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Introduction

In spring 2015, Northwestern University conducted a study to understand 

student perspectives and experiences related to sexual misconduct, includ-

ing sexual assault, sexual exploitation, sexual harassment, dating violence, 

domestic violence, and stalking. The information gained from this study 
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http://www.northwestern.edu/care
http://www.northwestern.edu/sexual-misconduct
http://www.northwestern.edu/sexual-misconduct
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Definitions
Northwestern’s Policy on Sexual Misconduct prohibits sexual assault, sexual exploita-

tion, sexual harassment, dating violence, domestic violence, and stalking. It applies to all 

www.northwestern.edu/sexual-misconduct/university-policy/sexual-misconduct-policy.html
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Response bias is present in almost all voluntary surveys. In other words, it is difficult 

to know if the nearly 3,000 respondents differed systematically from those who did not 

respond. Students who experienced some form of sexual misconduct might have been 

less likely to respond or, alternatively, might have responded at higher rates. Regardless, 

this does not lessen the value of the survey’s findings. But it does mean the responses may 

not be representative of the larger Northwestern University student population and may 

not be comparable to results from other surveys. 

Student Attitudes and Views
The survey opened with questions about students’ attitudes and beliefs about the campus 

climate related to sexual misconduct, including sexual assault, sexual exploitation, sexual 

harassment, dating violence, domestic violence, and stalking.  

•	 Overall, 74% of respondents agreed (57%) or strongly agreed (17%) that  

students at Northwestern respect one another’s personal space. 

•	 An overwhelmingly majority (88%) of all respondents agreed (47%) or strongly 

agreed (41%) that most Northwestern students would respect someone who 

did something to prevent a sexual assault. 

•	 Overall, 91% of respondents believed their friends would watch out for them if 

it seemed like something bad might happen to them at a party or social event 

(45% agreed and 46% strongly agreed).

•	 Most respondents (68%) indicated they would officially report a friend who 

committed rape (34% agreed and 34% strongly agreed).

•	 Nearly all respondents (98%) said they would express disagreement if one of 

their friends said that it was okay to have sex with someone who is passed out 

or very intoxicated (20% agreed and 78% strongly agreed).
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TABLE 2: Campus Climate

Agree Strongly Agree

Students at Northwestern respect one 
another’s personal space.

Overall 57% 17%

Undergrad Females 59% 8%

Undergrad Males 59% 17%

Grad Females 58% 21%

Grad Males 49% 32%

Most Northwestern students would 
respect someone who did something to 
prevent a sexual assault.

Overall 47% 41%

Undergrad Females 53% 34%

Undergrad Males 44% 49%

Grad Females 47% 37%

Grad Males 38% 50%

I trust that my friends would watch out 
for me if it seemed like something bad 
might happen to me at a party or social 
event.

Overall 45% 46%

Undergrad Females 45%
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TABLE 3: Student Views 

Respondents who Agreed or Strongly Agreed

Overall Undergrad 
Females

Undergrad 
Males

Grad  
Females

Grad  
Males

It is not necessary to get consent before 
sexual activity if you are in a relationship 
with that person.

4% 3% 6% 3% 4%

I believe it is important to get consent  
before sexual activity. 97% 99% 96% 98% 94%

When someone is raped or sexually 
assaulted, it’s often because the way they 
said no was unclear or there was some mis-
communication.

8% 9% 13% 3% 7%

Sexual assault and rape happen because 
men can get carried away in sexual situa-
tions once they’ve started.

24% 27% 28% 18% 22%

Rape and sexual assault happen because 
people put themselves in bad situations. 11% 8% 17% 7% 16%

I feel confident in my ability to judge if 
someone is too intoxicated to give consent 
to sexual activity.

