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Abstract Abstract 
The purpose of this manuscript is to examine the risk of sexual exploitation (both assault and 
harassment) associated with sorority and fraternity membership on U.S. college campuses. The results 
from this study come from data collected through an online survey. Participants (N=883) at a large Pacific 
Northwestern university provided information related to their sorority or fraternity membership, 
experiences of sexual violence (i.e., assault and harassment), and alcohol use. We both replicated and 
extended past research. Corroborating prior research, Greek-affiliated students experienced higher rates 
of sexual assault than non-affiliated students. We extended past research by focusing on sexual 
harassment experiences within the Greek life culture. Both male and female Greek-affiliated students 
reported higher rates of sexual harassment particularly unwanted sexual attention, compared to their non-
Greek-affiliated peers. We also found that both sorority membership and alcohol-related problems 
predicted unique variance in women’s exposure to nonconsensual sexual contact, attempted/completed 
rape, and unwanted sexual attention. Fraternity membership but not alcohol-related problems predicted 
unique variance in men’s exposure to nonconsensual sexual contact and unwanted sexual attention. 
Implications discussed include the short- and long-term consequences of Greek-affiliation, institutional 
betrayal, and addressing sexual exploitation within this culture. Also identified are limitations of the 
current study and future directions for research on sexual exploitation within Greek life. 
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ABSTRACT 
The purpose of this manuscript is to examine the risk of sexual exploitation (both assault and 
harassment) associated with sorority and fraternity membership on U.S. college campuses. The 
results from this study come from data collected through an online survey. Participants (N=883) 
at a large Pacific Northwestern university provided information related to their sorority or 
fraternity membership, experiences of sexual violence (i.e., assault and harassment), and alcohol 
use. We both replicated and extended past research. Corroborating prior research, Greek-affiliated 
students experienced higher rates of sexual assault than non-affiliated students. We extended past 
research by focusing on sexual harassment experiences within the Greek life culture. Both male 
and female Greek-affiliated students reported higher rates of sexual harassment particularly 
unwanted sexual attention, compared to their non-Greek-affiliated peers. We also found that both 
sorority membership and alcohol-related problems predicted unique variance in women’s 
exposure to nonconsensual sexual contact, attempted/completed rape, and unwanted sexual 
attention. Fraternity membership but not alcohol-related problems predicted unique variance in 
men’s exposure to nonconsensual sexual contact and unwanted sexual attention. Implications 
discussed include the short- and long-term consequences of Greek-affiliation, institutional 
betrayal, and addressing sexual exploitation within this culture. Also identified are limitations of 
the current study and future directions for research on sexual exploitation within Greek life. 
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EXUAL ASSAULT ON COLLEGE CAMPUSES emerged within the past decade as a high-
profile public health issue that was discussed, debated, and explored by news anchors, 

politicians, and scientists. Although campus sexual assault has only recently become a 
popularly recognized national issue, research on sexual assault has replicated the 
prevalence rates of campus sexual assault for decades (e.g., Garrett-Gooding & Senter, Jr., 
1987; Koss et al., 1987; Meilman et al., 1990). There is much less research on sexual 
harassment of college students, but the available research supports student narratives 
that sexual harassment is an issue on college campuses (e.g., Beaulieu et al., 2017; Klein 
& Martin, 2019; Wood et al., 2018). Although college is often perceived as a blissful time 
of intellectual and social growth, the reality is that many college students are sexually 
exploited and left to cope with a serious trauma that hampers cognitive, physical, and 
emotional functioning. Understanding why university students, and women in particular, 
face high rates of sexual assault and sexual harassment while attending college is of 
importance to both science and policy. 

Defining and Identifying Sexual Violence 

In this article we use the term sexual violence as an umbrella term that includes rape, 
unwanted sexual contact, and sexual harassment. In line with most empirical and legal 
definitions, we use rape to refer to non-consensual penetration of the vagina or anus and 
sexual assault to refer to non-consensual sexual contact of any kind (Abbey et al., 2004). 
Sexual harassment is a unique type of sexual violence that is often perceived as a mild 
form of violence. However, sexual harassment experiences for college students have been 
associated with anxiety, depression, binge drinking, marijuana use, disordered eating, 
internalized shame, and academic disengagement (Huerta et al., 2006; McGinley, Wolff, et 
al., 2016; Yoon et al., 2010). Thus, sexual harassment should be taken just as seriously as 
other types of violence and exploitation. Researchers typically identify three categories 
of sexual harassment: sexual coercion; unwanted sexual attention; and gender 
harassment (Cook et al., 2018). Sexual coercion refers to acts that make work conditions 
contingent on sexual favors. Unwanted sexual attention describes acts of unwanted 
touching or persistent unwanted advances for a relationship or sex. Gender harassment 
consists of discrimination based on gender with or without sexual intention. The current 
study focuses on Greek life members’ experiences of sexual violence—both sexual assault 
and sexual harassment.  

College women are at a high risk for sexual assault. Research suggests that 
approximately one in four women experience attempted or completed sexual assault 
during their time at college (Gross et al., 2006; Krebs et al., 2009). Women who are in their 
first year of college are at particularly high risk of experiencing unwanted sexual contact 
(Norris et al., 2018). Mellins et al.’s (2017) research suggests that this risk accumulates 
over the duration of college, with 21% of first-year women and 36% of senior women 
reporting experiences of sexual assault.  

Researchers have provided consistent, replicable prevalence rates for campus sexual 
assault; however, the literature has yet to provide a replicable prevalence rate of campus 
sexual harassment. A systematic review of the available literature (Klein & Martin, 2019) 
found that prevalence rates for campus sexual harassment ranged from 9% to 97%, 
depending on the sample and methodology. Wood et al. (2018) found that, in a combined 
sample of eight college campuses, 19% of students experienced faculty/staff sexual 
harassment and 30% of students experienced peer-perpetrated sexual harassment. 
Additionally, Klein and Martin found that most of the reported sexual harassment 
experiences were categorized as sexual or gender-based hostility or harassment. Women 
students are more likely to report instances of sexual harassment than men (Beaulieu et 
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al., 2017; Klein & Martin). While the prevalence rates may vary, evidence suggests that 
college campuses are not exempt from sexual harassment. 

Sexual Violence and Greek Life Membership 

To prevent sexual violence on campus, researchers and university administrators 
must first understand the role that particular environmental aspects have in perpetuating 
this violence. One such risky environment in the U.S. is colloquially known as Greek life, in 
which students belong to or participate in activities sponsored by sororities and 
fraternities that are typically named with Greek letters. 

Sorority women are more likely to experience many different types of sexual violence 
while in college. Prior research indicates that women in Greek life are often exposed to 
higher rates of attempted or completed rape than women who are not affiliated with 
Greek life (e.g., Canan et al., 2018; Wiersma-Mosley et al., 2017). One large study found 
that Greek-affiliated women were nearly six times more likely to be raped than their non-
Greek peers (Minow & Einolf, 2009). Results from a dual-site study suggests that sorority 
women were almost 1.5 times more likely to experience any type of sexual assault, with 
exposure to unwanted sexual contact (i.e., non-penetrative assault) primarily accounting 
for the increased odds (Mellins et al., 2017). Therefore, sorority women are more 
vulnerable to experiencing sexual assault than non-sorority women, which suggests that 
aspects of campus Greek life increases risk for sexual assault. 

