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Abstract: This article deploys ethnographic data to explain why some students do not label expe-
riences as sexual assault or report those experiences. Using ideas of social risks and productive
ambiguities, it argues that not labeling or reporting assault can help students (1) sustain their current
identities and allow for several future ones, (2) retain their social relationships and group affiliations
while maintaining the possibility of developing a wider range of future ones, or (3) avoid derailing
their current or future goals within the higher educational setting, or what we call ‘college projects”
Conceptually, this work advances two areas of sociological research. First, it expands the framework
of social risks, or culturally specific rationales for seemingly illogical behavior, by highlighting the
interpersonal and institutional dimensions of such risks. Second, it urges researchers to be more
attentive to contexts in which categorical ambiguity or denial is socially productive and to take
categorical avoidance seriously as a subject of inquiry. Substantively, this work advances knowledge
of why underreporting of campus sexual assault occurs, with implications for institutional policies
to support students who have experienced unwanted nonconsensual sex regardless of how those
students may label what happened.
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Findings: The Social Risks of Labeling, Telling,
and Reporting

Students described a variety of rationales and concerns that shaped how they
thought about, whether or not they discussed, and to whom they disclosed their
experiences of assault. Table 2 outlines the distribution of labeling, telling, and
reporting by year in school and gender identity. It is important to recall two
things about our findings. First, we only report the experiences of students whose
descriptions meet the behavioral definition of being assaulted. Absent from this
article are accounts of (alleged) assailants. Although research shows a very low rate
of false reports (typically between 2 and 5 percent; Spohn, White, and Tellis 2014),
our accounts are of how one person experienced and reflected upon an interaction.
The account of the other party may well be different, and we have no data to speak
to this difference; this has important implications when we discuss the challenges
of adjudication.

We categorize social risks in three ways: identity risks, interpersonal risks,
and college project-related risks. These different social risks affect how students
interpret what has happened to them and whether and how they act upon these
interpretations, pointing to aspects of the college social environment that make
reporting or discussing assault difficult and, as a result, pose challenges for ensuring
that students get the help they need and report if they would like to do so. In what
follows, we present these three categories of social risks, providing examples of the
particular concerns students had in categorizing or discussing their experiences.

Identity Risks

Both students who did not label experiences of sexual assault as assault and those
who did not tell their friends that they had been assaulted (regardless of how they
labeled it) expressed concerns about negative impacts on their identities, encom-
passing both their internal perceptions of themselves and their ideas about how
others might perceive them. One heterosexual woman, a freshman, referred to
unwanted sex as “the scariest thing”; she described that she had had “nonconsen-
sual” sex but insisted that it was not assault, refusing to imagine herself in what
she perceived to be a disempowered state, unable to express her desires or unable
to realize them and thereby be subjected to the power of another. She noted that
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Table 2: Labeling, telling, and reporting sexual assault by year in school and gender.

A. Year in school by reporting.

Did Not Did Not  Told Told Told Told Total

Label Tell Friend Assailant Confidential Mandatory

First-Year 5 0 4 1 1 1 12
(41%) (33%) (8%) (8%) (8%)

Sophomore 13 1 11 1 4 2 32
(41%) (3%) (34%) (3%) (13%) (6%)

Junior 10 1 4 1 3 4 23
(43%) (4%) (17%) (4%) (13%) (17%)

Senior 11 3 6 0 1 1 22
(50%) (14%) (27%) (5%) (5%)

Totals 39 5 25 3 9 8 89
(44%) (6%) (28%) (3%) (10%) (9%)

B. Gender by reporting.
Did Not Did Not  Told Told Told Told Total

Label Tell Friend Assailant Confidential Mandatory

Woman 28 3 20 2 6 6 65
(43%) (5%) (31%) (3%) (9%) (9%)

Man 10 1 3 1 1 0 16
(63%) (6%) (19%) (6%) (6%)

