more difficult,
have greater consequences, and for a college student may feel impossible due to financial
support. Students also expressed a reluctance to tell individuals who were not peers
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because of a presumed generational gap in attitudes, where parents are more likely to
hold victim-blaming attitudes and believe rape myths than individuals closer to their own
age. We also cannot ignore the taboo of talking openly about sex with parents in the
United States, which adds an additional hurdle to a student disclosing their assault to
parents.
Fear of and experiences with victim blaming from peers and family may seem
disconnected from formal help-seeking, but these attitudes created a barrier to formal
resources in a few ways. First, experiencing these attitudes from friends and family
furthers internalized victim blaming that reduces one’s likelihood of formal help seeking.
Second, processing experiences with informal support networks helps students decide to
seek formal help. Third, friends and family are often the individuals who help connect
survivors to additional help. Without disclosure and the support of friends and family
fewer students would engage in formal help-seeking behaviors. While the barrier of
victim-blaming from family and friends was strong, it is even stronger when within
helping offices.
Victim Blaming from Professionals and Helping Offices
A fair number of students in this study were aware of the different forms of
formal helping organizations, and 70% of them used a formal resource. The largest
barrier to accessing these formal resources was a fear of victim blaming, particularly for
reporting institutions like the police or Title IX. Fear of victim blaming from helping
professionals was often expressed alongside the fear of making a “big deal” out of their
assault. Amy’s fear of victim blaming extended in this fashion, stating “I didn’t want to
make a big deal, I guess. I was scared people wouldn’t take me seriously. I definitely
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didn’t want to go to the police. I was scared it would turn into something way big, very
big, and scary. And they would be… it ultimately would be my fault.” Amy was not
alone, as most students who discussed reporting to the police stated that making a report
felt like making a bigger deal out of their assault than they wanted. This makes sense as
many studies have shown that students want to process their assault and move on with
their lives, rather than dwell on it.
Amy was not the only student who felt that reporting made the assault a “big
deal,” as many students in this study expressed a similar idea. Clarissa, a recently
graduated Public-School student who was now a graduate student there, expressed the
idea succinctly saying, “The more people you tell the more of a big deal it will become.”
Down-playing an experience of sexual assault was a common defense mechanism that is
rooted in rape myths and victim-blaming. By claiming that their assault experience did
not rise to the level of a crime, or a “big deal” worthy of investigation, students
reinforced the myths that date rape or other terms used to downplay sexual assault are not
serious assaults, but rather a situation that the victim is partially to blame for. This same
student, Clarissa, who did not want to make it a “big deal” by telling others, shared that
involving the police would elevate the assault to big deal status. “And I never really
thought about going to police really. It just seems like police are too worried with big
issues, and maybe like a minor problem that happened personally isn’t something that
you might think you might want to go and talk to a police officer about.” Clarissa
experienced attempted rape by an acquaintance during her freshman year. The fact that
the rape was not completed was the main point she emphasized to diminish the
experience, rather than focus on the completed actions that many would characterize as
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sexual assault. She believed that because she did not experience a completed rape that
authorities like the police would view her experience as not deserving of attention, and
she appeared to view the experience the same way.
Another aspect of reporting the assault that made it feel like a “big deal” is the
involvement of multiple other people. Tia, a current graduate student at the public school
who was assaulted by an acquaintance during her freshman year there, expressed one of
the worries over reporting an assault to formal helping professionals. “It’s a trust thing, I
think. What’s the purpose – and also being aware of, when you tell someone information,
they are now a co-owner of that information and you don’t have as much control over it
anymore. You don’t know who they’re going to tell, how they’re gonna tell the story, and
things like that.” A report to Title IX or the police does not stop at that one individual that
she reported to. Instead it invites other individuals into the picture, thus increasing the
danger that more people will find out who may not be supportive.
Students also felt that reporting an assault, or going to any formal resource, meant
that the assault now becomes the center of attention and must be discussed, when most
students preferred to not revisit their traumatic experience. Another Public-School
student, Kenosha, worded this concern perfectly when explaining why she didn’t report
or seek out formal resources. “I guess I can just say that I didn’t want the attention from
it. I didn’t want the label of it. So I was just like, no, we’re not taking it any further than
this. Just because I didn’t want that label written on me, ya know.” Kenosha was a senior
at the time of the interview but was assaulted during her freshman year by a close
acquaintance. She feared that accessing any formal resources would make the label of
victim the center part of her identity. This was something she wanted to avoid because of
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the negative connotations associated with victims, which in part are due to rape myths
and victim blaming. She did not want to feel weak, pathetic, dirty, or to blame. By
avoiding disclosure to formal resources, she felt she could better avoid having to adopt
this label and its meanings.
As with peers and family, the fear of victim blaming was a serious barrier to
engaging in help-seeking behaviors. But these fears were not completely irrational. Out
of the students who engaged with formal resources, there were a handful of them that
experienced victim-blaming attitudes from helping professionals. The stories these
students shared were all about victim blaming from health professionals. At first glance
this may seem surprising, since the fear of victim blaming is most often directed at
reporting institutions. However, such a minimal number of students interacted with a
reporting institution, let alone actually reported the assault, that there were fewer
opportunities to experience victim-blaming attitudes in these spaces. At the same time,
many medical helping professionals were on the periphery of sexual assault work, and
issues of victim-blaming and rape myths may not be a regular part of their training or
knowledge base. Reporting professionals consistently encounter sexual assault victims
and therefore should be knowledgeable on these topics, particularly for the case of Title
IX professionals. Keep in mind that only one student reported to a police department,
whereas eight interacted with Title IX. The individual who reported to the police was a
Public-School senior, June, who did not report her sexual assault, but reported the
physical assault that she experienced within the same abusive relationship. Out of those
students who interacted with Title IX, only one student, Jessica, went the entire way
through a Title IX investigation and hearing.
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The victim blaming students experienced from health professionals came from
both nurses and mental health professionals. Eleanor, whose quote opened the victimblaming section, also shared a negative experience with a mental health counselor. She
experienced two different alcohol facilitated assaults, one during her freshman year and
the other during her sophomore year. She did not seek out therapy because of the assault
but was in therapy later during her undergraduate experience for separate reasons. This
was common among the students in this study, both at the Private and Public Schools.
What these students shared is that even though they did not go to counseling to address
their sexual assault, it was brought up during their sessions. But when Eleanor brought up
her experience during a session, the counselor did not address it. She shared “I did bring
it up, but the therapist didn’t explore it any further. So I felt very shut down about it. It
was just like she didn’t care, or it wasn’t an important thing, which of course that’s not
the case. But that was my narrative.” The therapist’s response to this student’s disclosure
about an assault experience left her feeling like what she experienced, and any feelings
she might be having about it, were invalid and unimportant. This is not an example of
explicit victim-blaming attitudes, but still implied those same meanings to the student. By
not acknowledging the assault and its detrimental effects, the counselor still
communicated that Eleanor’s experience was not true assault even without the intention
of doing so. As Eleanor stated, the denial of her experience as a true assault with real
negative impact became her narrative and how she continued to view her experience.
This experience with her therapist created a barrier to help seeking for Eleanor where
there was not one before.
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More overt forms of victim-blaming behavior from health professionals also
created barriers to further help-seeking behaviors from victims. Ryan, a Public-School
junior who was raped by a classmate their freshman year, had a psychologist express
victim-blaming attitudes when they finally decided to reach out to formal help. After the
assault Ryan denied to themself and everyone else that it was a sexual assault, despite the
fact that the school’s Title IX office, Care office, Advocate office, and Police had been
informed about the assault and thus reached out about it. Ryan explained that they lied to
every office and told them all that nothing happened, and that they were misinformed.
After Ryan started to engage in self-harm they realized that they needed help with
processing what happened. Ryan finally told a counselor, which they had prior to the
assault, and was committed to the hospital because of the self-harm. It was during the
time at the hospital that Ryan experienced a victim-blaming response from a
psychologist. “And they were like, how come you never told anyone? And I was like,
well it was in the grey area. And a psychologist said, ‘well as a woman you need to be
more careful about where you are going.’ So I was like fuck, okay so it is my fault.” The
