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Abstract 

Sexual assault on college campuses is a social health and safety problem that 

deserves further investigation (Krebs and Lindquist 2007). At Whitman College, there is 

a steady increase in reports of sexual assault, however it is common knowledge that the 

number of assaults exceeds the number of assaults that are reported and investigated. This 

thesis aims to discover whether there is something preventing Whitman students from 

reporting their sexual assaults or opening an investigation in the Title IX process, and if 

so, what prevents students from reporting their sexual assaults or opening an 

investigation into their assaults? Through a survey of sexual assault victims on the 

Whitman campus, this study finds that Whitman students who have experienced sexual 

assault on campus report feeling many cultural and social pressures when deciding 

whether to file a Title IX report or open a Title IX investigation. These pressures include 

self-blame and shame, guilt, victim blaming, rape myth acceptance, internalized rape 

myth acceptance, fear of retaliation, uncertainty/confusion, hesitance to report 

acquaintance assault, fear of re-victimization, depression, severe anxiety, strained 

personal relationships, a feeling of loss of control, and skepticism of the institutional 

response in the wake of their assault. They also experience: difficulty dealing with 

emotions from the assault in conjunction with daily social norms and expectations; 

difficulty functioning within the college institution as an assault victim; fear of re-

victimization when disclosing their assault with support systems; perceptions of and 

experiences of institutional betrayal in the wake of the assault (including dissatisfaction 

with institutional support systems); and negative impressions of Title IX processes and 
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Title IX administration at Whitman College. Suggestions to alleviate the negative 

experiences of a sexual assault survivor on the Whitman College campus are offered. 
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Part I: Introduction 

Sexual violence on college campuses is a serious concern for students, parents, 

college administrators, and activists. Stopping sexual assault is a prevalent conversation 

in political and media outlets (Armstrong and Mahone 2011). By 2014, sexual assault on 

college campuses had become such a public issue that former President Barack Obama 

introduced the “It’s On Us” campaign, dedicated to ending campus sexual assault. In 

introducing the campaign, the former president told victims that they deserve more 

support than they had been receiving:  

This is on all of us, every one of us, to fight campus sexual assault. You are not 
alone, and we have your back, and we are going to organize campus by campus, 
city by city, State by State. This entire country is going to make sure that we 
understand what this is about and that we're going to put a stop to it (Obama 
2014). 

  
In this call to action, the former president recognized social pressures that can perpetuate 

sexual violence:  

It is on all of us to reject the quiet tolerance of sexual assault and to refuse to 
accept what's unacceptable. And we especially need our young men to show 
women the respect they deserve and to recognize sexual assault and to do their 
part to stop it. Because most young men on college campuses are not 
perpetrators…But the rest of us can help stop those who think in these terms and 
shut stuff down. And that's not always easy to do with all the social pressures to 
stay quiet or go along; you don't want to be the guy who's stopping another friend 
from taking a woman home even if it looks like she doesn't or can't consent. 
Maybe you hear something in the locker room that makes you feel uncomfortable 
or see something at a party that you know isn't right, but you're not sure whether 
you should stand up, not sure it's okay to intervene…The truth is, it's not just okay 
to intervene, it is your responsibility. It is your responsibility to speak your mind. 
It is your responsibility to tell your buddy when he's messing up. It is your 
responsibility to set the right tone when you're talking about women, even when 
women aren't around (Obama 2014). 

 
Research suggests that rates of sexual assault are high on most U.S. campuses 

(Ford and England 2014; Krebs and Lundquist 2007; Fisher 2000) and that sexual assault 
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on college campuses is a social health and safety problem that deserves further 

investigation (Krebs and Lindquist 2007). In 2014 the Online College Social Life Survey, 

that collected survey data from more than 20,000 students at 21 four-year colleges and 

universities in the U.S. (including Whitman College), found that by their fourth year of 

college, 10% of heterosexual women report having been physically forced to have 

intercourse, 15% report that someone attempted unsuccessfully to physically force them 

to have intercourse, 11% report having “unwanted intercourse when incapacitated,” and 

25% of women report “experiencing at least one of these things” (Ford and England 

2014). According to The Campus Sexual Assault Study, prepared for the National 

Institute of Justice seven years earlier, “one in five women and one in 16 men are 

sexually assaulted while in college” (Krebs and Lindquist 2007:31).  According to the 

2000 National Crime Victimization survey, sexual assault is one of the most 

underreported crimes in America, as “more than 90% of sexual assault victims on college 

campuses do not report the assault” (Fisher 2000:31). 

At Whitman, the number of reports of sexual assault has consistently increased 

over the last five years, and the number of investigations taken through the Title IX 

process has also increased, but not steadily. Not all reported sexual assaults are 

investigated. According to the Whitman College Title IX Report, in the 2012-2013 

academic year, only one of seven reported cases of sexual assault was investigated. In the 

2013-2014 academic year, six of nine reported cases of sexual assault were investigated. 

In the 2014-2015 academic year, only four of 20 reported sexual assaults were 

investigated. In the 2015-2016 academic year, only eight of 32 filed reports of sexual 
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assault were investigated.  While reports of sexual assault on campus are steadily 

increasing, far fewer assaults are investigated than are reported.  

My thesis questions are as follows:  

1. Is there something preventing Whitman students from reporting their 

sexual assaults or opening an investigation in the Title IX process?  

2.  If so, what prevents Whitman students from reporting their sexual 

assaults or opening an investigation into their assaults?  

I will attempt to answer these questions using qualitative survey data collected from 

victims of sexual assault who are currently enrolled at Whitman College. 

Goals and Sociological Importance  

Sexual violence is violence, and should be treated as such (Brownmiller 1975). 

Sexual assault victims can experience a myriad of social, psychological, and physical 

consequences. Psychological effects include “shock, denial, fear, confusion, anxiety, 

withdrawal, shame or guilt, nervousness, distrust of others, posttraumatic stress disorder 

(which can include emotional detachment, sleep disturbances, flashbacks and mental 

replay of assault), depression, anxiety, low self-esteem, self-blame, and attempted or 

completed suicide.” Physical consequences of sexual assault can include “pregnancy, 

chronic pain, gastrointestinal disorders, gynecological issues, migraines and frequent 

headaches, sexually transmitted diseases, and genital injuries” (Centers for Disease 

Control 2016).   

Although “there is tremendous variability in the extent to which women are 

affected” by sexual assault (Frazier 2000:204), sexual assault can be life-changing (Krebs 

and Lindquist 2007). Life changes after sexual assault can include seeking psychological 
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counseling, seeking restraining orders, pursuing criminal charges, dropping classes, 

transferring schools, and/or dropping out of college (Krebs and Lindquist 2007).  

Given that victims of sexual assault are at risk for a variety of emotional, physical 

and social consequences, hearing from students who have only reported or both reported 

and initiated investigative processes may inform and enhance the ability of the institution 

responding to sexual assaults. This research addresses Whitman College campus, a small 

liberal arts college in Walla Walla, Washington, with about 1500 students enrolled 

(Whitman College Fall Enrollment Report 2016). Whitman hired a new Vice President 

for Student Affairs and Dean of Students to replace Dean Charles Cleveland in the fall of 

2017. This research will provide the incoming Vice President for Student Affairs and 

Dean of Students with information directly from students who have gone through the 

Title IX reporting and investigative processes, as The Title IX Administrator works 

within the Vice President for Student Affairs and Dean of Students office. Information 

collected through this thesis may help uncover the reasons why Whitman students may 

find the reporting or investigative processes to be intimidating. By developing a better 

understanding of the difficult choices that survivors make regarding reporting and 

initiating an investigation, this research will aid Whitman College administrators in their 

efforts to support sexual assault victims.  

NOTE: I use the terms ‘victim’ and ‘survivor’ interchangeably in this thesis, 

recognizing that individuals subjected to sexual assault have both been victimized 

and have survived the experience.  
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Defining Sexual Assault on the Whitman College Campus 

Precise definitions of sexual assault and harassment are difficult to determine, as 

the definitions vary depending on the source. According to the Whitman College 

Grievance Policy (2016-2017), “sexual assault” is a subset of “sexual harassment.” At 

Whitman College, the definition of “sexual harassment” includes a wide variety of 

inappropriate behaviors. The definition of sexual harassment, under Section 2.4 of the 

Whitman College Grievance Policy, is as follows: 

…unwelcome verbal or physical conduct of a sexual nature that is sufficiently 
severe, persistent, or pervasive and objectively offensive such that it unreasonably 
interferes with, limits, or deprives someone of the ability to participate in or 
benefit from the College’s educational programs or employment opportunities. 
The unwelcome behavior may be based on power differentials (quid pro quo), the 
creation of a hostile environment, or retaliation. 
 

This thesis focuses on the physical aspects of “sexual harassment,” that the Grievance 

Policy defines as including but not limited to unwelcome touching, intimate partner 

violence, and penetration or being forced to penetrate (Whitman Grievance Policy, 

Section 2.4). Physical conduct within Whitman’s definitions of unwelcome touching, 

intimate partner violence and sexual assault as well as other instances of physical sexual 

aggression, hereafter will be referred to as “sexual assault” or “sexual violence.” Further 

discussion of the definitions of sexual misconduct in Whitman’s Grievance Policy can be 

found in the suggestions section.  

Prevention Efforts at Whitman College 

Whitman College implements “Green Dot” training for all incoming first-year and 

transfer students during orientation, making it clear to all students that sexual assault and 

sexual violence are not tolerated on campus. Green Dot training is intended to equip all 

Whitman students with the ability to combat and prevent sexual violence, thereby making 
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Whitman a safer place. Whitman’s Associate Dean of Student Programs and Activities 

leads the Green Dot program. A “red dot” situation is one where sexual misconduct is 

occurring and a choice is made to “tolerate, justify, ignore or perpetuate this violence” 

(Whitman College Green Dot). A “green dot” response is intervening and helping the 

person at risk of being made victim of sexual violence. Green Dots are “behaviors, 

choices, words or attitudes that promote safety and communicate intolerance for sexual 

misconduct” (Whitman College Green Dot).  

The concept of sexual “consent” is at the center of the Green Dot program. 

“Consent” is defined in the Whitman Grievance policy, under section 2.6 as follows: 

…a knowingly, freely, and affirmatively communicated willingness to participate 
in sexual activity, expressed by clear, unambiguous words or actions. It is the 
responsibility of the initiator of the sexual activity to ensure that the participants 
consent to engage in sexual activity. Consent must be present throughout the 
sexual activity by all parties involved. At any time during sexual activity, a 
participant may communicate that they no longer consent to continued activity. 
The initiator of sexual activity may not obtain consent through the use of force, 
threats, coercion, or intimidation. 

