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Abstract

We propose a behavioral-science approach to sexual assault on college campuses. In this framework, people commit
assault when aspects of the immediate situation trigger certain psychological states. No set of mental processes or
situational configurations is a precise predictor of assault. Instead, the interaction between mental processes and
situational configurations predicts when sexual assault is more or less likely to occur. We begin with an illustrative
story to show how a behavioral-science approach is relevant to sexual assault. Next, we map out a framework
that suggests how behavioral theories of situations and mental processes have been or could be used to describe,
predict, and develop ideas for the reduction of sexual assault. Relevant situational configurations include geographical
configurations, local situational and informational cues, and situation-based power. Theories of mental processes
include person perception, social norms, moral reasoning, and goals. Our framework can be used to demonstrate
how “good” people can commit assault and how individuals can and will refrain from assault within institutions with
a “bad” record. Compared with previous theories of sexual assault, a behavioral-science framework offers unique

understanding and generative methods for addressing sexual assault on college campuses.
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To introduce our behavioral-science framework for
understanding sexual assault on college campuses, we
first tell a (fictional) story. The story illustrates a few of
the situations in which two college students might find
themselves, as well as the mental processes triggered
by each of these particular situations and interactions.

A Story

Consider the following scenario. Darren and Alysha
have just met and are both dancing at an off-campus
party. Alysha decides to return home. Darren has been
dancing with Alysha all night in front of his friends,
who remind Darren, “You’ve been stressed. You need
to have a good time.” Darren decides to walk Alysha
home to see what she will say at the door. Darren
walks with her down a well-lit street toward her dormi-
tory. Getting to Alysha’s door requires that the two enter

her dormitory building, which has long hallways with
doors that swing shut and automatically lock, leaving
hallways quiet and empty. When they reach the door,
Darren gently pressures Alysha to let him come into
her room, using jokes and promises that he will help
her to procrastinate on preparing for tomorrow’s early
class. Alysha initially refuses but then relents after an
awkward 5-min conversation. They go into her room.

What happens next? A behavioral-science approach
brings to light factors that contribute to whether an
assault might happen in Alysha’s room. Specifically, we
can analyze the contextual configurations and mental
processes that interact with one another in each of the
three situations mentioned in this scenario: the party,
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the walk home, and the dormitory. Each situation acti-
vated and suppressed particular mental processes, such
as perceptions of social norms and social scripts, goals,
perceptions of others, and moral reasoning. Each situ-
ation’s social and even physical configuration magnified
or suppressed these types of mental processes. Note
that because of their different social positions in each
of the situations, Darren’s and Alysha’s mental processes
may be affected differently by the same situation.

Party

At the party, Darren may be focused on a prescriptive
social norm (Cialdini & Goldstein, 2004), endorsed by
his friends, that he is expected to “hook up” or have a
sexual encounter with Alysha. Recall that his friends
expressed to Darren some expectation that he should
“have a good time.” If the group of friends does not
explicitly discuss what this entails, Darren might infer
that having a good time means hooking up and having
sex instead of other behaviors such as dancing and flirt-
ing (Wade, 2017). This interpretation may be top of mind,
given that salient people in his social network endorse
this behavior (Paluck et al., 2016). From Alysha’s per-
spective, leaving the party with a male peer is a behavior
that may conform to a descriptive norm on campus, in
which couples who leave parties together are doing so
in order to hook up. She may thus harbor concerns about
leaving with Darren, if this is not what she intends.

Imagine instead that inaccurate perceptions of the
normativity of sexual activity have been corrected.
Indeed, perceived peer attitudes predict individual
rape-supportive attitudes (Bellis et al., 2020; Swartout,
2013) and serve as a risk factor for sexual-assault per-
petration (Loh et al., 2005), and diverse, dense networks
of peers buffer against this risk (Kaczkowski et al.,
2017). Moreover, men and women each tend to over-
estimate the other’s comfort levels; students think other
students are more comfortable hooking up than they
really are (Reiber & Garcia, 2010; for an in-depth treat-
ment, see Wade, 2017). Actively correcting descriptive
norms could reduce ambiguity about normative behav-
ior and move students’ behavior toward the true norm
(Prentice & Miller, 1993).

Walk bome

In plain view of other people as they walk home, Alysha
might still be concerned that people imagine she is leav-
ing the party to hook up with Darren, but she is less
likely to be concerned about the possibility of sexual
assault. Certain “scripts” or stereotypes of sexual assault
state that sexual assault happens in dark alleys with
strangers (Peterson & Muehlenhard, 2011). Thus, Alysha

may not harbor any serious concerns about Darren’s
intentions and future behavior, given that the street situ-
ation does not match her scripts about a dangerous one.
For his part, the well-lit street and the presence of stran-
gers may create a feeling of observability, which can
activate Darren’s ideas about his “ought self” (Duval &
Wicklund, 1972). The “ought self” activation may bring
to mind the importance of Darren’s trustworthy persona
and of Alysha’s identity as a valued member of the cam-
pus community. At a2 minimum, Darren now sees Alysha’s
entire physical self in the light, instead of the glimpses
of her partially obstructed face or body parts afforded
on the party dance floor. A broader view of this person
helps to humanize her (Gray et al., 2011; Looser &
Wheatley, 2010) as opposed to seeing her more as a
sexualized object (Szymanski et al., 2011).