 The Greek life environment seems to increase the likelihood of sexually aggressive 
behavior from fraternity members. Men involved in Greek life may subscribe to beliefs 
and gender norms that cultivate sexual violence (Murnen & Kohlman, 2007). These beliefs 
could include subscription to rape myths, such as “She wanted to have sex since she was 
drinking at the party.” Not only are fraternity men more likely to hold these beliefs, but 
they are more likely to act on these beliefs. Research has found that college fraternity men 
are more likely to perpetrate sexual assault than college men who are not fraternity 
members, even though the rates of pre-college sexually coercive behavior were similar for 
both groups of men (Foubert et al., 2019; Foubert et al., 2007; Murnen & Kohlman, 2007). 
This suggests that there are likely aspects of the fraternity environment that encourage 
sexually coercive behavior, including sexual assault. Men and women in Greek life are 
often expected to cultivate relationships with each other. If fraternity men are more likely 
to engage in sexually aggressive ways and sorority women are more at risk for 
experiencing sexual violence, then it is likely that the Greek life environment is playing a 
role in the victimization of Greek life members.  

There are few studies that include fraternity and sorority membership as a factor in 
campus sexual harassment. One study provides evidence that men and women in Greek 
life experience more sexual harassment than non-members (Beaulieu et al., 2017) and 
another study does not support this hypothesis (McGinley, Rospenda et al., 2016). These 
two studies utilized different methodologies (e.g., cross-sectional and longitudinal, 
respectively) and recorded sexual harassment experiences using different measures. One 
possible drawback of McGinley and colleagues’ longitudinal study is that students who 
dropped out of the study were more likely to binge drink, drink to intoxication, and report 
depressive symptoms at the time of the initial data collection. Given the research reviewed 
in the next section that connects alcohol use with experiences of sexual violence, it is 
possible that the students who discontinued the longitudinal study might have 
experienced sexual harassment during college that is not accounted for in their study. The 
limited research on sexual harassment in the campus Greek life environment calls for a 
focused effort to understand the prevalence and risk factors for this type of sexual 
violence.  

3

Barnes et al.: Risk of Sexual Assault and Harassment in Sororities and Fraternities

Published by DigitalCommons@URI, 2021



 

 

 

Sexual Violence and Fraternity/Sorority Party Culture 

Party-culture, where heavy alcohol consumption is both normative and expected, 
supplies an additional layer of risk within the social context of sororities and fraternities. 
Students in Greek life report consuming up to twice as many drinks weekly as non-
members (Alva, 1998; Scott-Sheldon et al., 2008). Fraternity members are likely to engage 
in risky alcohol consumption regardless of whether they live in houses that allow alcohol 
or those that do not (Brown-Rice & Furr, 2015). This suggests that party culture in Greek 
life is normative even when alcohol is prohibited. Fraternities wield significant power in 
the campus community by hosting highly desirable and visible social events. These same 
fraternities often select misogynistic party themes (e.g., CEOs and Secretary Hos), prevent 
unaffiliated men from entering, and actively recruit younger women as attendees 
(Armstrong et al., 2006; Jozkowski & Wiersma-Mosley, 2017). By fostering an atmosphere 
where women are outnumbered and objectified, fraternity men seemingly utilize this 
power to sexually exploit college women. Women students opt-in to party culture for a 
variety of reasons, one of which is that sorority chapters are typically expected to socialize 
with fraternity chapters on the same campus. Often this occurs within a party culture that 
the fraternity chapter has control over party-goers access to alcohol for both sorority 
members and under-aged students (e.g., Scott Harris & Schmalz, 2016; Jozkowski & 
Wiersma-Mosley). On the whole, attending Greek life parties locate students in a 
dangerous environment where alcohol abuse is widespread, perpetrators are present, 
and sexual violence is normalized.  

Given the prevalence of drinking on college campuses, as well as the incapacitating 
effects of alcohol, it is not surprising that perpetrators of sexual violence frequently use 
alcohol as a mechanism of coercion in sexual assault. Sexual assaults often occur when 
either the perpetrator or victim had been drinking, or after both had consumed alcohol 
(Abbey et al., 2004; Mellins et al., 2017; Mohler-Kuo et al., 2004). Moreover, substance use 
is both a predictor and an outcome of sexual assault and sexual harassment; longitudinal 
research suggests that substance use increases women’s risk of being sexually assaulted 
and sexually harassed, and in turn sexual assault and harassment increases the risk of 
future substance-related problems for women (Kilpatrick et al., 1997; Testa & Livingston, 
2000; Wolff et al., 2017). Students who actively participate in the Greek life party culture 
may be more at risk for both substance-related problems and sexual violence. 

The combination of sorority membership and alcohol use has been associated with 
increased sexual violence risk (e.g., Franklin, 2016; Kingree & Thompson, 2017). 
However, Minow and Einolf found that although alcohol consumption was significantly 
predictive of sexual assault, controlling for drinking did not eliminate the significant 
relationship between Greek membership and risk of rape. Fraternities that may attract 
potential sexual perpetrators (i.e., high-risk fraternities) can be distinguished from low-
risk fraternities by group members’ endorsement of sexual aggression, hostile sexism, 
higher drinking frequency, and more intense alcohol consumption (Boyle, 2015). Peer 
approval of forced sex and high-risk drinking have been found to predict a fraternity 
member’s sexually aggressive behavior (Kingree & Thompson, 2013). Furthermore, 
fraternity men who perpetrate while consuming alcohol are more likely to become serial 
perpetrators (Foubert et al., 2019). Again, the Greek life environment seems to play a 
significant role in the victimization of sorority women, particularly by fraternity men at 
fraternity-related events. 

The scant literature on sexual harassment and alcohol use suggests that while sexual 
harassment may not directly involve alcohol, there may be a positive correlation between 
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alcohol use and sexual harassment experiences (Klein & Martin, 2019). The available 
research suggests that although causal relationships between alcohol consumption and 
sexual violence are complex, there is an empirical relationship between drinking and a 
climate of sexual violence. Sexual harassment may, in fact, play an important role in 
maintaining a particularly hazardous party culture through the assumption that women 
are at a party solely for the harasser’s enjoyment. Though the specific mechanisms are 
under researched, it is highly likely that the party culture affiliated with Greek life is 
influenced by a culture of sexual objectification. 

The available literature reviewed here indicates that Greek life membership has been 
associated with perpetration of sexual assault in at least three important ways: 1) sorority 
membership increases women’s risk for sexual assault, 2) fraternity members compared 
to male non-members are more likely to perpetrate sexual assault, and 3) Greek life party 
scenes increase students’ risk of experiencing sexual assault. 