very first time Ryan sought help this was one of the responses they received, which
stalled progress on not internalizing victim-blaming attitudes. It took a longer amount of
time after leaving the hospital for Ryan to start telling the truth to family, friends, and
formal helping offices, partially due to the set back this statement made.
Other medical professionals were also the site of victim blaming. Amy also
experienced victim-blaming attitudes, but from a nurse at the Public-School student
clinic. She focused initial anxiety after her assault on feeling unclean and worrying about
STIs. She eventually decided to go to the campus student clinic to get tested to reduce
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this anxiety. She did not disclose that she was assaulted to the nurse that treated her.
While at the appointment Amy was incredibly anxious and even broke down crying. The
nurse that treated her shamed her for having unsafe sex, and told her that if she was so
worried about STIs then she shouldn’t be having sex at all. While this nurse was not
aware of Amy’s assault, these words were internalized by Amy and made her feel like
she was to blame for not only failing to ensure condom use, but also that she was a “slut”
who was sleeping around and therefore asking for it. Amy was not the only student who
went to the student clinic at the Public School to get tested for STIs after their assault.
Another student, Jamie, shared a similar experience where they did not disclose their
assault, and as a result was shamed for not engaging in safe sex practices. These
experiences demonstrate how victim-blaming attitudes from professionals can stop
students from engaging in help seeking in the future, thus creating a barrier where there
was not one before, and can also internalize victim-blaming for the victim.
Victim Blaming from Self
Many students expressed a fear of receiving victim-blaming responses from
friends or professionals, but once they did tell someone they only had positive supportive
responses. This speaks to the internalization of rape myths and victim blaming. Students
in this sample voiced that they were treating themselves how they would never treat a
friend. May, a sophomore at the Public School, said that this was how she came to call
her assault experience what it was, a sexual assault. She said, “I denied it at first, for the
first day or so, but then I was like if this happened to someone else, obviously I wouldn’t
be that way.” She would not express victim-blaming attitudes to a friend who went
through what she did, but she was directing those attitudes at herself. This was very
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common among the students in this study. Most of them did not endorse victim blaming,
but when it came to their own experiences, they felt this way about themselves. These
students had internalized victim-blaming and rape myth attitudes.
The main form of victim-blaming that students internalized was focused on
specific behaviors that either “proved” the encounter was not an assault or meant that
they asked for it. There are numerous examples from the interviews, but here are a few
student’s whose stories best represent this type of victim-blaming
Clarissa, who experienced an attempted rape by an acquaintance shared the
following: “I kinda felt like I put myself in that situation again, and even though I know it
wasn’t my fault I did take like a lot of personal kind of trouble from it. Cause I think that
I was being dumb for going into situations like this all the time and exposing myself to
these kinds of people. But in reality, they’re everywhere.” She had been raped in high
school, which increased her internalized blame because she thought she should know
better than to put herself in vulnerable situations. Even though she intellectually knew the
assault was not her fault, she could not help but feel responsible.
Dani, a Public-School junior who was groped by a member of a Greek fraternity as a
freshman, experienced self-blame because she had a boyfriend when it happened.
I also had a boyfriend at the time that wasn’t him. And I think that was a
big reason why, like, I kept it to myself because in my brain I was like, I
wasn’t supposed to be in that situation in the first place. Like, I shouldn’t
have spent the night with him. Like, that should not have been a thing.
And so I think I harbored a lot of guilt for that part of it too, and then also
the sexual assault part of it as well.
She felt that because she was in a relationship, she should not have been in a situation
that could lead to assault and that it was her responsibility to remain faithful. She also felt
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that she would receive additional blame from others because they would view her as
cheating on her boyfriend.
Eleanor, the Private-School graduate student who was assaulted twice over her
freshman and sophomore years, expressed guilt because both of her rapes occurred when
she was unconscious from drinking. She voiced internalized blame several times over the
course of her interview, including the following:
“It’s hard for me because I didn’t experience violent rape.”
“The second experience, I don’t necessarily consider that sexual assault,
but it was I wasn’t okay with it. I know he wasn’t drinking and I was, so it
was clear that there was some taking advantage there.”
“I didn’t know. I didn’t know. I thought I was a bad person.”
“I wasn’t labeling it as sexual assault, I was just calling it bad.”
“I felt so much shame about it. So shameful.”
Her internalized victim blaming manifested through slut shaming and downplaying the
severity of her assaults. At the time of the interview, four years after the second assault,
she still was not comfortable calling the experienced rape. She knew logically that she
was not to blame for the experiences, but still felt the internalized blame.
Other students’ internalized victim blaming centered more strongly on rape myths
and sexual scripts. Rape myths are a form of victim blaming because they excuse assault
behavior as just sex, which allows sexual assault to remain an acceptable sexual script.
Out of all twenty-three students in this sample, only one student labeled their experience
a sexual assault right after it occurred, Imani, a student at the Private School. Every other
student took time to come to this realization, from only a few days to years. Georgia, the
Private-School sophomore who was raped by a close friend while unconscious from
drinking, was one of those students who still did not feel she could call her experience
rape. “I still don’t know if it was rape. I know that I was impaired and couldn’t give
consent. That’s a very very strong word. And also the minute that word was used was the
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minute that I got kind of like, felt like I was in trouble. I think I just have a negative
attachment to that word now that I just don’t want to call it that.” As will be discussed in
detail below, Georgia felt forced into speaking with Title IX against her wishes. She
associates the word rape with feeling forced to speak with Title IX, which in turn forced
her to tell her parents and friends. Similar to other students who experienced alcoholfacilitated assaults, she focuses on the fact that she cannot remember exactly what
happened as a way to minimize the assault.
The path students took to overcome rape myths about what is and is not assault
vary. Some students came to this realization after attending some kind of training related
to sexual assault. This was the case for the Jordan. She realized she was raped after a
training on sexual assault in one of the organizations she was a part of. For Cara, a
Private-School junior, it happened when she was in training to become a Residence
Assistant. She shared the following:
I didn’t know that I’d been sexually assaulted. I was just, I was in a
relationship, not even really a relationship, and I came back continuously
and did not feel comfortable with how I was feeling after being with this
person. And even my friends started having concerns. I didn’t even really
think of being like ‘this is sexual assault, this is harassment, and so I ended
things. And that took a very long time to get that to end. And it wasn’t
until I became an RA and I sat that that I was like ‘Oh. Like OH. Shit,
that’s like… what?’
During her relationship she felt uncomfortable with many of their interactions, but she
did not yet view it at sexual assault. She kept thinking “I feel like this is not normal. But
maybe it is and I just don’t know it.” Cara’s experience is a good example of how rape
myths lead to a belief that her assault may have just been a normal sexual experience,
even though she was uncomfortable with it. It took the training she received to be an RA
to realize that there was a reason she was uncomfortable. Dani, a Public-School student,
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had a similar type experience, but the rape myth that she had internalized was that sexual
assault only includes penetration, and she had experienced nonconsensual touching, but
no penetration.
Like at first because it wasn’t like traditional like penetration rape I didn’t
like didn’t really acknowledge it as that at first. Like, days after, months
after it happened I kind of was just like I don’t really know what that was,
ya know. It wasn’t really until like this year and like when I started talking
to my current boyfriend about it and I was explaining the whole situation
to him and I was like, oh wait, like that doesn’t, like that’s not right. And
so that’s when I first started realizing like oh yeah, that’s not like cool.
And when I started realizing, yeah that’s sexual assault.
It took an outside force to help her reframe her experience as an assault, except this time
it was a boyfriend and not an educational training. These experiences show us two
important aspects of victim blaming: (1) Rape myths based on sexual scripts give an
inaccurate understanding what is and is not sexual assault. These scripts are internalized
by victims who then deny their assault as such and in turn blame themselves for how they
are feeling, and (2) because this is an internalized form of victim blaming it often takes
an outside force to help students overcome it. This need for an external force is
problematic, as explored above there are many barriers to disclosing, which reduces the
chance for that outside source to be able to act.
There is one student in the study that spoke about internalized victim blaming
directly, as well as how she worked to overcome it, Kenosha. She was a Public-School
senior who was assaulted by an acquaintance during her sophomore year. She shared the
following:
Well, I can say the most useful thing I’ve learned is not to victim blame. It
has been something that was hard for me to do, because like I said I went
through my stage where I was like this is my fault. I did this to myself. Ya
know, like I said, Oh I had on a short dress, oh I was drinking, I let him in
my room, what like – look at the equation, I did this. And ya know, once
206