 
When rules of consent are ignored, sexual assault can occur. 
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Part II: Literature Review and Theoretical Framework  

Components of Rape Culture   

Many studies attempt to explain the social construction of a rape culture.  Rape 

culture is defined as: 

…a complex set of beliefs that encourage male sexual aggression and supports 
violence against women. It is a society where violence is seen as sexy and 
sexuality as violent. In a rape culture, women perceive a continuum of threatened 
violence that ranges from sexual remarks to sexual touching to rape itself. A rape 
culture condones physical and emotional terrorism against women as the norm… 
In a rape culture both men and women assume that sexual violence is a fact of 
life, inevitable… However…much of what we accept as inevitable is in fact the 
expression of values and attitudes that can change (Buschwald 1994). 

 
Feminists view rape culture as a social construction established through societal pressures 

on the female victim. “Women are trained to be rape victims,” Brownmiller writes. “To 

simply learn the word ‘rape’ is to take instruction in the power relationship between 

males and females. To talk about rape, even with nervous laughter, is to acknowledge a 

woman’s special victim status.” (1975:309). Brownmiller writes that the simple 

acknowledgement of a rape culture is enough to denote its existence: “We hear the 

whispers when we are children: girls get raped. Not boys. The message becomes clear. 

Rape has something to do with our sex. Rape is something awful that happens to 

females…and unless we watch our step it might become our destiny” (1975:309).   

As early as the 1700s, feminist theorists were musing about the social position of 

women being lower than men, so that women were expected to be submissive to men. 

The crux of women’s existence, according to feminist scholar Mary Wollstonecraft 

(1792), was pleasing men: “Pleasure [for men] is the business of a woman’s life, 

according to the present modification of society, and while it constitutes to be so, little 

can be expected from such weak beings” (Lemert 116). Wollstonecraft was referring 



 

 8 

specifically to her “present modification of society” in the late 1700s, but gender relations 

in the modern day are informed and built upon the norms she describes. In the modern 

world women are allowed more independence and agency, but gender relations are still 

skewed. A prime example of reducing women to objects of men is when a man physically 

forces a woman to please him without consent.  

Simone de Beauvoir (1949) theorizes that society and history are male: the entire 

construction of the world relies on patriarchal ideals that diminish the power of the 

female. She quotes Aristotle, saying: “We should regard women’s nature as suffering 

from natural defectiveness” (Lemert 269). Not only were women seen to have no 

intellectual power, their physical power was also stripped from them. During 

Wollstonecraft’s time, women were taught that their physical attributes were their only 

quality, and that they were incapable of independence. Through the lens of 

Wollstonecraft (1792), we can discover a historical perspective of physical power exerted 

against women. Wollstonecraft writes: “women are not allowed to exert any manual 

strength” against men (1792:123). This means that if a man was to force himself upon a 

woman, or in any way physically engage with a woman, she should not resist. Given that 

this is the historical construction of a woman’s ability to resist a man, this type of 

discursive power has influenced the current environment on college campuses, where, 

according to “The Campus Sexual Assault Study” prepared for the National Institute of 

Justice, “One in five women and one in 16 men are sexually assaulted while in college” 

(Krebs and Lindquist 2007:31).  
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Rape Myths and Rape Myth Acceptance 

Brownmiller’s most influential concept is that of rape myths and rape myth 

acceptance, (1975). She argues that rape myths are widely-accepted concepts that deny 

the existence of sexual assault, excuse the assailant from responsibility, or trivialize its 

occurrences (Brownmiller 1975). A more recent definition posits rape myths as “attitudes 

and generally false beliefs about rape that are widely and persistently held, and that serve 

to deny and justify male sexual aggression against women” (Lonsway 1994). 

Brownmiller writes that the power relations involved in sexual assault are present 

early in a woman’s sex-socialization. Women are taught from a young age to be passive 

and submissive, while men are taught to be active and dominant. Caretaking traits, like 

compassion, empathy and sensitivity, are encouraged in women, while considered a 

display of weakness in men. Men are expected to receive pleasure, while women are 

expected to provide it. Men are not taught to put effort into attractiveness like women are, 

but are meant to display traits of hardness and assertiveness (Connell 2002). In terms of 

sexual assault, this hyper-masculinity can develop into a desire to dominate women.  

Because women represent the majority of reported sexual assault victims, most 

research on sexual assault has focused on female victims of sexual assault. Sexual assault 

is a highly-underreported crime (Fisher 2000), and there may be an underrepresentation 

of male victims in reporting rates because of the rape myths that posit men as the 

dominant perpetrators in all situations. Chapleau, Oswald and Russell (2008) found that 

the “attitudes that facilitate rape myth acceptance against men appear to be similar to 

those that facilitate rape myth acceptance against women” (600).  
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Theory of Symbolic Interactionism and the Emotional Response to 

Sexual Assault  

The symbolic interactionist perspective explains how victims of sexual assault 

regulate their emotions in the wake of the social inequality of assault. This theory 

explains the role of emotions in symbolic interactionism, with the aim to ground 

sociology of emotions in the study of social interactionism and apply that overview to our 

“understanding the reproduction of inequality” (Fields 2006:155). Under a symbolic 

interactionist framework, social problems are constructed in the sense that the social 

problem is a symbol, that has no meaning until a significant group interprets the symbol. 

Rape culture and myths are viewed as social constructions established through societal 

influences on both the victim and the perpetrator. Emotions have a significant influence 

on how one carries oneself in social situations, how capable one may be of following 

social norms, and how one interprets social meaning.  Symbolic interactionists consider 

emotions as a prominent social factor:  

What we feel is fully as important to the outcome of social affairs as what we 
think or do. Our feelings about ourselves, others, relationships, and communities 
are central to the meanings we construct and to the consequences of our 
interactions over time. Thus, the construction and maintenance of meaning, and 
ultimately of social inequality, can be understood as an emotional, not just a 
cognitive, process (Fields 2006:164).   

Socialization tells individuals how they should feel about their experiences. 

Victims of sexual assault may find themselves caught between the prescribed societal 

norms deemed appropriate for responding to their assault and their own emotions 

regarding their assault. Stets and Turner (2005) write: “when emotions reveal conformity, 

action is given moral character, which, in turn, reinforces the structure not only of the 
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local situation, but also of society as a whole” (48). Many victims of sexual assault are 

faced with rape myths within a larger rape culture that forces them to repeatedly question 

their experiences. When their emotional response to sexual assault does not align with the 

culturally favored expectations for behavior, sexual assault victims can feel guilt or 

shame that could cause them to struggle with reporting or investigating their assault.  

"Role-taking emotions,” which include embarrassment, shame and guilt, require a 

“social self” in relation to the generalized other: “we cannot feel shame without having 

developed a generalized other; guilt can wrack us even when no one is around because 

we feel accountable to societal prescriptions” (Fields 2006:158). These emotions take an 

undoubtedly social position: role-taking emotions perpetuate social organization. 

Emotions are impacted by traumatic experiences, so when the “organization is unjust, so 

too will be the emotion work required to maintain it” (Fields 2006:158). With an “unjust” 

social organization, like sexual assault, those emotions can influence the perception of 

one’s role in the social hierarchy. For example, sexual assault victims may take 

precautionary measures to avoid negative role-taking emotions like shame, guilt and 

embarrassment. This avoidance (which may motivate victims to stay silent about their 

experiences) helps “reflect, create, and maintain social groups and hierarchies” (Fields 

2006:157). In this case, the socially-acceptable emotions to express perpetuate traditional 

gender roles and hierarchies, in which women are expected to experience soft emotions 

(sadness, empathy, compassion) while men experience hard emotions (aggression, anger, 

lack of the sadness emotion in general).   

This theory emphasizes an important aspect of “identity work,” the exploration 

individuals do to “signify who they are, who they want to be, and how they expect others 
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to treat them” (Fields 2006:164). Emotions are the key to “communicate our identity 

claims, our imputations of other people’s identities, and our responses when our identity 

expectations are met, breached, or challenged under adverse conditions” (Fields 

2006:164). This theory helps one understand victims’ experiences directly from their 

emotions about the incident and how they deal with it afterward.  

The emotions experienced by sexual assault victims are heavily influenced by 

their social context: “Symbolic interactionists insist that emotion is never separable from 

the social; indeed, it signals our engagement with others and our cultural and subcultural 

memberships” (Fields 2006:158). This theory is key to the analysis of my survey data 

because it may reveal patterns within the responses that show how indicators of rape 

culture and rape myth acceptance (feelings like guilt, shame and embarrassment) play a 

role in victim’s choices to report or investigate sexual assault. These emotions are central 

to the sexual assault victim’s responses, especially with victim blaming. 

Rape Myths and Victim Blaming in the Patriarchy 
 

Rape myths, as defined earlier, are widely accepted concepts that deny the 

existence of sexual assault, excuse the assailant from responsibility, or trivialize its 

occurrences (Brownmiller 1975). Bohner et al. (2009) categorize rape myths in three 

categories: myths that blame the victim (“Women often provoke rape through their 

appearance or behavior”); myths that absolve the responsibility of the perpetrator (“Men 

often can’t control their sexual urges”); and myths that deny the violence intrinsic in 

sexual assault (“Women often make up rape accusations as a way of getting back at 

men”; “A woman who is raped might as well relax and enjoy it”) (3). Ryan (2011) argues 
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that these rape myths emerge from a patriarchal society that “accepts and fosters rape” 

(774). Rape myths play a significant role in gaps between reports and investigations of 

sexual assault: a survivor who prescribes a rape myth to their own situation is at risk of 

believing that myth and internalizing its effects.  

 Franuik (2008) argued that rape myth acceptance can lead to incidents of sexual 

assault going unreported: “One of the biggest barriers that remains for reducing sexual 

assault is people’s inability or refusal to recognize it when it occurs” (304). If a victim 

does not recognize their experience as assault, they likely will not report it as assault. 

Even when victims recognize their experience as assault, it does not alleviate personal 

victim blaming. Franuik’s study found that rape myths can be self-reinforcing, meaning 

that they can pervade the investigative process and lead victims to believe that they are 

responsible or to blame for their own assault (2008). 