The Current Study 

Given the overall threat of sexual assault and harassment on college campuses and the 
specific risks associated with both drinking and Greek-life affiliation, this research seeks 
to examine the relationship between these variables. This study is part of a larger 
research project titled the Sexual Violence and Institutional Betrayal Campus Survey 
conducted at a large Pacific Northwestern university campus (e.g., Go mez, et al., 2015; 
Smidt, et al., 2019). The data reported here are from the first wave of that project. Based 
on the available research summarized above, we sought to test three hypotheses in the 
current study. First, we hypothesized that both men and women involved in Greek life will 
experience sexual assault and harassment. Second, we hypothesized that membership in 
Greek life would be associated with increased risk of sexual assault and harassment for 
college women. Third, we hypothesized that one contextual factor of Greek life (i.e., 
alcohol use) would be associated with increased risk of experiencing sexual assault and 
harassment for college women.  

METHOD 

Participants 

We obtained 5,000 randomly selected university student emails from the Office of the 
Registrar, with the goal of recruiting 1,000 participants. All 5,000 students were enrolled 
for the upcoming term of classes, had been enrolled during at least one term of the 
previous school year, and were over the age of eighteen. These 5,000 students received an 
invitation via email to participate in this study. The invitation included the following 
information: the campus department the researchers were from, the study was about 
sexual violence on campus, their contact information was obtained by the Registrar, and 
that they were randomly selected to be contacted for recruitment. Additional information 
in the invitation was similar to information that was included during informed consent 
(e.g., compensation, type of study, etc.). Participants were compensated with a $20 
Amazon gift card. Of the 5,000 students contacted via email, 1,058 clicked the link to the 
survey website and completed the survey to some extent. Participants who failed more 
than two out of four quality assurance questions during the survey were eliminated from 
analyses, leaving 899 usable responses (e.g., “I will check this item to indicate that I am 
paying attention to each option.”). Additionally, 16 students who identified with a gender 
that was not man or woman were removed before gender-stratified analyses. Students 
who identified as either man or woman and who passed the quality assurance items were 
included in analyses (N = 883). 
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Of the final sample used for data analysis, 66.9% (n = 591) identified as women and 
33.1% (n = 292) identified as men. The majority of participants were White (74.9%, n = 
661) and heterosexual (90.6%, N = 800). Thirteen percent (n = 144) of participants were 
currently fraternity or sorority members. Two women participants did not indicate their 
Greek life affiliation. Participants had a mean age of 21.18 (SD = 3.43) at the time of the 
study. The sample in this study is relatively representative of the selected university, 
although women students were overrepresented in this sample (66.9%) compared to the 
university at large (52.2%). 

Procedure 

The university Office of Research Compliance (Institutional Review Board) approved 
this research. After receiving the invitation to participate in this study, students had 10 
days to complete the survey online at their convenience. Students received one reminder 
email about completing the survey five days after their initial invitation. Students who 
chose to participate clicked the link provided in the recruitment email, which directed 
them to the online survey via Qualtrics survey software. After consenting to participate, 
students completed the survey, were thanked for their time, and given instructions on 
how to receive compensation in the form of a $20 Amazon.com gift certificate. 
Participants also received information regarding relevant mental health and community 
resources and contact information for the research team and the campus Office of 
Research Compliance.  

Measures 

Participants in this research responded to a variety of measures assessing constructs 
relevant to sexual violence. Only the measures used for data analysis in this particular 
report are detailed below. See https://dynamic.uoregon.edu/jjf/campus/ for more 
information about the full study. Internal reliability was not calculated for these measures 
because these measures consist of single indicators that do not combine to measure an 
underlying construct; thus, internal reliability is an inappropriate analysis of these 
measures (Bollen & Lennox, 1991; Netland, 2001). 

Sexual Harassment  

Sexual harassment experiences were measured using an adapted version (Ormerod 
et al., 2003) of Stark et al.’s (2002) shortened Department of Defense Sexual Experiences 
Questionnaire (SEQ-DoD-s), which measures quid pro quo harassment, unwanted sexual 
attention, creation of a hostile environment, and gender harassment. We modified the 
measure instructions so that participants indicated their experience with sexual 
harassment before college, during college, and during college but not while at college. For 
the purposes of this paper, we only included experiences from the second category of 
“during college”. The anchors of the original scale were Likert scale (0 = never, 4 = very 
often). The anchors were modified for this study so that experiences of sexual harassment 
during college were answered with a dichotomous Yes/No response. The anchors were 
modified so logistic regressions could be conducted on this data. 

Sexual Assault  

Sexual assault experiences were assessed using the Sexual Experiences Survey – Short 
Form Victimization (SES-SFV; Koss et al., 2007). Participants were first screened for the 
following types of sexual assault during college using behaviorally specific descriptions: 
fondling without consent; attempted or completed oral sex without consent; attempted 
or completed vaginal penetration without consent; or attempted or completed anal 
penetration without consent. The anchors of the original scale indicated the number of 
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times someone has experienced the specific item (i.e., 0, 1, 2, 3+). The anchors were 
modified for this study so that a dichotomous Yes/No response was received for 
experiences of multiple types of sexual assault. The dichotomous responses were then 
used to conduct logistic regressions. Two subscales comprise the SES-SFV. The non-
consensual sexual contact subscale consists of fondling without consent and attempted 
or completed oral sex without consent. The attempted or completed rape subscale 
includes attempted or completed vaginal or anal penetration without consent. These two 
subscales were also coded as Yes/No responses for the purposes of conducting logistic 
regression.  

Participants who had reported sexual assault experiences during the SES-SFV 
screener were also asked to identify where they were assaulted on a map of the university 
campus. Responses were coded as on campus, off campus, and other location or unsure. 
These participants were then asked additional questions about the context of the assault, 
such as whether it occurred at a fraternity and whether coercive tactics were used during 
the incident.  

Labeling Experiences  

While the primary sexual assault and harassment measures used behavioral items 
(without potentially stigmatizing labels such as “rape” or “sexual harassment”), we also 
included three items at the end of the survey so that we could compare rates at which 
Greek women and men and non-Greek women and men identified having experienced 
“rape,” “sexual assault,” and “sexual harassment” using those labels.  

Alcohol Use and Abuse.  

Problematic use of alcohol was evaluated via the Patient Health Questionnaire (PHQ; 
Spitzer et al., 1999). Participants’ alcohol use was screened with the question, “Do you 
drink alcohol?” with the response options of No and Yes. Participants who endorsed the 
alcohol screening item were asked to consider whether they had engaged in different 
types of activities while or after drinking more than once over the past six months. 
Response options were again No and Yes. Participants were asked about the following 
alcohol-related activities: drinking even though a doctor advised them to stop; drinking 
or being hung over while working, going to school, or attending to responsibilities; 
missing work, school, or other activities because of drinking or being hung over; having 
problems getting along with other people while drinking; and driving a car after several 
drinks. Participants’ Yes responses to items from this checklist were summed to create a 
variable capturing total alcohol-related problems. Participants were also asked to rate the 
extent to which these experiences had made it difficult for them to do their work, take 
care of things at home, or get along with other people (response options were on a 4-point 
scale ranging from Not at all difficult to Extremely difficult). To capture both the form and 
impact of problematic drinking behaviors, we created a composite index of difficulty due 
to these alcohol-related problems by multiplying the summed alcohol-related activities 
checklist and the negative impact variable. Given that checklist scores ranged from zero 
to five and the negative impact variable ranged from one to four, participant scores on the 
composite index of alcohol problems could theoretically range from zero to twenty. In this 
study, scores ranged from zero to nine. For example, a participant would have a composite 
index of “0” if they endorsed two checklist behaviors and indicated no significant life 
impact. A participant who endorsed two checklist behaviors and indicated extreme 
negative impact would have a composite index of “8.” This variable accounts for both 
students’ problematic use of alcohol and the corresponding negative impact of 
problematic usage on daily life and function.  
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Data Analysis Plan 