Now imagine that Darren and Alysha are walking
home from a party that affords Darren and other men
at the party a degree of situational power—that is,
power derived from that particular situation that
endures for the time period spent in that particular
context. A party might afford a man situational power
(e.g., when the man—or his friends—controls who is
admitted into the party or when the party is far away
from where others live and require attendees to drive
a car to attend and to rely on someone to take them
home if they consume alcohol). Situational power
enhances a person’s pursuit of focal goals (Guinote,
2017) and approach motivation (Keltner et al., 2003).
Both of these effects of situational power could result
in Darren increasing the intensity of his efforts to go
home with Alysha. Research supports the prediction
that situational power increases the likelihood of sexual
harassment (Pryor et al., 1995), especially among men
with chronically low power (Williams et al., 2017). As
an additional example, on dates when men exert situ-
ational power by paying all of the date’s expenses,
research finds an increased risk of sexual aggression
on the date (Muelenhard & Linton, 1987).

Dormitory

When Darren and Alysha arrive in her dorm, Darren may
feel he is no longer being monitored or observed, which
may prompt a move away from his ideal or “ought” self
(Duval & Wicklund, 1972). Darren may be generally vul-
nerable to overperceiving Alysha’s interest in him (Abbey,
1982; Abbey et al.; 2000; Perilloux et al., 2012), which
can be exacerbated by alcohol (Abbey et al., 2000), sex-
ual arousal (Bouffard & Miller, 2014), or both (Gilmore
et al., 2013; George & Norris, 1991). More specifically, by
dint of having arrived at her door, theories of goal pursuit
would predict that Darren has perceived the decision of
whether to initiate sexual contact as having been made,
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causing him to shift into an implemental mindset (vs. a
deliberative one; Gollwitzer, 2012). In an implemental
mindset, individuals tend to ignore cues that suggest that
the goal should be abandoned (Biittner et al., 2014;
Gollwitzer & Bayer, 1999). This can explain why Darren
continues to pressure Alysha for several awkward min-
utes; he has failed to recognize her polite refusals.

For her part, Alysha has no access to Darren’s mindset
and is unlikely to realize he has mentally advanced
beyond a deliberation phase to an implementation one.
Alysha may be in a state of cognitive load (Lin et al.,
2010), because she is maintaining a conversation with
Darren all while juggling multiple possible interpreta-
tions of the situation and attempting to represent Darren’s
mental state (which can help her predict his next
actions) in her own mind. On the one hand, Alysha
could interpret her situation as safe and socially pre-
scribed, because she has followed a script used by her
peers and perhaps even taught by the university. In this
“safety” script, women keep themselves both safe and
socially respectable by leaving parties early, without
being too drunk, and asking someone to walk them
home. On the other hand, Alysha could feel uncertain
about her safety, because she is wondering what being
alone in her dorm might signal to Darren. As she con-
siders interpretations, Alysha may feel she has to follow
yet another script in her conversation with Darren—a
“politeness script” of gratitude in which women are
expected to desire and thank men for walking them
home (Armstrong et al., 2006). The tax on Alysha’s cog-
nitive resources (Bonnefon et al., 2011) as she balances
all of these considerations may lead to decisions that
she would initially not judge to be in her best interest
(Mullainathan & Shafir, 2013). If at a certain point Alysha
decides that she needs to decline an offer of sex from
Darren, her strategy may also progress to one in which
she attempts to decline while maintaining face for
Darren, a known conversational regularity with addi-
tional cognitive demands (Brown & Levinson, 1987).

Now imagine that instead of walking Alysha to her
dormitory, Darren and Alysha had an additional common
social space to go to after the party (that is not a bed-
room). In our own qualitative research with undergradu-
ate students, we learned that the physical configuration
of their dormitories has a large impact. Specifically, doors
automatically swing shut (for fire safety reasons), which
can make it appear that students are completely alone
in their dorms with no one to turn to for help if needed.
Moreover, when additional social spaces are bedrooms,
beds may activate particular affordances—mental repre-
sentations of the uses of objects in the environment
(Gibson, 1977)—related to sexual activities that other
social spaces would not. Research at Columbia University
recently found convergent evidence (Hirsch et al., 2018;

Hirsch & Khan, 2020), and the university administration
has introduced additional on-campus social spaces with
the intent of reducing sexual assault.

Three things our story omits

Identities. In this brief story, we did not include more
details about Alysha and Darren’s identities, which sig-
nificantly affect how they feel about themselves, about
the other person, and how they read the situation (Goff
et al., 2008; Kang & Bodenhausen, 2015; Purdie-Vaughns
& Eibach, 2008). Race, class, perceived sexual orienta-
tion, and other identities magnify or change which norms
are evoked, people’s ability to humanize the other, their
sense of moral self and obligations, their perception of
the safety or danger of the situation, which situations
they are likely to find themselves in, whether they receive
help in the moment, and more (e.g., Ford & Soto-
Marquez, 2016; Katz et al., 2017; for a review see Moylan
& Javorka, 2020). All of these processes can increase or
decrease the likelihood of assault.

