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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION

Heterosexual College Men’s Conceptualization, Communication, and Interpretation of
Sexual Consent

by

Logan Z. Marg

Doctor of Philosophy, Graduate Program in Sociology
University of California, Riverside, June 2020
Dr. Tanya Nieri, Chairperson

Research on how individuals conceptualize, communicate, and interpret sexual consent is
relatively scarce. Much sexual consent research is quantitative, employs hypothetical
scenarios, and/or does not examine individuals’ actual behaviors in their real-life sexual
experiences. Because much sexual consent research is devoid of context, it is not well
understood how interpersonal, situational, and broad social contexts shape individuals’
conceptualization, communication, and interpretation of sexual consent. Additionally,
most sexual consent research focuses on women or on gender differences between men
and women. Virtually no studies provide in-depth analyses of heterosexual men’s
conceptualization, communication, and interpretation of sexual consent. Using multiple
qualitative methods, including semi-structured interviews, sexual activity daily diaries,
and diary debriefing interviews, this study offers a critical expansion of the extant
literature by examining how forty heterosexual college men conceptualize, communicate,
and interpret sexual consent. Results showed various, nuanced ways in which participants

conceptualized, communicated, and interpreted sexual consent, which reflected the
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interpersonal, situational, and cultural contexts of participants’ sexual experiences, such
as the nature of the relationship between sexual partners, the university context, in which
sex often occurs under the influence of alcohol, the overarching cultural milieu (e.g., the
#MeToo Movement), and larger social forces, such as social relations of domination and
ideologies that reinforce those relations (e.g., hegemonic masculinity and gendered
sexual scripts). Thus, this study showed that considering the influence of social context,
broadly considered, is critical for developing a complete and nuanced understanding of
individuals’ conceptualization, communication, and interpretation of sexual consent. The
findings have important implications for the design of more effective sexual health and

sexual assault prevention education and policy initiatives.
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Chapter 1: Background and Significance
INTRODUCTION

Approximately one in five women in college are sexually assaulted, compared to
about six percent of undergraduate men, but they rarely report the incidents (Cantor et al.
2015; The White House Task Force to Protect Students From Sexual Assault 2014).
Despite many public service campaigns as well as campus and statewide policies enacted
to reduce sexual violence, sexual assault rates have not declined in 50 years (Adams-
Curtis and Forbes 2004; Carmody 2005; Sampson 2002). Yet, the negative consequences
of sexual assault are substantial and enduring.

Sexual consent is central to legal and conceptual definitions of sexual assault.
Generally, the difference between criminal and non-criminal actions depends upon
whether sexual consent was given, though a widely agreed upon definition or
understanding of sexual consent does not exist (Beres 2007; Marg 2020; Muehlenhard et
al. 2016). Thus, laws and university policies are open to interpretation and provide
loopholes for the exoneration of perpetrators. Many sexual assault educational and
awareness campaigns emphasize the importance of obtaining consent before engaging in
sexual activity, but it often remains unclear what signifies or “counts” as sexual consent
(Muehlenhard et al. 2016). This opacity may stem from the dearth of research about
sexual consent and the methodological limitations of such research. Within this body of
literature, there is limited understanding of how sexual consent is conceptualized,
communicated, and interpreted in general, in specific contexts, and among men.

Conceptualization refers to how sexual actors define and understand the concept of



sexual consent (Beres 2007; Beres 2014; Jozkowski et al. 2014b; Marg 2020).
Communication refers to how sexual actors communicate their sexual consent to their
sexual partners. Interpretation refers to how and in what ways sexual actors understand
their sexual partners’ sexual consent.

Much existing sexual consent research uses surveys, scales, standardized lists of
behaviors, and hypothetical scenarios and mostly finds that young adults generally
understand consent as a demonstrable, mutual agreement and willingness to engage in
sexual activity (Humphreys and Herold 2007; Humphreys 2004; Jozkowski et al. 2014b),
mainly communicate consent indirectly and nonverbally (Beres, Herold, and Maitland
2004; Coy et al. 2013; Hall 1998; Hickman and Muehlenhard 1999; Higgins et al. 2010;
Jozkowski et al. 2014a; Jozkowski 2013; Jozkowski and Wiersma 2015), and primarily
interpret consent through nonverbal behaviors and contextual clues (e.g., flirting, sensual
touching, moving to a secluded place, etc.) (Burrow, Hannon, and Hall 1998; Hickman
and Muehlenhard 1999; Humphreys 2007; Humphreys and Herold 2007; Jozkowski et al.
2014b; Willis and Jozkowski 2019). However, sexual consent research that employs
these research methods may not accurately account for real-life sexual experiences,
which often include a great deal of nuance and are considerably more complicated than
such methods allow for or suggest. Indeed, the literature largely neglects participants’
actual sexual behaviors, experiences, and the contexts in which they occur. While
existing sexual consent research has generated important insights, it is unclear how much
research findings that are based on hypothetical situations or potential behaviors

