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Exploring Rape Myths, 
Gendered Norms, Group 
Processing, and the Social 
Context of Rape Among 
College Women: A 
Qualitative Analysis

Michelle E. Deming1, Eleanor Krassen Covan2,  
Suzanne C. Swan3, and Deborah L. Billings4

Abstract
The purpose of this research is to explore the negotiation strategies of college women 
as they interpret ambiguous rape scenarios. In focus groups, 1st- and 4th-year college 
women were presented with a series of three vignettes depicting incidents that meet 
the legal criteria for rape yet are ambiguous due to the presence of cultural rape 
myths, contexts involving alcohol consumption, varying degrees of consent, and a 
known perpetrator. These contexts are critical in understanding how college women 
define rape. Key findings indicated many of these college women utilized rape myths 
and norms within their peer groups to interpret rape scenarios.
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Introduction

In the United States, one in six women will be raped in her lifetime; 29% are between 
the ages of 18 to 24 when they are raped, and rape is a persistent problem on college 
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campuses (Tjaden & Thoennes, 2006). Findings indicate that acquaintance rape is 
more common than stranger rape (Clay-Warner & Burt, 2005; Fisher, Cullen, & 
Daigle, 2005). While the vast amount of literature focuses on prevalence rates of sex-
ual assault, most of the research fails to differentiate women’s experiences of rape. 
Women’s assumptions and individual interpretations of rape and sexual assault vary 
(Chasteen, 2001), and their experiences are complicated by racism, sexism, culturally 
held ideologies, and myths (Donovan, 2007).

Women exist in cultural atmospheres that explain their social realities. One woman’s 
experience may not explain another, yet these experiences may lead to an understanding 
within the body of a culture that perpetuates the phenomenon of violence against women. 
It is within this construct that we understand violence within cultural norms and beliefs 
(e.g., rape myths). Common patriarchal views perceive sexual assault as nothing more 
than “a lie” or a “woman’s attempt to get back a man” (Pineau, 1989). The central theme 
“that the natural aggression of men and the natural reluctance of women somehow make 
[acquaintance] rape understandable underlies a number of prevalent myths about rape 
and human sexuality” (Pineau, 1989, p. 226). These myths are not just popular, but also 
often emerge in the everyday understanding of sexual violence towards women through 
rape mythology, religious tenets, political views, and the criminal justice system, and 
they can even be found in the American cultural value system (Pineau, 1989).

Legal definitions of rape include physical force as well as verbal coercion 
(Kilpatrick, 2004), yet these descriptions vary among federal, state, and individual 
definitions (Cook, Gidycz, Koss, & Murphy, 2011). For the purpose of this study, the 
researchers define rape as unwanted penetration, which is consistent with federal and 
state definitions of rape. This definition contrasts with some previous studies, in which 
researchers assessed the rates of rape by asking women specifically if they had been 
“raped” in their lifetime. Unfortunately, these questions only capture incidents in 
which the woman herself labeled the incident as rape. Realizing that previous methods 
were inadequate at capturing rape experiences, Koss and Oros (1982) developed the 
Sexual Experiences Survey, which introduced the method of asking behavior-specific 
questions to determine rape prevalence rates.

Often women experience rape in an ambiguous way or with someone known to 
them that makes identifying and labeling experiences of rape difficult. These subjec-
tive experiences do not fit neatly into the contextual framework of the cultural “rape 
script” (e.g., stranger rape, at night, alone). Therefore, women have a difficult time 
identifying themselves as victims of rape. Those who identify their experiences as rape 
may still be reluctant to report the act because of embarrassment or because of the 
stigma attached to rape victims (Fisher et al., 2005). Furthermore, the more normative 
these situations become among college women, the less likely they are to label them 
as rape and sexual assault. Frequent and repeated displays of violence towards women 
through gendered aggression, mass media, and adherence to rape myths produce a 
tolerance whereby acts of violence are deemed less offensive due to repeated exposure 
(Belknap, 2010; Ellis, 1989). As a result, rape is defined by many people only when 
behaviors fall within the narrow confines of the traditional rape script. Although many 
college women are aware of acquaintance rape, people tend to doubt the validity of a 
rape unless it falls within this context (Peterson & Muehlenhard, 2004).
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Researchers have uncovered cultural norms associated with rape mythology 
(Brownmiller, 1975; Burt, 1980; Lonsway & Fitzgerald, 1994). Rape myths are defined 
as culturally situated and socially learned ideologies that excuse sexual violence against 
women and advocate that women should accept responsibility for their sexual victim-
ization (Burt, 1980; Lonsway & Fitzgerald, 1994). Rape myths suggest that women 
provoke their own sexual assault by the types of clothing they wear, their demeanor, by 
being alone, drinking, and being out at night. Additional rape myths include “she asked 
for it,” “it wasn’t really rape,” “he didn’t mean to do it,” “she wanted it,” or “she lied” 
(Payne, Lonsway, & Fitzgerald, 1999). Although men are more likely than women to 
endorse rape myths (Littleton & Axsom, 2003), women also believe them. In a study of 
college students, Johnson, Kuck, and Schander (1997) found that 16.7% of women 
believed a man has a right to assume sexual intercourse if a woman allows him to touch 
her in a sexual way; 24.7% believed that if a woman touches a man in a sexual way, he 
has a right to assume sex; and 33.7% believed a man has a right to assume intercourse 
if a woman has had an oral sexual encounter with him.

Kahn, Jackson, Kully, Badger, and Halvorsen (2003) sampled 504 college women 
at a southeastern university. They found that 85% of women who had experiences that 
met the legal definition of sexual assault but did not label their experiences as rape 
identified reasons such as “alcohol impairment,” “boyfriend’s persistence,” the “man 
used physical force to obtain sex,” “the man was much older or larger,” and “used 
threats even when these women tried to resist.” Women who have had previous sexual 
relationships or knew their assailant well are also less likely to label their experiences 
as rape (Kahn et al., 2003).