To test our first and second hypotheses that members of Greek life experience 
nonconsensual sexual contact, attempted/completed rape, and sexual harassment at 
higher rates than non-Greek members, we compiled descriptive statistics, ran chi-square 
tests of independence, and calculated odds ratios via logistic regression. Due to the 
gendered nature of sexual violence, these analyses were all separated by gender. First, we 
compiled descriptive statistics to understand the prevalence in our sample of three 
aspects of sexual violence—nonconsensual sexual contact, and completed/attempted 
rape, and four types of sexual harassment (sexual hostility, sexist hostility, unwanted 
sexual attention, and sexual coercion). We then conducted chi-square tests of 
independence to detect differences in sexual assault and harassment exposure between 
Greek life members and non-Greek life members. We computed odds ratios to succinctly 
express the risk conferred by Greek membership for both men and women, which reflect 
the relative odds of experiencing sexual violence and harassment for Greek students 
compared to non-Greek students (i.e., an odds ratio of one indicates equal odds of 
experiencing sexual violence).  

To test our third hypothesis that alcohol-related problems and environmental factors 
within Greek life are associated with increased risk of sexual violence and harassment, 
we conducted the following analyses on women and men. First, we calculated multiple 
logistic regression models to analyze the unique associations of both Greek-life affiliation 
and reported alcohol-related problems with experiences of nonconsensual sexual 
contact, completed/ attempted rape, and sexual harassment. Finally, we compiled 
descriptive statistics to summarize the locations in which incidents nonconsensual 
contact and attempted/completed rape occurred (at a fraternity party vs. another 
location), as well as the type of coercion used in these instances (substance coercion vs. 
other type of coercion). Due to low cell counts, we used Fisher’s exact test of 
independence (rather than chi square test of independence) to test the independence of 
coercion type and assault location among incidents of nonconsensual sexual contact and 
completed/attempted rape.  

Data were analyzed using R Version 3.5.2 (R Core Team, 2018). Analyses were 
conducted using R packages stats (Version 3.5.2; R Core Team) and tidyverse (Version 
1.2.1; Wickham, 2017). Chi-square values were calculated using the R package MASS 
(Venables & Ripley, 2002; with Yates’ correction). Missing data was handled using 
pairwise deletion. Continuous predictors were centered in regression analyses. We used 
a standard significance threshold of p < .05.  

 FINDINGS 

Greek membership 

Descriptive statistics indicated that women and men frequently reported 
experiencing nonconsensual sexual contact, attempted/completed rape, and sexual 
harassment (e.g., sexist hostility, sexual hostility, unwanted sexual attention, and sexual 
coercion) during college (see Table 1); however, rates of sexual assault and harassment 
were higher for women than men. Additionally, higher rates of Greek-affiliated women 
and men reported experiencing nonconsensual sexual contact, attempted/completed 
rape, and sexual harassment during college than non-Greek-affiliated women and men, 
respectively (see Figure 1). Endorsement of each sexual harassment item on the SES-DoD-
s by gender and Greek status is reported in Table 2.  
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Table 1. Frequencies and Percentages of College Women (n = 589) and Men (n = 292) Reporting 
Exposure to Sexual Violence and Harassment, Separated by Greek Status 

 Women  Men 

 Greek- 
Affiliated  

n = 79 

Not Greek- 
Affiliated  

n = 510 

Total 

 
n = 589 

 Greek- 
Affiliated  

n = 38 

Not Greek-  
Affiliated  

n = 254 

Total 

 
n = 292 

Nonconsensual  

Sexual Contact 

n (%) 

 

 

 

38 (48.1%) 

 

 

169 (33.1%) 

 

 

207 (35.1%) 

  

 

10 (26.3%) 

 

 

23 (9.1%) 

 

 

33 (11.3%) 

Attempted/ 

Completed Rape 

n (%) 

 

 

 

30 (38.0%) 

 

 

78 (15.3%) 

 

 

108 (18.3%) 

  

 

0 (0.0%) 

 

 

2 (0.8%) 

 

 

2 (0.7%) 

Sexist Hostility 

n (%) 

 

 

66 (83.5%) 

 

385 (75.5%) 

 

451 (76.6%) 

  

15 (39.5%) 

 

115 (45.3%) 

 

130 (44.5%) 

Sexual Hostility 

n (%) 

 

 

60 (75.9%) 

 

339 (66.5%) 

 

399 (67.7%) 

  

20 (52.6%) 

 

121 (47.6%) 

 

141 (48.3%) 

Unwanted 
Sexual Attention 

n (%) 

 

 

 

55 (69.6%) 

 

 

264 (51.8%) 

 

 

319 (54.6%) 

  

 

20 (52.6%) 

 

 

59 (23.2%) 

 

 

79 (27.0%) 

Sexual Coercion 

n (%) 

 

 

19 (24.0%) 

 

97 (19.0%) 

 

116 (19.7%) 

  

5 (13.1%) 

 

24 (9.4%) 

 

29 (9.9%) 
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Figure 1. Relative percentages of women and men experiencing at least one instance of Sexist 
Hostility, Sexual Hostility, Unwanted Sexual Attention, and Sexual Coercion in college, separated by 
Greek affiliation. Figure created using R packages ggplot2 (Version 3.1.0; Wickham, 2016) and 

colorblindr (Version 0.1.0; McWhite & Wilke, 2019). 

 

As indicated by chi-square tests of independence, experiences of nonconsensual 
sexual contact were associated with both sorority membership among women, X2 (1, N = 
589) = 6.08, p = .014, and fraternity membership among men, X2 (1, N = 292) = 8.18, p = 
.004 (see Figure 2a). According to odds ratios estimates (calculated via binomial logistic 
regression), women in Greek life were 1.87 times more likely to have experienced any 
form of nonconsensual sexual contact than their non-Greek counterparts, p = .010, 95% 
CI[1.16, 3.02]. Men in Greek life were 3.59 times more likely to have experienced any form 
of nonconsensual sexual contact than their non-Greek counterparts, p = .003, 95% 
CI[1.50, 8.17] (see Figure 3a).  

Sorority membership was also associated with experiences of attempted or 
completed rape among women, X2 (1, N = 589) = 22.01, p < .001 (see Figure 2b). According 
to odds ratios estimates, women in Greek life were 3.39 times more likely to have 
experienced an attempted or completed rape than their non-Greek counterparts, p < .001, 
95% CI[2.01, 5.65]. No men in Greek life reported experiencing an attempted or 
completed rape while at the university; thus, no chi square test was conducted, nor an 
odds ratio calculated (see Figure 3b).  
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Table 2. Frequencies and Percentages of College Women (n = 589) and Men (n = 292) for each 
SES-DoD-s Item, Separated by Greek Status 

 

SES-DoD-s Item 

Greek 
Women 

n = 79 

Non-Greek 
Women 

n = 510 

Greek 
Men 

n = 38 

Non-Greek 
Men 

n = 254 

 

Sexist Hostility 

Referred to people of your gender in insulting or 
offensive terms? 