Alcobol. Alcohol is also intentionally omitted from this
story. Alcohol use (both more generally and in the imme-
diate situation) and the expectations of how it affects
behavior are known significant risk factors for sexual
assault in the general population (for a review, see Lorenz
& Ullman, 2016, and Abbey et al., 2001; Brecklin & Ullman,
2010; George, 2019; Mellins et al., 2017; for a specific dis-
cussion of perpetration, see Brecklin & Ullman, 2001,
2002; and for expected effects on behavior, see George
et al., 2000; Untied et al., 2013), although it may be the
broader high-risk situation rather than the alcohol itself
that is responsible in the immediate sense, and the rela-
tionship is sometimes not observed (Ullman, 2003). There
is extensive research on the role that alcohol plays in sex-
ual assault on college campuses (e.g., Adams-Curtis, &
Forbes, 2004; Bellis et al., 2020; Krebs et al., 2007; Ullman
et al., 1999a, 1999b; Walsh et al., 2021). Alcohol consump-
tion is comorbid with both sexual-assault perpetration
(Abbey et al., 2000; Ullman et al., 1999a) and victimization
(Bird et al., 2016; Ford, 2017; Walsh et al., 2020). We seek
to highlight other important causal factors in sexual assault
that have received less attention. Here, we also wish to
briefly highlight to researchers the personal and situational
factors that alcohol is likely to exacerbate. It is likely that
alcohol interacts in important and interesting ways with
the psychological processes we describe (e.g., for effects
of alcohol on perceptions of sexual interest, see Abbey
et al., 2000; Abbey et al., 1996; Jacques-Tiurra et al., 2007;
George et al., 1988; for emotion regulation, see Davis
et al., 2020; for self-justification, see George & Marlatt,
1986; Koss & Cleveland, 1997; and for labeling of sexual
victimization, Orchowski et al., 2013). We especially
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welcome future work that examines these interactions. (It
is also interesting to think about how alcohol affects cog-
nition and motivation more broadly [see Sevincer et al.,
2012; Steele & Josephs, 1990; Wade, 2017] and as it relates
to sexual assault [see Davis et al., 2007; George et al., 2000;
Taylor & Chermack, 1993].)

Our interest in pursuing more research on other
personal and situational factors is informed by the
behavioral-science perspective and by our qualitative
research with sexual-assault peer counselors who are
themselves college students. They expressed to us that
efforts to reduce sexual violence by reducing alcohol
consumption on campus were frustrating for them for
a few reasons. Specifically, centering conversations
around alcohol consumption elicited defensiveness
from their peers or even closed off conversations about
reducing sexual violence entirely. In other words, this
focus squandered opportunities to reach fellow stu-
dents who did not want to reduce their drinking but
who may have been open to other messages about
reducing sexual violence. In addition, it was clear that
the sexual-assault peer counselors themselves some-
times partake in the drinking culture on campus and
were not personally invested in reducing alcohol con-
sumption. Viewed through a behavioral-science lens,
these peer counselors were describing strong motiva-
tional and normative forces that would weaken the
power of any alcohol-focused intervention to reduce
sexual violence in this particular setting. If the students
who were already working to reduce sexual violence
on this campus were not on board with a focus on
reducing alcohol consumption, then it is difficult to
imagine the intervention catching on in a meaningful
way with their fellow students.

The ending. Our story ends at the door because our
theoretical framework is not one that can predict with
certainty the occurrence of a particular assault. Rather,
it describes situations in which sexual activity without
mutual consent is more or less likely. Stated more specifi-
cally, this detailed examination of a brief time period in
which two students interact during and after a party dem-
onstrates how situations trigger various social norms,
goals, and identity concerns. This interaction can increase
or decrease the chances that one of two individuals will
push the other into sexual activity without consent. Our
story purposefully unfolded across three locations to
highlight how situations change processes and interac-
tion—but also to imply how situations may be changed.
We can think about how proximate aspects of the situa-
tion, such as the lighting (dark vs. well-lit streets), the
configuration of social spaces (individual bedrooms vs.
shared social space), and social norms (e.g., norms about
how much sexual activity is expected or what it means to

walk someone home) activate mental processes and acti-
vate the potential for some behaviors over others.

A bebavioral-science approach

How can we understand and prevent a problem as
multifaceted as sexual assault? This essay offers a
behavioral-science approach to the questions of sexual
assault understanding and prevention on college cam-
puses. A behavioral-science approach to sexual assault
focuses on the behaviors involved, specifically when,
for whom, and in what contexts sexual-assault behav-
iors occur. A behavioral framework lends itself to novel
interventions in part by clarifying the “diagnosis” (Datta
& Mullainathan, 2014) of the most powerful proximate
causes of sexual assault, which can then be targeted
and shifted by interventions. In our opening example,
these are behaviors such as dancing at a party, walking
someone home, and hanging out in a dorm room at
night—all situations already highlighted as important
for understanding the social factors surrounding cam-
pus sexual assault (Armstong et al., 2006). Our aim here
is to focus on these behaviors with an eye for revealing
the multiple existing psychological theories that are
relevant to the topic. Psychological theories allow for
analysis of aspects of the situation, the individual, and the
relationship between the two. Thus, rather than provid-
ing a unified theory of sexual assault, a behavioral-
science approach provides a framework for identifying
relevant theories that can help answer specific ques-
tions of interest, such as: “Why are the rates of sexual
assault so high at a school during this time period?” or
“What kind of intervention could make a difference in
this particular institution?” By bringing relevant psycho-
logical theories to bear on behaviorally focused ques-
tions, a behavioral-science approach can lead to a
discovery of interactions among well-established psy-
chological theories and can stimulate the development
of new scientifically informed interventions. With our
behavioral-science approach to sexual assault, we aim
to invite more psychologists into the study of sexual
assault on college campuses, operationalize a behavioral-
science approach to sexual assault on college cam-
puses, and outline a case study for a kind of brainstorm-
ing technique that could be used to analyze a number
of policy-relevant behavioral issues.