you start to look at ya know, not to say rape culture, but once you start to
look at rape culture and you see the way that women are blamed when it
does happen you’re like, well I guess it is my fault. And then finally you
just have to listen. And then as you listen to yourself you’re just like, this
wasn’t me at all. This wasn’t my fault. It doesn’t matter if I was in a dress
or sweatpants. If I let him in my room he still would have done the same
thing. Ya know, weather I was drinking or was sober, sooner or later he
probably would have still done the same thing.
Kenosha had many forms of internalized victim blaming, and she also let these keep her
from disclosing to friends and family, and from seeking formal resources. It was not until
she was able to overcome these internalized attitudes that she began to process and heal
from the assault.
Getting past internalized victim blaming was often necessary for students to first
disclose or seek formal help, as the internalized victim blaming is what worked to create
the fear of victim blaming from others. This makes the realized experiences of victimblaming that much more harmful, as instead of resolving their fear, it confirms their fear,
further entrenches the internalized blame, and reduces the likelihood that they will
engage in disclosure or formal help seeking again. While the knowledge of victim
blaming and its impact on help-seeking behaviors is not new, what this discussion reveals
is that the macrosystem factors impacting students most (victim blaming, rape myths, and
sexual scripts) are factors that are not as explicitly incorporated into Title IX law and
policy in the way that social scripts about law and justice are. The macrosystem factors of
victim blaming and rape myths are in fact one of the barriers that keep students from
being able to recognize their experiences as assault, and therefore a crime. Student’s also
associated victim-blaming attitudes with police more strongly than any other formal
helping institution, and as a result did not seek help from these institutions. On the other
hand, Title IX was not always viewed as a part of the criminal/legal system, and so was
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interacted with more frequently. But not only was victim blaming a concern from
professionals and helping offices, but also from peers. The victim-blaming attitudes
received from peers were often the most harmful as small social networks can make it
difficult for the students to move on.
The Trouble with Small Social Networks
The fear of and experience with victim blaming from peers was a major barrier
for victims in terms of acknowledging and processing their experience of sexual assault.
One factor that increased the size of this barrier is the effect of small social networks.
Sexual assault perpetrators are most frequently a friend or acquaintance of the victim,
meaning that they are often a part of the victim’s social network or social circle. This was
true for over 90% of the assaults the students in this sample experienced. Students from
both schools expressed how this made it more difficult for them to feel comfortable
telling friends and seeking formal help, because they were afraid that others would find
out, leading to ostracization from the group due to victim-blaming attitudes. This was a
major fear that stemmed from victim-blaming for Amy, the Public-School student above
who was assaulted twice in a year. She was afraid that if people in her friend group found
out then she would lose them as friends.
I feel like everybody would start hating me and then I’d bring a lot of hate
from the guy and his friends, family. I feel like my name would be spread
around campus. ‘She accuses people of raping her, she accuses people of
assaulting her. Don’t touch her, don’t go near her, don’t have sex with her.
She’ll say you raped her.’ Um, so I was very scared to do that.
This was a concern and barrier for several students in this sample, however there were
some situations that made this barrier more difficult to overcome for some individuals
more than others. The two situations that increased the barrier of small social networks
were the size of the campus and identity-based social groups.
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Size of Campus
One of the biggest differences between the two schools as it related to students
was how the size of the campus increased the risk of small social networks. The Private
School is much smaller than the Public School, but the Carnegie Classification system
still classifies it as a medium sized school. Despite this, the students and even the
professionals on the Private School’s campus always framed the school as small. In
previous chapters professionals discussed the advantages of working on a smaller
campus, including the smaller case load, and working with students over a longer period.
For students, however, the size of the campus was not framed as a benefit in terms of
coping after sexual assault. Instead, students discussed how the small size of the campus
increased the likelihood that their perpetrator was in their friend group and that they
would continue to see them on campus.
One way small networks were discussed was through the restricted geography on
a smaller campus. There is only one dining hall, fewer dorms, less classrooms, and
restricted socialization space. The restricted geography of the campus even impacted how
assaults took place. Jessica, a senior who experienced alcohol-facilitated rape by another
student her sophomore year, shared how she was drinking at a bar in town the night of
her rape. She stated “I mean everyone goes to the same bar, so we were just kind of
meeting up. Everyone goes there.” Alcohol is the most common drug used in sexual
assault, and party culture is often a central element of campus life. The limited locations
to drink, especially when students are underage, pushes students into the same spaces,
which increases both the likelihood of alcohol facilitated sexual assault, as well as the
chance that the perpetrator will be another student. And on a small campus the chances
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are that you would know them. Beyond impacting how assaults occur, the small
geography of this campus also increased the likelihood of continuously seeing their
perpetrator. One student at the Private School, Lydia, commented on this exact
phenomenon, sharing “One thing that is not good about here is the fact that it’s so small.
You’re going to run into that person and you’re gonna find people who have some
connection to that person. So that’s kind of rough, especially when you’re trying to heal.”
Lydia experienced an attempted rape by her boyfriend at the time, in addition to
nonconsensual sexual contact. She continuously encountered him on campus after they
broke up and was always on guard that she might run into him. This extra vigilance is a
common effect from sexual assault, and on college campuses this can work to keep
students from being successful in their classes. Some other students mentioned particular
spaces where they continued to see the individual that assaulted them. Georgia was one
of them, sharing “I think what was the hardest thing is that [omit] is so small. When you
walk into the cafeteria and you’ll see them.” She also shared later in her interview that
one year they were in the same dorm and had a class together.
Continuing to see and encounter a perpetrator can lead to increased stress,
intrusive thoughts and flashbacks, and difficulty sleeping. These are all experiences that
can lead to difficulty succeeding in coursework. This small geography of campus creates
a large issue as many survivors of sexual assault report not wanting to see their
perpetrator, and definitely not wanting to interact with them. A small closed environment,
like the Private School, makes that virtually impossible as long as the perpetrator remains
a student on campus.
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In addition to the small geography of campus, there were also fewer individuals
and social groups on campus, vastly increasing the chance that the perpetrator will be in
the victim’s social group or be known by them. This was a concern that several students
at the Private School mentioned in their interviews. When the perpetrator was a member
of their social group, they expressed concern that the group would side with him and
ostracize her. This meant that the one victimized now had to find a new social group,
which is difficult in its own right, but becomes more difficult when there are limited
options. Lydia discussed other difficulties of smaller social groups. First, that gossip
travels more quickly on a small campus, and she did not want him to know that she was
calling the experience assault.
I don’t want it to get around to him that I’m calling what happened sexual
assault because he was always really afraid of rape allegations. [..] I don’t
want to report because I don’t want that to get back to him and he’s gonna
get upset or he’s gonna try to come after me or something. I don’t want
him to know that I’m saying that cause then he’s gonna come up and be
like ‘nope, nope. That never happened you’re crazy.
Her concern over him finding out extended to both peers and formal reporting. She
thought that if he found out then other individuals would believe that she was making it
up, and she would be left without support and friends. This fear caused her to hesitate in
telling her roommates because she knew some of them were involved in the same social
circles as him and they might let something slip, even to one of his friends. In this
instance it was not concern over her ex-boyfriend being in the exact same social group,
but that her friends would interact with one of his friends. This type of connection is
much more likely on a campus the size of the Private School in comparison to the larger
size of the Public School. Students at the Public School were also concerned about the
responses of their friend groups, but when they did receive victim-blaming responses,
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they did not discuss how difficult it was to find a new social group. They also did not
discuss the likelihood of running into their perpetrator in the same way that the PrivateSchool students did. The only students at the Public School that discussed the negative
impact of small social groups were the students of color in the sample.
Race as a Small Social Network
The students at the Public School that spoke about the impact of small social
networks as a barrier were students of color, including Black, Asian, and Latina students.
For these students, the size of the overall university did not matter as much as the size of
their racial identity group on campus, which these students described as small. These
small racial identity groups replicated the same restrictive factors as existed in the smaller
Private School.
Several of the Black students in the sample talked about how small the Black
community was on campus. Tia, a graduate student at the time of her interview who was
assaulted by another member of her community, spoke about the size issue.
Representation in these spaces – I think they just understand the social
groups that we’re in and how negative feedback can be extremely
detrimental. Because, Black [omit] is a real think here at [omit], and it’s a
lot tighter group because there’s less of us. So word travels fast. So if one
little person finds out and they don’t like you, they’re going to make sure
everyone knows, and it can spiral very quickly. So I think having someone
that knows those potential consequences can help give you some better
advice for how to go about a situation.
She was speaking about the size of the Black community on campus to illustrate how
important it was to have Black helping professionals available. She believed they would
be better equipped to understand the unique needs these students may have as it relates to
their race. Tia shared that she did not want to talk to a white advocate or counselor
because she did not think they would understand how insular her community is and the
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risk that brings. She stated that “Because the organization was so close, and I was a
freshman, I didn’t want to be outcasted.” Tia was not the only Black student to discuss
this. Jada, a biracial student, who identifies as both Black and White, also spoke about
how small the Black community on campus was.
I kind of just like, blocked it out. Because I was already kind of fuzzy, so,
I kind of just used that mechanism, that coping mechanism, I just blocked
it all out. When I seen him on campus I still got that like fear and - But I
just really distanced myself from being with people that would be with
him. So that I wouldn’t have to see him on campus. Even though this is a
– Black [omit] is small compared to like all of [the school]. So if I went to
Black [omit] events I would see him, so, I really didn’t go to a lot of
events because I didn’t want to see him.
She knew that if she went to events within the Black community on campus that she
would risk seeing him, which she wanted to avoid at all costs. This meant that she had to
sacrifice her Black community in order to feel safe.
This was not unique to only Black students, as other students of color expressed
similar sentiments. Indira, an Asian-American student discussed the closed nature of
race-based identity groups as well as their importance to her. Indira had experienced two
assaults at two different schools. She was originally enrolled in a different large public
school in another state. She shared that she chose that school originally because of the
large Asian population there, which was very important to her. But during her first
semester she was raped by a stranger, and because of that experience she left the school,
enrolling in the Public School in this sample instead because it was in her hometown.
Once at the Public School, Indira experienced sexual assault again, but this time from a
close friend. Because this friend was involved in the much smaller Asian community and
associated organizations, she hesitated to tell anyone.
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And then here, I guess since I trusted this person beforehand, and is still
very much in some of the organizations that I’m involved in I didn’t feel
as if reporting it would, like I didn’t want to ruin anything I guess.
Because I was coming from a different institution, and this was the first
friend group I found and I didn’t want to mess anything up or like lose
connections and have to start over again, so.
Indira already had to start over when she transferred to the Public School after her first
assault, and she did not feel like she could go through that again. Her Asian community
on campus was such an important support for her that she chose silence over the
possibility of losing the community.
The impact of small social networks may at first glance appear the same when it
is caused by size of campus or racial identity groups, but I argue that the harm of being
excluded from one’s racial group is larger than for white students on the smaller campus.
