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ABSTRACT
Objective: To test the effectiveness of a college student-driven sexual consent education campaign
to improve college students’ sexual consent understanding. Participants: Undergraduate students
(N D 992) at a large, public Midwestern university between March and December 2015. Methods:
Three online survey questionnaires assessing relevant outcome measures were distributed to the
university’s undergraduate student population before, during, and after the campaign’s
implementation over two consecutive academic semesters. Results: Exposure to the campaign and
the sexual consent understanding of the student population improved over time. College men and
members of university-affiliated social sororities or fraternities resulted in greater improvement than
their respective counterparts (i.e., college women, nonmembers). Conclusions: Sexual consent
education campaigns for college students that are student-driven and address relevant
sociocultural factors while authentically interacting with students can improve students’ sexual
consent understanding. These type of campaigns also have the opportunity to reach historically
hard-to-reach audiences, such as college men.
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An estimated one in five female undergraduate stu-
dents and one in twenty male undergraduate students
at colleges and universities in the United States expe-
rience sexual assault while enrolled.1 Sexual assault is
broadly defined as any sexual encounter absent of
clear, uncoerced, affirmative consent given or
obtained by a sexual partner; however, many college
students do not have comprehensive understanding of
sexual consent and may not perceive use of sexual
coercion to obtain consent as problematic.2,3 College
students also differ in how they report obtaining and
communicating sexual consent with their partners,
such that some report using verbal communication
while others rely on nonverbal cues.4,5 Contextual fac-
tors, such as belief in destructive gender and sexual
stereotypes, can also play a major role in how college
students understand and negotiate sexual consent
with their sexual partner(s).2,3,6

Many colleges and universities in the United States
provide some method of sexual assault prevention pro-
gramming to their students, but the effectiveness of many
of these programs is limited if they do not focus enough
on the relevant contextual factors that influence college
students’ sexual consent negotiation and understanding.4

Rates of sexual assault on college campuses in the United
States remain consistently troublesome,7 and therefore,
sexual consent education programming efforts that
address relevant sociocultural factors and speak to college
students in their own language are necessary to improve
college students’ understanding of sexual consent.

Colleges and universities often provide their sexual
assault prevention programming to students during
first-year orientation and focus on bystander interven-
tions. Bystander intervention programs attempt to
teach college students how to recognize warning signs
of a potential sexual assault and encourage students
to intervene when they witness a peer in trouble.8

Some of these programs show success in improving
students’ self-efficacy and behavioral intentions to
intervene,9,10 but many of these programs are one-
time experiences, and thus may not produce long-
lasting effects. One sexual consent education program
found students showed the greatest knowledge gain
about sexual consent in a treatment group that
received the program over a longer period of time.11

The evaluation of a safer sex, longitudinal mass media
campaign also revealed that those exposed to the
campaign were more likely than others to practice
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safe sex over time.12 Efforts that provide repeated
exposure to critical educational messages over a sig-
nificant period of time are thus important for endur-
ing effects.

The campaign

The Define Your Line campaign was thus created and
implemented by undergraduate students and faculty
members at a large, public southwestern university with
the goal of “unblurring the lines” of sexual consent
through peer-to-peer and mediated messaging. The cam-
paign’s effectiveness to improve college students’ sexual
consent understanding was assessed with three online sur-
vey questionnaires distributed to the university’s under-
graduate student population before, during, and after the
campaign’s implementation over two consecutive aca-
demic semesters in 2015. The researchers also worked
closely with university administration in the planning and
implementation of the campaign to ensure there were not
any other large-scale efforts on campus related to this
issue that would have co-occurred with the campaign.

The campaign’s main strategy was to generate an
open and engaging “campus-wide conversation” about
sexual consent among undergraduate students by gather-
ing and displaying questions and responses posed by
other students about topics such as sexual consent mis-
conceptions, dating expectations, and gender or sexual
stereotypes. An undergraduate student advisory board
was created to assist with campaign development and
execution. All of the in-person and online conversations
and messaging was led by student representatives from
the advisory board, under the guidance and assistance of
appropriate staff and faculty members, including the pri-
mary researchers. The board included approximately
25–30 undergraduate students throughout the campaign
that represented various student groups on campus (e.g.,
traditional students, athletes, sorority and fraternity
members, Gay Straight Alliance members).