59 (74.7%) 336 
(65.9%) 

10 (26.3%) 86 (33.9%) 

Treated you “differently” because of your 
gender?  

45 (57.0%) 252 
(49.4%) 

10 (26.3%) 64 (25.2%) 

Made offensive sexist remarks? 

 

46 (58.2%) 275 
(53.9%) 

9 (23.7%) 60 (23.6%) 

Put you down or was condescending to you  
because of your sex? 

29 (36.7%) 224 
(43.9%) 

6 (15.8%) 51 (20.1%) 

 

Sexual Hostility 

Repeatedly told sexual stories or jokes that were 
offensive to you? 

38 (48.1%) 205 
(40.2%) 

15 (39.5%) 69 (27.2%) 

Made unwelcome attempts to draw you into a 
discussion of sexual matters? 

38 (48.1%) 215 
(42.2%) 

13 (34.2%) 59 (23.2%) 

Made offensive remarks about your appearance, 
body, or sexual activities? 

33 (41.8%) 206 
(40.4%) 

11 (28.9%) 46 (18.1%) 

Made gestures or used body language of a sexual 
nature which embarrassed or offended you? 

30 (42.9%) 168 
(32.9%) 

5 (13.1%) 37 (14.6%) 

 

Unwanted Sexual Attention 

Made unwanted attempts to establish a romantic 
sexual relationship? 

33 (41.8%) 156 
(30.6%) 

13 (34.2%) 39 (15.4%) 

Continued to ask you for dates, drinks, dinner, 
etc., even though you said “No”? 

33 (41.8%) 134 
(26.2%) 

8 (21.1%) 15 (5.9%) 

Touched you in a way that made you feel  
uncomfortable? 

35 (44.3%) 150 
(29.4%) 

7 (18.4%) 20 (7.9%) 

Made unwanted attempts to stroke, fondle, or 
kiss you? 

36 (45.6%) 146 
(28.6%) 

14 (36.8%) 27 (10.7%) 

 

Sexual Coercion 

Made you feel like you were being bribed with a 
reward to engage in sexual behavior? 

10 (12.7%) 39 (7.6%) 1 (2.6%) 8 (3.1%) 

Made you feel threatened with some sort of 
retaliation for not being sexually cooperative? 

6 (7.6%) 24 (4.7%) 1 (2.6%) 5 (2.0%) 

Treated you badly for refusing to have sex? 11 (13.9%) 71 (14.0%) 4 (10.5%) 12 (4.7%) 

Implied faster promotions or better treatment if 
you were sexually cooperative? 

2 (2.5%) 15 (2.9%) 1 (2.6%) 4 (1.6%) 
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Finally, experiences of one type of sexual harassment—unwanted  sexual attention—
was  associated with both sorority membership, X2 (1, N = 589) = 8.08, p = .004, and 
fraternity membership, X2 (1, N = 292) = 13.03, p < .001 (see Figure 2c). According to odds 
ratios estimates, women in Greek life were 2.14 times more likely to have experienced 
unwanted sexual attention than their non-Greek counterparts, p = .004, 95% CI[1.30, 
3.61]. Men in Greek life were 3.6 times more likely to have experienced unwanted sexual 
attention than their non-Greek counterparts, p < .001, 95% CI[1.82, 7.46] (see Figure 3c). 
There was no statistically significant relationship between Greek affiliation and 
experiences of sexist hostility for women, X2 (1, N = 589) = 2.04, p = .153, or men, X2 (1, N 
= 292) = 0.25, p = .620. There was no statistically significant relationship between Greek 
affiliation and experiences of sexual hostility for women, X2 (1, N = 589) = 2.39, p = .121, 
or men X2 (1, N = 292) = 0.16, p = .689. There was no statistically significant relationship 
between Greek affiliation and experiences of coercion for women, X2 (1, N = 589) = 0.80, 
p = .371, or men, X2 (1, N = 292) = 0.18, p = .673. 

Additional analyses were conducted in order to probe the significant association 
between Greek status and unwanted sexual attention. Specifically, we wanted to assess 
whether the significant risk of experiencing unwanted sexual attention was due to two 
items in the subscale that refer to unwanted physical contact, which could possibly map 
onto the construct of sexual assault already assessed by the Sexual Experiences 
Questionnaire (“touched you in a way that makes you feel uncomfortable?”; “Made 
unwanted attempts to stroke, fondle, or kiss you?”). In a follow-up analysis, we removed 
these two items and conducted analyses on the remaining two items in the Unwanted 
Sexual Attention subscale (“Made unwanted attempts to establish a romantic sexual 
relationship?”; “Continued to ask you for dates, drinks, dinner, etc., even though you said 
“No”?). Using only these two items, unwanted sexual attention was still associated with 
both sorority membership, X2 (1, N = 589) = 9.40, p = .002 and fraternity membership, X2 

(1, N = 292) = 15.23, p < .001. According to odds ratios estimates, women in Greek life 
were 2.16 times more likely to have experienced these two forms of unwanted sexual 
attention than their non-Greek counterparts, p = .002, 95% CI[1.34, 3.52]. Men in Greek 
life were 4.20 times more likely to have experience these two forms of unwanted sexual 
attention than their non-Greek counterparts, p < .001, 95% CI[2.03, 8.66]. The patterns of 
these results are consistent with the pattern of the results when all four unwanted sexual 
attention items were included in the analyses.  

Fisher exact tests of independence were conducted on the proportions of women and 
men who indicated that they identified themselves as having experienced “rape,” “sexual 
assault,” or “sexual harassment” using those labels (see Table 3; inferential analyses 
limited to those who answered “Yes” or No”). Greek-affiliated women were no more likely 
to identify themselves as experiencing rape, OR = 1.29, 95% CI [0.23, 4.68], p = .723, or 
sexual harassment than other college women, OR = 1.20, 95% CI [0.68, 2.11], p = .493. 
Greek-affiliated women did report experiencing sexual assault at higher rates than non-
Greek-affiliated women, OR = 2.22, 95% CI [1.00, 4.63], p = .029. Greek-affiliated men were 
no more likely to identify themselves as experiencing rape, OR = 0.00, 95% CI [0.00, 
276.26], p = .99; sexual assault, OR = 0.00, 95% CI [0.00, 18.42], p = .99; or sexual 
harassment than other college men, OR = 0.92, 95% CI [0.10, 4.25], p = .99. 
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Figure 2. The proportions of Greek-affiliated and non-Greek-affiliated women and men reporting 
exposure to A) nonconsensual sexual contact B) attempted/completed rape and c) unwanted 
sexual attention. Figure created using R packages ggplot2 (Version 3.1.0; Wickham, 2016) and 
colorblindr (Version 0.1.0; McWhite & Wilke, 2019). 
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Figure 3. The odds of Greek-affiliated women and men (compared to non-Greek-affiliated women and men, 
respectively) experiencing A) nonconsensual sexual contact, B) attempted/completed rape, and C) unwanted 
sexual attention. Odds ratios above 1 indicate increased significantly increased odds of experiencing sexual 
violence relative to the comparison group. Figure created using R packages ggplot2 (Version 3.1.0; Wickham, 
2016) and colorblindr (Version 0.1.0; McWhite & Wilke, 2019). 
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Table 3. Frequencies and Percentages of College Women (n = 589) and Men (n = 292) Who 
Indicate They Have Experienced Rape, Sexual Assault, or Sexual Harassment 

 

  

 

 

Greek 
Women 

n = 79 

Non-Greek 
Women 

n = 510 

Greek 
Men 

n = 38 

Non-Greek 
Men 

n = 254 

 

I have been raped during college. 