This higher level of harm comes from a type of double exclusion. A student of color is
already highly likely to experience discrimination on campus, and the removal of social
support from peers of color creates a double exclusion at a time when she needs support
and assistance most. It is also more difficult to find another social group that can provide
the same type of understanding as the social group that shares her identity. At a school
the size of the Private School it would be difficult for this to be replicated because of the
small number of racial minorities on campus. My sample only included one person of
color from the Private School, Imani, a Black senior, so I cannot make this conclusion.
Imani did not mention any race related findings and was also the only student who
labeled her experience an assault right away.
Perpetrator Dynamics
In addition to factors related to social networks and victim-blaming attitudes,
students also expressed different barriers based on the identity of their perpetrator. This
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factor overlaps a great amount with the previous two barriers. First, victim-blaming
attitudes and rape myths shape beliefs about who is likely to perpetrate sexual assault, in
that it is frequently a stranger with malicious intent. Yet we know from decades of
research that stranger rape is rare, with most sexual assaults perpetrated by husbands,
dating partners, friends, and acquaintances. These myths about who a perpetrator can be
led to disbelief of victim’s accounts, and blame placed on their behavior rather than the
perpetrator’s. As perpetrators are often partners and friends, they are also likely to be in
the same social network as the victim. As was discussed above, this contributes to the
barrier and risk of telling friends and seeking help. Beyond how perpetrator identity
intersects with victim blaming and small social networks, there are some additional
barriers that students in this study discussed, including perpetrator stereotypes and
personal relationships.
Stereotypes of Criminals
Many students in this study shared viewpoints about what they assume about
perpetrators of sexual assault, including that they are strangers, criminals, bad or evil
people, and unsuccessful people. These stereotypes are influenced by two macrosystem
factors, including the shadow of the law and rape myths. Since rape myths frame rapists
as only bad people or criminals, the shadow of the law steps in with stereotypes about
what criminals look like, including assumptions based on race and class. The main way
these stereotypes about perpetrators as criminals impacted victims was through
decreasing their likelihood of reporting to the police or Title IX. Natalia, a junior at the
Public-School, talked at length about why she did not report her experience with sexual
assault the prior year.
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Reporting is weird. Because like, I don’t know, because it’s like a friend.
Like this person was like normal, and like a friend, and in my eyes wasn’t
a criminal, wasn’t like an offender, ya know. […] I think reporting is
weird, or maybe I’ll change my mind later, but for right now, I don’t
know, just cause the kids that you deal with reporting are so, just like
normal quote unquote, ya know, not like a criminal, its just like, oh gosh, I
don’t want to ruin your life (laughs).
Natalia experienced attempted rape and forced oral sex by an individual she considered
her friend. Because the individual was a close friend, she did not think she should report
because she did not think he quite deserved the level of punishment that would come
from either Title IX or the police. Natalia also initially dismissed the impact it had on her,
but later on in the interview she would disclose that it was having a negative effect on
her. Part of this dismissal is how survivors compare experiences and rank their severity.
They often express that their experiences were less somehow because it was committed
by a friend, without other physical violence, or did not include penetrative sex. The
identity of the perpetrator factors into this comparison as well and is then used to lessen
the degree or dismiss the assault altogether.
Natalia also expressed that she did not want to ruin his life, which was a sentiment
shared by most of the student participants in this study. Not wanting to ruin the
perpetrators life or get him in trouble is also partially an extension of the stereotypes
about who does and does not commit sexual assault. Ryan, who was raped by an
international classmate they did not know particularly well, was concerned about getting
him deported and kicked out of school. When Ryan was approached by Title IX and the
police this was one reason they decided to lie about what happened. “In my head I was
like, I should tell them. And then I was like, what if that guy gets expelled and then he
gets sent back to his home country. I don’t want to be the reason his whole life is out the
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window because of a grey area. Because of one girl. I don’t want to be the reason
someone loses their educational opportunity.” His precarity as an international student
was a contributing factor to their decision not to report. Other students used stereotypes
about perpetrators to deny to themselves what happened, thus using denial as a coping
strategy. Amy used this strategy to initially cope with her experiences.
Like, sometimes you just want to make it okay, you want to rationalize it.
Make them…Make them better. I don’t know how to explain it. Like, you
don’t wanna make them seem like a bad person, so you try to rationalize it
and be like ‘Well, maybe it’s not their fault, maybe this and that.’ You
don’t really want to own up to what really happened.
While she describes this as a protective strategy, it also backfired, leading to self-blame
and isolation from her social supports. Amy used his identity as a ‘normal’ person to
deny that the experience ever happened. But this did not stop the negative effects from
transpiring. Instead, she blamed herself for all those negative feelings, rather than being
able to identify the assault as their source.
Personal Relationship with Perpetrator
The identity of the perpetrator was the largest barrier for those who were in a
romantic relationship with him, including dating and marriage. These individuals often
took the longest to identify their experience as an assault compared to those who were not
in a relationship with their perpetrator. It often transpired in two ways: 1) it was not until
after they had ended the relationship that they realized they experienced sexual assault, or
2) the sexual assault is the reason they ended the relationship. One of the students who
was assaulted by a dating partner was Jessica, a Private-School student who was raped
while she was incapacitated by a student she was starting to see. After the assault she was
confused about what happened, but because she liked him and wanted to date him, she
was more embarrassed than anything else. “First of all, I liked him at the time. I thought
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we were going to date. And so I was embarrassed that I wouldn’t remember our first time
having sex. And then he didn’t talk to me at all, completely cut off communication. So I
thought that I had embarrassed myself, that I had done something wrong.” Jessica was
also uncomfortable with what occurred and experienced a lot of negative consequences
from it, but because he was a potential dating partner that she liked, she did not
immediately consider it assault. Instead the blame for her discomfort was put on herself
through believing she did something wrong.
Only one student in the sample was married, Emma, and discussed how having
sexual assault co-occur along physical abuse in her marriage was difficult to identify.
For me because I was married it was often difficult to distinguish or
identify it specifically as sexual assault even though in retrospect I can. So
I still, ya know, have that cognitive dissonance going on where I can as a
scholar view it as sexual assault, but then as the romantic partner, the
married partner, it’s still difficult to make that distinction.
She was a graduate student at the time of her interview, and her work centered on issues
of IPV. She knew what behaviors were considered abuse, tactics of abuse, and what help
seeking options existed both on and off campus. But within the context of her marriage,
she was in denial about the abuse occurring. Even when Emma started to acknowledge
the physical and emotional abuse in the marriage, it took even longer for her to
acknowledge the sexual abuse. Sometimes having pre-existing knowledge about abuse
causes individuals to feel like it cannot happen to them, or that they would never date or
marry someone who could abuse them. But anyone can commit sexual assault, so when it
does occur, these individuals can go into denial rather than admit that it happened to
them.
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Students who were assaulted by partners were also more likely to consider that
individual’s future when deciding to report or not. Emma also discussed factoring in his
career when deciding to report or not, particularly in the form of a domestic violence
order (DVO). Her abuser was in the military and a DVO would hurt his military career,
and she shared that “For god knows what reason I was worrying about his career at the
time.” This impact on his job was why she decided not to file a DVO, even though it
made other help seeking she engaged in more difficult, such as trying to break their lease.
Iris, a student at the Private School, also discussed her abusers’ career as a reason why
she did not report or disclose.
I didn’t want to report them at the time because I saw them as a blooming
version of me. And they were very successful. They were someone I really
wanted to see succeed. Part of me was thinking, I don’t want to stop them.
They did something horrible, but I still care about them. Which is a really
conflicting emotion to feel.
Iris knew that what he did was wrong and ended the relationship because of it. But she
also still cared for him and did not believe he was a bad person. They were both involved
in the same profession and she did not want to be the reason he did not succeed at life.
Some students look back at their attitudes about not getting their perpetrator in trouble
and wonder how they ever felt that way, whereas others, like Iris, still stand by their
choice.
Individual relationships are in the microsystem of the ecological model. Title IX
does acknowledge the close relationship that victims often have with perpetrators in that
it explicitly covers intimate partner violence and dating violence in addition to sexual
assault. Yet most students were not aware of this fact. Instead, these individuals found it
more difficult to acknowledge their assault because of stereotypes and rape myths
centered on who commits rape. Additionally, those students who were sexually assaulted
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by a partner were more likely to identify it as sexual assault rather than an instance of
IPV.
Georgia: A Case Study in Barriers
One student’s case is a very illuminating example of how the barriers of victim
blaming, small social networks, and perpetrator dynamics create barriers to seeking help,
as well as the traumatic effects of both a system under the shadow of the law and nonvictim-centered practices. Georgia, a Private-School sophomore, was raped by a close
friend while unconscious after a night of drinking. She was one of the few students who
did not voluntarily speak with Title IX, but instead she described a situation where she
was required to speak with them. Georgia had confronted the student who assaulted her
to ask him what he did, since she did not have a memory of what occurred due to her
incapacitation. But she knew something had happened because she woke up naked with
vaginal bleeding. The first time she saw him after the assault she felt instant panic. That
was the first moment she realized he may have assaulted her. When confronted he
admitted to having sex with her and then quickly left. As she told the story, he left and
immediately told his RA that he was being accused of rape. This started a cascade of
events that Georgia felt like she had no say or control over. Because he told his RA, the
Title IX coordinator was informed, and Georgia was called to have a meeting with the
Title IX coordinator.
My RA was like, do you know how serious this this? He’s calling his
parents; Title IX is going to get involved. I was like, you know what,
whatever. Sure, Title IX can get involved but this isn’t fair. Like, I didn’t
want to talk about this. I didn’t want to have to tell my parents about this,
but now I have to go and call my dad and tell his what happened. And I
need you to come and sit with me in this meeting.
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This is one of the first spots where the policy and practices of the Title IX office did not
match her experience. Students are not required to meet with Title IX. Since she did not
want to discuss the matter with anyone, let alone Title IX, it should have been within her
rights not to. The school could have decided to continue with a Title IX case without her
cooperation, but she had the right to tell them that she did not wish to speak with them
about the matter. Because Georgia felt compelled to speak with Title IX, she also felt she
had to tell her parents to have them present at the meeting with her. She stated several
times that she never would have told her parents about the experience if it were not for
having to go and speak with Title IX. Instead of Title IX being a location to receive
information, services, and validation, it was instead a space of contestation for her.
Georgia’s mismatched experience did not end there. During her meeting with the
Title IX coordinator she felt that she was only being offered two options, to “press
charges or nothing.” And before she should process what she wanted to do, she was
threatened by his family.
His parents got involved. And like I said they are very affluent. And
immediately threatened to press charges against me. And so I immediately
went back to title IX and said no way, I’m not pressing charges. I’m doing
anything. I want it to go away. Please don’t even contact me again. So
then, not only is it affecting me, it’s affecting my parents, they would have
to pay for this. And that’s just, I don’t want my mom to have to go through
that. And I have a younger sister, and she would have had to know. And I
have a younger brother, and that’s just not something I wanted to go
about.
Policies at both schools prohibited relation, which is what threatening to sue her
constituted. This threat resulted in her choice not to pursue a Title IX case because she
feared what it would put her family through. She already felt forced into telling her
parents, and so she drew the line at having to involve them any further, or having to
inform her younger siblings.
221