Most of the campaign messages were interactive. Stu-
dent campaign representatives, for example, set up tables
around campus and invited other students passing by to
confidentially fill out cards with their questions and to
answer other students’ questions. Students could also
anonymously answer and pose questions on the cam-
paign’s website and interact with messages on the cam-
paign’s social media pages. Posters, table tents, bus signs,
and other promotional materials were placed around
campus to enhance awareness and reach. The promo-
tional materials included questions and responses that
addressed common misconceptions and stereotypes
related to sexual consent in sex-positive, non-judgmental
tones.

Sexual assault prevention efforts that include peer-to-
peer communication and combat sexual stereotypes and
misconceptions show promise in engaging college stu-
dents especially historically hard-to-reach students, such
as college men and social sorority and fraternity mem-
bers.13 College men are more likely than college women
to perpetrate sexual assault.14 hold rape supportive atti-
tudes,15 and misperceive a partner’s sexual intent.16,17

College students who are members of a university-affili-
ated social fraternity or sorority are more likely to be per-
petrators and survivors of sexual assault, respectively,
than nonmembers.18,19

College men and sorority and fraternity members
have expressed concerns that sexual assault prevention
programs unfairly target them as potential sexual assault
perpetrators or victims, and thus they may not actively
engage with such programs.20 College men in one study
indicated they were more open to sexual assault preven-
tion efforts if they were approached in a “nonconfronta-
tional, alliance-building fashion by other men.”21

Addressing the unique needs of critical audience groups
on college campuses is therefore imperative to ensure
the success of prevention efforts across an entire study
population. Special consideration and efforts were made
to reach and appeal to these audiences.

Methods

Online survey questionnaires were distributed to the uni-
versity’s undergraduate student body immediately prior
to the launch of the campaign in the spring 2015 semes-
ter, at the end of the spring 2015 semester (6 weeks after
the campaign’s launch), and at the end of the fall 2015
semester (21 weeks after the campaign’s launch, exclud-
ing the summer break). All three survey questionnaires
included questions assessing participants’ sexual consent
attitudes, intentions, and understanding. The latter two
questionnaires also included items assessing campaign
recall and exposure.

Invitations to participate in the questionnaires were
distributed via the university’s daily email newsletter and
online advertisements targeted to the student population
via popular social media platforms. All prospective par-
ticipants who joined the questionnaire were provided
with study information and ensured of confidentiality of
their individual responses. If participants agreed to par-
ticipate, they were then asked to indicate their university
status. Participants who did not indicate that they were
currently a full-time undergraduate student at the uni-
versity were informed of their ineligibility and exited
from the questionnaire.

All eligible participants were informed that they
would be awarded a $10 electronic gift card upon
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completion of the questionnaire, but they must provide a
university email address to confirm eligibility. Any par-
ticipants who were not able to provide a university email
were removed from the final data file. Once all electronic
gift cards were distributed to eligible participants, all
identifying information was removed from the data files
and destroyed. All study procedures were approved by
the university’s Institutional Review Board.

Participants

A total of 992 undergraduate students (mean age of 20.72,
SD D 2.79) participated in the survey questionnaires, prior
to the launch of the intervention (N D 324), at the end of
the spring 2015 semester (N D 328), and at the end of the
fall 2015 semester (N D 340). The final sample’s biological
sex was 60.3% female and 39.7% male, and 1.4% indicated
they identified as a gender other than their biological sex.
Most participants (84.9%) reported that their preferred sex-
ual partner was of the opposite gender than him or herself,
4.9% indicated that their preferred sexual partner was of
the same gender, and 10.2% indicated that their preferred
sexual partner could be either male or female.

Most participants (63.2%) identified exclusively as
White or Caucasian, and an additional 7.4% identified
as White/Caucasian in combination with another race
or ethnicity (5.1% Hispanic or Latino(a)). Almost
one-fifth identified exclusively as Hispanic or Latino
(a) (18.9%); 4.8% identified exclusively as Black or
African American, and 4.3% identified exclusively as

Asian or Asian American. Participants included
21.0% first years, 19.9% sophomores, 28.3% juniors,
and 30.8% seniors. Twenty percent of participants
(22.3% of females, 18.1% of males) were active
pledges or members of a social sorority or fraternity
at the university.

Fifty percent of participants in the final fall 2015 semes-
ter survey indicated they had heard or seen something
from the campaign, an increase from 38.1% in the spring
2015 semester survey. Almost half of participants (46.8%)
accurately identified the campaign’s logo in the fall 2015
survey, an increase from 38.5% in the spring survey.