According to Bohner et al. (2009), the role of rape myth acceptance in victim 

blaming has been well established, and reducing rape myth acceptance has been 

suggested for reducing both victim blaming behavior and sexual violence. Victim 

blaming occurs when blame shifts from the perpetrator to the victim, and the victim is 

made to feel at fault for the assault (Bohner et al. 2009). Rape myths and victim blaming 

go hand-in-hand to create a hostile environment for victims of sexual assault. Rape myths 

determine how much a victim is blamed for her own rape (Ward 1995). When a victim 

feels blame for her own rape, he or she may feel less powerfully about reporting and 

initiating an investigation of the assault.   

According to Bohmer and Parrot (1993), “…the victim often has to face 

harassment by other students on campus who believe that she was not really raped, that it 
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was her fault, that she is ruining the assailant’s life by speaking up, or that it was ‘not that 

big a deal’” (34). A young woman who reported her assault describes how she knew 

intellectually that her assault was not her fault, but she could not avoid blaming herself: 

Did he really force his head against my genitals, or did I let him force his way 
down there? Or I should’ve kicked him or ran—anything than what I did... It 
instills some form of shame or guilt that we did not do or say enough, therefore 
it’s our fault... But when you are scared of what others might see or say, that plays 
a role in how you relate to what happened (Raphael 2013:72).  

This survivor has advice for other women grappling with internalized victim blaming and 

rape myths:  

What I would tell women facing the silence, the assault, the fight, is that it is 
never your fault. It doesn’t matter how short your shirt is, how much you flirted, 
how much cleavage you show, where you chose to go and whom you chose to be 
with, what you said or didn’t say, or how you responded. Keep telling yourself 
it’s not our fault (Raphael 2013:73).   

The prevalence of rape myths and rape myth acceptance within our patriarchal 

society can intimidate assault victims and directly impact their choice of whether or not 

to report and initiate investigation. When considering whether to report their assault or 

open an investigation into their assault, victims of sexual assault may consider the 

symbolic significance of rape myth ideology. 

Hookup Culture, Campus Sexual Assault and the Role of Gender 

Sexual assault on college campuses happens within a larger “hookup culture,” a 

term often used to describe the normalization of casual sex in certain enclaves (Wade 

2017).  While hookup culture can be found at almost all residential colleges and 

universities in America, many college students report dissatisfaction with this type of 

sexual encounter. In studying hookup culture, Wade collected and analyzed diaries from 



 

 15 

college students and found some common patterns, including that many students are 

dissatisfied with their sexual experiences at college (2017). Wade blamed this 

dissatisfaction on the hookup culture.  

Having causal sex is not just an option, but an imperative to participating in 

hookup culture (Wade 2017). Students who choose to participate in the hookup culture 

often have drunken, meaningless sexual encounters with people they know, barely know, 

are attracted to, are not attracted to, like, or actively dislike. “Hooking up” is such an 

ambiguous term that Wade decided that her students should define it for themselves in 

their responses, since a hookup can range from kissing to having intercourse, and 

anything in between. In this sexual culture, one is not supposed to express any 

appreciation, liking, feelings or otherwise towards one’s sexual partner. The encounter 

may never be discussed afterwards and the participants may be purposefully mean to 

each other, ignore each other or avoid each other (Wade 2017).  

Students in Wade’s study reported that they frequently felt nothing but lust during 

these encounters—to them, hookups were all about living in the moment and being 

willing to put emotions on hold for purely physical sex. The hookup culture highlights 

many issues of sexual interaction between college students (Wade 2017). Some students 

choose to opt out of this culture entirely, and choose not to engage in casual sex. Many 

women who want to have sex during college must make some concessions and decide to 

participate regardless of the problems that the hookup culture highlights. But for others 

(namely heterosexual men), this type of hooking up is the most convenient it has ever 

been. The sexual assaults that respondents in my survey have experienced are occurring 

within the context of the hookup culture at Whitman. 
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Wade (2017) argues that normalizing casual sexual encounters is harmful to 

women, as these types of encounters are catered to men. With a smaller population of 

men than women at most liberal arts college campuses, men set the terms for sex. With a 

larger population of women, men can leverage their sexual availability to find sexual 

partners on their terms. Wade writes that hookup culture on college campuses is a 

“catalyst” for sexual violence and aggression (206). Within the college hookup culture 

lies a “rape culture, a set of ideas and practices that naturalize, justify, and glorify sexual 

pressure, coercion, and violence” (Wade 2017:206).  

Wade says that most college sexual assaults happen at or after a party, and refers 

to these assaults as “party rape” (2017:205). She posits two theories for why these types 

of assaults are common: first that the men who commit assaults at or after parties are 

manipulative and psychopathic; and second that “being in a rape-prone place among 

rape-supportive people can incite predatory behavior, even compel it” (2017:205). Wade 

acknowledges that the hookup culture can be a cover up for rape culture. The normalized 

behaviors for hookup culture can go wrong quickly:  

…for the small percentage of men who are inclined to be sexually aggressive, 
hookup culture is camouflage. The coercive behaviors that they engage in—
plying women with alcohol, being sexually insistent, hooking up with women 
who are exceptionally drunk, and pulling them into secluded parts of a party—
blend into the behaviors of their peers (Wade 2017:213).  
 

Hookup culture can make sexual assault particularly hard to recognize, and enable victim 

blaming and shaming for victims who drink excessively and are willing to engage in 

casual sex.  

Hamilton and Armstrong (2009) note that the hookup culture has replaced 

traditional dating on college campuses. Like Wade (2017), they describe college parties 
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that involve a lot of alcohol and assumed consent in sexual activities. Hamilton and 

Armstrong identify a sexual double standard that gives men control over the terms of 

hooking up, justifies the disrespectful treatment of women, supports sexual stigma, and 

produces feelings of shame. This suggests that gender inequality in college sexuality is 

systemic, existing across social norms.  

Victim Blaming  

Victim blaming is the misplacement of blame on the victim of sexual assault as 

opposed to the assailant (Bohmer and Parrot 1993). Victim blaming can emerge from 

sexual scripts. Sexual scripts, first developed by Gagnon and Simon (1973), are 

“culturally determined patterns of behavior that inform desire and influence sexual 

behavior” (2011:774). These behaviors are learned through sexual socialization and are 

rooted in the social guidelines around us. Sexual scripts determine how individuals are 

expected to express themselves, orient themselves, behave in a sexual manner, and make 

sense of different experiences. Traditional sexual scripts present problematic 

relationships between gender and sexuality, for example: that men are sexual, women are 

not (or should not let on to be sexually aroused, except in appropriate situations) so that 

sex is a marker of male masculinity and men must perform masculinity in the bedroom 

and have control over a woman. Ryan (2011) posits that sexual scripts are influenced by 

rape myths, and that the social construction of certain types of sexual scripts (i.e. hook-up 

scripts, acquaintance rape scripts) work with rape myths to support sexual assault.  

Sexual scripts provide a lens through which people read their experiences. If the 

experience of sexual assault does not match the traditional rape script, victims of sexual 

assault or acquaintance rape are set up to have their understanding of their own 
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experience skewed. Ryan (2011) explains the typical “real rape” scenario is usually 

described as involving a violent stranger who actively seeks out a vulnerable rape victim, 

usually in a dark alleyway where the victim tries to fight back but cannot. This sexual 

script creates an expectation that all sexual assaults will look this way. In the “real rape” 

script, there is no question whether the woman has been assaulted. In the “real rape” 

script, the victim is immediately knows she was raped and sees being in the “wrong place 

at the wrong time” as her only fault (Ryan 2011:776).  

This “real rape” narrative sets up an expectation, indeed almost a requirement, 

that the existence of sexual assault will be completely black and white: the man is violent, 

the woman fights back, and the woman cannot defend herself, so the woman is a “real” 

victim. With a dominant narrative that requires such violent and obvious elements, 

individuals who hold a “real rape script” may not see less-violent behaviors as sexual 

assault, or may have a harder time recognizing the fact that sexual assault can occur 

during a hookup or casual sex. Ryan (2011) says the “real rape script” can be so 

ingrained in an individual’s mind that they do not recognize acquaintance rape as assault, 

“even after years of acquaintance rape education efforts” (776).  

Armstrong and Mahone (2016) discuss Noelle-Neumann’s 1974 concept of the 

“spiral of silence” in which individuals weigh their choices to speak up or express their 

opinions based on the “individual’s perception of public opinion” (4). A survivor 

experiencing victim blaming in conjunction with the spiral of silence may face enormous 

barriers to opening up about the assault. Noelle-Neumann (1974) wrote that individuals 

express their opinions by negotiating what they can say without fear of becoming isolated 

because of those opinions. Noelle-Neumann describes the influence of public opinion as 
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“a dominating opinion, which compels compliance of attitude and behavior” (1974:44). 

Victim blaming and rape myths come from the larger culture and are reinforced 

by individuals around us. Stories covered in the national news about victims of sexual 

assault are often unfavorable, or take an unfavorable turn in the way the public discusses 

them. For example, the 46 women who accused Bill Cosby of sexually assaulting them 

were told that nobody would believe them (Malone 2015). In 2016, then-Presidential 

candidate Donald Trump bragged about sexually assaulting women by “grabbing them by 

the pussy” without consent, and the President himself sought to excuse it as a form of 

“locker room banter” (Jacobs, Siddiqui and Bixby 2016). The national discussion of 

sexual assault also sends messages wrought with rape myths, for example Bill Cosby’s 

accusers are described as scornful women lying for attention, and Donald Trump’s 

excuse is that boys will be boys when talking about sexually assaulting women.  

Alcohol and Sexual Assault: Heightened Victim Blaming 

Wade (2017) argues that alcohol is a major factor in the hookup culture, and that 

having sex drunk is a very common occurrence for most college students who participate 

in the hookup culture. Alcohol consumption is a highly-studied factor in sexual assault, 

with men being three times more likely to sexually assault a “woman who has been 

drinking as one who has not” (Wade 2017:212). The Campus Sexual Assault study 

suggests that sexual assault involving alcohol is “more likely” to happen at a party, and 

“the majority of sexual assaults occur when women are incapacitated due to their use of 

substances, primarily alcohol” (Krebs and Lindquist 2007:94). Kilpatrik (2007) found 

that 79% of sexual assaults on college campuses involve alcohol consumption by the 

perpetrator, victim, or both before the assault.  
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Alcohol consumption is a normal part of college life, subjecting women to 

problematic dichotomies. If women want to participate in hookups in college, as many 

do, then they likely will participate in the hookup culture script of getting drunk at parties 

and being open to casual sex. But if they want to avoid being assaulted, they would have 

to abstain from drinking alcohol in these settings. A student at American University 

wrote a column for the campus newspaper in 2010 that highlighted the belief that 

individuals who decide to “pursue sexually liberated lifestyles must accept the risk of 

rape” (Raphael 2013:50). The student wrote: “Let’s get this straight: any woman who 

heads to a [fraternity] party as an anonymous onlooker, drinks five cups of the jungle 

juice, and walks back to a boy’s room with him is indicating that she wants sex, OK?... 