Yes 3 (3.8%) 16 (3.1%) 0 (0.0%) 1 (0.4%) 

No 69 (87.3%) 475 
(93.1%) 

35 (92.1%) 248 
(97.6%) 

Maybe 7 (8.9%) 16 (3.1%) 2 (5.3%) 2 (0.8%) 

No Answer 0 (0.0%) 3 (0.6%) 1 (2.6%) 2 (0.8%) 

 

I have been sexually assaulted during college. 

Yes 12 (15.2%) 40 (7.8%) 0 (0.0%) 3 (0.0%) 

No 59 (87.3%) 438 
(85.9%) 

33 (86.8%) 244 
(97.6%) 

Maybe 8 (10.1%) 30 (5.9%) 4 (10.5%) 5 (2.0%) 

No Answer 0 (0.0%) 2 (0.4%) 1 (2.6%) 2 (0.8%) 

 

I have been sexually harassed during college. 

Yes 26 (32.9%) 148 
(29.0%) 

2 (5.3%) 15 (5.9%) 

No 40 (50.6%) 274 
(53.7%) 

31 (81.6%) 213 
(83.9%) 

Maybe 13 (26.5%) 86 (16.9%) 4 (10.5%) 24 (9.4%) 

No Answer 0 (0.0%) 2 (0.4%) 1 (2.6%) 2 (0.8%) 

15

Barnes et al.: Risk of Sexual Assault and Harassment in Sororities and Fraternities

Published by DigitalCommons@URI, 2021



 

 

Contextual Factors – Alcohol-Related Problems 

Additional analyses were conducted in order to understand contextual factors that 
may put Greek-affiliated students at a higher risk for experiencing of nonconsensual 
sexual contact, attempted/completed rape, and unwanted sexual attention, such as self-
reported alcohol-related problems. Consistent with prior analyses, women and men were 
analyzed separately.  

Preliminary analyses indicated that Greek-affiliated women reported significantly 
higher alcohol-related scores (M = 0.87, SD = 1.15) than their non-Greek counterparts (M 
= 0.40, SD = 1.00), t(588) = 3.36, p < .001. In general, women’s alcohol-related scores were 
associated with increased odds of nonconsensual sexual contact, OR = 1.29, 95% CI [1.10, 
1.53], p = .002; attempted/completed rape, OR = 1.40, 95% CI [1.18, 1.66], p < .001, and 
unwanted sexual attention, OR = 1.52, 95% CI [1.26, 1.88], p < .001.  

Three multiple logistic regression analyses were then conducted to evaluate the 
independent effects of both Greek affiliation and alcohol-related problems (controlling 
for the other) on women’s exposure to each of the three sexual violence outcomes. Results 
indicated that alcohol-related problems and Greek status both predicted unique variance 
in women’s exposure to each outcome (see Table 4). In order to illustrate these 
relationships, probability curves (calculated by using odds ratios) for alcohol-related 
problems were plotted for both Greek and non-Greek women for nonconsensual sexual 
contact and attempted/completed rape (see Figure 4a-b). The threshold alcohol score 
(for which the probability of experiencing sexual violence reaches 50%) for each group is 
indicated. Experiences of unwanted sexual attention were not plotted because the initial 
probability of experiencing unwanted sexual attention was above 50% for all women, 
regardless of Greek status or alcohol use.  

Dissimilar to women, Greek-affiliated men did not report significantly higher alcohol-
related scores (M = 0.71, SD = 0.96) than their non-Greek counterparts (M = 0.44, SD = 
1.08), t(291) = 1.59, p = .117. In general, men’s alcohol-related scores were not associated 
with increased odds of nonconsensual sexual contact, OR = 1.25, 95% CI [0.94, 1.63], p = 
.090, or unwanted sexual attention, OR = 1.10, 95% CI [0.86, 1.37], p = .434. (Note: 
analyses regarding attempted/completed rape were not conducted for men because only 
two non-Greek men reported experiencing attempted/completed rape). Two multiple 
logistic regression analyses were conducted to evaluate the independent effects of both 
Greek affiliation and alcohol-related problems (controlling for the other) on men’s 
exposure to nonconsensual sexual contact and unwanted sexual attention. Results 
indicated that only Greek status predicted unique variance in men’s exposure to each 
outcome (see Table 2 above). 
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Table 4. Odds Ratios Predicting Women’s (n = 589) and Men’s (n = 292) Exposure to 
Nonconsensual Sexual Contact, Attempted/Completed Rape, and Unwanted Sexual Attention 
During College From Greek Affiliation and Alcohol-Related Problems 

 Predictors Odds Ratio 95% CI p R2 

 

Nonconsensual Sexual Contact 

 

 

Women (n = 589) Intercept 0.45 0.41 – 0.60 <.001  

 Alcohol Problems 1.25 1.06 – 1.48 .007  

 Greek Affiliation 1.69 1.03 – 2.75 .035  

     .024 

 

Men (n = 292) Intercept 0.45 0.41 – 0.60 <.001  

 Alcohol Problems 1.23 0.91 – 1.61 .129  

 Greek Affiliation 3.44 1.43 – 7.87 .004  

     .043 

 

Attempted/Completed Rape 

    

 

Women (n = 589) 

 

Intercept 

 

0.16 

 

0.12 – 0.20 

 

<.001 

 

 Alcohol Problems 1.34 1.12 – 1.59   .001  

 Greek Affiliation 3.01 1.77 – 5.06 <.001  

     .057 

Men (n = 292) N/A     

      

 

Unwanted Sexual Attention 

 

 

Women (n = 589) 

 

Intercept 

 

0.94 

 

0.78 – 1.13 

    

.490 

 

 Alcohol Problems 1.45 1.20 – 1.79 <.001  

 Greek Affiliation 1.83 1.09 – 3.12   .024  

     .042 

Men (n = 292) Intercept 0.29 0.21 – 0.40 <.001  

 Alcohol Problems 1.06 1.82 – 1.34   .631  

 Greek Affiliation 3.62 1.79 – 7.37 <.001  

     .050 
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Figure 4. Probability curves for women (n = 589) experiencing A) nonconsensual sexual contact 
and B) attempted/completed rape, plotted according to scores on the alcohol index, separated by 

Greek status. Dashed lines indicate threshold in which probability reaches 50%.  