Start with a problem

First, what is the problem of sexual assault? Sexual
assault is a term used to refer to any sexual activity
involving a person who does not provide consent or
cannot provide consent (because of alcohol, drugs, or
other causes of incapacitation; Ortiz & Shafer, 2018).



Understanding College Campus Sexual Assault

983

Women between the ages of 18 and 25 are at greatest
risk for being sexually assaulted (Sinozich & Langton,
2014). Among women enrolled in an undergraduate
institution, between 20% and 25% are expected to expe-
rience sexual assault (Krebs et al., 2016).! The preva-
lence of sexual assault on college campuses threatens
the safety, success, and overall well-being of a substan-
tial proportion of all college students. For example,
women who are sexually assaulted are more likely to
drop classes, to move residences, to seek psychological
counseling (Krebs et al., 2007), and to experience
higher academic stress and lower commitment to their
school and schoolwork (Banyard et al., 2020).

Focus on a particular setting

In this article, we focus on the college setting for a few
reasons. First, there is accumulating data describing
undergraduates’ subjective experience of consent and
assault (e.g., Hirsch et al., 2018; Hirsch & Khan, 2020). A
well-defined context allows for the examination of recur-
ring characteristics of situations in which assault has
occurred. Indeed, research has investigated some situa-
tional features of college bar and party culture that make
sexual assault more likely. In particular, freshman and
sophomore students are at particular risk at college par-
ties (Cranney, 2015), and sorority (vs. nonsorority) women
(Copenhaver & Grauerholz, 1991) are at particular risk
when they attend parties at fraternities, although the
mere presence of fraternities on campus does not
appear to be a risk factor (Cass, 2007; Moylan & Javorka,
2020; Stotzer & MacCartney, 2016). Fraternity members
report engaging in more sexually coercive acts than non-
fraternity members, and fraternity parties that (a) separate
men and women, (b) provide only unsanitary women’s
restrooms (Boswell & Spade, 1996), and (¢) have high
levels of group-identity norms and secrecy (Martin,
2016; Smith & Freyd, 2014) are associated with elevated
rates of sexual assault. Other rape-permissive, situa-
tional aspects of college party culture include extreme
expectations of male bonding (Sanday, 1990)—such as
expectations of bragging about sexual encounters the
next morning (Boswell & Space, 1996; Martin, 2016;
Smith & Freyd, 2014)—and potentially athletics, though
results are mixed (Crosset et al., 1995; Ford & Soto-
Marquez, 2016; Martin, 2016; McCray, 2015; Moylan &
Javorka, 2020; Murnen & Kohlman, 2007). Note that
rates of reported assaults are particularly high on Sat-
urdays in which Division 1 football games are played
at home (vs. away-game days and no-game days; Lindo
et al., 2018). In addition, the conversations surrounding
sexual assault and harassment more generally have his-
torical roots in scholarly and activist work done on
college campuses (Felton, 2018). We use the college

context to construct a theory-driven behavioral analysis
of campus sexual assault, suggesting diagnoses of the
problem and new avenues to intervention. Finally, we
also focus on campus sexual assault with the aim of
galvanizing academic psychologists, who develop their
theories and conduct most of their studies within the
very population that is plagued by this problem.

Generate relevant individual and
situational factors to the problem

In the next section, and in Figure 1, we lay out a behav-
ioral-science framework for sexual assault. The frame-
work is organized according to central themes in
psychology regarding situational configurations and
mental processes that guide behavior, and, as we sug-
gest here, that could increase or decrease the chances
of sexual assault.

Our main goal for this article is to inspire more psycho-
logical researchers to be involved in the study of sexual
assault on college campuses. We hope that Figure 1 can
serve as a prompt to encourage researchers not only to
see how broad swaths of basic psychological science
are particularly promising areas for understanding sex-
ual assault on campus but also to deepen their under-
standing of their own theories.

To compose Figure 1, we surveyed the sexual-assault
literature and identified the factors highlighted in this
body of research that directly relate to central themes
and research areas in psychology. By highlighting these
fundamental areas of research, such as theories of moti-
vation and goals, social norms, person perception,
morality, and situational influences, the figure demon-
strates how basic theory and research can be used to
understand and potentially design interventions to
decrease sexual assault on campuses. The rightmost
column in the figure highlights some of the extant work
on sexual assault, and much of it demonstrates how
research in the domain of sexual assault can build and
test general theory in psychology. For example, Williams
et al. (2017) found that men with chronically low power
express greater likelihood to harass when they find
themselves in a situation of high power. This research
expands on the intrapersonal dynamics of power
through the lens of research on sexual assault. Likewise,
Niemi and Young (2016) provided novel insights about
how moral values relate to our judgments of victimhood
by bringing key themes from the sexual assault literature
into the conversation. Finally, Woodzicka and LaFrance’s
(2001) work on the gap between how people think they
will react to unwanted touching (by reporting) and how
they actually act (freezing, nervous laughter) provided
evidence cited by research on more generalized topics,
from affective forecasting (Wilson & Gilbert, 2003) to
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Configuration Theories and Studies Describing Relevance to Sexual Studies Explicitly Relating These
or Process These Behavioral Principles Assault (Examples) Factors to Sexual Assault
or Misconduct
Situational Configurations
Geographical  Noise creates cognitive load (Sund- e Spaces differ in terms of lighting, e High rates of sexual assault of so-
Configurations strom et al., 1996). ability to call to other people, the per- rority women at fraternity houses
e Students living in more socially ceived presence of others, distance (Copenhaver & Grauerholz, 1991).
dense residence halls perceive less to and from home, noise levels. o Universities with a higher percent of
social support (Lakey, 1989). o Parties are not allowed at sororities, students living on campus have
o People who live near staircases know meaning women in this scene never more reported incidents of assault
more people on other floors (Festinger have parties at home. (Stotzer & MacCartney, 2016).
etal., 1950). o Student residences with little com-
mon space make socializing outside
of parties more likely to take place in
bedrooms.
Situation- e Power enhances pursuit of focal e Situation-based power advantages e Situational power predicted sexual