Don’t jump into the sexual arena if you can’t handle the practice!” (Raphael 2013:50). 

This column highlights the problematic script for women: either stay home and never go 

to parties or drink alcohol, or accept the heightened risk of becoming a victim of sexual 

assault.  

Women actively participating in hookup culture and consuming alcohol may be 

destined for victim blaming if sexual assault occurs. A student told researchers how 

alcohol consumption impacted her assault: “We played quarter bounce (a drinking game). 

I got sick drunk; I was slumped over the toilet vomiting. He grabbed me and dragged me 

into his room and raped me. I…felt it was all my fault for going back to his house when 

no one else was home” (Abbey 2002:118). Abbey (2002) found that victims feel more 

responsible for sexual assault if they had been drinking alcohol, because “women are 

often criticized for losing control of the situation, not communicating clearly, not 

resisting adequately and failing in their gatekeeper role” (124).  
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 Not only do victims place more blame on themselves for their assault when 

alcohol is involved, but others do as well. Victims of sexual assault can be seen as 

deviant when they consume alcohol before their assault. According to Abbey (2002), 

“other people also tend to blame intoxicated women for sexual assault” (124). Hammock 

and Richardson (1997) had the same results: when a victim of sexual assault is 

intoxicated, people tend to place more responsibility on the victim.  

Ullman and Filipas (2001) found that victims of alcohol-involved sexual assault 

reported more negative social reactions when discussing their assault, and “may need 

more assistance [than victims who consumed no alcohol] in recovering from the trauma 

of sexual assault and possible self-blame” (1041). The likelihood of increased negative 

social reactions may explain why victims of alcohol-fueled sexual assault do not report to 

campus authorities: they fear being told that what was done to them was their fault, or 

feeling judged negatively by others.   

Respondents to this survey may indicate whether their level of intoxication during 

an assault has anything to do with their tendencies to report or investigate their assault in 

the Title IX process.  

The Aftermath: Disclosure of Sexual Assault  

Reporting and Investigative Processes at Whitman College  

Title IX and the Clery Act are federal legislation intended to decrease sexual 

assaults and to provide students better resources from better-trained educational 

institutions. As an educational institution that receives federal funding and provides 

federal financial aid to some of its students, Whitman College is subject to both Title IX 

and the Clery Act.   
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Title IX provides: “No person in the United States shall, on the basis of sex, be 

excluded from participation in, be denied the benefits of, or be subjected to 

discrimination under any educational program or activity receiving Federal financial 

assistance” (Whitman College Grievance Policy 2016). The Clery Act requires colleges 

and universities receiving federal funding to keep a public log of crimes reported to have 

happened on or near the campus, keep those statistics for seven years, release a yearly 

report of crimes reported, and ensure that the report is available to students and 

prospective students alike. The Clery Act’s "Campus Sexual Assault Victims' Bill of 

Rights" provides basic rights to survivors of campus sexual assaults, including: housing 

options and academic schedules to help the victim avoid their assailant on campus; the 

option to report the assault to the police; and equal rights for the victim and the assailant 

to provide witnesses and be notified of results of disciplinary proceedings (The Clery 

Center).  

An amendment to the Clery Act called the Campus Sexual Violence Elimination 

(SaVE) Act “increases transparency on campus about incidents of sexual violence, 

guarantees victims enhanced rights, sets standards for disciplinary proceedings, and 

requires campus-wide prevention education programs” (Brinn and List). The SaVE Act 

expands the types of sexual assaults that the college must report to include incidents of 

domestic violence, dating violence, and stalking and requires institutions to provide 

awareness and prevention-based programs about sexual assault to all new students and 

employees.  

Students who have experienced sex or gender-based harassment at Whitman 

College are encouraged to contact the Title IX Administrator in the office of the Dean of 
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Students, who is the point person for reporting and investigating sexual assaults and 

harassments on campus. As outlined in the Student Grievance Process flow chart (see 

Appendix A), once a student files a report of sexual assault or harassment, the student has 

the option to open an investigation. According to the Whitman College Title IX Report of 

2014-2015, the claimant has control of the process: “To the greatest extent possible, the 

decision of whether to proceed with an investigation, if appropriate, lies with the 

claimant.” If the claimant decides not to proceed with an investigation, the case is closed 

and noted as being closed due to a “claimant’s preference.” Whitman will reopen the case 

later if a claimant changes their mind or the “safety of the campus community is 

compromised.” Cases are also closed when the investigator finds that there is “not 

enough information” to warrant an investigation. If the Title IX Administrator decides an 

investigation is warranted, and the student wants an investigation, an investigation 

ensues. To inform students about the policies and procedures and the contact information 

of local and national resources for victims, Whitman College provides students with 

copies of the Grievance Policy and a Title IX “What to Know, Where to Go” pocket-

sized informational guide. As noted above, Whitman students are made aware of the 

issue of sexual assault when they arrive on campus through Green Dot programming. 

Students are encouraged to stand up for themselves and their peers when sexual assault 

occurs, intervening when possible.  

 A significant number of sexual assaults are still being reported on the Whitman 

College campus, and there are likely more victims than the reporting rates indicate. 

Moreover, there are fewer investigations than there are reports, so not all students who 

experience sexual assault decide to take full advantage of the disciplinary actions 
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available to them through the Title IX reporting process. Data from this survey may help 

determine what could be preventing victims from pursuing Title IX cases.  

Acquaintance Assault and Victim Blaming 

Research shows that victims are less likely to report sexual assault perpetrated by 

a person they know, rather than by a stranger. According to the Office of Crime Victims 

Advocacy in the state of Washington, 84 percent of rapes are at the hands of someone 

that the victim knows. Especially in acquaintance rape situations, victims can question 

their own actions and develop feelings of confusion, disbelief, guilt, and doubt that may 

prevent them from reporting the assault. Orchowski and Gidycz (2012) found that when 

an assault victim and perpetrator know each other well and share social connections, 

“disclosure may be precluded by the victim’s fear of disrupting relationships within the 

group” (281).  

A study prepared for the U.S. Department of Justice (which used data from the 

National Violence Against Women Survey collected in 1995-1996) found, in part, that 

victims of sexual assault are less likely to report if their assailant was “a friend, date, or 

acquaintance” (Felson and Phillippe-Pare 2005:22). Victims of sexual assault were found 

to feel that their assault was too minor to report if their assailant was an acquaintance 

(Felson and Phillippe-Pare 2005:24). 

It will be interesting to see whether my survey respondents report being assaulted 

by individuals that they knew before the assault, because victims acquainted with their 

assailants may suffer from the heightened victim blaming as described by Bohmer and 
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Parrot (1993). Being a friend or acquaintance of their assailant may prevent my survey 

respondents from reporting or initiating an investigation of their assault.     

Reporting on The College Campus 

One study of male and female college students analyzed the significance of 

barriers to students reporting sexual assault. The barriers rated as the most important 

were: (1) shame, guilt, embarrassment, not wanting friends and family to know; (2) 

concerns about confidentiality; and (3) fear of not being believed (Sable 2006). Ullman 

and Filipas (2001) found similar reasons that victims of sexual assault may decide to stay 

silent: shame, fear and embarrassment, not wanting to make their private business a 

public issue, and concern that what was done to them was not actually an assault 

(especially when their assailant was an acquaintance).  

Hesitation to speak out about experiences of sexual assault is indicative of a 

“silencing effect” (Ahrens 2006). Negative reactions from professionals lead survivors to 

“question whether future disclosures would be effective,” negative reactions from friends 

and family caused increase in self-blame, and negative reactions from either source 

enhances invalidation (Ahrens 2006:263). Romito (2008) emphasizes the importance of 

denial of sexual assault on a social and cultural level: “The perpetrators of the violence 

deny it; their friends, relatives, and accomplices deny it; the witnesses deny it, because 

they share fundamental values, because they are ignorant and because they are cowardly” 

(122).  

Sexual assault survivors are more likely to disclose their assault to a friend than to 

anyone else (Banyard, et al. 2010). College women appear to be more likely to disclose 
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their sexual assaults than college men are (Dworkin and Pittenger 2016). Dworkin and 

Pittenger conducted a mixed-method analysis to gauge: (1) who college sexual assault 

survivors contact within their social networks when they open up about their assault to 

“informal responders;” and (2) how survivors “narrate the role of networks” in deciding 

who to talk to (2016:216). Dworkin and Pettenger (2016) found that when disclosing 

assault, the initial response a victim gets from the first people they open to can determine 

whether they continue to seek help regarding their assault. The act of opening up to 

informal responders (friends and family) is an important behavior to study. They found, 

in part, that individuals who experience sexual assault in an environment where “many 

network members had relationships with each other or when the network had more 

subgroups” (much like the small community at Whitman) choose to disclose their 

experience with assault to a smaller portion of their social network (Dworkin and 

Pettenger 2016:216). It will be interesting to see whether my female survey respondents 

are more likely than male survey respondents to open up to their friends regarding their 

assault, and whether they were more likely to open up to their friends than to others.  

Ahrens and Aldana (2012) conducted a study of the impact of sexual assault 

disclosure on friends, family, and other informal support systems. They collected 

descriptions of disclosure situations, where a victim of sexual assault told one of their 

friends or family members. Ahrens and Aldana found that most of the disclosure 

situations involved both positive and negative responses from the interaction. In terms of 

how the relationship changed after the disclosure, they found that 48% of relationships 

studied grew closer from the disclosure, 27% of relationships did not change after the 

disclosure, and the remaining “quarter of the disclosures of assault resulted in the 



 

 27 

deterioration of the relationship” (Ahrens and Aldana 2012:234).  

Krivoshey and Adkins (2013) found that the “initial response a victim receives” to 

her disclosure is vital to the victim’s further reaction to the situation (whether they blame 

themselves or decide to look for other resources for support) (142). Campbell et al. 