However, victims often do tell someone close to them, such as family members or 
friends, about instances of such violence (Burt & Albin, 1981; Lee, Pomeroy, Yoo, & 
Rheinboldt, 2005). Research suggests 70% of these women tell a friend (Banyard et al., 
2005). Third parties, such as close friends or acquaintances are more likely to know of 
rape incidents because they may be present in the context in which they occur or are 
present for the aftermath (Chen & Ullman, 2010). By sharing personal experiences or 
incidents of sexual assault, women may come to define their own experiences within the 
norms of their social groups, including self-blame and personal responsibility. These 
college women may be influenced by rape myths and stereotypical gendered norms 
(Weiss, 2009); and these norms may be transmitted within their friendship groups.

Current cultural myths of blaming the victim are embedded in our understanding of 
rape and sexual assault, and in the reluctance of women to label and report sexual 
assault experiences (Peterson & Muehlenhard, 2004). If women experience sexual 
victimization and do not label the event as rape, then understanding how women inter-
pret these events is necessary to make sense of the responses that women have to 
sexual assault, as well as the responses of peers to whom they may turn for support. 
Rape cannot be examined unless it is within a social and cultural context to understand 
differences among women in labeling and reporting their experiences of rape 
(Mardorossian, 2002; Pazzani, 2007).

Previous researchers of rape mythology (Burt, 1980; Johnson et al., 1997; Payne 
et al., 1999) used survey methodology and determined that adherence to these myths 
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are culturally widespread. Yet previous survey methodology fails to capture rape 
myths as they may occur in social contexts and when several rape myths occur simul-
taneously. College women’s definitions of rape and sexual assault vary (Banyard et al., 
2005). Findings suggest that employing rape myths to understand complex and con-
fusing situations that exist in the reality of the rape experience is a common mecha-
nism utilized by college women (Burt, 1980; Madriz, 1997; Schwartz & DeKeseredy, 
1997). Thus determining how women label and negotiate incidents of unwanted sexual 
contact are critical in understanding why women do not report and do not label inci-
dents as rape (Banyard et al., 2005).

This research addresses how women label rape scenarios when presented with 
vignettes; how they view the women and men involved in the scenarios; how women may 
advise friends who disclose such an incident to them; whether or not they would offer 
support and recommend reporting; and the extent to which they hold the perpetrator 
accountable for rape. It also explores college women’s interpretations of rape scenarios 
that they and their peers commonly face. Employing qualitative methods as a mechanism 
to understand how women negotiate and label rape and sexual assault is necessary to 
develop an understanding of how women define and explain rape (Cook et al., 2011; 
Harned, 2005). This study has two exploratory aims: (a) to determine if women endorse 
common rape myths found within previous literature to interpret realistic, ambiguous 
rape scenarios (Johnson et  al., 1997, pp. 696-697); and (b) to explore how 1st- and  
4th-year college women as groups negotiate and discuss the content of these scenarios.

Method

Participants

First- and 4th-year college women from a small southeastern university were recruited 
to participate in research titled, “College Women’s Beliefs About Dating.” Both 1st- 
and 4th-year women were selected to participate in this study because 1st-year women 
are new to the college atmosphere, while 4th-year students are more familiar with the 
norms and expectations of college social life.

The first author visited classrooms, posted flyers in the Criminology and Sociology 
department, and purposively sampled the university email directory for 1st- and 4th-
year undergraduate women to recruit for adequate participation in this study. Those 
students who were between the ages of 18 to 24 years and agreed to participate in the 
study were assigned to prearranged focus group sessions. First- and 4th-year students 
participated in separate focus groups. All volunteers who met the inclusion criteria 
were included. Students received US$10 gift cards as incentives for participation. The 
Institutional Review Board (IRB) of the university approved this study.

Group Characteristics

Of the 33 students who participated in this study, 16 were 1st-year students between 
the ages of 18 to 19 years. Of those, there were 14 White/non-Latino students, 1 
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African American, and 1 Asian/Pacific Islander. Of the 17 fourth-year students, 
between the ages of 20 to 24 years, there were 16 White/non-Latino students and 1 
African American. Each group of 1st- and 4th-year students had 5–8 members. The 
data reflect those who contributed to the focus group sessions; in the 1st-year groups, 
11 (69%) members contributed to the discussion, and 15 (88%) 4th-year students con-
tributed to the focus group. Those who remained silent throughout the focus group 
sessions are excluded from analyses.

Procedure

The first author conducted a pilot focus group to test the focus group guide. The pilot 
test demonstrated that the focus group guide was effective in eliciting the responses 
from the research questions. Five focus groups were conducted in October 2008. Two 
groups were comprised of 1st-year students and three groups were comprised of 4th-
year students. Each focus group session was tape recorded and lasted approximately 
one hour.

Three vignettes were presented to each focus group. Each vignette was displayed 
on an overhead projector and remained visible throughout the discussion. Vignettes 
were read aloud by the researcher to control for affect and tone. A note taker was pres-
ent, along with a university sexual assault and rape counselor, in each of the focus 
groups. Each focus group began with the researcher asking the participants,  
(a) “What’s going on in this vignette?” In addition, participants were asked, (b) if they 
were familiar with an incident similar to the one depicted in the vignette, or knew if it 
was common among their peers. Students were also asked, (c) how they would respond 
to a friend who disclosed an incident similar to the one depicted in the vignette;  
(d) whether they would label the incident as rape or sexual assault; and (e) whether 
alcohol affected either the behavior of the individuals involved or the outcome. In 
addition, participants were asked questions regarding the (f) woman’s consent and (g) 
if they would report the incident to an outside party such as police or university coun-
selors. Although each scenario was consistent with the legal definition of rape, the 
researchers specifically included the term sexual assault in question (d) because indi-
vidual definitions of rape and sexual assault vary. Both terms were utilized to uncover 
varying labeling strategies employed by the college women in this study. At the end of 
each focus group, participants were debriefed and provided information regarding 
campus and community services available to them. If a participant left the focus group 
early, the counselor was instructed to follow the student out of the discussion room and 
debrief her in a private setting. None of the participants left the focus groups early.