79% 78% 79% 82%
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FIGURE 1: Student Views

How problematic is sexual misconduct at Northwestern?
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Perceptions of Responses to Sexual Misconduct
Respondents answered questions about how they believed other students would respond 

to reports of sexual misconduct, including sexual assault, sexual exploitation, sexual 

harassment, dating violence, domestic violence, and stalking. (See figure 2.)

•	 Slightly more than half (55%) of respondents believed it was unlikely (39%) 

or very unlikely (16%) that other students would label the person making the 

report a troublemaker.

•	 Similarly, 60% of respondents believed that it was unlikely (42%) or very 

unlikely (18%) that students would have a hard time supporting the person 

who made the report.

•	 However, 26% of respondents believed retaliation by the offender or friends 

of the offender was a more likely scenario; only 38% believed retaliation was 

unlikely (27%) or very unlikely (11%).

Figure 3 illustrates students’ perceptions of how the University would respond to a report 

of sexual misconduct.

Of responding students,

•	 45% believed the University would be likely (30%) or very likely (15%) to handle 

the report fairly.

•	 60% reported believing it was likely (37%) or very likely (23%) that 

Northwestern would take steps to protect the safety of the person making  

the report.

•	 Similarly, a majority (72%) believed it was likely (41%) or very likely (31%) that 

the University would forward the report to law enforcement if requested by 

the survivor.

•	 Three-quarters (74%) said it was likely (45%) or very likely (29%) that the 

University would maintain the privacy of the person making the report.

•	 Finally, 63% indicated Northwestern would be likely (38%) or very likely (25%) 

to take the report seriously.  
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FIGURE 3: Perceptions of University Response to Sexual Misconduct

n Very likely     n Likely     n Neutral     n Unlikely     n Very unlikely
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Resources at Northwestern
Among the services and resources offered by Northwestern for those who have expe-

rienced sexual misconduct, respondents reported the highest levels of awareness 

for University Police (95% at least slightly aware), University Health Service (92%), 

Counseling and Psychological Services (CAPS) (92%), and the Dean of Students Office 

(81%). Among the departments that deal directly with students who have experienced sex-

ual misconduct, the Women’s Center had the highest level of awareness (78%), followed by 

CARE (74%), the Sexual Harassment Prevention Office (54%), the Title IX coordinator/ 
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The table below indicates the resources respondents predicted they would use if they 

experienced sexual misconduct in the future.

TABLE 5: Future Use of Resources

Yes No Unsure Yes No Unsure

CARE (Center 
for Awareness, 
Response, and 
Education)
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Experiences of Sexual Misconduct
In one section of the survey, respondents were provided 10 descriptions of types of sex-

ual misconduct reflected in Northwestern’s Policy on Sexual Misconduct—including 

sexual assault, sexual exploitation, sexual harassment, dating violence, domestic vio-

lence, and stalking—and asked to indicate each behavior they had experienced while at 

Northwestern. (Note: This question concerned the timing of each experience, not its loca-

tion; the location was addressed in subsequent questions. See page 17.) 

The results, summarized in the three tables below, show the number and percentage of 

respondents who answered the questions in this section of the survey and reported each 

form of sexual misconduct they had experienced since becoming Northwestern students 

(not just in the last year). Table 6 illustrates students’ experiences with sexual exploitation, 

sexual harassment, dating violence, domestic violence, and stalking. Table 7 summarizes 

the findings related to sexual assault. Table 8 provides data on attempted sexual assault. 

Respondents could check more than one behavior, thus the percentages cannot be totaled. 

TABLE 6: Indicated Experiencing Sexual Exploitation, Sexual Harassment, Dating Violence, 
Domestic Violence, or Stalking Since Being a Student at Northwestern

http://www.northwestern.edu/sexual-misconduct/university-policy/sexual-misconduct-policy.html


14�

One form of sexual misconduct is sexual assault. Northwestern’s Policy on Sexual 

Misconduct includes four behaviors in its definition of sexual assault. This same language 

was used in the 2015 Campus Climate Survey on Sexual Misconduct. 