Based Power

Local Social
Expectations

Informational
Cues

goals (Guinote, 2017).

o Reduced power translates into inhi-
bition; enhanced power translates
to approach behavior (Keltner et al.,
2003).

e The local situation can shift peo-
ple’s attention to the construct of
gender (Deaux & Major 1987).

o Situational cues focus individuals on
“local norms” (Cialdini et al., 1991).

e The “name of the game” changes
the way people play (Liberman et al.,
2004).

e Clear and pictorial signs facilitate
formation of cognitive maps (O’Neill,
1991).

e Physical features of environment can
simplify and encourage behaviors
(Blair etal., 2019; Lewin, 1944/1952).

occur when a student is the host of a
party, the person who owns the car
used for transport, the only person
who knows the way home, the larger
person in the situation, the person
who knows others in the room, not a
numeric minority in the room in terms
of gender, race, etc.

e On certain nights, bars and clubs ad-
vertise discounted entry for women
only, expecting that their presence is
functional for a good party.

o A hotel room can be labeled as hotel
or work space.

o Parties have labels (e.g., stoplight
party: Partygoers are instructed to
wear green if “available”) or themes
(“Playboy Mansion” party).

o Signs featuring a map to the health
center or a sexual assault hotline.

e Smart phone app that allows stu-
dents to report sexual assault with a
guiding form (for more information,
see https://www.mycallisto.org/).

harassment (Pryor et al., 1995).
Men with chronically low (vs. high)
power, when made to feel acutely
high power, reported more hostile
sexism and greater likelihood to
sexually harass (Williams et al.,
2017).

Dates in which men initiated the
date, drove, and paid for expenses
were associated with greater risk of
sexual aggression (Muelenhard &
Linton, 1987).

When men who are likely to sexual
harass were primed with power,
they found women with less power
more attractive (Bargh et al., 1995).

Party themes expected women and
not men to reveal their bodies (Arm-
strong et al., 2006).

Certain campus social spaces an-
nounced expectations for respect,
consent (Gantman et al., 2021;
Gantman & Paluck, 2018).

Campuses differ in the availability
and efficacy of campus resources
for those who experience assault
(Moylan & Javorka, 2020).

Fig. 1. (continued on next page)
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Perceived
Social Norms
and Schemas

Goals

o Stereotypes inform people who
women and men are and should be
(Burgess & Borgida, 1999; Diek-
man & Eagly, 2000; Prentice & Car-
ranza, 2002).

People can misperceive the social
norm; when private attitudes conflict
with perceived community norms,
behavior conformed to inaccurate
norm perception (Prentice & Miller,
1993).

Women and men can be punished
for violating perceived prescriptive
gender norms (Rudman & Glick,
2001).

Shared goal representations can be

mutually reinforcing and enhance

self-regulation (Fitzsimons et al.,

2015).

Objective self awareness increases

behavior in line with ideals and val-

ues (i.e., activates the “ought self”;

Duval & Wicklund, 1982).

e Once a person commits to a goal,
activation of reasons to quit are in-
hibited (Gollwitzer, 2012).

e Alcohol leads to myopia (e.g., over-

focus on proximal goals and desir-

ability over feasibility (Sevincer et

al., 2012; Steele & Josephs, 1990).

Context can activate justifications to

permit otherwise disallowed behavior

(De Witt Huberts et al., 2014).

Mental Processes

Students on different campuses per-
ceive different rates and consensus
attitudes about sex and sexual as-
sault.

A stable set of ideas (schema) about
what constitutes “real” rape includes
strangers and back alleys rather than
acquaintances and familiar settings.
Students endorse different ideas about
appropriate sexual behavior for men
and women students.

Students’ perceptions and misper-
ceptions of the commonality and fre-
quency of sex (and how much is de-
sirable for men vs. women).
Students rely on norms of and social
scripts for politeness and gratitude
even when feeling uncomfortable.
Men may perceive (or rationalize)
women’s resistance as “token” or
insincere as part of their script for
how women are supposed to behave
regarding sex.

People in a sexual encounter with one
another share a goal of making sure
their partner is willing and enthusiastic
throughout (i.e., consenting).

Being unobserved by peers or “alone
in a crowd” deactivates intentions to
act as your best self.

When people decide to “make a
move,” they are focused on their goal
and may not notice reasons and signals
1o stop.

Drinkers become highly committed
and overly focused on low probability
goals and blind to signals that they
should stop goal pursuit (Sevincer et
al., 2012).

Women who want or need to main-
tain their relationship with their as-
sailant but also want to say no likely
experience goal conflict.
Justifications to perpetrate (e.g., vic-
tim-blaming thoughts) may come to
mind in the moment to self-license
the behavior.

Perceptions of the typicality and de-
sirability of gender-based violence
are linked to actual violence (Ball et
al., 2012).