The final survey sample varied somewhat from
representation of the undergraduate student popula-
tion, and therefore, weight scores were created and
used based upon gender and university classification
percentages of the sample and the population (weight
score D population/sample), broken down by respec-
tive data-collection period. The percentages of gender
and university status in each of the questionnaires
were compared to that of the undergraduate student
population, as provided by the university’s admissions
offices. See Table 1 for the final sample and popula-
tion numbers and weight scores.

Outcome measures

All three survey questionnaires included the following
outcome measures. See Table 2 for means, standard devi-
ations, and Cronbach’s alphas of each of the following

Table 1. Survey sample and university population by gender and university classification and final weight scores.

Survey sample University population

Baseline Spring 2015 Post Spring 2015 Post Fall 2015 Spring 2015 Fall 2015

Females First years N 46 34 55 2235 3453
% 14.20 10.37 16.18 8.60 11.88
Score 0.61 0.83 0.73

Sophomores N 37 33 47 2717 2881
% 11.42 10.06 13.82 10.46 9.91
Score 0.92 1.04 0.72

Juniors N 51 73 57 2891 2927
% 15.74 22.26 16.76 11.13 10.07
Score 0.71 0.50 0.60

Seniors N 51 53 61 3929 3807
% 15.74 16.16 17.94 15.12 13.09
Score 0.96 0.94 0.73

Males First years N 15 29 29 2706 4241
% 4.63 8.84 8.53 10.42 14.59
Score 2.25 1.18 1.22

Sophomores N 37 20 23 3117 3396
% 11.42 6.10 6.76 12.00 11.68
Score 1.05 1.97 1.73

Juniors N 35 35 30 3368 3596
% 10.80 10.67 8.82 12.96 12.37
Score 1.20 1.21 1.40

Seniors N 52 51 38 5017 4774
% 16.05 15.55 11.18 19.31 16.42
Score 1.20 1.24 1.47
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scales by survey collection time period. Means and stan-
dard deviations are based upon inclusion of weight
scores. Estimated marginal means and standard errors
are reported for final univariate analyses and also based
upon weighted data.

Eight statements were adapted from Humphreys and
Brousseau’s Sexual Consent Scale-Revised22 to create a
scale assessing participants’ positive attitudes about estab-
lishing sexual consent before engaging in sexual activity.
Participants were asked to indicated their agreement with
the statements on a 5-point Likert scale
(1D Strongly Disagree and 5 D Strongly Agree). Example
items included “I feel that sexual consent should always
be obtained before the start of any sexual activity” and
“Before making sexual advances, I think that one should
assume ‘no’ until there is clear indication to proceed.”

Eight additional statements from Humphreys and
Brousseau’s Sexual Consent Scale-Revised22 were adapted
to create a scale assessing participants’ perceived behavioral
control to obtain sexual consent from a partner. Partici-
pants were asked to indicated their agreement with the
statements on a 5-point Likert scale (1 D Strongly Disagree
and 5 D Strongly Agree). Relevant items were recoded to
assign higher scores to a greater perception of behavioral
control. Example items included “I would have difficulty
asking for consent before having sex with someone because
it would spoil the mood” and “I feel confident that I could
ask for consent from a new sexual partner.”

Five statements were adapted from Hust et al.’s Sexual
Consent-Related Behavior Intentions Scale23 to create a scale
assessing how likely a participant would be to ask for consent
prior to sexual activity and to stop sexual activity if consent
was rescinded or if a partner was silent. Participants were
asked to indicate their agreement on a 5-point Likert scale (1
D Very Unlikely and 5 D Very Likely). Example items
included “I will ask my partner for consent before engaging
in sexual activity” and “I will stop if my partner asks me to
stop during sexual activity, even if I was aroused.”

Participants were provided with 12 sexual situations and
asked to indicate on a 5-point Likert scale whether they
considered each situation to be sexual assault or not, such
that 1 D Definitely is not sexual assault and 5 D Definitely
is sexual assault. Seven of the situational statements

represented what students in the qualitative formative
research had indicated were “clearly” sexual assault, such as
“One partner pressured the other into having sex when he
or she did not want to” and “One partner got angry at the
other as a means of intimidating him or her into having
sex.” The other five statements represented what students
had expressed were more “grey” areas of sexual assault,
such as “Both partners were intoxicated (with alcohol and/
or illicit drugs) when they had sex” and “One partner does
not actively resist having sex but also does not indicate
whether he or she wants to have sex.”