TABLE 7: Indicated Experiencing Sexual Assault Since Becoming a Student at Northwestern

Overall
(N=2071)

Undergrad 
Females
(N=792)

Undergrad 
Males

(N=441)

Graduate 
Females
(N=442)

Graduate 
Males

(N=379)

Other*
(N=17)

Someone touched or fondled your genitals, 
breast, thighs, groin, or buttocks without 
your consent or knowingly touched you with 
their genitals, breasts, or buttocks without 
your consent.

336  
(16%)

249  
(31%)

40  
(9%)

36  
(8%)

9  
(2%)

2  
(12%)

Someone sexually penetrated your sex  
organs, anus, or mouth without your consent.

93  
(4%)

74  
(9%)

10  
(2%)

8  
(2%)

1  
(<1%)

0  
(0%)

Someone to whom you are related had sexual 
intercourse with you (i.e., committed incest).

2  
(<1%)

1  
(<1%)

0  
(0%)

1  
(<1%)

0  
(0%)

0  
(0%)

Someone had sexual intercourse with you 
while you were under the age of consent  
(i.e., committed statutory rape).

5  
(<1%)

3  
(<1%)

1  
(<1%)

1  
(<1%)

0  
(0%)

0  
(0%)

* Other includes students who identified as transgender or other gender and nondegree students.  

http://www.northwestern.edu/sexual-misconduct/university-policy/sexual-misconduct-policy.html
http://www.northwestern.edu/sexual-misconduct/university-policy/sexual-misconduct-policy.html
http://www.northwestern.edu/sexual-misconduct/university-policy/sexual-misconduct-policy.html
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Telling and Reporting
Did the respondents who indicated they had experienced sexual misconduct (i.e., sexual 

assault, sexual exploitation, sexual harassment, dating violence, domestic violence, and 

stalking) at Northwestern tell anyone and/or formally report the incident? 

“Telling” was defined as sharing their experience with someone in an unofficial capac-

ity without the expectation that action would follow. “Reporting” was defined as telling 

someone in an official capacity with the expectation either that action would follow or the 
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Of those who reported telling someone, 

•	 96% told friends, classmates, or peers, and 32% told family. 

•	 A large majority (88%) said the response from the person they told made them 

feel supported. However, 22% said that the person they told minimized the 

importance or seriousness of what happened. 

•	 A smaller percentage (18%) said the person they told helped them gather 

information or find resources or services, and 16% said the person gave them 

resources they could use if they wanted to.  

Reporting. Forty-six respondents (7%) who indicated they experienced sexual miscon-

duct (including sexual assault, sexual exploitation, sexual harassment, dating violence, 

domestic violence, and stalking) said they formally reported the incident. 

Of the students who indicated reporting the incident, 

•	 the largest percentages reported to an adviser, supervisor, mentor, or boss 

(34%); the Title IX coordinator or deputy coordinator (30%); University Police 

or local police (21%); and CARE (19%). 

•	 13% reported that their case went through a University investigation or 

hearing.  

In deciding to share or report their experiences, respondents said they considered the 

following: they felt unsure that the incident was serious enough to share (68%), they indi-

cated it was not clear that harm was intended (53%), and they did not want any action to 

be taken (i.e., arrests, legal charges, disciplinary action) (45%). 
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Specific Incident: Locations, Offenders, and 



http://www.northwestern.edu/care
www.northwestern.edu/sexual-misconduct/university-policy/sexual-misconduct-policy.html
www.northwestern.edu/sexual-misconduct/university-policy/sexual-misconduct-policy.html
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•	 A number of education programs are in place: (1) Incoming undergraduate 

http://www.northwestern.edu/sexual-misconduct
http://www.northwestern.edu/sexual-misconduct
mailto:SexualMisconductPolicyFeedback%40northwestern.edu?subject=
http://www.northwestern.edu/care/get-involved/campus-coalition-on-sexual-violence