The unequal status of women on
campus (e.g., proportion of women
in leadership positions) is related to
how comfortable women feel dis-
closing experiences of assault (Boyle
etal., 2017).

A person was more likely to label
nonconsensual experiences as rape
if the experience fit their schema
(Peterson & Muehlenhard, 2011).
Peer attitudes toward sexual ag-
gression influence individual atti-
tudes (Abbey et al., 2001; Swartout,
2013).

Presence of sexually explicit mate-
rials in the workplace (graffiti, office
decoration) can signal harassment
norms (Pryor et al., 1995).
Perceptions of token resistance were
retrospectively predictive of men’s
likelihood of perpetration (Loh et al.,
2005).

Gang rape serves goal of male group
cohesion in war (Cohen, 2016) and at
fraternities (Sanday, 1990), women
used as means.

American students’ goals to have
the “right kinds” of college experi-
ence participate in hookup culture,
which harbors rape-permissive
ideas (Wade, 2017).

Intentions to report harassment did
not translate to actual reporting in a
situation with unwanted touching
(e.g., interviews; Woodzicka & La-
France, 2001).

Alcohol myopia is associated with risk
taking and sexual assault (George et
al., 2000).

Fig. 1. (continued on next page)
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Person
Perception

Moral
Reasoning

The ability to read the mental states of
others is needed to assess their
comfort level (Bruneau et al., 2012).
Black women are perceived differ-
ently thfroman White women (e.g.,
in perceptions of femininity), which
may lead to unique harms in terms
of “erasure of womanhood” (Goff et
al., 2008).

Simulating another’s mind (Lin et al.,
2010), maintaining politeness scripts
(Bonnefon et al., 2011), and main-
taining face (Brown & Levinson,
1987) create cognitive load.

Actions done in public (vs. private)
have a greater impact on the self
(Tice, 1992); our self-concept is
partially determined by how others
see us (Cooley, 1902).

Powerful people think of others as
instruments (Guinote, 2017), and
social class makes people less likely
to consider others’ minds (Dietze &
Knowles, 2016).

People vary to the degree that they
extend their “moral circle” (Graham
etal., 2017).

Strategies to disengage from moral
control enable inhumane behavior
(Bandura, 1999).

People more readily apply moral
principles to psychologically distant
(vs. near) events (Eyal et al., 2008).
Many factors contribute to whether
an event is perceived as morally rel-
evant—for example, previous moral
or immoral behavior (Merritt et al.,
2020); harm (Gray et al., 2012);
harm; motivational context (Gant-
man & Van Bavel, 2016).

A student reads his partner’s nonver-
bal expressions of hesitation or dis-
comfort and stops.

College men and women hold differ-
ent expectations and stereotypes
about Black and White women and
men as partners.

A woman says no while also guessing
another person’s intentions, main-
taining a politeness script and saving
face for the potential perpetrator.
Women are more likely to see them-
selves as sexual objects when men
treat them that way.

After having spent hours deciding
who can and cannot enter a party, a
person might experience difficulty
humanizing the people around them.

A person meeting someone new for
the first time (e.g., friend of friend,
someone from another campus) may
fail to consider them worthy of care
and protection.

Perpetrators may downplay the seri-
ousness of the event by blaming the
victim, dismissing assault behavior
with notions such as “boys will be
boys,” and holding “real rape” as the
standard of judgment so another in-
cident is permissible by comparison.
Moral principles are more likely to
apply when thinking about sexual as-
sault in the past or future vs. in the
moment.

A man chivalrously walks a woman
home and feels his position as a gen-
tleman is secure, which licenses per-
sistent requests that push a woman’s
boundaries.

Men overperceived female interest
in a speed dating environment (Per-
illoux et al., 2012).

Rates of incidence of sexual assault
on campus are higher for some
sexual and racial minorities (Black
et al., 2011; Krebs et al., 2016; for
a review, see Moylan & Javorka,
2020).

Sexual objectification is a form of de-
humanization (Haslam & Loughnan,
2014). Women who are dressed in
revealing clothing are instrumentalized
(Cikara etal., 2011).

Women were less likely to report
they would directly resist rape if
they were also concerned about be-
ing rejected by their assailant (Nor-
ris et al., 1996).

Students not considered in the
same social circle as a fraternity
may be regarded as unworthy of
protection (Sanday, 1990).

People likely to sexually harass em-
ploy moral-disengagement strate-
gies to justify their behavior (Page
etal, 2015).

Endorsement of moral values of
loyalty, purity, and authority (vs.
values of harm and care) predict
perceptions of victims as contami-
nated and blameworthy (Niemi &
Young, 2016).

Fig. 1. A Behavioral-Science Framework for Understanding Campus Sexual Assault

stereotyping, prejudice, and intersectionality (Dovidio
et al., 2010; Major et al., 2002; Purdie-Greenaway &
Eibach, 2008).

One of the most fundamental proposals of social
psychology and behavioral science is that situational
factors and person-centered factors are both important
for behavior, especially when they interact. Thus, the
figure is organized into situational and person-centered
thematic research concerns. When identifying literal

and figurative situational arrangements known to inter-
act with the selected psychological phenomena of moti-
vation, norms, and the like, we sought to illustrate key
situational considerations in behavioral science such as
geographical configurations, situation-based power,
and local social expectations.