Creation of Vignettes

Vignettes were created by the researcher to portray realistic rape scenarios that 
include the presence of alcohol, varying degrees of consent, and a familiar perpetra-
tor. These factors were chosen because the researcher predicted they might lead to 
situational ambiguity, ranging from more ambiguous (first vignette) to less 
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ambiguous (third vignette). Each vignette was designed to realistically represent rape 
in a college setting, complete with familiar places and circumstances. The vignettes 
depict several rape myths occurring simultaneously to reflect how they may occur in 
a real context.

The alcohol consumed by each of the individuals is intentionally unquantifiable 
because often it is unclear from an observer perspective how much alcohol was con-
sumed. By creating ambiguous alcohol contexts, the participants are then able to nego-
tiate the “drunkenness” of the individuals involved, including their assumptions and 
perceptions of the events depicted in the vignettes. To offer contrast, the last (and least 
ambiguous) vignette includes the presence of a 6-pack of beer, yet consumption is still 
ambiguous.

Consent varies in each of the vignettes to understand the participants’ perceptions 
and ideologies regarding consent. The type of consent given and the timing of consent 
vary to understand how women attribute fault in these rape scenarios. The third 
vignette introduces the concept of disclosing sexual boundaries to a potential sexual 
partner to understand how these college women negotiate consent in the absence of 
those conversations.

The presence or absence of an existing relationship between a man and a woman 
also varies across vignettes to determine how these college women negotiate rape 
within the context of the kind of relationship the woman has with the perpetrator. All 
of the scenarios presented in the vignettes include penetration and are consistent with 
the legal definition of rape at the university and the state in which this study took 
place.

Each vignette was devised to represent common rape myths found in previous lit-
erature; thus, the first vignette is titled, “Excusing the Man.” This vignette captures the 
rape myths that “most men are capable of rape” and “men have sexual urges they can’t 
control” (Johnson et al. 1997, pp. 696-697). The vignette depicts a scenario in which 
the man might be excused for his behavior (e.g., persistence, being “drunk,” or a mis-
communication). In this vignette, the woman is dressed in a bikini (yet appropriately 
for the beach, the location of the scenario).
Vignette 1:

Right before the fall semester starts, Heather meets a guy at a beach volleyball party. She is 
with a few acquaintances she knows from school who are not close friends. Some of the 
guys have rented a house with a keg on the porch and offer her and her friends some beer. 
Heather starts talking to this guy that she thinks she has met before but can’t remember 
where. They start talking and they seem to have a lot in common. She needs to go to the 
bathroom and asks if she can use theirs. He shows her where it is and he waits for her 
outside the bathroom. When she comes out, he grabs her and kisses her hard and although 
it was a bit sudden, she doesn’t pull away. They start kissing for a little bit and it starts to go 
further, she is a bit uncomfortable, but she doesn’t want to make a big deal out of it. He 
starts to untie her bikini and she pushes him away, but he keeps going. He isn’t really 
forceful, just persistent. Then he puts his hand down her bikini bottoms and puts his finger 
in her and she pushes his hand away. They are still kissing and he keeps trying to put his 
hand back in her bikini bottoms. She keeps pushing him away. She finally breaks free, fixes 
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her bathing suit and runs back down the stairs to the party. She doesn’t want to make a big 
deal out of it. And as it turns out, she remembered where she knew him from; he was in one 
of her sophomore classes last semester.

The second vignette is titled, “Justification for Acquaintance Rape” and illustrates 
the rape myths: “rapists are almost always strangers” and “if a woman has had previous 
sex with a man, she cannot claim she was raped if the same man has sex with her again” 
(Johnson et al., 1997, pp. 696-697). Again, the quantity of alcohol consumed is ambigu-
ous. This vignette includes a previous sexual relationship with the perpetrator.
Vignette 2:

Samantha and Joe had been a couple for most of freshman year after meeting at a dorm 
orientation. Joe broke up with Samantha during spring break right after they had sex for the 
first time. Samantha was devastated when she found out he broke up with her because he 
liked another girl. A few weeks later, she sees Joe at a friend’s party. They hang out for a little 
bit, and Samantha is glad to hear he dumped that other girl. They keep talking and drinking; 
finally, they realize that most of the people had gone home and it was getting close to 3 a.m. 
Joe starts kissing Samantha and she is happy and kisses him back. He starts undressing her 
and she responds. They keep kissing and touching each other and they are naked. Joe gets a 
condom out of his wallet and starts to put it on. They are kissing heavily now and they start 
having sex. Samantha doesn’t feel right about it; she interrupts and says that maybe they 
should wait until they are sober. He said, “Come on, we have done it before, what’s the big 
deal?” She protests and he keeps going. Even though they are having sex, Samantha doesn’t 
want to anymore. She tells him that they should wait and tells him that she is uncomfortable. 
But Joe keeps going; they had sex before, so he didn’t see what the big deal was. Finally he 
finishes and rolls over. Samantha is upset; her friends left hours ago and her ride left as well. 
She has to stay there for the night.