illuminate individuals’ real-life sexual experiences and behaviors.



It is important to examine individuals’ real-life behaviors in actual sexual
experiences and situations because they occur in specific interpersonal, situational,
and other social contexts (Armstrong, Hamilton, and Sweeney 2006; Bogle 2008;
Boswell and Spade 1996) that may influence individuals’ sexual behaviors and
understanding of sexual consent (Beres 2007; Hirsch et al. 2019; Jozkowski,

Manning, and Hunt 2018; Muehlenhard et al. 2016; Willis and Jozkowski 2019).
Given the limitations of much existing sexual consent research, numerous scholars
point to the urgent need for more qualitative sexual consent research, which can better
reveal thought processes and actual sexual behaviors in the full context in which they
occur (Beres et al. 2004; Beres 2007; Muchlenhard et al. 2016).

Aside from data collection and measurement issues, most sexual consent research
focuses on women or investigates gender differences between heterosexual men’s and
women’s conceptualization, communication, and interpretation of sexual consent (using
the methods previously described). Very few studies focus solely on men’s
conceptualization, communication, and interpretation of sexual consent or provide in-
depth analyses of heterosexual men’s sexual experiences. However, it is especially
important to thoroughly understand how heterosexual men conceptualize, communicate,
and interpret sexual consent because instances of sexual assault against women are
perpetrated by men 98% of the time (Black et al. 2011).

Examining how heterosexual college men conceptualize sexual consent,
communicate their own sexual consent, and interpret their partners’ sexual consent could

lead to more effective sexual health and sexual assault prevention education and policy



initiatives, and as a result, more healthy and consensual sexual experiences and safer
college campuses. To fill these gaps in the literature, the present study uses a multi-
method qualitative approach to examine how heterosexual college men conceptualize,
communicate, and interpret sexual consent. In order to compile a more holistic
understanding of this population’s thoughts and behaviors related to sexual consent, I
conducted multiple forms of data collection that included in-depth interviews, sexual
activity diaries, and diary debriefing interviews.

I conducted semi-structured interviews with 40 heterosexual college men students
at a large university in Southern California. A subsample of 16 participants completed
electronic sexual activity diaries for two weeks. At the end of each week, participants
engaged in diary debriefing interviews, which allowed me to ask probing questions about
diary entries and allowed participants to explain their entries in more detail. The data
from these multiple qualitative methods were triangulated, and as such, led to a rich,
contextualized understanding of sexual consent and patterns of communication and
negotiation that occurred during sexual behavior.

The present research aimed to answer the following research questions: (1) How
do heterosexual male college students conceptualize sexual consent? (2) How do
heterosexual male college students communicate sexual consent? (3) How do

heterosexual male college students interpret sexual consent?



BACKGROUND AND SIGNIFICANCE
Prevalence and Impact of Sexual Assault against Women

Although a person of any gender can be sexually assaulted, women constitute the
majority of sexual assault victims. Most sexual assaults are committed by male
perpetrators who are known by victims, such as an acquaintance, friend, romantic
interest, or dating partner (Armstrong et al. 2006; Fisher, Cullen, and Turner 2000;
Martin 2016). Sexual assault against women, particularly on college campuses, remains a
prevalent health and safety issue in the United States. Research shows that college
women face increased risk of experiencing sexual assault compared to women in the
general population (Carey et al. 2015; Daigle, Fisher, and Cullen 2008). College women
are five times more likely to experience sexual assault than other women (Carey et al.
2015). The Association of American Universities found that among students at 27
colleges and universities across the United States, sexual assault prevalence since
entering college varied from 13% to 30% (Cantor et al. 2015).