Queer/Trans 1 1 2 0 2 3 9
(11%) (11%) (22%) (22%) (33%)

Total 39 5 25 3 9 8 89
(44%) (6%) (28%) (3%) (10%) (9%)

@ One participant identified as both queer and female.

labeling the experience as an assault would be “giving him the power to say...he
did that to me, and I just want to feel like it didn’t affect me.” For others, a more
explicit rejection of the survivor identity (see examples below), which they viewed
as abject, politicized, and necessarily deeply traumatized, motivated their refusal
to label an assault as such or their silence to their peers. Although we spoke to
students who found the survivor identity empowering, for others, refusing to define
something as an assault, and hence refusing the identity of a sexual-assault survivor,
allowed them to hold fast to the identity of someone who was in control of their
life, someone who had not been harmed.!

Concerns about identity also surfaced in the stories of students who did in
fact label an experience as assault but who only shared that information within
a finely circumscribed friend group. They experienced sexual assault as, in part,
a social failure. By “social failure,” we mean thinking of oneself as not having it
“together” or being able to navigate a social terrain in a way that one expects one
should be able to. Students expressed feelings of guilt and shame about “putting
themselves in that situation,” whether that meant being at a particular party, having
had too much to drink, being too flirtatious, or not recognizing the “reasonable” or
“expected” consequences of certain actions. Like most people, students fear being
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seen as ridiculous and inexperienced. The lack of experience that most concerned
them, particularly when first at college (when they were most at risk for assault),
were those with substance use (mostly alcohol) and sex.

Students framed this inexperience as the product of their “bad choices” rather
than the social context. Both women and men described instances in which such
bad choices had, in their opinion, led to unwanted sexual experiences. A male
student who was groped by three senior women his freshman year noted that he
“would have said no to them if they asked.” He told us that he should have known
that “this is how people interact; this is how people get down” in college. As a
result of having his genitals repeatedly grabbed by women, he quickly left the party,
overcome by a feeling of embarrassment. He did not consider the groping to be
sexual assault.

Regardless of how they labeled their experience, talking about it with their
friends provided students an opportunity to discuss their feelings; this seemed, in
the vast majority of instances, to be helpful to students emotionally. But when we
asked about expanding such conversations beyond their friendship groups, students
suggested that their feelings of social failure and shame would be exacerbated by
sharing the incident with anyone outside their friend group. For these students,
“survivor” was not the way they wanted to be publicly (or more widely) known. In
the words of one student, “I didn’t want to be that girl.” The identity risk of being
“that girl” or “that guy” figured among students’ reasons not to report. In the words
of one, “It involves way too many people. ... It means that a ton of people that I
could see on a regular basis would know.”

The negative identity association of being “that person” was not the only moti-
vation; students also mobilized more positive identities. These students expressed
not wanting the potentially severe consequences of the investigation of the person
who assaulted them on their conscience, nor did they want to manage the socially
difficult challenge of confronting this person within the investigation. Countering
those who argue that silence about a sexual assault perpetuates community risk
by allowing someone who committed an assault to “go free,” those who did not
report their experience thought of themselves in different moral terms: as a person
who is able to turn the other cheek and allow a second chance for growth and trans-
formation. The social risk, in this case, is that of being perceived—or perceiving
oneself—as someone who would act without regard to the consequences for a peer.

Interpersonal Risks

The interpersonal risks of labeling an interaction as assault, sharing the information
with friends, or reporting revealed how students prioritized relationship preser-
vation. One woman, who was assaulted in her freshman year by a friend of her
roommate while her roommate and her roommate’s boyfriend slept in the other
bed, worried that if her roommate found out, it would lead to conflict between
her and the roommate: she “would just hate me even more and be even ... more
horrible to me.” For these students, the social risk in identifying an event as sexual
assault was the conflict it might cause with a peer or friend rather than with the
person who assaulted them. We found that students had real challenges making
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and maintaining friendships, particularly in their first year at college, when they
were most at risk of assault (Mellins et al. 2017). In contexts in which friendships are
valuable, rare, and a limited social resource—as was the case in our field site—the
interpersonal social risks to reporting are that much greater.