(2001) found that many who open up about their sexual assault reported that they were 

not believed, that they felt blamed for their assault, or that they were otherwise hurt by 

the response that they received. This negative experience is described as the “second 

rape,” or re-victimization: “the victim blaming attitudes, behaviors, and practices 

engaged in by community service providers which further the rape event, resulting in 

additional trauma for rape survivors” (Campbell et al. 2001:1240). By reaching out to 

support systems (like the health center, Title IX Administrator or counseling center), 

victims of sexual assault put their experiences under a microscope to be viewed and 

interpreted by another person. If a support system fails them, “the effects can be quite 

devastating” (Campbell et al. 2001:1240). Campbell et. al write: “When women go public 

with their stories of rape, they place a great deal of trust in our social systems as they risk 

disbelief, scorn, shame, and refusals of help. How these interactions with system 

personnel unfold can have profound implications for victims’ recovery” (2001:1253).  

Sexual assault victims’ secondary victimization experiences can be impacted both 

by what help the service providers do and do not provide them. For example, victims who 

seek out medical treatment after an assault are not always offered an STD or pregnancy 

test, or information about the physical health effects of sexual assault. These are services 

that victims report wanting, but often do not get (Campbell et al. 2001:1241).  
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If victims of sexual assault on the Whitman campus experience any invalidation 

through the campus or police and community resources, that may have an impact on any 

reported hesitation to report or investigate their assault. Additionally, it may be possible 

to juxtapose the help respondents recall getting from campus resources with those that are 

mentioned by the Title IX Administrator (including the Welty Health Center and the 

counseling center) with their post-assault decisions.  

Institutional Betrayal on the College Campus 

One flaw of the grievance reporting system on many college campuses is 

“institutional betrayal” (Smith and Freyd 2013, 2014). When students move to a college 

campus, the campus becomes their home. They rely on the institution for their education, 

housing, food, friendships, relationships, and sometimes financial aid and employment. 

“Often, as with trusted interpersonal relationships, these institutional environments are 

expected to be safe” (2013:121). However, this study found that when a student 

experiences a traumatic event in this home, “sexually assaulted women who also 

experienced institutional betrayal experienced higher levels of several posttraumatic 

symptoms,” including physical pain and social isolation, and discomfort within the 

institution (2013:121).  

Smith and Freyd (2013) define “institutional betrayal” as: “sexual assault 

occurring in a context where an important institution acts in a way that betrays its 

member’s trust” i.e. by “creating an environment in which sexual assault seems like no 

big deal, covering up experiences…” (121). Institutions, according to Smith and Freyd 

(2014), “have the potential to either worsen posttraumatic outcomes or become sources of 
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justice, support, and healing” (576). Institutional betrayal is characterized as “institutional 

action and inaction that exacerbate the impact of traumatic experiences” (Smith and 

Freyd 2014: 576). Smith and Freyd (2014) used a questionnaire to gauge the institution’s 

actions and inactions and the victim’s experience of betrayal by the institution (582).  

Institutional betrayal research is supported sociologically by Goffman’s (1961) 

theory of total institutions. Goffman theorizes that a normal organization of social life 

includes playing, sleeping, and working in different places. Goffman further theorizes 

that a total institution is an organization in which “all aspects of life are conducted in the 

same place and under the same single authority” (Goffman 1961:6). Under Goffman’s 

rubric, Whitman College is a total institution, since individuals that are part of the 

institution rely on it for their daily activities and purposes. College students live on or 

near campus and rely on the institution for social life, education, work, support, and 

activity. Daily activities (classes, meetings, clubs, organized sports, etc.) all take place on 

the campus and are attended by other college students.   

Goffman’s description of a total institution shows: how colleges and universities 

are read as institutions; how dependent all students are on the institution (whether or not 

they are victims of sexual assault); and how the simple act of living within an institution 

may impact a student’s choice to report or investigate sexual assault. Smith and Freyd 

(2014) list some characteristics of “settings in which traumatic events are more likely to 

transpire” which “can help increase understanding of institutional-level policies, 

practices, and cultures that can serve to condone, hide, or normalize trauma” (580); These 

characteristics include membership requirements, prestige of the institution, priorities of 

the institution, institutional denial, and barriers to change within the institution.   



 

 30 

A Whitman student and victim of sexual assault who must adhere to all the rules 

and regulations of the institution, while simultaneously trying to reconcile their 

experience and negotiate their feelings, could find it harder to participate in normal 

routines and to meet the institution’s expectations (Smith and Freyd 2013). Through 

symbolic interactionism, victims of sexual assault must negotiate their own experiences 

with sexual assault in terms of their interactions with the institutional support systems, 

and that could be made more difficult when a victim experiences institutional betrayal.  
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Part III: Methodology 

My data was collected through a survey with both open- and closed-ended 

questions. I chose a survey instead of in-person interviews at the request of the Whitman 

College Institutional Review Board, to protect the confidentiality of my participants and 

to lessen the potential traumatic experience for victims talking about their assault with a 

researcher. The Whitman College Institutional Review Board approved the survey before 

I distributed it. 

I recruited a sample of undergraduate students at Whitman College to participate 

in this survey through email lists. I sent an email to the All Students listserv that was also 

sent on my behalf to the email lists of Planned Parenthood Generation Action, Feminists 

Advocating Change and Empowerment club, and all sororities and fraternities at 

Whitman. By inviting these students to respond, I intended to reach all Whitman students 

at least once, since any Whitman student could be a victim of sexual assault. The 

invitation to participate included information about my intentions for the project and 

explained that the survey would ask questions about the participants’ experience with 

reporting and investigative processes into sexual assault at Whitman College. I sent a 

reminder one week after distribution and one day before the survey closed. The survey 

was open for 12 days. 

 Participants self-selected into this study if they (1) had experienced sexual assault 

while a student at Whitman College and (2) were willing to answer questions about their 

decision-making processes when it came to reporting and/or investigating their 

experiences with sexual assault. Participants were instructed to not identify any names or 

locations that would disclose their identity or that of their assailant, and advised that if 
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such material were included it would not be revealed through my reporting of survey 

data. Participants consented to the survey by clicking “next” after reading through the 

opening information and beginning the survey, while knowing that they could stop the 

survey at any time or omit questions without penalty.  

The sample of completed surveys filled out by Whitman Students was a total of 

20 students. I asked only for class year and gender as demographic information from my 

participants. Of the completed responses, six respondents were sophomores, seven were 

juniors, and seven were seniors. Fifteen respondents identify as female, three identify as 

male, one identifies as gender queer/gender non-conforming, and one chose to identify as 

something not listed. 

The Survey 

Using Qualtrics software, I created a survey on the experience of choosing 

whether to report and/or investigate sexual assault in the Title IX process at Whitman. 

The survey is attached as Appendix B. The survey was built including skip logic. For 

example, answering “yes” to the question “Did you tell anyone about your assault?” leads 

the respondent to a certain set of questions, while answering “No” leads to a different set. 

I tried to design the survey so that anyone who experienced sexual assault on the 

Whitman College campus could answer the next question provided, given their answers 

to prior questions, that would logically follow their experience with reporting and/or 

opening an investigation. I included options for a variety of different reporting strategies, 

including reporting in person to the Title IX Administrator, reporting online 

(anonymously or not), and reporting through a mandatory reporter.  
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The survey questions ask respondents to explain which method of disclosure they 

chose, who they talked to, and how long after their assault they disclosed it. Participants 

are asked to describe their choices based on their interactions with the Title IX 

Administrator and the Title IX system.  

The survey asks participants who reported to the Title IX Administrator and those 

who opened an investigation to describe how intimidating it is/was to report and is/was to 

open an investigation, and then asks them why they feel/felt that way. The survey asks 

those who reported but did not open an investigation whether they felt reporting would 

bring them negative outcomes, and asks those who opened an investigation (or 

considered it) whether they felt opening an investigation would bring them negative 

outcomes.  

Of the individuals who opened an investigation, the survey asks whether they had 

any regrets about doing so. Of the individuals who decided not to open an investigation, 

the survey asks what factors led them to decide not to. 

There is an open-ended text box at the end of the survey to provide participant 

with the opportunity to add any additional information about their experience. 

Ethical Considerations  

This thesis allows survivors an opportunity to express their opinions of and 

experiences with the Title IX processes at Whitman College. The safety of my 

participants is the number one priority in conducting this research. I took careful steps 

throughout the process to assure safety of my participants. Participants in my survey were 

asked to reflect upon the sensitive topic of their experiences with disclosing sexual 

assault, but I purposely did not ask respondents to talk about the actual assault (to prevent 
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some level of discomfort when filling out the survey). Upon completing the survey, a list 

of local sexual assault and mental health resources was presented to participants, 

including Whitman College health center, Whitman College counseling center, Title IX 

coordinator, the Sexual Assault Victims Advocate, the Young Women’s Christian 

Association (YWCA), both local and national crisis hotlines. In presenting my findings, I 

have not included any information that would make my participant’s identities known.  

Limitations and Improvements to Consider 
 

The scope of my project is limited because this research was conducted through a 

survey rather than through in-person interviews, so there are no follow-up questions. The 

survey asks for no demographic information about the survivor’s assailant, although it 

could have been interesting comparative data to ask the class year or gender of the 

assailant. The survey asks for no information about the assault itself, for example whether 

their assault was coercive sexual assault, alcohol-fueled sexual assault, or sexual assault 

using physical force. The omission of questions directly relating to the assault was 

intentional, as my research does not address the various types of assault, and I did not 

want to cause more stress on my participants by asking directly about their assault. The 

survey does not ask about fraternity or sorority membership of either the victim or the 

assailant. It could have been interesting to see how many victims and how many 

assailants were members of Greek organizations, and could have indicated how much of 

this problem is central to Greek life, but I did not want to dive into the debate about 

Greek life in this project. This project is solely intended to explore the decision-making 

processes of individuals after they have experienced sexual assault.   

 



 

 35 

Analytical Plan 

My data analysis is primarily qualitative. Each response is critical to my analysis, 

as individual experiences highlight certain difficulties that are represented in the literature 

reviews. Qualitative data analysis is appropriate for my data set because of the small 

number of respondents, and the type of data collected (primarily open ended survey 

responses). The valuable open-ended responses from participants allow a better 

understanding of the experiences of sexual assault survivors. The analysis of survivors’ 

personal experiences will highlight cultural and social barriers to reporting and 

investigating sexual assault.  