The third and final vignette is titled, “Blaming the Woman.” This vignette is more 
characteristic of the traditional rape script; thus, it is seen as less ambiguous than the 
previous two vignettes. This vignette illustrates the rape myths: “women provoke 
rapes,” “women secretly want to be raped,” “women can’t be raped without a weapon,” 
and “healthy women can resist rape” (Johnson et al., 1997, pp. 696-697).
Vignette 3:

Mark asked Jennifer out on date; they knew each other from Psychology class. He took her 
out for sushi and they had a great time. They talked about their class that they had together 
and they ended up having a lot in common. Towards the end of dinner they talk about what 
they want to do next. Mark suggests going to the pier to look at the stars and Jennifer thinks 
it sounds like fun. When they left the restaurant Mark gently kissed Jennifer and she was 
happy and was having a great time. They start heading towards the beach and Mark suggests 
getting some beer. He has a great fake ID and they stop for a 6-pack. They get to the pier and 
the sky is so clear; they keep talking and laughing and drinking beer. He starts kissing her 
again and taking off her shirt. Jennifer tells him to stop, but he keeps going. She pushes him 
off, but he is stronger than she is. They start having sex and Jennifer is clearly upset. After 
they finish, she asked him to take her home. He takes her home and she gets out of the car. 
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She didn’t want to have sex with Mark, but she didn’t tell him before the date that she was 
okay kissing, but didn’t want to go any further. She feels like she should have told him and 
then he would have known beforehand that she wouldn’t have sex. But since she didn’t tell 
him, she feels like it’s her fault. He misunderstood how far she would go. Now Jennifer 
knows to tell guys beforehand that she won’t have sex and this won’t happen again.

Data Analysis

During transcription, the first author assigned pseudonyms to each of the participants 
in the study to protect their individual identities. The first author proceeded to con-
duct the analyses in two stages. First, focus group data were examined to determine 
the use of rape myths. Second, focus group content was compared and contrasted to 
create a collective scheme of thematic content using Grounded Theory (Glaser & 
Strauss, 1967). This inductive process was utilized to discover emergent themes in 
the data that may explain how women negotiate these incidents of rape. The first and 
second authors discussed the themes present in the focus groups and the adherence to 
rape myths. The researchers categorized common ideologies by revisiting the notes 
taken during the focus groups and the transcriptions. The themes that emerged were 
complex in the sense that several of these women clearly stated how they felt about 
each of the scenarios, but were unsure of how to label the events, thus capturing the 
negotiation processes. First- and 4th-year responses were separated by vignette and 
then mapped by the commonalities found by each cohort within each vignette. A 
constant comparative method (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) assessed the mechanisms 
employed by the women to understand, negotiate, and label these incidents of rape 
(Miles & Huberman, 1994). Notes taken during the focus group session by a note 
taker and notes taken right after the session were reevaluated throughout the coding 
process for individual behaviors, comments, and body language not captured on the 
audiotape during the session. The themes addressed the decision-making processes 
that women engaged in, how they explained the vignette scenarios, and whether or 
not participants saw the behavior as rape.

In order to establish scientific rigor throughout the research process and analysis 
phase, the researcher established credibility, transferability, dependability, and con-
firmability (Dahlgren, Emmelin, & Winqvist, as cited in Ellsberg & Heise, 2005,  
p. 214; Miles & Huberman, 1994). These mechanisms are utilized to conceptually 
address issues of reliability and validity in qualitative research. The first author con-
firmed the credibility of the findings in this study by constructing focus groups in 
which college women were asked questions that led them to think about and engage in 
discussions regarding ambiguous rape scenarios. In the focus groups, women were 
given the opportunity to define, label, and process each vignette from their perspective 
within the group setting. Transferability addressed issues of how applicable this 
research is to other subjects in other contexts. The findings in this research may be 
generalizable to other college populations with similar sociodemographic characteris-
tics in the United States, yet these findings may not be generalizable to the larger 
population of college women. Dependability refers to the extent to which study 
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findings would be replicated if the study were conducted again. Data indicate that 
findings from a replication would be similar, as the same themes emerged consistently 
across the different focus groups that were conducted for the study. Confirmability 
refers to the potential bias of the researcher while conducting focus groups. The first 
author was conscious of affecting participants and their responses to the vignettes and 
therefore responded to participants’ questions and comments by reflecting individual 
ideas back onto other participants for clarification or confirmation. In the focus groups, 
the researcher asked confirmatory questions by giving the participants the opportunity 
to correct or clarify the statements that they made during the focus group sessions. The 
themes that emerged from the data attest to the commonality of negotiation strategies 
of the college women in this study.

Results

Rape Myth Endorsement

This section describes findings for the first aim of the study, to determine if women 
endorsed rape myths by “excusing the man,” “justifying acquaintance rape,” or “blam-
ing the woman.”

Vignette 1: “Excusing the Man”

Excusing the Man was the prominent theme in focus groups discussing the first 
vignette. Some of the students recognized and thus labeled this incident as rape, yet a 
few also excused the man for his behavior by blaming the incident on alcohol or mis-
read signals. Both 1st- and 4th-year students thought that women are responsible for 
navigating safe environments and need to conduct themselves accordingly. When stu-
dents were asked what is going on in the vignette, a conversation regarding women’s 
safety emerged:

You do need to be careful about what kind of situations you are getting into, but just because 
you put yourself into a bad situation or maybe not using your best judgment doesn’t give 
someone the right to take advantage of you. I mean if something like that happens, you do 
need to be more careful and, like, what you are doing and the situations you are putting 
yourself into, but that doesn’t make it your fault if something like that does happen to you. 
(Amanda, 1st year)

Other students acknowledged that the situation went too far, yet they examined the 
woman’s role and excused the male for “miscommunication,” or “misread signals,” 
which would ultimately excuse him for his behavior. Samantha (4th year) said, “I 
guess he thinks that because she started kissing him that he automatically assumes 
that this is going to go further than what she had planned . . . and maybe she is kind 
of into him, so his behavior is acceptable.” Often their reasoning was to understand 
the motivation for the man’s actions (e.g., he didn’t mean to do it, but somehow got 
confused).
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Vignette 2: “Justifications for Acquaintance Rape”

This vignette depicted a rape scenario between a man and a woman who had a prior 
sexual relationship. The participants explored the dimensions of alcohol consumption 
and consent as a few of them made justifications for acquaintance rape. Several 1st- 
and 4th-year women suggested reporting the incident, yet these students also expressed 
reluctance to report due to alcohol and a previous sexual relationship. Josephine (1st 
year) discussed the fact that they had a previous sexual relationship before the inci-
dent. She said, “Well maybe because they had done it before that he thought he had the 
right to do it again; it’s like once my territory, always my territory.” Many of the 
women agreed that the man should have respected her wishes and should have stopped 
when she said “no,” and made it clear that she did not want to go further. The women 
in this study navigated this scenario explaining the man was using the woman for sex. 
They understood that if the woman was really uncomfortable, she would have tried 
harder to leave. Some students did not equate the incident with forced or coercive sex, 
but rather “hooking up.”