A refusal to label unwanted sex as assault can also be related to a desire to
continue the relationship with the person who assaulted them. For example, one
participant was forced to have penetrative vaginal intercourse while pushed up
against a car and repeatedly saying “no.” In recounting this story, she clarified that
he must have understood her objection not to the sex but to the place in which
it was occurring, as when she said “no,” he moved her to the ground. In several
interviews, participants voiced that the person who assaulted them was “a nice
guy.” In these cases, people insist that their friends or partners are respectful, good
human beings; these sentiments appeared to be sincerely felt. The assault was an
aberration. Not labeling the event as an assault allowed subjects to feel comfortable
continuing with the relationship and help preserve the dignity and goodness of
the person who assaulted them. The woman who was raped against a parked car
explained how attracted she was to her friend and former partner and how much
she liked him; she reasoned that he must have interpreted her “no’s” as to being
about the car rather than the sex. She conveyed the experience to researchers as
more amusing than disturbing, laughing as she recounted finding dirt in her vagina
afterwards.

This representation of those who committed assault frequently took place in
contexts in which victims were socially embedded with and interested in preserving
the reputation of the person who assaulted them, such as when both belong to a
tightly knit friendship group or a club or when the two people are in an intimate
relationship. The framing of those who perpetrate assault as sociopaths has conse-
quences for the majority of victims who are assaulted by people they know or like.
When the victim’s many other experiences with that person do not suggest that
the person who assaulted them is a sociopath, labeling the experience as assault is
a challenge. In this context, labeling and telling are not just about defining one’s
own identity, they also have implications for the identity of another, creating a
kind of interpersonal risk. To say that someone else “committed assault” is identity
transforming or imposing for that person, and it makes the accused a kind of person:
a perpetrator. In a context in which most assaults are committed within embedded
relationships and in which such assaults have been constructed as “the worst thing
ever,” labeling is not just a definitional act for the person assaulted, it constructs the
identity of the person who committed that assault as a sociopath or someone with
deep moral failings. In this sense, not labeling an assault may well be understood
as a kind of positive identity work not for oneself but for another whom you care
about (Besbris and Khan 2018). For some, the challenge of labeling assault is not
only making sense of what happened to you, it is imposing a morally polluted
identity upon another who is a friend, partner, and/or, most likely, embedded
within one’s community.

These social ties augment the concerns of jeopardizing friendships and rela-
tionships with people they share in common with the person who assaulted them.
Students managed the risk of surfacing conflict within a friend group or student
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organization either by not labeling something as assault or by closely restricting
the number of peers with whom they shared the story. Sometimes, what feels to
be at risk are the relationships with the peer group itself, as in the case of the small
number of students who labeled an experience as assault but did not tell anyone;
their words suggested a fear that sharing the news would place a burden on their
social network or result in negative reputational consequences for the group as a
whole. One woman, during her first week on campus, left a party while intoxicated
and went to another first-year student’s room. They were becoming friendly, and he
had, on a previous occasion, invited her to come by to listen to some music. Once
there, he began to grope her against her will. She left, ashamed that she had not
accurately assessed his intentions—that for him “listening to some music” was code
for “hooking up.” She did not tell anyone this story, explaining that by referring to
her concern that because “the campus is really small,” other students would judge
her to be too foolish, naive, and inexperienced. She imagined that this negative
impression would have lasting negative social repercussions. Instead of talking to
anyone else about her experience with this man and her lack of consent, she decided
to stay silent because, in her assessment, the fault was her own. She thought that
she “shouldn’t have gone to that room. That’s kinda stupid.” Her biggest concern
was not the emotional consequence for herself but instead that others would not
want to be her friend if she told the story of what happened to her, particularly
because her friends knew the man, and people thought of him as a “nice guy.”
These relationship-related risks are keenly felt: in a residential higher-education
setting, a student’s friends are the people with whom they live, eat, socialize, study,
and engage in extracurricular activities. A social break in one’s group presents
the risk of enormous affective losses in multiple arenas both by creating conflict
in the group and through the fear that group members would, if forced to choose,
side with the person who committed the assault. Peer groups provide a set of
individuals with whom to socialize, access to otherwise inaccessible leisure time
spaces and social events, a sense of belonging and identity, and, in many cases (as
we discuss below), both social prestige and labor market opportunity structures.