Results

General linear model (GLM) univariate analyses were con-
ducted for each of the five outcome measures and included
time (baseline, post spring, post fall) as a fixed factor to assess
the overall effectiveness of the campaign. Additional GLM
univariate analyses were also conducted for each of the out-
come measures and included time (baseline, post spring,
post fall), gender (female, male), and social sorority/fraternity
membership (yes, no) as fixed factors to determine whether
the campaign had more of an impact on male students and
fraternity and sorority members than their respective coun-
terparts (i.e., females, nonmembers).

Time was a significant predictor of positive sexual consent
attitudes, F(2, 1048) D 5.60, p < .01, perceived behavioral
control to obtain sexual consent, F(2, 1048) D 6.96, p < .01,
intentions to obtain sexual consent, F(2, 1043) D 6.09, p <

.01, accurate “clear” sexual assault identification, F(2, 1047)
D 12.94, p< .001, and accurate “grey” sexual assault identifi-
cation, F(2, 1047) D 3.58, p < .05. Pairwise comparisons of
the outcome measures revealed significant increases from
baseline to post fall 2015 and from post spring 2015 to post
fall for all outcome measures, p < .05. A significant increase
from baseline to post spring 2015 was also identified for
accurate “clear” sexual assault identification, p< .05.

In the second set of analyses, sorority/fraternity
membership and gender, respectively, as interaction terms
with time were significant predictors of positive sexual
consent attitudes [membership: F(2, 1039) D 3.65, p <

.05; gender: F(2, 1039) D 3.17, p < .05], intentions to

Table 2. Descriptive statistics of outcome measures by survey.

Baseline Spring 2015 Post Spring 2015 Post Fall 2015

M SD a M SD a M SD a

Positive sexual consent attitudes 4.22 .70 .91 4.23 .62 .90 4.37 .57 .88
Behavioral control to obtain sexual consent 3.77 .81 .90 3.83 .81 .90 3.97 .80 .91
Intentions to obtain sexual consent 4.36 .71 .89 4.42 .61 .86 4.52 .54 .83
Accurate identification of “clear” sexual assault situations 4.32 .77 .90 4.43 .63 .85 4.57 .45 .75
Accurate identification of “grey” sexual assault situations 3.47 .74 .82 3.45 .76 .83 3.59 .72 .80
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obtain sexual consent [membership: F(2, 1034) D 9.72,
p< .001; gender: F(2, 1034)D 4.70, p< .01], and accurate
“clear” sexual assault identification [membership: F(2,
1038) D 9.11, p < .001; gender: F(2, 1038) D 10.80,
p < .001]. The interaction of sorority/fraternity member-
ship and time was also a significant predictor of perceived
behavioral control to obtain sexual consent, F(2, 1039) D
3.44, p < .05, and accurate “grey” sexual assault identifica-
tion, F(2, 1038) D 4.70, p < .01.

Post-hoc analyses revealed that sorority and fraternity
members showed greater improvements than nonmembers
over the course of the campaign, reporting at baseline sig-
nificantly lower mean scores for positive sexual consent
attitudes (M D 3.98, SE D .08), intentions to obtain sexual
consent (M D 4.05, SE D .07), perceived behavioral control
to obtain sexual consent (M D 3.53, SE D 1.00), and accu-
rate identification of “clear” sexual assault situations (M D
4.00, SE D .07) than nonmembers (attitudes: M D 4.30, SE
D .04; intentions: M D 4.45, SE D .04; behavioral control:
M D 3.84, SE D .045; clear identification: M D 4.43, SE D
.04; grey identification: M D 3.54, SE D .04). Sorority and
fraternity members then reported comparable scores in the
post fall 2015 survey (attitudes: M D 4.37, SE D .07; inten-
tions: M D 4.59, SE D .07; behavioral control:
M D 4.05, SE D .09; clear identification: M D 4.58,
SE D .07; grey identification:M D , SE D .07) as nonmem-
bers (attitudes: M D 4.38, SE D .04; intentions:
M D 4.51, SE D .04; control: M D 4.00, SE D .05; clear
identification: M D 4.57, SE D .04). Sorority and fraternity
members were also less likely at baseline to accurately iden-
tify “grey” sexual assault situations (M D 3.30,
SE D .09) than nonmembers (M D 3.54, SE D .04), but
they showed substantial improvement by the fall 2015 sur-
vey (M D 3.72, SE D .08 and exceeded non-members in
accurate identification (MD 3.56, SED .04).