If it was really uncomfortable, she could have tried to get up and leave. Okay in my opinion, 
it doesn’t really say that there was a struggle, but like for her to get up and for him to hold 
her down and but, I just feel that if she was really uncomfortable about the situation, she 
would have left or at least pulled away. (Margaret, 1st year)

Vignette 3: “Blaming the Woman”

In the last scenario 1st- and 4th-year students made clear distinctions between con-
sensual sex and “date rape.” This vignette displayed a scenario in which there was not 
an existing relationship between the man and woman. Participants were able to quan-
tify the potential amount of alcohol consumed and believed that drunkenness could not 
be an excuse, as it may have been in the previous vignettes. None of the women com-
menting on this scenario blamed the woman for the outcome. Ultimately, 1st- and 
4th-year women agreed that the man was wholly responsible and the woman should 
seek counseling and report the rape.

In sum, the students did employ the expected rape myths (“Excusing the Man” and 
“Justifications for Acquaintance Rape”) to understand and interpret the first two sce-
narios. They did not employ the rape myth, “Blaming the Woman” in the third vignette. 
Although there was rape myth endorsement in each of the groups regardless of cohort 
regarding the first two vignettes, for the third vignette the women were more likely to 
excuse the man rather than to outright blame the victim for her sexual assault 
experience.

Emergent Themes: Women’s Negotiation Strategies

The second aim of the study was to explore how women as a group negotiate and 
discuss the content of ambiguous rape scenarios. Six themes emerged from the data; 
these themes were present in group discussions of all of the vignettes for all of the 
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focus groups conducted: (a) Negotiating Consent indicated the timing of nonconsent 
given by the woman in the vignette (e.g., was nonconsent given at the beginning, 
middle, or the end of the incident) and the type of nonconsent given (e.g., did the 
woman say “no” or did she push or shove him away); (b) Components of Alcohol 
Consumption indicated the level of perceived consumption, from the viewpoint of the 
participants, and whether or not they could quantify the amount of alcohol based on 
the vignette (e.g., one beer vs. two or three, and sober vs. “drunk”); (c) Commonness 
of the Event indicated how common the respondents thought the incident was in com-
parison to their experiences, or if the respondents had heard of similar incidents 
among their friend groups; (d) Labeling the Incident indicated whether or not the 
respondents would label each incident as sexual assault or rape; (e) Responding to 
Their Peers indicated how participants would respond to a friend who experienced an 
incident similar to the vignette; and (f) Weighing the Odds and Reporting indicated if 
the incident warranted reporting (e.g., to friends, family, police, counselors) and the 
reasons given for recommending that a friend who experienced this event should 
report, or not.

Negotiating Consent.  The discussions of 1st- and 4th-year students regarding negotiat-
ing consent involved the timing of consent and the type of consent given. In the first 
vignette, some participants did not think the woman made her refusal clear; for 
example:

When you say “no,” you know, it should stop there but she was never very clear about saying 
“no.” I think somebody else said that, but since this guy had been drinking and he probably 
misunderstood, I don’t know, I have just been in a situation like this before and it is just . . . 
it is not uncommon . . . [sic]. (Josephine, 1st year, Vignette 1)

Fourth-year students attempted to uncover the motivations of the man; they labeled 
the situation as “just the way men are.” They attested to the fact that if she did not want 
to go further, then she would have tried harder to leave. Lisa (4th year, Vignette 2) 
added that the woman could have left the premises or fought harder to avoid or end the 
incident; she said, “ . . . like with that happening and then staying there . . . there is . . . 
most times there are options of getting out of that situation with him so . . . to leave the 
place.”

In contrast, in the third vignette, students regarded the consent given by the woman 
as absolute and clearly defined. Megan (1st year, Vignette 3) stated, “She said ‘no,’ so 
that is also rape . . . she said ‘no’ from the beginning like when he was taking her shirt 
off.” A 4th-year student added:

She told him “no” definitely . . . he pushed himself on her the whole time, it is not like she 
started getting into it or I don’t know kind of backing out and like it is more clear than the 
other two, the fact that she definitely didn’t want it and I don’t see anywhere where she 
would want to blame herself or feel like it is her fault because she should, I mean you 
shouldn’t have to tell somebody whether you are going to have sex with them or whether you 
are not. (Elizabeth, 4th year, Vignette 3)
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Components of Alcohol Consumption.  The women in this study regarded alcohol con-
sumption as contributing to a situation in which individuals may not act the way they 
would if they were sober. They agreed that alcohol affected judgment and possibly 
contributed to the outcome of the first vignette:

It probably doesn’t help that they had a keg on the porch; it doesn’t really say how much 
everybody has had to drink, but that may sometimes make signals less clear . . . since this 
guy had been drinking and he probably misunderstood. (Josephine, 1st year, Vignette 1)

Angela (4th year, Vignette 1) added, “They [both] had probably been drinking, so I 
mean both of their judgment is probably impaired at least a little bit. . . . I don’t know, 
maybe his more than hers, I mean, I am not really sure but I would think so.”

Similarities in this belief are found throughout the negotiation strategies of both 
1st- and 4th-year college women:

I think it usually does in something like this, if there is alcohol involved, alcohol plays a part 
in what happened, like sexually, I mean, he also had enough mind, like he was there enough 
to pull out a condom and put it on so he had some idea of what he was doing because he was 
worried enough not to want to get her pregnant. (Allison, 1st year, Vignette 2)

In the first two vignettes, the respondents in this study assumed one or both parties 
were drunk without knowing how much each individual had actually consumed. In 
contrast, in the third vignette, alcohol was not considered as a possible mechanism for 
the man’s behavior towards the woman. In this vignette, students could gauge how 
much the man and woman had to drink by the presence of a 6-pack of beer. Thus, when 
these students negotiated the third vignette, many of them did not mention alcohol as 
being related to the outcome of this scenario.