These themes do not fall into perfectly carved
boundaries. For example, situational power affects goal
pursuit (Guinote, 2017; Keltner et al., 2003), and the
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sexual objectification of women’s bodies lies at the
intersection of person perception and moral psychol-
ogy (Cikara et al., 2011; Gray et al., 2011; Haslam &
Loughnan, 2014). More research is needed to look at
how these themes interact, and these points of interac-
tion may even be among the most productive methods
for discovering novel powerful interventions and testing
theory.

A Review of Interactive Individual and
Situational Factors

Rather than advance a single new theory or update an
older one, in this article we start with a problem, focus
on its behavioral context and manifestations, and aim
to solve it by bringing together theories relevant to these
contexts and behaviors. This constitutes our behavioral-
science approach. By beginning with a social problem
to solve, we have the opportunity to integrate theories,
contribute to the creation of a cumulative science, and
evaluate theoretical claims on the basis of the solutions
they can generate. In Figure 1, which represents our
behavioral framework, we have brought together myriad
theoretical perspectives on the person and the situation,
which, separately and together, have some predictive
power for understanding the incidence of sexual assault.
This may be the first time that some of these theories
have sat side by side in a framework.

Figure 1 organizes our behavioral-science framework
for sexual assault by (a) situational configurations that
trigger (b) mental processes, the combination of which
makes sexual assault more or less likely to occur. We
specifically outline how each specified situational con-
figuration and mental process relates to the issue of
sexual assault. In the adjoining column, we present
how these principles have been previously studied in
psychology. In the final column, we cite research
directly investigating the situational configuration or
mental process in the domain of sexual assault. We
hope that psychologists will be able to look at Figure
1, identify areas related to their own expertise, and find
novel avenues to extend and test their own theories in
the domain of sexual assault, thus taking a behavioral-
science approach.

Situational configurations

The category “situational configurations” is meant to be
taken literally and figuratively—this is a category of
ways to describe physical spaces such as the party,
street, and dormitory described in our opening exam-
ple. As psychologists, we cherish the idea that the “situ-
ation matters,” and yet too often the situation is reduced
to one factor that is manipulated by the experimenter.

Psychological theory asserts that aspects of the environ-
ment shape our mental processes, but theoretical proj-
ects often skip a description of the physical environment
in service of describing individuals’ perceptions of their
situation. This common approach misses an apprecia-
tion of how the physical space matters for these percep-
tions in the first place. Previous attempts to build a
descriptive framework of situations has paradoxically
focused on patterns of interpersonal interactions that
come to characterize the situation rather than the physi-
cal attributes of the situation itself (e.g., situations fea-
turing independence, mutual partner control, joint
control, and the like; Kelley et al., 2003). Our frame-
work seeks out objective properties of the situations
that may trigger mental processes likely associated with
sexual assault, as well as some of the social character-
istics of situations. We thus organize the category “situ-
ational configurations” into geographic configurations,
situationally determined power, local social expecta-
tions, and informational cues. As illustrated in our
opening example with Darren and Alysha, by geo-
graphical arrangements we mean, for example, the
presence or absence of communal space in a residence;
by situationally determined power we mean, for exam-
ple, the capacity to decide who can enter a party. We
also include local social expectations, by which we
mean, for example, the theme of a party; and by infor-
mational cues, we mean cues such as signage pointing
individuals to sexual assault resources.

Mental processes

The category “mental processes” contains a list more
familiar to research psychologists. It is a collection of
psychological constructs, each described by a number
of theories that describe and make predictions about
these constructs. Although some have been applied to
the study of sexual assault, others have not but are
likely very relevant to explaining particular situation-
based perceptions and motivations that result in sexual
assault. We list the following constructs as mental pro-
cesses: social norms (specifically perceptions of what
behaviors are typical or desirable), goals (e.g., consent
as a shared goal representation), person perception
(e.g., a partner’s behavior can shape perceptions of
self), and moral reasoning (e.g., disengaging from the
moral implications of one’s own behavior).

How to use Figure 1

There are many ways to use this figure. Research psy-
chologists in particular may want to examine the list of
relevant mental processes and focus on those for which
they have particular expertise. In the third column
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(“Relevance to sexual assault”), there are examples of
how areas of expertise have or have not already been
applied to the problem of sexual assault. This third
column provides the most promising place to look for
crossover between general principles in psychology and
connections to understanding sexual assault. Finally, the
rightmost column provides examples of research already
done in this area and can provide an entry point to
existing literature.

If you are a practitioner seeking to innovate on pre-
ventative or interventionist techniques for sexual
assault, we suggest that you look at the section on situ-
ational configurations to see which situations resemble
the context or groups of contexts you hope to address.
What mental processes are potentially sparked by these
situations? What can the theoretical and empirical lit-
eratures tell you about how to reshape these mental
processes and behaviors by reshaping the situation?
Finally, if you are interested in some of the promising
work that investigates sexual assault using relevant vari-
ables from a behavioral-science perspective, we recom-
mend paying special attention the rightmost column.
We encourage collaborations between psychologist and
behavioral scientists to help you to design and to evalu-
ate interventions that are suited for the contexts you
seek to address.

Conclusion

With this article, we aim to demonstrate and operational-
ize a behavioral-science framework for understanding
sexual assault, one that integrates the theoretical land-
scape in psychology. We believe that our review show-
cases the unique power of behavioral science to tackle
this complex and urgent societal problem. Undoubtedly
our list of mental processes and situational configurations
is not exhaustive, but we understand it as an important
project of behavioral science to combine and juxtapose
perspectives to account for more variance in total—and
more accuracy in behavioral prediction. Time will tell
whether we have created a predictive and generative
framework as we collect more evidence on interventions
to reduce sexual assault.