Contextual Factors - Environment 

In order to understand the context in which nonconsensual sexual contact occurs on 
campus, frequencies regarding the location of the assault (e.g., fraternity or non-
fraternity), as well as the method of coercion (e.g., substance-related or non-substance-
related) were calculated. Analyses were conducted on the subset of women who reported 
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nonconsensual sexual contact (n = 208). Due to low cell counts, analyses for men could 
not be conducted. Among these women who indicated that they experienced an instance 
of nonconsensual contact, 58.6% of these women (n = 122) indicated that at least one 
event involved coercion or incapacitation via drugs or alcohol. Additionally, 16.3% (n = 
34) of all women experiencing any nonconsensual sexual contact reported experiencing 
at least one of these instances at a fraternity. Two women did not report method of 
coercion or location. In order to assess if presence of substance-related coercion is 
independent of setting, a Fisher exact test of independence was conducted. Results 
indicated that women reporting an instance of nonconsensual sexual contact occurring in 
a fraternity were more likely to report an instance involving substance-related coercion, 
OR = 2.56, 95% CI [1.05, 6.93], p = .035 (see Figure 5a). 

Similarly, frequencies regarding the location of an attempted/completed rape (e.g., 
fraternity or non-fraternity), as well as the method of coercion (e.g., substance-related or 
non-substance-related) were calculated. Analyses were conducted on the subset of 
women who reported attempted/completed rape (n = 108). Of the 108 women who 
indicated that they experienced at least one instance of attempted/completed rape, 
62.0% (n = 67) indicated that at least one event involved coercion or incapacitation via 
drugs or alcohol. Additionally, 17.6% (n = 18) of women reported experiencing at least 
one incident occurring at a fraternity. Two women did not report method of coercion or 
location. Results of a Fisher exact test of independence indicated that women reporting 
an instance of attempted/completed rape at a fraternity were more likely to report an 
instance involving substance-related coercion, OR = 5.73, 95% CI [1.23, 54.35], p = .015 
(see Figure 5b). 
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Figure 5. The proportion of women reporting A) nonconsensual sexual contact and B) 
attempted/completed rape by setting (fraternity vs. non-fraternity) and method of coercion 
(substance-related vs. non-substance-related). Figure created using R packages ggplot2 (Version 
3.1.0; Wickham, 2016) and colorblindr (Version 0.1.0; McWhite & Wilke, 2019). ^Note: counts do 
not add up to total because some participants did not indicate location of assault or method of 
coercion.  
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DISCUSSION 

The purpose of this study was to examine the relationships between Greek-life 
affiliation and college sexual victimization, including nonconsensual sexual contact, 
attempted/completed rape, and sexual harassment. We hypothesized that (1) men and 
women in Greek life would report experiences of sexual violence and harassment; (2) 
membership in Greek life would be associated with increased risk of nonconsensual 
sexual contact, attempted/completed rape, and sexual harassment; and (3) contextual 
factors of the Greek life environment (e.g., alcohol use) would contribute to an increased 
risk of nonconsensual sexual contact, attempted/completed rape, and sexual harassment.  

The results of this study in large part support our first and second hypotheses. Both 
men and women involved in Greek life reported experiencing significantly elevated levels 
of non-consensual sexual contact, attempted/completed rape, and unwanted sexual 
attention (a specific form of sexual harassment), when compared to their non-Greek 
counterparts. Sorority women were almost two times more likely to report 
nonconsensual sexual contact, three times more likely to report attempted/completed 
rape, and two times more likely to report unwanted sexual attention than non-sorority 
women. Our results are consistent with prior evidence of increased sexual violence risk 
for sorority women (e.g., Beaulieu et al., 2017; Canan et al., 2018; Minow & Einolf, 2009; 
Wiersma-Mosley et al., 2017). Fraternity men were more than three times more likely to 
report nonconsensual sexual contact and unwanted sexual attention than non-fraternity 
men. This finding is consistent with the scant literature that provides prevalence rates for 
fraternity men’s sexual violence victimization experiences (Beaulieu et al., 2017; Luetke 
et al., 2020; Mellins et al., 2017). For both men and women students, membership into 
Greek life may come with an unanticipated vulnerability to sexual victimization. 

Our third hypothesis was also supported among college women, in that contextual 
factors of the Greek life environment (e.g., alcohol use) were uniquely associated with 
exposure to sexual violence. Sorority women reported significantly higher alcohol use and 
impairment than non-sorority women, such as drinking/being hungover while attending 
to responsibilities or driving a car after several drinks. Alcohol-related problems 
predicted sexual assault victimization for female participants. Among women, both 
alcohol-related problems and sorority membership predicted unique variance in 
exposure to nonconsensual sexual contact, attempted/completed rape, and sexual 
harassment. This suggests that exacerbated sexual violence rates among sorority women 
are not solely due to sorority members’ drinking habits. Despite the higher level of 
alcohol-related problems that often accompany sorority life, there are likely other factors 
related to sorority membership that contribute to sexual violence within the Greek 
system. 

Although more research is needed regarding the relationship between alcohol and 
victimization among sorority members, exploratory findings from this study indicated 
that 16.3% of women’s nonconsensual sexual contact instances and 16.6% of women’s 
attempted/completed rapes reported in this study occurred at a fraternity. Furthermore, 
assaults that occurred in the context of a fraternity were more likely to involve substance-
related coercion. At the university where this data was collected, a “dry system” policy in 
which alcohol was banned at fraternity houses had been in effect for at least 12 years. 
Future research should delve deeper into power dynamics at play that allow fraternity 
organizations to rebel against university policies and subsequently perpetuate 
environments that encourage sexual exploitation of college women.  
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Implications 

University students seek membership in organizations like Greek life to forge 
friendships and cultivate community. One of the social benefits of fraternity membership 
is networking with powerful people; thus, many fraternity members go on to hold a higher 
social status after college (Mara et al., 2017; Routon & Walker, 2016). Our focus on sexual 
assault and harassment within Greek life is important when thinking about the future 
employers and leaders of our society. Some students may actively desire entry into the 
party culture inherent in most fraternities and sororities, and rush Greek organizations 
to gain access to that culture. Regardless of students’ motivations for pursing Greek-
affiliation, the vulnerabilities that members face are discouragingly consistent. Sorority 
women do not only face high risk for sexual violence in general, but particularly high risk 
for rape and attempted rape, the most severe forms of sexual violence examined in this 
study.  

Greek organizations are university-approved and supported social groups, so sexual 
violence that occurs within this context is even more concerning given research on 
institutional betrayal—that students who experience sexual violence can be further 
harmed by perceptions their institution condoned or facilitated their assault in some way 
(e.g., Smith et al., 2016; Smith & Freyd, 2013). For example, some universities may require 
fraternity chapters to have insurance policies that cover sexual misconduct and sexual 
assault litigation against both the chapter and the university (Hechinger, 2017). This 
suggests that university administrators are aware of the sexual violence risk related to 
this environment, and yet, are willing to support the organizations as long as there is 
liability protection. Greek organizations meet student needs in positive or enriching ways 
(e.g., Routon & Walker, 2016), but they also facilitate frequent and serious sexual trauma. 
Universities must consider the consequences of supporting organizations whose explicit 
goals of identity, camaraderie, and entertainment are so deeply undermined by sexual 
violence. 