People do drink beer to, you know, loosen up, so I think a 6-pack, it’s not like a 24-pack, but 
like a 6-pack between two people isn’t like terrible, so I don’t think it’s that bad, I just think 
. . . I don’t think she should have known that, that is what he is after, because I wouldn’t, I 
would have been completely okay with it, like, oh, watching the stars is sweet, but as soon 
as he tried to pull my shirt off I would have been like, “no,” “no,” so, I don’t know. (Kate, 
4th year, Vignette 3)

Commonness of Event.  First-year students explained that the experiences portrayed in 
the first and second vignettes are very common among acquaintances and friends. 
Their judgments of these events were affected by their perceptions that these were 
common occurrences, leading to justifications that it happens “all the time.” Fourth-
year students noted that these events were common, but some of them attributed the 
commonness of these events primarily to younger (i.e., 1st year) students.

This stuff happens all of the time at parties. I think just the misconceptions and drinking and 
all kinds of stuff, everyone has different expectations of how something is going to go, like 
certain people might, like this guy right here might think that this might be how he treats 
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every girl, and he thinks that this is just the way it worked, or some girls might try to take it 
slow or even certain guys might want to take situations slower and, um, it happens, it just 
happens a lot. I have friends and I know people who have been in situations like these. 
(Josephine, 1st year, Vignette 1)

Fourth-year students were in disagreement as to whether or not this was common 
among their friends and acquaintances, yet they mentioned that it was a common 
occurrence within the college community. The older students clearly believed that 
learning how to negotiate relationships with men occurs with experience:

It can be more, like, common when you are younger in college. I think that sometimes, you 
know, you are more prone to go to more parties and introduce yourself to college life, so I 
feel like all of us are fourth years, I feel like this is less likely at our age . . . that is just what 
I think. (Heather, 4th year, Vignette 1)

Students made few distinctions between the first two vignettes. Yet when the final 
vignette was introduced, many of the students had very clear responses to the incident 
and the necessary course of action:

It happened to my friend like the second week of school. We were all at this guy’s apartment 
from one of her classes and she had met him, they had classes together, but she had only been 
hanging out with him like three days before and she had been drinking a lot and went in to 
just get her coat and we were going to take . . . and I was the designated driver and I was 
ready to take her home, and she went in his room or in his friend’s room that has like all the 
coats on the bed and like she went to get her coat and he came in and he went in the room 
and shut the door and locked it, and locked her in there and she blacked out, and so she 
doesn’t know what happened, but he has since date raped five or six girls that I know and we 
could not get her out of the room. So when he finally, so two hours later, he came out and we 
were freaking out, like banging on the door and you feel so defenseless, but he unlocked the 
door or whatever and she had his shirt on and none of her other clothes were there, and she 
doesn’t know what happened, but he told her that they didn’t have sex, so she just believed 
him because she was a virgin, so she, I guess doesn’t want to believe it. . . . We tried to get 
her to report it and to report him, but she wouldn’t do it because I guess that she doesn’t want 
to believe that it happened, and so she would have to admit that she put herself in that 
situation, or that he put her in that situation and that it physically happened for her to feel 
comfortable reporting it. (Nicole, 1st year, Vignette 3)

Labeling the Incident.  Each cohort varied when labeling the incident in vignette one as 
sexual assault or rape, indicating the variability within and between each group of 
women. Beth (1st year, Vignette 1) wasn’t sure how to label the incident; she said, “He 
is harassing her. It is kind of rape actually, no, well he . . . with his finger, does that 
count as rape? Is it considered sexual harassment or rape what he did?” Shelley (4th 
year, Vignette 1) stated, “I would consider it sexual assault, because he came on to her 
and she, out of nowhere, he kind of just like attacked, not attacked her, but bombarded 
her when she was coming out of the bathroom and wouldn’t leave her alone . . .” 
Another 4th-year student said:

 at UNIV OF KENTUCKY on July 23, 2013vaw.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://vaw.sagepub.com/


478	 Violence Against Women 19(4)

I don’t feel like he necessarily, at the same time he tried it again like, okay, I can see that 
being sexual assault but I don’t know . . . I think about sexual assault when they are raping 
you totally. . . . I don’t know, I would probably talk to my friends about it . . . because maybe 
he was just drunk and I don’t know . . . I think if it was rape she wouldn’t have been able to 
break free. (Cindy, 4th year, Vignette 1)

First-year students labeled the second vignette “rape,” or “date rape,” yet they 
clearly were unsure if this incident would be believed by police officers because of the 
consumption of alcohol and the presence of a previous sexual relationship, which 
determined how they labeled the incident.

I agree with that, because technically, the way that I understand the definition of rape is that it 
is rape unless you say “yes.” You don’t have to say “no.” I mean, all you have to do is not tell 
him “yes” and officially it is rape. That is my understanding of it. I am not sure that everyone 
has that understanding of it, which could be an issue because a lot of guys might say, “Oh 
well, she didn’t say ‘no,’ or she said ‘no’ but she didn’t mean it, therefore it’s not rape,” but I 
think the definition is not exactly clear to everyone. (Jessica, 1st year, Vignette 2)

Fourth-year students agreed that rape had occurred in this vignette, yet their 
responses to their friends and the differences in individual definitions of rape and 
sexual assault were apparent. Similarly, 4th-year students agreed that the content of 
this story indicated a violation of the woman’s request to stop having sex, yet they 
displayed ambiguity regarding their response to their friends.