Under the framework of grounded theory, I coded by data using open descriptive 

coding with pen and paper. I looked for similarities and differences in experiences 

described by my participants and identified multiple themes in responses to each 

question. Major themes emerged from the data, and I’ve presented analyzed them in 

conjunction with research from the literature review.  
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Part IV: Results of the Survey 

I present findings from the survey questions that closely relate to my ultimate 

research questions: Is there something preventing Whitman students from reporting their 

assault or opening investigations in the Title IX process? If so, what is preventing 

students from reporting their assault or opening investigations into their assaults? Some 

questions that are included in the survey are omitted from the analysis, as the responses 

are less relevant to the sociological analysis of my particular research question.  

In the following results section, I am attempting to paint the most accurate picture 

of what most people say in response the larger question of why some choose not to take 

advantage of Title IX processes. I cannot include all the responses and all the themes that 

respondents raise in response to each question. In many cases, there is a diverse array of 

responses to a single question. I present emerging themes that describe factors that 

prevented individuals from deciding to report or investigate their assault.  

Underlying Cultural and Social Factors 

 Whitman students who have experienced sexual assault on campus report feeling 

many cultural and social pressures while deciding whether to file a report or open a Title 

IX investigation. These pressures include: self-blame and shame (“I was blaming 

myself”); guilt (“I felt extremely guilty for reporting my friend”); victim blaming (“I felt 

as if I was responsible”); rape myth acceptance (“I was scared someone would tell me 

what I was feeling was wrong and that [the assault] was my fault”); internalized rape 

myth acceptances (“I was…trying to find ways to rationalize that what happened to me 

wasn’t sexual assault”); fear of retaliation (“my biggest fear is that my assailant will do 



 

 37 

something to harm me if he knew I reported him”); uncertainty/confusion (“The [Title 

IX] process was confusing, I had no clue what I needed to do”); hesitance to report 

acquaintance assault (“I definitely thought that my "friend" [and assailant] would be 

angry with me if I reported”); fear of re-victimization (“I didn't want to suffer anymore 

from the experience”); depression and “severe anxiety”; strained personal relationships 

(“I lost countless friends in the reporting process”); loss of control (“I felt like a tiny 

particle simply getting swept along”); and negative experiences with the institutional 

response in the wake of their assault (“I just don’t trust the system”).  

Symbolic Interactionism and Emotions 

Whitman students experience many negative emotional reactions to sexual 

assault. Respondents indicate that they felt self-blame, guilt, shame and embarrassment 

before, during and after the reporting and investigative processes. These emotions in the 

aftermath of sexual assault emerge from the larger sexual assault culture in which victims 

of sexual assault must negotiate their emotional reactions in their decision-making 

processes. Sexual assault survivors who mention self-blame as a reason for avoiding 

reporting or investigating their assault could be taking precautionary measures to avoid 

these negative role-taking emotions. Such avoidance helps “reflect, create, and maintain 

social groups and hierarchies” (Fields 2006:159). Emotional responses to the traumatic 

experience are embedded in the survivor’s decision-making after the assault.   

All 20 respondents in my survey chose to disclose their assault to a friend. In 

contrast with Dworkin and Pettenger’s (2016) findings, gender identity of my 

respondents did not make a difference in terms of their disclosure. By confiding in their 

close friends and peers, the Whitman students seem to experience the anxieties about 
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being believed that Sable (2006) identified as one of the three most significant barriers to 

reporting. Yet even when confiding to a friend, the survivor’s feelings can be 

complicated by other negative societal pressures, including victim blaming and rape myth 

acceptance. One survivor writes: “I was concerned that they would think what happened 

wasn’t sexual assault.” These self-conscious feelings can cause individuals to feel that 

what happened to them is not as significant as it may feel, which in this case nearly 

prevented the survivor from opening up about their assault.1  

Whitman students who are victims of sexual assault are negotiating the identity 

work that establishes that what their assailant did to them is not acceptable, and that it 

crosses the boundaries of “how they expect others to treat them” (Fields 2006:164). 

Emotions are the key to “communicate our identity claims, our imputations of other 

people’s identities, and our responses when our identity expectations are met, breached, 

or challenged under adverse conditions” (Fields 2006:164). Survivor’s experiences in the 

aftermath of their sexual assault are highly impacted by their emotions and therefore have 

a direct effect on the way that they decide to negotiate the reality of their assault. When a 

survivor’s identity expectations are breached, the survivor may seek to maneuver their 

negative emotions about the assault by applying role-taking emotions, like self-blame. 

                                                 
1 For one survivor, the role of gender and its implications made it even more difficult to 
open up about his experiences: “It’s super hard as a male body to be validated as a victim, 
especially when the perpetrator is female-bodied.” Because 90% of sexual assault victims 
are thought to be female (RAINN), and most assailants are males, it can be very hard for 
male victims of assault perpetrated by females to feel that they will be believed or even 
“validated” as a victim. Rape myths exist for women---and also for men. Some examples 
of rape myths for males are: “it is impossible to rape a man”; “men are to blame for not 
escaping”; and “men do not need counseling after being raped” (Chapleau, Oswald and 
Russell 2008:604). The rape myth for men is more pernicious in denying even the 
possibility of rape, not just its occurrence in a particular instance.  
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Respondents indicate feeling self-blame, shame and guilt before and after reporting, 

when considering whether to open an investigation, and even during the investigation 

itself. One respondent puts it bluntly when describing their emotions during the 

investigation: “I was still blaming myself.” Another respondent writes: “I felt a lot of… 

regret and self-blame.” Some respondents express fear that they would be subject to 

victim blaming.  

Some survivors express doubt, bordering on regret, about their decisions to open 

up about their assault in the first place, mainly due to the experience of self-blame 

(Ullman and Filipas 2001, Campbell et al. 2001, Sable 2006); they continue to wonder 

whether they should have stayed silent after the assault. One respondent writes: “I was 

still questioning my experience—I still sometimes do, because I totally believed…that it 

was my fault.” In this case, these individuals express feeling that they should not tell 

anyone about their assault because they feel internalized rape myths and victim blaming: 

that their assault was their fault, and that they are responsible for what happened to them 

(Franuik 2008, Sable 2006).  

These fears are consistent with Bohmer and Parrot’s findings on victim blaming 

as an experience of other individuals on campus criticizing their allegations: “…the 

victim often has to face harassment by other students on campus who believe that she 

was not really raped, that it was her fault, that she is ruining the assailant’s life, or that it 

was ‘not that big a deal’” (1993:34). Even though respondents knew they were not 

responsible for their assault, societal pressures still led them to believe that they were at 

fault, which demonstrates the powerful effect of rhetoric surrounding victim blaming and 

rape myth acceptance. If victims of sexual assault are under the impression that other 



 

 40 

people will not believe that their experience was sexual assault, or that the experience 

was invalid due to victim blaming and rape myths that emanate from larger society, they 

may have a harder time opening up about their experience. They may choose not to run 

the risk of being told that their experience was not valid and thereby be re-victimized. 

Sexual Assault within the Total Institution 

Survey responses indicate that Whitman students experience a wide spectrum of 

emotional and psychological responses that researchers have come to expect of sexual 

assault victims (i.e. victim blaming, shame, guilt, etc.). However, the experience of these 

typical reactions seems heightened by the fact that the sexual assault occurred within the 

scope of a college—a total institution. At Whitman College, some survivors report being 

anxious that the experience of sexual assault could overshadow their entire collegiate 

experience, as discussed in greater detail below. 

Of the 12 individuals who rate their level of intimidation in opening an 

investigation, all 12 find it extremely intimidating to open an investigation in the Title IX 

process (given choices of describing it as not intimidating at all, somewhat intimidating, 

and extremely intimidating). Responses show that the bureaucratic process of the 

reporting/investigation system intimidates victims of sexual assault. Specifically, some 

victims explain that they did not want other people on the campus to find out about what 

happened. Although opening an investigation does not entail a public announcement of 

the assault, respondents indicate anxiety that the existence of the assault would be made 

public because of the process itself. During the investigation witnesses are called in to 

discuss events leading up to the assault and the victim’s past sexual experiences. 

Survivors, who are concerned that their most private and personal experiences will travel 
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quickly through the grapevine, are more hesitant to open an investigation or make a 

report.  

The fact that Whitman is not only an institution, but also a small residential 

college, heightens respondents’ concerns about opening an investigation that will cause 

other people to learn about their assault and about their personal information. One 

respondent writes: “It's very public-private. Whitman is small and gossip makes it feel 

even smaller.” Another explains: “The publicness of it also freaked me out.”  One student 

reports that the fact that the investigation takes place within the campus—and especially 

at the administration building—was a deterrent to reporting: “the fact that they had an 

office in Memorial [a large, official-looking administrative building on campus] alone 

was absolutely terrifying.” This student describes the intimidation factor that can be 

prevalent in an institutional setting like Whitman.  

Of the 20 respondents, 18 of them report knowing their assailant (including 

knowing them but not knowing them well, knowing them well, and knowing them very 

well) at the time of the assault. For some respondents who experienced sexual assault at 

the hands of an acquaintance, the acquaintance factor caused hesitation in reporting. One 

respondent writes that the decision to report to the Title IX Administrator was made more 

complicated by her former friendship with her assailant: “The thought of getting my 

"friend" in trouble was the most excruciating.” In a small college where many students 

are at least acquaintances, the pressures associated with acquaintance assault are 

heightened. This is consistent with research that shows victims of acquaintance assault 

who share social connections with their assailant may be more hesitant to disclose their 
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assault due to the “victim’s fear of disrupting relationships within the group” (Orchowski 

and Gidycz 2012:281).  

Respondents express anxiety about the way that victim status could come to 

define their social experience in the total institution of Whitman College. One respondent 

who went through an investigation describes wanting to avoid discussing their personal 

business with others in the social scene at Whitman, writing: “It eventually felt like 

everyone on campus was looking at me differently and I began to avoid leaving my dorm 

room unless absolutely necessary…” In this case, the survivor’s ability to function in 

social life at Whitman was impacted by their impression of how their situation was being 

viewed by other students, which highlights the symbolic interactionism embedded within 

the total institution. One respondent answers: “People would know my situation without 

knowing me. I was afraid everyone would find out and look at me differently. I was 

afraid it would affect everything about my Whitman experience.” 