The last part of her experience that was counter to policy and practice was the
idea that she could not receive any services from Title IX because she did not pursue an
investigation. She stated “Because I didn’t pursue things with Title IX I had to sit in the
same class as him. I lived in the same building as him last semester. [..] It’s just like, if
you didn’t press charges you couldn’t do anything.” There are many accommodations
that students can receive without investigation. The school would not be able to force him
to move buildings or classes without a responsible finding, but they could have provided
for Georgia to move. This experience of sharing many spaces with her perpetrator was a
result of the small networks on campus and a small geography. Her small social networks
were an issue with victim blaming as her rapist was a close friend. She ended up losing
all of her friends after the rape when they sided with him. She eventually was able to find
new friends, but the small networks and victim blaming cost her a lot of anguish and
trauma. The practices Georgia describes are counter to a trauma-informed approach.
They do not provide her space to process or provide all of the information so she can
make a knowledgeable decision. She explained that being forced to speak with Title IX
when she was not ready was harmful, stating that “It just felt like if this were on my own
terms it would be more healing.” While Georgia has come a long way in her healing
process, she is still uncomfortable with calling her experience rape. It was that word that
set off the entire series of events with Title IX, despite the fact that she herself never used
the word.
-Fear of and experiences with victim-blaming, problems associated with social
networks, and factors related to their perpetrator were the largest and most common
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barriers students discussed in this study. These barriers are created in part because of the
logic and framework under Title IX, and how the macrosystem factors of sexual scripts,
victim blaming, and rape myths, as well as the exosystem factors of social networks,
identity, and campus structure, are not reflected in current Title IX law, policy, and
practice. The options available under current Title IX logics focus on punishment which
conflicts with students needs under the factors that impacted them most. This final
section will explore what students state they want as a response from the university in
order to process and heal.
6.3 What Students Want
Many of the help-seeking barriers that students experienced stemmed from the
institutions’ internalization of criminal justice scripts, and a focus on investigation and
punishment. The reason this focus creates a barrier for students is because it is most often
counter to what students say they want and need after a sexual assault experience. Most
students say they do not want their perpetrator arrested or kicked out of school. Instead
they shared a desire to have him understand what he did, the harm he caused, and for him
to receive education so he never does it again. Students also focused on a few other needs
centered on themselves rather than their perpetrator.
The most common response students wanted from their university was for their
perpetrator to acknowledge the harm they have caused and for him to learn to never do it
again. But most students did not want this to come as a result of an investigation or
through punishment. Iris, a Private-School student who was raped by two different men
she was dating during her freshman year, phrased this attitude well.
I wish that there was something for perpetrators, not to get punished, but
maybe something a few years down the road for them to see the kind of
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turmoil that they caused. Something that says, hey, this is what happened.
You should never do this again. And something that kind of puts them in
their place and shows them that this isn’t something that they should do.
Or something that shows everybody that this isn’t cool. This isn’t a good
thing to do.
She expressly stated that she did not hate her rapists and did not believe that they held
malice towards her. Rather she believed that they needed education and counseling to
understand why what they did was wrong and to prevent them from raping anyone else.
Not all students took this belief to the same degree as Iris, but many agreed with
wanting acknowledgement and education. Georgia felt this way about her perpetrator. He
was the one who alerted the school about her confronting him for raping her in her
incapacitated sleep. Despite the dislike she expressed against him during her interview,
and the fact that she had other students disclose to her that he had done the same to them,
she never said that she wanted him to go to jail. Instead she stated, “My only request with
Title IX is that I want him to go to therapy.” Even Jessica, the student who did go through
the entire Title IX process, did not decide to report to achieve punishment.
My whole thing the whole time from the moment I decided to report to the
end was, I don’t care what the decision is. I just wanted to make him sit
with it, and think about it and reflect on it. And that was what I kept
repeating to myself throughout the whole entire thing. Because I didn’t
want the decision of other people to be something that once again took
something from me. I was really hard though.
Jessica would have preferred for him to be found guilty and to not be on campus
any longer, but it was not the real motivation behind her decision to file a Title IX
report. Instead she was mostly interested in having him understand the pain he
caused her, and potentially also be responsible for carrying some of that pain.
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This was not an attitude that was unique to the Private School, as many
Public-School students also expressed a desire for perpetrators to understand how
what they did was wrong and harmful. Jordan was one of these students.
I really, cause I’m the type of person, like, it’s not like I wanted him
kicked off the football team and taken to jail, like, I just wanted him to
kind of, like, understand like, Hey, you did this. You need to accept that
you did this and change your behavior. But I feel like I don’t know if he
really got that because it was a bunch of back and forth.
Jordan also spoke with Title IX, but because of her confusion over how the process
works, she was not really sure if anyone from the Title IX office ever spoke to him. She
continued on to talk about how there needs to be not only educational programs in
general for students who have committed sexual assault, but also specific programming
for certain populations, like Greek life, athletics, and culturally-specific programs for
Black males. Her comment about “a bunch of back and forth” hints at how she believes
that the Title IX process does not allow for there to be direct frank communication with
perpetrators about the harm they have caused. Instead of an investigation and hearing,
that often includes many ‘he said, she said’ arguments, Jordan and many other students
wanted a process closer to mediation and restoration. First, they wanted their harm to be
acknowledged by the perpetrator and others who harmed them through victim blaming
attitudes. Students above expressed times that they felt heard and acknowledged by
professionals, but the processes they went through never brought that acknowledgement
form the perpetrator. Second, they wanted the perpetrators and the community to work at
restoring the harm the assault caused them. Students knew, however, that there was
almost no chance of action without first a finding of responsibility. But they were not
willing to engage with this process. Many students discussed that the formal options
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available to them would have caused more stress than assistance. Cara described this
attitude perfectly.
And for me it wasn’t worth it to go through an investigation to report it
and share that information with [Title IX] because I didn’t feel that that
was going to help me in my processing. It was only going to make it worse
almost. […] But at the end of the day what is going to help me process and
move on? And the fact is that I don’t want to go through an investigation
that is going to take up four to six months of my life. I just want to move
on and be able to keep going and to heal in a way that is going to be
supported by my friends and family and all the love that they give me.
Cara viewed formal support, and Title IX most specifically, as being antithetical to her
processing and healing. Instead what students expressed needing most was validation and
steps to move past their assault. Georgia shared that what she wanted most was
“resources on how to be me again.” And Eleanor explained that sometimes what
professionals are trained to say falls short. “Sometimes even saying what you’re
supposed to say doesn’t work. There is nothing to say. Sometimes I just wanted them to
hug me.” Students were seeking compassion, and they found the bureaucratic institutions
they encountered cold.
Students also expressed a need for other kinds of services on campus, many of
which center scripts other than the shadow of the law and punishment. Several students
expressed a desire for more anonymous reporting and help-seeking options that were
specific to campus. They knew that there were national hotlines and chat options where
they could speak to someone anonymously, but they felt a need for campus specific
resources. They wanted anonymous resources because they were afraid of the stigma that
comes with being a victim of sexual assault. They also feared that their contact with helpseeking offices on campus may lead to an investigation they did not want. Ryan felt this