He raped her . . . umm, well even when, for me, my definition of rape is anytime a girl says 
“no,” whether you are in the middle of it or not, or a guy says “no,” if someone says “no” that 
is it, if you keep going you are raping them. . . . . I think people can get raped in relationships 
often. (Angela, 4th year, Vignette 2)

The third vignette was clearly defined and thus labeled rape by all participants:

I would definitely see this as rape because I feel like even if she did tell him, she told him 
during and she pushed him off, like obviously he kept going and doesn’t respect what she 
had to say or how she felt, so I feel like telling him beforehand might not have mattered. 
(Shelley, 4th year, Vignette 3)

Responding to Peers.  First- and 4th-year women’s responses to their peers depended on 
when the person disclosed the incident and the victim’s response to the incident. Many 
1st-year women discussed their feelings of empathy and trying to be supportive to 
their friend:

It depends on when she came and told me. If I was at the party and she was like, “This guy 
is creeping me out,” and I would be like, “Okay, let’s leave.” But if it was like the day after 
I would just kind of, there wouldn’t really be much that you can say because if she doesn’t 
really know the guy and he is not around much, then it is not like we have to avoid him or 
we have to like, but there is not much we can really do about it if she was like, “Oh, this 
happened with this guy and oh my god” . . . probably I could see her or a friend of hers 
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talking to other friends, but not actually going to a counselor. But I think if it was actually 
sex rape, then it would be different. But because it is so common I don’t think . . . (Amanda, 
1st year, Vignette 1)

However, 4th-year students responded with victim blaming and suggested that the 
woman in the vignette was not being careful with her personal safety and should have 
known better. Again, that women should have learned to protect themselves by the 
time they are 4th-year students emerged in how the women explained the situation:

I would probably ask her what happened, like what was going on, ask her if there were things 
she was doing that maybe did make him think that she was wanting to do more or if there 
weren’t things, then maybe it would be more of his coming on to her. I think that she should just 
think about maybe if she had given him a signal that made him think that it was okay, because I 
think sometimes that, like you were saying, like guys aren’t necessarily always the bad guy if 
they are getting signals that they think are something else. (Lisa, 4th year, Vignette 1)

Both cohorts of women suggested employing avoidance strategies towards the man 
involved and to possibly seek counseling regarding the relationship. When students 
were presented with the final vignette, both 1st- and 4th-year students clearly recom-
mended seeking outside counseling regarding the incident.

I would just tell her it’s not her fault and try to get her to go, even if she doesn’t want to press 
charges or not. I think she should, but it is up to her what she wants to do. But definitely talk 
to somebody at least, and be able to get through it and realize that it wasn’t her fault at all, it 
was the guy’s fault completely, there wasn’t anything that she did wrong. (Amanda, 1st year, 
Vignette 3)

Fourth-year students remarked on the assistance they would readily provide regard-
ing a friend or peer that experienced a situation similar to the one depicted in this 
vignette:

She needs to talk to someone to make her realize that it is not her fault because I can see her 
talking to friends and her friends being like, “It’s not your fault, it’s not your fault,” but her 
not believing them. Like, I think that she should probably go to a professional to change her 
mind set. (Shelley, 4th year, Vignette 3)

Weighing the Odds and Reporting.  First- and 4th-year women thought that both the first 
and the second vignettes may warrant reporting, but that very little justice will come 
from involving the police.

Jessica (1st year, Vignette 1) said, “I don’t think it warrants reporting. I just think 
you need to stay away from this guy for future reference and don’t get along [sic] with 
him; obviously he doesn’t, he can’t control himself when he is alone with you because 
he crossed the line.” A 4th-year student said:

I would think that this would be definitely something that you would report, but it is kind of 
like I was saying before . . . sound like a broken record, but they, I feel like because they were 
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in a relationship and they have had sex before, that it wasn’t like she was walking down the 
street at night and she got attacked and that is what it would be that people, that if she were 
to go into the police station, that that, “Well, you have had sex before and you used to be in 
a relationship with him, you still have, you still kind of have feelings for him” and then 
that’s, and “you let it go, you let it go so far.” Not that I am saying that any of it is right, 
because I don’t think that it is. Once she said “no,” she said “no” and it was done and that is 
when it became rape. But I feel like that is what would be said to her was, “Well, you let it 
go so far before you said ‘no.’” (Jamie, 4th year, Vignette 2)

When students were presented with the third vignette, not only did they recommend 
reporting, but they thought the incident was believable as rape and may even be pros-
ecuted. Allison (1st year, Vignette 3) added, “That one [vignette] is rape and she should 
report that one.” Margaret’s (1st year, Vignette 3) reasoning for reporting was, “She 
doesn’t even know him and he overpowered her and immediately after she got out of 
the car she should have gotten right back in the car and gone to the hospital and 
reported it.”

Discussion

In exploring the social context in which rape and sexual assault occur and the group 
negotiation strategies, it becomes possible to uncover prevailing attitudes regarding 
rape and sexual assault. It is also possible to determine the extent to which 1st- and 
4th-year college women differ in their acceptance of rape myths. The differences that 
are present attest to the social norms apparent in each of the peer groups from which 
the individual college women belong.

The most apparent findings in the cohorts of these women were their reluctance to 
report the incidents in both the first and the second vignettes and the commonness of 
these events among their peers. Although these women were more likely to excuse the 
man than outright blame the woman for the sexual assault, excusing the man for his 
behavior creates a climate in which unwanted sexual contact is tolerated.

The 4th-year women in this study placed greater sanctions on the woman’s behav-
ior and her ability to construct and navigate “safe” social situations in which she was 
protected from sexual victimization. This belief suggested that 4th-year college women 
ultimately held the woman responsible for the outcome in the first two vignettes as 
they considered aspects of alcohol consumption, previous sexual relationships, and 
differing beliefs regarding consent.

Several of the women from both cohorts stated that reporting the incident was war-
ranted, yet expressed reluctance due to cultural norms of victim blaming. These 
women literally weighed the odds of reporting in relation to whether or not they would 
find fairness in the criminal justice system. As women were presented with scenarios 
that fit the legal definition of rape, there was ambiguity regarding labeling the event 
and, even if they did label it rape, participants acknowledged that achieving justice 
was often unlikely.