Institutional Betrayal  

When disclosing their assault, survivors put a great deal of trust in the institution 

(Campbell et. al 2001). Smith and Freyd (2013) define “institutional betrayal” as: “sexual 

assault occurring in a context where an important institution acts in a way that betrays its 

member’s trust” i.e. by “creating an environment in which sexual assault seems like no 

big deal, covering up experiences…” (121). One survivor describes the experience of 

reporting their assault: “It feels incredibly hopeless. It feels like you aren't actually being 

listened to. It felt like a lot of empty ways they thought might make me feel better.” In 

this case, the respondent feels that the institution did not provide helpful solutions to their 

problem.  
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One respondent indicates that their assault in fact came to define their time at 

Whitman, and made being a student on the Whitman campus unbearable. The sexual 

assault survivor describes “institutional betrayal” in feeling less comfortable, less safe 

and exposed to judgment by others on campus after reporting the assault to the 

administration:  

I see my rapist every day. I see his friends who have made physical threats against 
me. I see countless people who used to be my friends and through my reporting 
are no longer. I cannot understate how terrible my life has become since my 
assault. I loved Whitman my first semester of my first year and now I am 
counting down the days until I can transfer.  
 

Symbolic interactionism and emotions tie directly into institutional betrayal. Betrayal 

comes with negative emotions that may impact a sexual assault survivors’ ability to 

function within the institution. According to Smith and Freyd, withdrawing from the 

institution or confronting the institutional betrayal is difficult, given that the dependent 

individual has no power in the relationship with the institution (2013).  

Perception of Institutional Betrayal 

Some institutional betrayal on the college campus seems to be experienced as a 

perception, given that some Whitman College students report feeling even before 

submitting a report or initiating an investigation that the institution would not support 

them (“I just don't trust the system”). Others express their fear that the incident they are 

reporting would not be considered significant by the institution: “I was afraid that it 

wouldn't be seen as a ‘big enough deal’ to be worthy of reporting.” This is consistent with 

Bohmer and Parrot’s (1993) findings that campus assault victims may question whether 

their accusation will be taken seriously.  
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These students do not necessarily experience institutional betrayal by the 

Whitman College Administration, but the environment itself makes them expect 

institutional betrayal in disclosure of their assault. The experience of sexual assault is 

traumatic in and of itself, but survivors report that the experience of betrayal in disclosure 

to the institution introduces a new trauma, including re-victimization (Smith and Freyd 

2014). An individual’s perception of their role in the assault and the complexities of the 

social interactions surrounding their assault can color their idea of how the institution 

would respond to their assault (Sable 2006, Bohner et al., 2009). One victim, who was 

incoherently intoxicated at the time of the assault, explains: “I didn't think they would 

take not remembering being penetrated as enough for him to be punished.” 

Another respondent focuses on the anxieties that the process will cause, 

explaining:  

The words "report," "investigation," "administration," "police," etc. give me more 
anxiety than thinking about the assaults themselves. These are systems I don't 
trust, people I don't know, and I feel the weight of the risk of publicity when I 
think about engaging them. The process of being asked questions about an assault 
alone can be an incredibly violating experience.  
 

What these students have in common is the pre-conceived notion or anxiety that their 

institution will not support them adequately when disclosing their assault. This perception 

mimics the consequences of institutional betrayal (Smith and Freyd 2013). If victims 

choose not to report their assault due to the impression that the institution will not take 

them seriously, the college should recognize these negative perceptions of the 

institutional processes and take steps to combat those perceptions. 
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Dissatisfaction with Institutional Support Systems 

Whitman College offers resources to victims of sexual assault, including mental 

health counseling, physical health resources the Welty Health Center, access to a Sexual 

Assault Victim’s Advocate (SAVA) employed by the Walla Walla YWCA, access to the 

Academic Resource Center (which can help negotiate extra time on academic work and 

excuse missed classes due to their experience of sexual assault), and no-contact orders 

that provide parameters for interaction between the alleged assailant and the survivor on 

campus. While respondents report taking advantage of all of these resources, survivors 

shared a common sentiment: the resources were helpful, but did not eliminate the 

problem. Students describe seeing a therapist at the counseling center, receiving 

academic accommodations, visiting the SAVA, and receiving no-contact orders, but 

report: “I guess nothing can really change what happened.”  

Survivors express concerns about the medical and emotional support Whitman 

College provides. Some indicate that the Health Center was unhelpful, writing that they 

were not offered an STD test when they informed the Welty Health Center employees of 

their assault. This is consistent with findings of Campbell, Wasco, Ahrens Sefl and 

Barnes (2001), who found that sexual assault survivor’s re-victimization experiences can 

be impacted by the resources that are not offered by service providers. This is an 

indication of institutional betrayal in the respect that survivors felt an inadequate response 

from the institution (Smith and Freyd 2014). The survivor mentioned above who sought 

out help at the Health Center indicates feeling invalidated in their experience of assault 

specifically because the Health Center did not offer an STD test. By neglecting to offer 

this individual an STD test, the institution may have created re-victimizing experience for 
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this individual. Some sexual assault survivors indicate that the Counseling Center was 

unhelpful (“I wish the Counseling Center had better fit my needs”). One respondent who 

went through an investigation writes that they wished there was a sexual assault 

survivors’ support group on campus to help them feel less isolated. 

Negative Impressions of Title IX Processes and Title IX Administration 
at Whitman College 
 

Respondents indicate a general frustration in the structure of the Title IX process. 

One respondent says:  

Title IX is a justice system that is built to deal with policy violation, not 
wrongdoing. There is a fundamental difference there-- it means that instead of 
dealing with an act of violence against a person, the system is inherently tied to 
interests of the college, in terms of the college as an institution. And as an 
institution, that means that if someone isn't found to be a threat to others, they 
usually remain at school, and at times even if they are found responsible, they are 
not found responsible of violating policy. Thus, the school can view Title IX 
cases as ‘isolated incidents’ instead of real violence.  

 
Other respondents indicate feeling that no matter the result of a Title IX investigation, it 

would be a “waste of time” and “not worth the trouble” to open an investigation because 

the possible outcomes would not do justice to what they experienced.  

Of the 11 survivors who reported with the Title IX Administrator in person, four 

of the respondents indicate that they felt somewhat positive after they reported: “I 

thought something was going to be done”; “I felt like a weight had been lifted from my 

shoulders, that maybe me reporting his name was helpful in some way”; “I felt 

validated.” 

But some accounts of the initial meeting with the Title IX Administrator include 

the participant indicating negative feelings about the experience: “I was in the right for 

reporting but that I still had little control over anything.” Taking away a survivor’s sense 
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of control over their situation by making decisions for the survivor is harmful in the wake 

of an assault (Sigurvinsdottir and Ullman 2016). Another respondent writes: “I felt 

validated but also desperately alone and sad and angry that I couldn’t prevent future 

assaults directly.” Some respondents allude to feeling stuck and express feeling 

reservations about going through the process that was described to them. One respondent 

explains: “[I felt] terrified, alone, extremely depressed, frightened, confused…it felt like I 

was making the wrong decision but that it was the only decision I had left to make.” 

What Whitman students hear about the Title IX process is significant to their 

understanding of the process, and may lend to their fear of institutional betrayal during 

disclosure. Some respondents indicate that before their assaults they had heard negative 

things about the Title IX process and that friends who had chosen to go through 

investigations left the process feeling worse about their experience. Pre-conceptions 

about the Title IX process impacted respondents’ expectations of the experience, and 

caused some people to choose not to make a report or open an investigation. One 

respondent writes: “I have never heard of the process being successful in a way I would 

want–to feel better again and to not feel so embarrassed and traumatized.” 

One respondent answers: “It caused all my friends who had done it pain.” Another 

describes: “Helping friends go through it and seeing how awful it was.” One respondent 

writes that they had heard the Title IX investigative process was “hostile.”  

Importantly, a victim’s impression of how their report will be received impacts 

their decision to report. According to Smith and Freyd, “A fear of being disbelieved or 

treated poorly is the most common reason given for why a formal report was not made 

following sexual assault among…college women” (2014:583). If Whitman students are 
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under the impression that they will experience a similar negative process (from stories of 

other survivors who have encountered Title IX processes), they may be less likely to 

decide to report or investigate in those processes.   

 The respondent’s descriptions of actual interactions with the Title IX 

Administrator are mixed. Some respondents included positive descriptions of their 

interactions with the Title IX Administrator. One respondent writes: “[The Title IX 

Administrator] helped me academically in many ways.” Another says: “I remember being 

impressed with [The Title IX Administrator’s knowledge of the system.” One respondent 

mentions that they were “sweating and nervous” to disclose their assault to the Title IX 

Administrator, but that she was “easy to talk to.” One respondent writes that “at times,” 

the Dean of Students and the Title IX Administrator “showed genuine compassion and 

humanity” during the investigative process. 

However, some respondents describe negative interactions with the Title IX 

Administrator. One respondent writes that while they were making their report, “[the 

Title IX Administrator] made me feel like a lot of my experience/worries were just in my 

head. She did not validate any of my feelings.” Some respondents indicate mistrust in the 

Title IX Administrator. When asked whether they feared that reporting would bring them 

negative outcomes, one respondent says: “I just don't trust [the Title IX Administrator]. 

She pressures victims into reporting, she can't maintain confidentiality, and she can't 

enforce the rules and regulations she's been hired to protect.” When asked what factors 

kept them from opening an investigation into their assault, one respondent answers: “[the 

Title IX Administrator]’s reputation.” Another respondent indicates that they felt 
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pressured to open an investigation by the Title IX Administrator when they were not 

“mentally prepared to do so.”  

With negative impressions of the Title IX process and the Title IX Administrator, 

some Whitman students choose not to open investigations into their assaults. The survey 

responses do not substantiate these claims in any more depth, and I was unable to ask 

questions to better understand these frustrations. However, these student voices 

expressing their anxieties and hesitations in the reporting and investigative processes at 

Whitman are important to include. The reasons underlying the negative impressions of 

the process and personnel are beyond the scope of this thesis, but provide an opportunity 

for further research and analysis. 

Even when a student opens an investigation and the decision is in the survivor’s 

favor, i.e. the results provide institutional validation of the survivor’s experience, there 

are lasting effects of the trauma that can make healing from the experience and 

functioning in a total institution challenging.  A survivor whose investigation was 

resolved in their favor writes:  

I think something I would like to see discussed more is the influence sexual 
assault can have on someone's Whitman experience…once my assailant was 
[sanctioned] it seemed expected by the administration that I would just go back to 
normal. My sexual assault has defined my Whitman experience, period. As the 
campus continues to work on sexual violence on campus, I think acknowledging 
the lasting effects of an assault are an important first step of the conversation. 
 