way about resources, stating “The fact that I could speak to them without having even the
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slightest worry of them knowing my name or the exact place or anything. Just to say
‘hey, just so you know, I was assaulted and I kinda want to be heard about that, I want
someone to know.’” She is also echoing many statements from students who wanted
more avenues to talk about their experience without there needing to be next-steps,
questions, or a decision that needed to be made. After her negative experience with Title
IX Georgia stated “I think there should be an intermediate step between Title IX. Some
kind of wellness, not wellness screening, but sitting down and talking with a psychologist
and going through what happened.” While she was in counseling and did process her
experience with a therapist, she thought this needed to be explicitly incorporated into the
Title IX process. She felt like she was being asked so many questions about what she
wanted to do, when she was still struggling to understand what happened to her and what
that meant about who she was as a person.
In general, students wanted more avenues to be heard and to be able to talk about
what they experienced free from victim blaming, investigation, and scrutiny. Other
students shared that they wanted more survivor-centered spaces. Dani stated that she has
just recently discovered that talking about her experience was healing.
I have become way more open about it recently too. Which has helped me
a lot, just like talking to other people about it and like obviously talking to
my therapist about it. But I think that’s like the main thing, just talking
about it more and more because like, I think as victims not only do you
have to deal with the psychological factors of being like violated and that
whole monster, but you also have like the feeling of shame that comes
with it too. Cause people don’t like openly walk around and talk about
‘yeah, I’ve been sexually assaulted.’ Like, that’s not like a thing that
people do. So, I think like talking about it and realizing that it’s not like a
terrible thing that I’m a victim. Like me being a victim doesn’t make me
bad or worse or less worthy or anything like that. So, I think talking about
it has helped the most, and talking to other people about it who may not,
like, have heard about an experience like that before. Like, letting people
know that shit like this happens all the time.
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Once she was able to acknowledge what she experienced as a sexual assault, she found
that talking about her experience not only helped her heal, but she also wanted to help
other people who have both experienced it and those who have not. Several students in
this study used their experience to work towards change, in the classroom, and through
advocacy and education groups. This was more common on the Private-School campus.
The student groups on the Private-School campus were so well known that almost every
student that participated in the study from the Private School discussed these student
groups as a resource on campus. No student at the Public School listed any student run
groups as a resource. This difference may partially be because the student groups at the
Private School had more abilities to provide assistance, as they were trained to listen and
provide resources similar to an advocate. I also argue that on a smaller campus there are
fewer staff and professionals available, and students take on additional official roles as a
result. Engagement on campus was also perceived to be higher at the Private School than
at the Public School.
Having peers in an official resource role was something that students discussed as
important. They often felt more comfortable talking to someone their age and that they
had more in common with than an older professional. Tia, one of the Black students at
the Public School, also talked about how she wished there were more Black helping
professionals.
I feel like it’s different talking about it with someone who looks like you.
Like they can relate more, I think. But then that’s also tricky, because say
if I was talking to another Black women, but she’s older than me. I also
might not feel comfortable because I’m like, she’s closer in age to my
mom. I know that if I were to tell my mom she would lose her mind. And
so, I don’t- I don’t know.
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She wanted not only someone closer to her age, a peer, but also someone the same race as
her that may be better equipped to understand race-specific circumstances and concerns.
Students wanted more places to receive non-reporting resources where they felt
comfortable discussing their experience and needs. If there was any risk of a report
resulting from a helping office, they were less likely to seek help from that office. If
students felt that they were going to be pressured into reporting or judged, they were less
likely to seek help from that office. If students were uncomfortable with the professionals
and offered resources, they were less likely to seek help from that office. Students’ wants
and needs after an assault experience are rarely based in punishment as delivered by a
criminal justice framework. This is partially because of how victim blaming and rape
myths cause victims to deny their experience as a crime. The factors that impact students
need to be better reflected in Title IX law, policy, and practice for a response system to
look like what the students have detailed above.
6.4 Conclusion
This chapter demonstrates how the experiences of students rarely match those of
professionals and helping offices on campus, which results in unsuccessful help-seeking
experiences. Title IX policy and the logic of due process were centered on investigations
and punishment. Student’s internalized victim-blaming, small networks, and stereotypes
about perpetrators make this reporting process not only harmful to the survivor, but
almost impossible for them to choose to engage with. The barriers they experience are
directly counter to what the Title IX process offers. Other professional logics are closer to
what students desire, but are plagued by their limitations under Title IX and
counterapproaches from professionals that harm victims.
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The largest barriers to help-seeking behavior students experienced were victim
blaming, small social networks, and their understanding of a perpetrator. Each of these
barriers were impacted most strongly by rape myths and sexual scripts. When rape myths
and sexual scripts combine into victim blaming, campus structures and social networks
are weaponized against victims so that they are led to believe that either they are to blame
for their own rape, or their experience was not rape at all. There is a strong disconnect
between these experiences that victims have on campuses, and the mindset that is often
required to file a police or Title IX report. Students must know what they experienced to
be a crime, be willing to endure an investigation and hearing, and also desire a
punishment-based response.
These barriers, as well as what students shared they did want from helping offices
on campus, indicates a need for different guiding factors and social scripts within Title
IX. The macrosystem factors that guide Title IX are legal norms and the shadow of the
law. Students, on the other hand, are most impacted by rape myths, which do not appear
within Title IX policy. Legal norms impact students by framing the criminal as ‘other,’
and crime as more serious than what they experienced. Title IX would need to move from
a criminal justice-esque punishment system, to acknowledgement and restoration of
harm. This change would require institutionalization within policy and practice of the
ecological factors that impact students most and reflect their lived experiences.
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CHAPTER 7. CONCLUSION
This study investigated the links between Title IX policy, helping professionals,
and students in the context of help seeking after experiences of sexual assault on campus.
Utilizing the ecological perspective in combination with early feminist jurisprudence and
the theory of institutional logics, the study made visible a divide between professionals
and students in the ecological model resulting in negative helping experiences and
barriers to engaging in help-seeking behavior. At each level of the ecological model
factors create oppositional logics. Most professionals strive to meet the needs of students
through victim-centered and trauma-informed approaches, but their institutionally driven
mandate under Title IX and office logics do not allow for many students’ needs to be
met. Students are impacted by many of the same factors as the policy and professionals
are, but because their social position in the ecological model differs those policies impact
them in different ways. Institutional logics derived from macrosystem, exosystem,
mesosystem factors limit Title IX's ability to meet the needs of help-seeking students.
These same factors restrict students’ view of what types of help-seeking behavior would
be beneficial to their healing and processing. Students are also impacted by additional
factors that do not facilitate policy and professional practice, most notably sexual scripts,
rape myths, and victim blaming. Additionally, the social structure of campus and their
individual identities impact both their likelihood of help seeking and how that experience
occurs. Table 7.1 shows which factors in each level of the ecological model affect
professionals versus students.
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Table 7.1 – Ecological Factors that Impact Professionals vs. Students
Ecological Factors that Impact
Professionals vs. Students
Professionals
Students
Macrosystem
Legal Norms (shadow of
the law & Liberalism)