Male students reported greater improvements over the
course of the campaign than females, with significantly lower
mean scores at baseline for positive sexual consent attitudes
(M D 3.91, SE D .06), intentions to obtain sexual consent
(M D 4.03, SE D .06), and accurate identification of “clear”
sexual assault (M D 3.86, SE D .06) than females (attitudes:
M D 4.38, SE D .06; intentions: M D 4.48, SE D .06; clear
identification: M D 4.56, SE D .05), but only slightly lower
mean scores (attitudes:MD 4.28, SED .07; intentions:MD
4.49, SED .06; clear identification:MD 4.48, SED .06) than
females (attitudes: M D 4.46, SE D .05; intentions:
M D 4.61, SE D .04; clear identification: M D 4.67,
SED .04) in the post fall 2015 survey.

Comment

Results reveal that the Define Your Line campaign was
effective at improving college students’ sexual consent

understanding over time. Compared to baseline reports,
at the end of the 21-week campaign period, students
reported significantly greater positive attitudes about
establishing sexual consent before engaging in sexual
activity, perceived behavioral control to obtain sexual
consent from a partner, intentions to ask for consent
prior to sexual activity and to stop sexual activity if con-
sent was rescinded or if a partner was silent, and under-
standing of what constitutes sexual assault (i.e., absence
of consent).

Although positive significant increases from baseline
to six weeks were not found for all the outcome meas-
ures, significant changes were consistently found from
baseline to 21 weeks and from 6 to 21 weeks. Thus, for
measurable change to occur, students likely need to be
exposed to multiple components of the campaign multi-
ple times, evidenced in part by the increases in reported
exposure over time, such that 38.1% of students indi-
cated campaign exposure at six weeks and 50.0%
reported exposure at 21 weeks.

While effective for the student population overall, fur-
ther analyses revealed that the greatest improvement
occurred among members of social sororities and frater-
nities and male students, reporting more negative sexual
consent attitudes at baseline than their respective coun-
terparts and catching up to them by the final survey.
This research provides evidence that a campaign of this
nature can help populations with the most destructive
beliefs and practices catch up to their peers who have
healthier beliefs, while also raising overall healthy beliefs
about sexual consent.

Limitations

While this study is among the few to provide empirical
evidence about a campaign specifically targeting sexual
consent communication, there are important limitations
to note. First, the data were from a series of self-reported
cross-sectional surveys from non-representative samples
of university students, and thus, it was necessary to
weight the final data to align the sample to the student
population based student gender and university classifi-
cation. Also, additional demographic factors, such as sex-
ual orientation, may be important to consider in
understanding who was most affected by the campaign;
however, the current study did not always include large
enough samples of other demographic factors, such as
sexual orientation, to evaluate their potential influence.

There are however some students who may be
unreachable, such as those who are sexual assault per-
petrators, such that the campaign may not change the
beliefs of students who hold aggressively destructive
sexual beliefs. According to research in this area,
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predatory perpetrators make up a small minority of
the college student population, and they are often
repeat offenders.24 Unfortunately, these perpetrators
can often go undetected by others as they may be
perceived as acting according to (albeit dangerous)
cultural norms. This campaign’s goal was to enlighten
the rest of the undergraduate student population
about the importance of communicating clearly with
your partner and having sexual boundaries respected,
which should contribute to healthier cultural norms
about sexual consent and a more positive environ-
ment for survivors and those who may report sexual
assault.

Conclusions

Sexual consent education campaigns for college students
that are student-driven and address relevant sociocul-
tural factors while authentically interacting with students
can improve students’ sexual consent understanding
over time. These type of campaigns can also reach and
improve the sexual consent understanding of male stu-
dents and members of social sororities and fraternities,
notoriously difficult, but necessary, students to reach
with sexual consent education messaging.

While a campaign such as this could be implemented
successfully on other campuses, to ensure effectiveness,
it is important to gather baseline understanding of the
cultures and beliefs of the university’s student popula-
tion. Having a solid understanding of campus culture
and beliefs of the student population at the university in
this study allowed the researchers to ensure strategies
and messaging were authentic and relevant to students.
Student representatives who were the “face” of the cam-
paign also helped ensure the authenticity of the cam-
paign’s messages. These students identified heavily
trafficked locations on and off campus, optimal times of
day to set up tables, types of promotional materials that
would entice participation, and messaging that would
most appeal to peers.
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