College Project—Related Risks

Students considering labeling and reporting an experience as assault also needed
to navigate risks that related to their particular college projects.> By “college
projects,” we are referring to the numerous social goals students possess within
the institutional setting of a university, including but not limited to academic goals,
career goals, developing an identity, and extracurricular interests. In the case of
formal student organizations (e.g., sororities, athletic teams, and registered student
organizations), even more is at stake than potential affective losses. Students
devote enormous effort and many hours to group activities and perceive them to be
critical prestige structures in their day-to-day lives as well as opportunity structures
for securing postcollege employment. Identifying or discussing an experience as
assault, in some students’ eyes, jeopardizes their very goals for what they want to
get out of college.
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Some students explained their reluctance to make an official report by talk-
ing about the stress it would add to their already stressful lives and thus how it
would do more harm than good. They often doubted that they could effectively
make a case for themselves—as a result of internalized shame or responsibility for
the incident—and thus decided that the costs in time, stress, and affective labor
outweighed whatever social support they might secure by telling others. These
students considered reporting an incident to be one of many activities competing
for their limited time and emotional resources, which they judged to be better suited
to pursuing other goals within the university. One female student explained her
decisions not to report by stating that “dealing with public safety, dealing with the
police, that would just add too much to my plate.” Although, in general, our appli-
cation of the social risks framework emphasizes the culturally variable elements of
rationality, these examples illustrate students as in some ways consummate rational
actors, submerging (or at least attempting to submerge) potentially very painful and
upsetting experiences in order to optimize college time and avoid the opportunity
costs they imagine to be involved in making an official report.

Some of these college project—related risks were tied to inequalities within the
student body. As university settings have diversified, students are acutely aware
of the different resources students can mobilize. Such inequalities in material and
symbolic resources mean that some students critically evaluate the investment it
would take for them to “present their side” against another, more richly resourced
student and decide that reporting simply is not worth it because the outcome
is unlikely to bring satisfaction. These students decided that the bureaucratic
processes of reporting itself presented a risk to their goals as students.

In terms of material resources, some who were assaulted reported that the
high social status of the person who had assaulted them rendered it unlikely that a
convincing case could be mounted against that person. Students recounted concerns
that others could hire lawyers or rely upon their long-term familial relationships
with the university to protect them. In these cases, the risk was that reporting
upon particularly privileged students—of whom there are many—would involve
considerable personal burden and with an outcome that was unlikely to end in the
reporter’s favor.

Men expressed the concern that the process of reporting inherently meant that
they would need to tell the university that they had had sex with someone while
incapacitated and without clear memory of the incident. By “symbolic resources,”
we mean the ways in which assault is often not legible for some victims or is more
easily challenged by some of those who perpetrate it. For example, officially report-
ing would allow the woman who assaulted a man to respond with accusations of
her own. This would be particularly consequential in a context in which the man
had already admitted to sexual contact and incapacitation. One male student who
was incapacitated during his assault characterized his female partner’s possible
response succinctly and pessimistically, “All she has to say is, "He was drunk. He
doesn’t remember. He raped me,” right?” In other instances, black men expressed
concerns about whether they would be believed, noting that nonblack sexual part-
ners had the capacity to rely upon racial privileges wherein their telling of the story
would be more believable (see Hirsch et al. 2018 for an elaboration of this example).
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