Mesosystem

Legal Norms (stereotypes
of crime and criminals)
Sexual Scripts
Rape Myths
Victim Blaming
Culture of Alcohol
Exosystem

Institutions (logics,
purpose, offices)

Social Structure (identity
groups, campus structure,
social networks)
Microsystem

Attitudes and approaches

Relationship with
perpetrator
Personal History

Trajectory to work
Prior Experiences of
Abuse

Prior experiences of
abuse

Chapter Three, through an analysis of both schools’ Title IX policies, detailed
how social scripts based in the shadow of the law and liberalism are codified in both
schools’ Title IX policies. These macrosystem criminal justice and liberalist social scripts
create a policy that emphasizes investigation and punishment, as well as a strong focus on
what elements of due process apply to students. Chapters Four and Five each examined
the situated actions of professionals who provide resources to victims on campus. The
theory of institutional logics was applied to the interview data with professionals. These
two chapters found that Title IX policy and macrosystem factors combine to limit
professionals’ possible actions, but also that they bring their personal experiences and
attitudes to bear on their logics through the mesosystem. Professionals under support and
treatment logics could more easily meet the needs of students compared to the due
process logic governing the Title IX office. But even advocates admitted that Title IX
232

policy placed limitations on everyone’s actions as it applies to victims. Yet, individual
orientations can mediate, enhance, or twist the effect that institutional logics have on
help-seeking students. The social scripts that are reflected within Title IX and the
colleges’ logics are punishment focused, and even the approach individual professionals
take cannot fully alleviate this fact. Chapter Six examined student interview data and
found that students both view and experience formal adjudication processes as
oppositional, and the factors of victim-blaming, small social networks, and perpetrator
dynamics function as barriers to all forms of formal help seeking, not just reporting.
Current Title IX policy limits both how professionals provide resources and how
students help seek and process their assaults. The written policies incorporate almost
none of the factors that impact students post-assault. The only factor that is partially
represented within the policies is the cultural of alcohol; this appears within the
incapacitation definition under consent. This inclusion does not alleviate concerns student
have around alcohol and victim blaming, as the definitions of incapacitation are vague
and wrapped up in liberalism. Liberalism’s centering of consent has helped to achieve the
standard of affirmative consent, progress from prior standards. However, the framing of
consent in the policy is one of individual responsibility. The determination of sexual
assault is dependent on if the complainant gave consent or not. The stress of this burden
contributes to students’ fears of and internalization of victim blaming rooted in sexual
scripts and rape myths. The conversation around consent within the policies would need
to account for sexual scripts and rape myths in addition to consent to make an impact on
how victim blaming creates barriers for students seeking help post-assault.
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The current motivation behind Title IX law and policy is to increase reporting
while also increasing due process protections. But these goals are oppositional to one
another when they function under the shadow of the law. The criminal/legal system is a
process that requires fact-finding and evidence, and this requirement places victims and
their accounts under a microscope. This process will always entail questioning of details
and challenging their statements, leading to retraumatizing experiences for victims. The
new rule under the Trump administration moves Title IX law further into the shadow of
the law through their new cross-examination guidelines. Each party’s advisor is
responsible for conducting the cross examination, with a university employee responsible
for deciding what questions can and cannot be asked. This is a replication of how cross
examination works within the criminal justice system, where lawyers conduct cross
examination of witness and a judge can strike questions from the record.
At the same time, it is a further distortion of the criminal justice cross
examination. There is not established case law or legal reasoning behind what questions
can and cannot be asked in a Title process as there is in the criminal process. The new
rule states that student advisors cannot ask about previous sexual experience except when
that experience can be used to show the sexual assault did not occur. This is a vague
exception that opens the door to questions that would not be asked in a court of law under
rape shield laws. Cross examination was included at both schools in the sample prior to
the new rule. The major change between their written policies and the new rule is that an
advisor is now required to ask the questions. In their policies the students submit
questions to the induvial responsible for running the hearing. Advisors or support
individuals could be lawyers, but they could also be friends, family, or advocate. The new
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rule almost requires the advisor to be a lawyer to ensure adequate cross examination. This
introduces a new form of inequality into Title IX adjudications, as not every individual
can afford a lawyer, quality or not. Despite this distortion, the further mirroring of the
criminal/legal system tightens the Title IX’s focus on investigation and punishment,
rather than moving towards the recognition and restoration that survivors desire.
7.1 Contributions
This study’s findings have several contributions to the field and theory. Studies
that only examine policy, professionals, and students in isolation from each other miss
the important connections and interactions between them. Missing these interactions and
their contradictions creates an incomplete scene of help-seeking experiences post-assault.
It was only through inclusion of all three areas within the ecological model that exposed
the gap that exists between students and professionals. This gap is created from two
occurrences: (1) how Title IX law and policy limit the practices available to
professionals, and (2) the different social positions of professionals and students in the
ecological model. Within criminology and violence against women research the
ecological model has been used to examine a singular incident from one vantage point.
This study expands the ecological model through placing policy and two distinct groups
of actors into the model simultaneously, resulting in a more three-dimensional model.
Rather than the concentric circles model depicted in Chapter Two, the model should look
like nesting cylinders. The three-dimensional model represents the divide between the
spaces that professionals and students occupy at either end of the cylinder, and accounts
for how different factors impact each group differently or at all.
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Based on this new model, there are two paths within help seeking. The first path
is for policy and professionals, couched under the shadow of the law with an emphasis on
punishment and investigation. Even professionals with logics of support and treatment
are still governed by Title IX and admit to personally wishing students would report.
Advocacy and health services can also be a part of the formal adjudication process as
well. The second path is for students. Students are influenced by a different set of factors
than professionals, factors that contribute to internalized victim blaming and barriers to
accessing resources. One of the largest barriers is that students are averse to a process
focused on punishment and do not want to feel interrogated and put on trial. This is the
type of experience that Title IX currently offers students.
Another contribution this study makes to the ecological theory is couching other
theories within the model to move from more of a typology to a predictive theory. This
study added feminist legal theory and the theory of institutional logics within the
ecological model. Feminist jurisprudence was intentionally added to the framework prior
to coding the data, whereas institutional logics arose from the codes. These two theories
explain how the factors function rather than only specifying what system they are located
within, thus strengthening the explanatory and predictive power of the model.
7.2 Suggestions for Policy and Practice
There may be a gap between professionals and students, but this study suggests an
avenue to bridge the divide: the victim-centered and trauma-informed approaches.
Professionals who adopted these orientations to their work were able to translate the
student experience, barriers, and desires across the divide. Trauma-informed
professionals attempted to make space within an adversarial process for survivors to
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occupy. These attempts were moderately successful, but professionals knew there was
only so much they could do without altering the whole process. The good news is that the
new rule from the Trump administration states in several places that universities can
create alternative processes through their student codes of conduct that operate differently
from Title IX and are less governed by their rules. These alternative processes could be
developed with a trauma-informed approach at the center, and also address the major
factors that impact students, including victim-blaming, sexual scripts, rape myths, social
networks, and stereotypes about crime. These new policies must also adopt an
intersectional analysis (anti-essential feminist jurisprudence) that accounts for how
certain populations have additional barriers that restrict help seeking, such as how race
operated in this study.
7.3 Limitations
This study has a few limitations. First, as a qualitative study with a non-random
sample, the findings are not generalizable. The sampling method of critical case sampling
was designed to capture key areas of difference based on the institutions and prior
literature. The two schools in this sample had very similar Title IX policies, which is not
the case for every school, thus missing what affects different polices would have.
Additionally, due to time constraints the study was reduced to only two schools by
eliminating another area of difference: urbanicity. Rural colleges may have very different
barriers than urban schools. This sample also did not include a small sized school, only
medium and large. Smaller schools have even fewer employees and may be more likely
to either outsource labor in helping positions or go without. There were also some
professionals missing from each school’s participants, most notably the mental health
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professionals from the Public School. I argue, however, that their lack of participation is
a further demonstration of what students shared about the counseling center as
overburdened and difficult to gain access to.
7.4 Future Research
This study indicates several avenues for further research. The first is to expand
this study to include schools in rural spaces and schools that the Carnegie classification
system labels small and very small. These institutional differences may find new barriers
not uncovered in this study, or newer avenues for change. Another area that requires
further research is translating this study as much as possible into a quantitative survey on
help seeking behaviors and resources. The campus climate surveys that schools complete
focus primarily on the incident of sexual assault, and beliefs and attitudes about sexual
assault. These studies would benefit from also focusing on help-seeking behaviors and
perceptions, and knowledge about help seeking and the offices that provide resources. In
addition, the field would benefit from more data from helping professionals, as the
experiences of students are only part of the picture. Finally, it is essential to compare the
experiences of college students with non-students. Their resources overlap but are very
different. While only one student in this sample reported to Title IX, many went to Title
IX to have their options and resources explained to them. This is not a resource that exists
in the general community. The factors in each system of the ecological model would
likely differ as well.
7.5 Conclusion
Help seeking after sexual assault is an important link for many survivors towards
processing and healing. College campuses have a plethora of resources available, from
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free counseling, health clinics, advocates, and reporting options all right on their
doorstep. Why, then, do many survivors not engage with these resources? This study
sought to find the answer to this question by looking beyond the individual, the survivor,
and examining the relationship between Title IX policy, professionals who provide
resources, and victims. Through both policy analysis and in-depth interviews with both
professionals and victims, this study found that Title IX policy codifies the social scripts
under the shadow of the law, thus entrenching punishment and investigation as the end
goal of a Title IX process. Students, impacted by rape myths and sexual scripts,
internalized victim-blaming attitudes that are not only barriers on their own, but also
combine with social dynamics and stereotypes about crime to restrict student’s helpseeking behaviors. Professionals exist between the students and policy, and can function
to either enhance the mandates of Title IX policy and their individual office logics, or
they can mitigate harmful effects and increase student satisfaction with services. The
professionals who worked to mitigate harmful logics adopted a victim-centered or
trauma-informed approach to their work. This finding highlights not only the key role
professionals and the mesosystem play in increasing positive help-seeking outcomes, but
also points to factors that could help shift policy in a similar direction. Both Title IX
policy as it was written during this study and the new rule under the Trump
administration maintain a distorted reflection of the criminal justice system that reduces
survivors’ likelihood of seeking help and harms many survivors who do. A reimagined
process needs to incorporate the factors that impact students most and work from a
trauma-informed approach. This may not be possible through Title IX, but could exist
alongside it.
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APPENDICES
APPENDIX A – RECRUITMENT FLYER