We see many advantages to this approach from a
theoretical standpoint. First, a behavioral-science frame-
work ties multiple psychological processes together. We
highlight how the same situation may trigger different
mental processes for two people and how different situ-
ations may trigger similar mental processes. Further-
more, by combining multiple theoretical perspectives,
we invite researchers to consider how their own theo-
retical perspective relates. In this way, we hope to maxi-
mize the likelihood that we find which theories and
which connections among those theories are the most
consequential for describing assault patterns and finding

the best targets for intervention. Finally, we hope that
our behavioral-science approach is a useful metatheo-
retical tool as well. We began with a social problem,
examined the situation, and brought multiple psycho-
logical theories to bear on it. At the very least, we
believe this same approach can be easily applied to
workplace harassment and misconduct (for a behavioral-
science approach to gender-based violence in fragile
and conflict states, see Annan et al., 2021).

Of course, by beginning with a problem, this work
is aimed toward generating solutions. At the moment,
we do not feel that the science is available to proscribe
new behavioral interventions that we expect to work.
We lay out this framework as a call for researchers to
accumulate more data in a principled and programmatic
manner and as a way toward designing new interven-
tions that are mindful of these behavioral regularities.

We see distinct advantages of the behavioral-science
approach. Indebted to feminist thought and activism
that was imported into the social sciences (e.g.,
Brownmiller, 1975; Combahee River Collective, 1977;
Crawford & Unger, 1997; Dworkin, 1987; Mackinnon,
1979), intervention-oriented theories and models for
understanding sexual assault have grown under the clini-
cal and life-span perspectives (e.g., Malamuth & Hald,
2017) and under the broad umbrella of cultural or eco-
logical approaches (e.g., Armstrong et al., 2006; Banyard,
2011; Heise, 1998; Moylan & Javorka, 2020). Our approach
is not meant to supplant these models but to serve as a
complement. A behavioral-science approach invites
scholars to examine the immediate situation with careful
attention to immediate motivational and normative forces
that could facilitate or block the effects of an interven-
tion. Other approaches tend to focus more on individual
traits (Briere & Malamuth, 1983; Kosson et al., 1997,
Lisak, 2011; Lisak & Ivan, 1995; Lisak & Miller, 2002;
Ouimette, 1997; Prentky & Knight, 1991; Scully, 1988) or
broader societal forces (Armstrong et al., 2006; Banyard,
2011; Casey & Lindhorst, 2009; Heise, 1998; Moylan &
Javorka, 2020). The behavioral-science approach focuses
on changing the immediate situation and aims to harness
preexisting momentum for positive change, whether that
momentum is from people, their immediate situation, or
the product of the two.

Although this article cannot end on a series of inter-
vention recommendations, we believe that a behavioral-
science approach can generate context-sensitive and
testable interventions that may differ from other
approaches. For example, clinical and life-span models
focus on perpetrator characteristics, whereas ecological
or cultural models recommend a wide range of activi-
ties, a behavioral-science model suggests a very tar-
geted and tailored approach for different contexts
within university settings that respond to particular situ-
ations and the people in those settings.
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We have taken our own advice, and from conversa-
tions with students, we have already heard of novel
interventions worthy of study at the level of both physi-
cal configurations and mental processes. As mentioned
above, a change could be made to the physical spaces
on campus, such as common social spaces for students
that are not bedrooms (Hirsch et al., 2018; Hirsch &
Khan, 2020). In terms of mental processes, we can
target how students perceive the issue of consent on
campus. In our own recent work, we conducted two
behaviorally driven field experimental interventions to
bring consent to the forefront of students’ minds during
campus parties. The students generated their own inter-
vention—to have students read aloud a definition of
consent before entering a party—and we conducted
experiments with students and their institutions to
understand and evaluate this practice. Our evidence
suggests that the very same wording of a definition of
consent may be received differently in different social
spaces, even in a seemingly homogeneous campus
environment (Gantman et al., in prep; Gantman &
Paluck, 2018).

This article is an operationalization of a behavioral-
science approach to reducing sexual assault on campus;
that is to say, it is based on the idea of the power of
the situation and the mental processes triggered by that
situation. This move, to use the power of the situation
in analyzing the social problem of sexual assault, holds
a great deal of power. For example, legal discourse
about responsibility for sexual assault is heavily focused
on individuals; legal procedures often invite a character
witness to testify on behalf of the perpetrator or against
the victim. Depositions in support of the alleged per-
petrator emphasize his role as a good community mem-
ber or “good kid” on the basis of the implicit assumption
that only “bad people” commit rape (Krakauer, 2015),
thereby acquitting those who do not fit the idea of a
“real” rapist. The behavioral-science approach empha-
sizes the irrelevance of this logic, by highlighting the
power of the situation over individuals. In other words,
“good” people commit sexual assault, and individuals
can and will refrain from assault within culturally “bad”
institutions. A behavioral-science approach to campus
sexual assault halts the essentializing of perpetrators
and institutions as “bad” (Gantman & Paluck, in press),
and brings back to the fore a central theme of social
psychology—the power of the situation (Milgram, 1963)
and the banality of evil (Arendt, 1963).
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Note

1. As with any exercise in establishing population rates of policy-
relevant crime, it is difficult to know the precise rate of inci-
dence and thus numbers are contested. This rate is the most
widely agreed upon. For an overview of measurement issues,
see Fisher et al. (2010).
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