The situations in which both groups of women negotiated instances of sexual 
assault and rape were defined within the social context in which they occurred. Each 
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cohort perceived the scenarios in the vignettes to be common, perhaps even normative, 
within their peer groups. It appeared that the more common the women found these 
experiences of rape to be, the less likely they were to label them sexual assault or rape.

The women in this study clearly stated that the timing and type of consent given 
was an indication of who was responsible for the outcome of the scenario, as they 
stated there were differences in effect when women gave verbal cues such as “no” or 
“stop,” and/or behavioral cues of nonconsent such as pushing or shoving. When 1st- 
and 4th-year women examined the specific type of consent given in the first two 
vignettes, all women indicated that the type of consent given was not effective. The 
women indicated that the woman involved could have done more to stop the incident 
by not consuming alcohol or displaying clearer signals of nonconsent. Interestingly, 
in the third vignette when alcohol consumption was quantifiable and was seen as 
low, 1st- and 4th-year students stated that the type and timing of consent given was 
irrelevant because the man in this vignette clearly disregarded the woman’s sexual 
boundaries. This finding supports the recognition of the traditional date rape script 
in which little alcohol is consumed and the perpetrator is someone not well known 
to the victim.

Consistent with previous literature regarding instances of rape and sexual assault, 
alcohol consumption was present in these contexts in which college women under-
stood and negotiated the scenario (Abbey, 1991). Alcohol is perhaps the most impor-
tant contextual factor considered by women as they attempt to understand the content 
of each vignette. Peer groups perceive gradations of social responsibility depending on 
the quantity of alcohol consumed. If the woman in the vignette is presumed to be 
drunk or is drinking heavily, she is perceived as acting in a socially irresponsible man-
ner. Yet, if the woman hardly consumed any alcohol, she is judged as acting responsi-
bly and able to ward off unwanted sexual attention. If she is unsuccessful when acting 
responsibly, she is judged as not responsible for the outcome of assault.

When peers advise their friends, they are very concerned with weighing the 
response that others will have if their friend tells them what has occurred. This concern 
was frequently evident with regard to legal authorities such as police, as women 
assumed the police will question the validity of the assault. In particular, they noted 
that when alcohol is involved, or when sexual assault has occurred with a man with 
whom an individual had a previous sexual relationship, they believe that police are 
likely to challenge a woman who reports the incident. While the research participants 
do not accept the myth that all women want to be raped, they do accept other myths, 
such as “when women are raped, it’s because the way they said ‘no’ was ambiguous.” 
The myths they do accept are very much linked to the social contexts of alcohol and 
prior sexual relationships that were noted in the first two vignettes.

These findings suggest that when college women have peers who experience 
instances of sexual assault and rape, and the experiences commonly occur, they are 
less likely to advise their friends to report them. Myths about sexual assault, then, 
become normative explanations that are used to justify behavior. Since many college 
women disclose incidents of rape and sexual assault to their friends, these interactions 
may affect how individuals label their own experiences of sexual victimization. If peer 
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group situations help define and label these incidents, then the norms of the group also 
help to define these situations. In particular, participants stated that experiences like 
the ones depicted in the vignettes (particularly the first two) were common among 
their peer groups. Commonness is a cue women used to determine if an incident was 
rape. If it is a common, normative situation, it must not be rape, because rape is uncom-
mon. If what occurred was not rape, the women stated they would advise a friend who 
experienced the incident to ignore the situation or avoid the male. Thus, the experience 
is normalized, the perpetrator is not held accountable, and the response of normalizing 
these types of sexual assaults is perpetuated within the peer group.

Implications for Future Research and Action

Considering that fellow college students are often first responders in rape and sex-
ual assault situations, educating students to become effective allies and support 
systems may assist in preventing incidents of rape (Banyard et al., 2005). Current 
rape prevention strategies need to incorporate men into conversations about how to 
prevent rape. Similarly, educational efforts should include discussions regarding 
the legal definitions of rape, what rape may look like in a real context, culturally 
pervasive rape myths, and support services available to both men and women on 
college campuses.

The use of vignettes in research is an effective tool for discussing sensitive topics 
regarding rape and sexual assault, yet the use of vignettes may also have practical 
applications in educational discussions about the reality of the rape experience. The 
real context in which rape occurs often includes ambiguity related to alcohol con-
sumption, differing beliefs regarding consent, and may occur between individuals who 
have had a previous sexual relationship. Interestingly, in this study, after the presenta-
tion of the final vignette, several participants reevaluated their responses to the first 
two vignettes and many of them later concluded that all of the vignettes were rape. 
This process that occurred during the focus groups may assist in educational efforts in 
creating opportunities for men and women to talk about, process, and discuss rape in 
real-life contexts. Educational efforts also should open spaces for discussions regard-
ing gendered norms and the legal definitions of rape. Bridging legal definitions with 
real contexts of rape may assist college women and men in seeking supportive net-
works and services.

The following limitations must be considered. First, the college women in this 
study were presented with a series of three vignettes. The ordering in the presentation 
of the vignettes (from most ambiguous to least ambiguous) may have affected the 
responses given by participants as they progressed through the focus group. The same 
sets of questions were asked of participants during the presentation of each vignette. 
Discussions of rape during the first two vignettes may have affected the decision to 
label and identify the last vignette unequivocally as rape.

Second, for the purpose of this study, peer groups were created by cohort; 1st- and 
4th-year college women have differing negotiation strategies regarding rape. While 
examining women by cohort does produce interesting and valuable results, examining 

 at UNIV OF KENTUCKY on July 23, 2013vaw.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://vaw.sagepub.com/


Deming et al.	 483

college women and men in their existing peer groups may offer researchers the ability 
to examine these groups extensively regarding their interpretations and social con-
structions of rape.

In conclusion, future research that aims to explore how rape is defined by college 
students should also include mixed methods. While the findings in this study are only 
applicable to those 1st- and 4th-year college women who participated in the study, 
future research should include quantitative methods to further explore how college 
populations define rape.
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