An overarching goal of this research is to help address sexual violence in Greek life. 
The current study provides evidence that alcohol use is not the only mechanism 
underlying sexual assault and harassment in campus Greek organizations; there are other 
contextual factors that need to be addressed. A number of researchers and advocates have 
proposed different approaches to ending sexual violence in Greek life. Options include 
increasing awareness and understanding of sexual violence, prevention training for 
affiliated students, removing reporting barriers, using litigation as a tactical strategy, and 
increasing communication between fraternities and advisors (e.g., Cooper, 2020; Radina, 
2017; Rosenberg & Mosca, 2016). In fact, many student groups are in support of campus 
programming to confront sexual violence. Worthen and Wallace (2017) found that Black 
and Asian fraternity members were more likely to support, rather than oppose, campus 
sexual assault programming. Interestingly, White fraternity members were more likely to 
express anger and defensiveness about the programming. One of the issues with the 
current strategies to ameliorate sexual violence in Greek life is that the proposed solutions 
likely do not directly target important processes of sexual violence within this culture.  

Limitations 

Though these results point to troubling institutional dynamics, several limitations 
must be considered. Although students were randomly selected for being invited to 
participate in this study and were compensated for their time, they knew about the topic 
of this research in advance and could potentially self-select into the study. In a subsequent 
study, Rosenthal and Freyd (2018) found similar victimization rates in a sample that was 
designed to minimize the possibility of self-selection. Although many of the demographics 
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of our sample are consistent with the overall demographics of the university, this sample 
contained more women than the campus at large (66.9% of our sample identified as 
women compared to 52.2% all students). However, we analyzed the data separately for 
men and women, so the oversampling of women did not affect the data analysis for men 
participants. This sample is similar to the overall student body in terms of White students 
versus students of color; 74.9% of our sample identified as white compared to 77.7% of 
the student body. Moreover, the findings of this research may not be generalizable to all 
campuses. Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs), private colleges, and 
smaller colleges may have different Greek life cultures than a large public university.  

Future Directions 

Research on sexual assault and harassment within fraternities and sororities can 
make progress in many ways. Some research has focused on experiences of drugging 
victimization, or administering someone a drug without their knowledge, within the 
Greek life party culture (e.g., Lasky et al., 2017; Schramm et al., 2018; Warner et al., 2018). 
However, this prior research did not include sexual victimization as an additional trauma 
directly related to drugging victimization. Future research should consider sexual 
victimization that occurs after individuals have been given alcoholic drinks with sedating 
drugs in them. Information provided in a systematic review (Klein & Martin, 2019) 
suggests there are two methodological flaws that persist across most of the campus sexual 
harassment research: 1) contextual or group factors are not often taken into account; and 
2) there is not typically a delineation between faculty and peer-perpetrated harassment. 
In the current study, we partially addressed the first flaw by focusing on a specific group 
of college students: fraternity and sorority group members. However, there are many 
more groups (e.g., students with work study, students in the honors college, etc.) that 
could and should be the focus in future research. Our study did not delineate between 
faculty and peer-perpetrated harassment; thus, this remains a limitation for this study. 
Future research that addresses these gaps will significantly progress our understanding 
of campus sexual harassment. 

Particularly for intervention research, contextual factors of fraternity and sorority life, 
such as cultural or organizational values and individual beliefs, should be evaluated as 
possible barriers to decreasing sexual violence. For example, the historical context of 
“traditional” campus Greek life is steeped in sexism and gender discrimination. There is 
documentation of historical sexism and sexual aggression within fraternities, such as 
anecdotes from the 1960’s in with fraternity members would share women’s contact 
information who they thought could be pressured for sex (Hechinger, 2017). Within the 
past decade, we have seen countless incidents of graphic and sexual banners and chants 
(for public display), email messages, and pledge books that demean women and encourage 
sexual violence and exploitation. Additionally, research has shown that fraternity men 
report higher agreement with perpetrator rape myths than non-affiliated men, such as, 
“Fraternity men often get accused of rape when women regret consensual sex” (e.g., 
Martinez et al., 2018). On the contrary, cultural Greek life organizations, such as Black 
Greek organizations were started as a safe haven for marginalized students to have a 
home base within discriminatory higher education systems. Within these organizations, 
there have reportedly been lower (although still present) rates of sexual violence (e.g., 
Cooper, 2020). It is likely that the historical sociopolitical context of “traditional” Greek 
life organizations and discriminatory beliefs about women and sex maintains a dangerous 
culture. Future research focused on identifying mechanisms of sexual violence or 
exploitation and intervening on these mechanisms within fraternities and sororities 
should include these contextual factors. 
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Finally, campus sexual violence research would benefit from integrating an 
intersectional framework (Crenshaw, 1989) into the development of studies. Class, sexual 
orientation, gender identity, and race are all social identities that should be considered 
when the goal is to understand students’ victimization experiences. These identities 
shape the way people are targeted for victimization and the consequences for 
perpetrators. Students who identify with marginalized sexual orientation or gender 
identities may be more at risk for sexual victimization (Beaulieu et al., 2017; Ford & Soto-
Marquez, 2016; Klein & Martin, 2019; Smith et al., 2016). Future research should explore 
whether this remains true for sexual assault and harassment victimization within Greek 
life. Currently, the research is mixed on how racial identities play a role in sexual 
harassment victimization (Beaulieu et al., 2017; Klein & Martin; McGinley, Wolff, et al., 
2016). Future research that includes racial identities as a component of risk could 
consider whether the measures are sufficient to measure intersectional experiences of 
sexual harassment.  

Understanding perpetration of sexual violence and exploitation also warrants an 
intersectional lens. It is expensive to become a member of a fraternity. For perpetrators, 
affluence and higher social class may be types of privilege that is associated with the belief 
that privilege protects the individual from authority and consequences of behavior 
(Hechinger, 2017; Jozkowski & Wiersma-Mosley, 2017). Racial identity may play a 
significant role in perpetration for a number of reasons. In general, predominately White 
fraternities experience more privileged standards than predominately Black fraternities, 
especially at predominately White institutions. Larger communities, on-campus housing, 
influential alumni, and a discriminatory justice system allow for White fraternity 
members to receive lighter punishments for misconduct or illegal activity compared to 
Black fraternity members (Cooper, 2020; Hechinger, 2017; Ray, 2012). Additionally, Black 
men are more likely to be identified as perpetrators than White men because they appear 
to be out of place at college fraternity parties (Hechinger). Future research needs to 
recognize the complexity of campus sexual violence victimization and perpetration based 
on the power dynamics created through intersectional identities. 

Conclusion 

This study empirically examines an individual campus’s specific climate, consistent 
with previous university-based studies on sexual violence (i.e., Kimble et al., 2008; Walsh 
et al., 2010). While we conducted this research in order to explore problems of sexual 
violence on American college campuses, we also specifically designed this study to closely 
observe the way our particular institution functions. Recommendations from the federal 
government strongly encourage all universities to conduct similar campus climate studies 
(White House Task Force to Protect Students from Sexual Assault, 2014). We suggest that 
our research both uniquely explores our own campus climate and also provides relevant 
information for campuses nationwide. Importantly, many studies on sexual violence 
neglect to include measures of sexual harassment. Our study provides evidence that 
sexual harassment, specifically unwanted sexual attention, may be a type of victimization 
that Greek life-affiliated students are more vulnerable to than other students. Future 
campus climate research should include harassment as a highly relevant construct that 
both illustrates and bolsters a culture of sexual disrespect and violence.  
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