Research on Campus
Sexual Assault and Title IX
Research study on students’ behaviors
after experiencing campus sexual assault
We are looking for students who have experienced sexual assault during
their time as a student, who are willing to share their experiences and
decisions about healing. Even if you have not told anyone about your
experience, you can still participate in this study, since we would like to
understand students’ decisions about whether or not to disclose their
experience to anyone or seek any type of help. These conversations will
contribute to identifying the kinds of resources and services students
themselves want and would find most helpful following a sexual assault
experience.
Participants will be asked to participate in a private and completely
confidential interview. Your participation and what you tell us will not be
shared with your university. Participants will be compensated for their
time with a $25 amazon gift card.
If you are interested in participating or have questions you can email
katie.ratajczak@uky.edu.
University of Kentucky
College of Arts and Sciences
Department of Sociology

APPENDIX B – EMAIL SCRIPTS
Dear [insert name],
I writing to request your assistance in a research study I am conducting on Title IX and
campus sexual assault. This study is investigating the help-seeking and disclosure
behaviors of students after an assault on campus, and how campus policies and the
professionals who work with these students impact these behaviors. These conversations
will contribute to identifying the kinds of resources and services students themselves
want and would find most helpful following a sexual assault experience.
Due to your role as [insert job title here] your participation in this research would provide
valuable insight into this topic. Participation in this research study entails an in-person
interview that lasts about an hour, where I ask you questions about your experiences
working with students who have experienced a sexual assault on campus.
If you are interested in participating or have questions about the study I invite you to
contact me via email (katie.ratajczak@uky.edu) or phone [omit] for more information.
Thank you for your time and I hope to hear from you soon,
[Signature]

Organizations Email
Dear [Insert name/organization],
I am writing to request your assistance in a research study I am conducting on Title IX
and campus sexual assault. This study is investigating the behaviors of students after an
assault on campus, and how campus policies and the professionals who work with these
students impact these behaviors. I am looking for students who have experienced sexual
assault during their time as a student, who are willing to share their experiences and
decisions about healing. I would like to understand students’ decisions about whether or
not to disclose their experience to anyone or seek any type of help. These conversations
will contribute to identifying the kinds of resources and services students themselves
want and would find most helpful following a sexual assault experience.
My name is Katie Ratajczak, I am a current doctoral candidate at the University of
Kentucky, and this research is being conducted as a part of my dissertation research in the
Department of Sociology.
I’m hoping you can assist in getting the word out to students on campus who may be
interested in participating by either sending this email on to your students or posting the
attached flyer in your department or office. Participation in this research study entails an
in-person interview that lasts about an hour, where I ask questions about post-assault
decisions about healing and help seeking.

If you send this email on to your students, I ask that you make it clear that participation is
not required for course credit and is completely voluntary.
If you or any of your students have questions about the study I invite you to contact me
via email (katie.ratajczak@uky.edu) or phone [omit] for more information.
Thank you for your time,
[Signature]

Student Email
Hello [insert name],
I’m glad to hear that you are interested in participating in my research study on students’
experiences after an incident of sexual assault.
First, there are a few participation requirements I have to make sure you meet.
(1) That you're a current [school name] student or have graduated/transferred within 3
years
(2) That you've experienced sexual assault that occurred while you were a student at
[school name]. As long as you consider it assault, then it qualifies for the study.
(3) It must be at least six months since the assault happened. For example, if it happened
four months ago you do not qualify, but seven months ago does.
(4) That you're at least 18 years old.
If you think you don't meet the requirements, let me know which one. It's common for
people to misunderstand them.
If you do meet the requirements, the next step is to find a date/time that works for an
interview.
I look forward to hearing from you,
[Signature]
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APPENDIX C - SCREENING PROTOCOL
Screening Protocol:

Professionals:
Currently works at or is association with the university
Works with students who have experienced sexual assault on campus
At least 18 years old

Students:
Current student at the university OR has graduated/trasferred within the last 3 years
At least 18 years old
Experienced sexual assault at this university
Assault occured at least 6 months ago

APPENDIX D – INTERVIEW PROTOCOL PROFESSIONALS
How do you think about sexual assault? (If they’re unsure probe for definition or
understanding)
What resources are available at your university for victims of sexual assault?
How would you describe your job duties? What does a typical day look like?
What is the best thing about your job? And what is the most frustrating?
How do institutional policies impact your job? How do you feel about these policies?
If it were up to you, how would you change these policies in regards to your job and
campus sexual assault in general?
How do you interact with victims? What is a usual meeting with a victim like?
What makes an interaction with a victim feel like a success or a challenge?
Are you aware of the larger conversations currently happening about Title IX? How do
you feel about these conversations? How are they affecting your ability to do your job?
Is there anything else you would like to share with me today?

APPENDIX E – INTERVIEW PROTOCOL STUDENTS
What do you think about sexual assault? (If unsure probe for definition or understanding.)
What resources are available at your university for those who have experienced sexual
assault?
What would you like to tell me about your assault experience?
Did you tell anyone about the assault? Who? Tell me about how that went. (probe for
formal vs. informal, reactions, impact, timing)
Did you seek resources after the assault?
Did you receive resources for the assault?
How did you find and access these resources?
How did you feel when interacting with ______?
What was the most useful to you post-assault? (probe for form of usefulness – healing,
utility, justice) OR, if someone came to you and told you they were assaulted, what
would you tell them or recommend they do?
What services or resources do you wish you had access to?
Do you think you will engage in help-seeking in the future? If so, in what ways and for
what reasons?
Do you know what Title IX is? If so, can you tell me about it.
Do you know about the larger conversations currently happening about Title IX? (If they
don’t explain the changes to them.) How do you feel about this?
Is there anything else you would like to share with me today?
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