Even with sanctions imposed on the assailant, the survivor was not able to return to 

“normal” on the campus. Another respondent, who chose not to open an investigation, 

describes anticipating the same negative impact on their life: “I talked to…people who I 

knew had gone through the process. They said in general the process was emotionally 

draining and would define my semester/year/potentially [my whole] time at Whitman.” 
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The heavy burden of a sexual assault can cause victims on the college campus to feel role 

taking emotions (Fields 2006), and those emotions can create a barrier to normalcy within 

the institution.  
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Part V: Implications, Suggestions and Conclusions  

Implications 

 Sexual assault is a health and safety concern for Whitman, other colleges and our 

country. College campuses are integral in the education and socialization of millions of 

college students in our country, and greater attention should be paid to the social 

processes within these institutions, especially those related to sexual assault. Responses 

to victims of sexual assault (from friends to service providers to institutional officials) 

impact a survivor’s recovery (Campbell, Wasco, Ahrens, Sefl, & Barnes, Smith and 

Freyd 2013, 2014) and their future (Krebs and Lindquist 2007). 

Student survivors of sexual assault at Whitman College experience a myriad of 

responses to sexual assault, including self-blame and shame (Ullman and Filipas 2001, 

Campbell et al. 2001), guilt (Sable 2006, Fields 2006), victim blaming (Bohner et al., 

2009, Raphael 2013, Bohmer and Parrot 1993), rape myth acceptance and internalized 

rape myth acceptance (Brownmiller 1975, Bohmer and Parrot 1993, Chapleau, Oswald 

and Russell 2008, Franuik 2008), fear of retaliation, uncertainty/confusion, fear of re-

victimization (Campbell, Wasco, Ahrens, Sefl, & Barnes 2001), depression, anxiety, 

strained personal relationships (Ahrens and Aldana 2012), isolation, loss of control 

(Sigurvinsdottir and Ullman 2016), and difficulty with the institutional response in the 

wake of their assault (Smith and Freyd 2013, 2014). The aftermath of sexual assault is 

nonlinear. Every survivor’s experience is unique: survivors may experience a 

combination of these responses to sexual assault at different times throughout their lives. 

But on the Whitman College campus, students experience these psychological and 

emotional responses within the total institution: they are challenged to continue their 
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academic, professional and social lives at Whitman and to prepare to launch into future 

careers while negotiating what to do about their assault. Some sexual assault survivors at 

Whitman College experience institutional betrayal, feeling an inability to function in the 

institution as they did before their assault, due to the institutional response to their assault 

(Smith and Freyd 2013, 2014). 

Suggestions and Conclusions 

Survivors of sexual assault should not have to feel that their experience was 

invalid, that they will not be believed by others, that they do not deserve support, or that 

they are alone in their experience. However, these negative re-victimization experiences 

are easier to identify than they are to eradicate.  

The results of this survey show that steps can and should be taken to improve the 

sexual assault survivor’s experience at Whitman College. Whitman’s goal is to educate 

its students, while ensuring their health and safety. Whitman has the unique opportunity 

to support student victims of sexual assault.   

Some survivors expressed negative responses to the Title IX process, the Title IX 

Administrator, the Counseling Center, the Health Center. Suggestions for improving the 

sexual assault survivor’s experience on the Whitman College campus have emerged 

directly from the students who responded to this survey, including the following:  

1. Because survivors indicated that they were “confused” by the Title IX policy 

(even as described to them by the Title IX Administrator), the policy should be 

simplified and made more accessible to students. The Whitman College 

Grievance Policy is 27 pages long. The policy applies to both Whitman 

employees and students. Sexual assault is found at the very end of a lengthy list of 
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actions that the policy defines as “sexual harassment.” The policy does not define 

sexual assault and other forced sexual encounters separate from “sexual 

harassment.” As a result, the policy does not even say, for instance, that someone 

who is found guilty of “sexual assault,” (defined as “…non-consensual 

penetration of, or forcing someone to penetrate, an orifice (anal, vaginal, oral) 

with the penis, finger, tongue, or objects” (Grievance Policy 2016-2017:9) will 

necessarily result in expulsion.  

A student should not have to work their way through 27 pages of jargon to 

eventually find a chart which purports to show how a student pursues a claim for 

sexual assault. There should be a separate, greatly-simplified policy regarding 

student sexual harassment and assault so survivors can better understand what 

they could expect from the process. That simplified policy should state expressly 

at a minimum, when a student forces another student into sexual contact against 

that person’s will, that assailant will be expelled from the college. There should 

be no discretion whatsoever for college administrators to excuse sexual assaults. 

2. When a Whitman student is sexually assaulted, there is no way for them to talk to 

trusted professors, faculty, staff, coaches, supervisors, etc. without knowing that 

the report will inevitably go to one single employee of the College, the Title IX 

Administrator. Due to mandatory reporting policies, if a Whitman student reports 

to Whitman faculty, staff, coaches, supervisors, student academic advisers or 

resident assistants, those individuals are obligated to report the details of what the 

student said to the Title IX Administrator. The only individuals a Whitman 

student could confide in without that disclosure going to the Title IX 
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Administrator are employees of the health center, the counseling center, the 

YWCA Sexual Assault Victim’s Advocate, and Adam Kirtley (in his capacity as a 

pastoral counselor). The ethicality of mandatory reporting policies on college 

campuses is a controversial issue in academia (Kingkade 2016), and some schools 

have worked to change policies to protect victim’s rights (Freyd 2016). 

Because of the mandatory reporting policies, if a student reports to a 

trusted faculty member (excluding those listed above), that information is 

required to be reported to the Title IX Administrator. If any student, for any 

reason, feels uncomfortable working through a sexual assault with the person who 

happens to be in the position of Title IX Administrator, they may choose not to 

report. My limited research suggests that is a serious deterrent to reporting sexual 

assault for some students at Whitman College. Any way you look at it, when a 

Whitman student opens up to a mandatory reporter or to the Title IX 

Administrator, there are many potentially frightening unknowns in the process. If 

there exists any hesitation to report to the Title IX Administrator, a victim of 

sexual assault faces enormous challenges in deciding whether to say anything at 

all. This hesitation could prevent survivors from seeking help from or confiding in 

a mandatory reporter.  

The Title IX Administrator at Whitman also holds the office of Associate 

Dean of Students, and is involved on campus, and so students may interact with 

the Title IX Administrator in other capacities (or plan to do so), which could 

make reporting to them more complicated. To alleviate some of these concerns, I 

suggest that Whitman consider hiring a second Title IX Administrator, or creating 
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a team of Title IX Administrators to assist students with Title IX concerns. This 

way, students would have more than one single option of who to seek help from 

within the Title IX process in the wake of an assault.  

3. The negative impressions of the Title IX process and Title IX Administration at 

Whitman should be further researched and analyzed, especially the pressure felt 

by some respondents to open an investigation when they felt they were not ready 

to do so.  

4. It has become clear through reading my survey data that survivors of sexual 

assault on the Whitman College campus have a lot to say about their experiences 

with the Title IX process. After a survivor engages with the Title IX process, 

whether it is through a report, investigation, or both, Whitman College should ask 

them to share about their experience with the Title IX process. This could take 

shape through an anonymous survey so that the students who are going through 

the process can express (much like in this survey) how they feel about the Title IX 

process. The college should encourage students to provide feedback on the Title 

IX process. This way, survivors could provide the administration with information 

that would help them work to improve the bureaucratic process. Opportunities to 

improve the process through a survey could help improve the working 

relationship between the Title IX Administration, Whitman College as an 

institution, and the survivors of sexual assault on the Whitman campus. This 

feedback should be actively encouraged by the Title IX Administration in 

continuous efforts to improve survivor’s experiences on the Whitman College 

campus.  
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5. Because some respondents feared re-victimization in reporting their assault or 

seeking help, Whitman College employees (especially those in the Health Center, 

Counseling Center, and Title IX Administrator’s office) should be made aware of 

the types of responses that cause sexual assault survivors to experience re-

victimization, and should make every effort to alleviate those feelings in survivors 

who seek their help.    

6. Because some respondents who visited the Health Center after their assault report 

that they felt invalidated in their experience of sexual assault because they were 

not offered STD tests, Health Center staff should consistently offer STD tests and 

pregnancy tests (when applicable) when a victim informs them that they have 

been assaulted, and consistently offer information about where they can have a 

rape kit performed (when applicable).  

7. Because some respondents indicated feeling isolated within the institution due to 

their sexual assault victim-status, the Counseling Center should create a sexual 

survivors support group. This could help alleviate feelings of isolation and 

discomfort during all stages of the Title IX process, or for those students who do 

not desire to report their assault at all. Whitman College could connect with 

institutions that offer support groups for sexual assault survivors and model a 

group off an already successful program. (Colleges including, but not limited to, 

Humboldt State University, Duke University and Wesleyan University offer 

support group meetings for sexual assault survivors.)   

8. All 20 of my respondents told a friend about their assault experience. Another 

way to improve survivor’s experiences on campus would be to educate Whitman 
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students on the best ways to respond to sexual assault disclosures from their peers. 

The Whitman College Green Dot program equips Whitman students to help their 

peers by making every effort to prevent sexual violence, but Whitman students 

could also benefit from further education surrounding best practices when 

responding to a disclosure by a victim of sexual assault. That type of training 

could be a part of the Green Dot orientation program, and could help not only 

survivors of sexual assault, but also those to which survivors disclose their 

experience. It is always better to be prepared for a potentially uncomfortable 

disclosure (like that of sexual assault) than to be caught off guard and not know 

the best ways to validate a survivor’s experiences. This training could help build 

community and increase the overall sense of emotional and physical safety on the 

Whitman campus for survivors.  

The experience of sexual assault is horrific no matter when it occurs in the 

survivors’ life or where it occurs, but sexual assault on the college campus provides extra 

challenges in the wake of an assault. The personal descriptions collected in this survey 

from survivors of sexual assault should be taken seriously by the Whitman College 

Administration. The willingness of survivors to provide personal information about their 

experiences with the Title IX process shows that there is a great opportunity to learn from 

these accounts. The Whitman College Administration should further explore the brave 

voices of sexual assault survivors, and continue to take steps to improve the Title IX 

processes in place.  

 

 



 

 58 
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