Boswell and Spade (1996) argue that “relations between women and men are
shaped by the contexts in which they meet and interact” (139). In this way, sexual assault
against college women is grounded in an institutional, organizational, and cultural
context that provides the right set of circumstances and resources for it to occur (Boswell
and Spade 1996; Britton 2011; Martin 2016; Stombler and Martin 1994). Important
contextual factors that contribute to epidemic levels of sexual assault among college
women and complicate sexual consent include incoming college students’ limited

knowledge about sex (Lafrance, Loe, and Brown 2012; Muehlenhard et al. 2016),



gendered sexual and interactional expectations (Armstrong et al. 2006; Byers 1996;
Muehlenhard et al. 2016; O’Sullivan and Byers 1992), the prevalence, importance, and
expectation of alcohol use and partying (Abbey et al. 1996; Armstrong et al. 2006;
Boswell and Spade 1996; Martin 2016; Muehlenhard et al. 2016; Sampson 2002), and
hookup culture (Bogle 2008; Fantasia et al. 2014; LaBrie et al. 2014; Lafrance et al.
2012). In short, much research shows that the social context of universities and colleges
facilitates sexual assault and makes understanding sexual consent within this context
particularly salient.

Hookup culture and the prevalence of partying and alcohol use are especially
important for understanding the social context of universities and colleges—as well as
sexual assault and sexual consent within this context—because they are central factors
that distinguish universities from other institutional, organizational, and social contexts.
“Hookup culture” refers to the replacement of, or addition to, traditional dating
relationships with hookups, which are characterized by non-committal sexual interactions
between women and men (Bogle 2008; Glenn and Marquardt 2001). Hookups have
become a primary way that college students begin sexual and romantic relationships, and
can consist of virtually any sexual activity, from kissing to intercourse (Bogle 2008).

Campus parties—often at male-controlled spaces (e.g., fraternity houses)—are
central places where men and women college students interact and hookup, and alcohol is
a key component (Armstrong et al. 2006; Bogle 2008; Boswell and Spade 1996). Indeed,
research shows that alcohol is considered essential for facilitating hookups (Bogle 2008;

Glenn and Marquardt 2001; Paul, McManus, and Hayes 2000). Alcohol is used to lower



inhibitions enough to indicate one’s interest in hooking-up, deal with potential rejection,
and as a coercive strategy to lower women’s inhibitions enough so that they will agree to
(or not refuse) hooking-up (Armstrong et al. 2006; Bogle 2008; Sanday 1990).

While other contextual features of universities (discussed above) are important for
understanding sexual assault on college campuses, research has highlighted college
hookup culture, as well as pervasive partying and alcohol use as especially important for
understanding the prevalence of sexual assault against college women (Boswell and
Spade 1996; Flack et al. 2007; Martin 2016; Muehlenhard et al. 2016; Paul and Hayes
2002). These contextual factors of many college campuses intensify the risk of sexual
assault, further complicate sexual consent, and amplify the need for increased
understanding of sexual consent on college campuses to prevent sexual assault.

Experiencing sexual assault can have profound and lasting effects on survivors’
physical, mental, sexual, and financial wellbeing. For example, survivors of sexual
assault often experience physical injuries from the assault and higher rates of anxiety,
depression, PTSD, and substance abuse (Campbell, Dworkin, and Cabral 2009; Campbell
and Wasco 2005; Carey et al. 2018; Lyon 2002; McFarlane et al. 2005; Peterson et al.
2017). Survivors are also more likely to experience pain and discomfort, unpleasant
feelings, and/or anxiety during sexual activity, as well as negative feelings about
themselves as sexual beings (e.g., feeling sexually unattractive) (Jozkowski and Sanders
2012). Experiencing sexual assault can also be costly. Survivors incur costs from medical
and mental health care associated with experiencing sexual assault, lost economic

productivity due to missing work because of sexual assault-related mental health issues



(e.g., PTSD), and sometimes criminal justice costs (e.g., lawyers’ fees) (Peterson et al.
2017). College student sexual assault survivors also experience decreased academic
performance (Jordan, Combs, and Smith 2014; Kaufman et al. 2019).

There are societal costs of sexual assault as well. For instance, one study found
that in 1996, rape and sexual assault cost Michigan over $6.5 billion, or $108,447 per
victim, where each Michigan resident would have had to pay a “rape tax” of $700 to
cover the cost of sexual assault (Post et al. 2002). Another study found that rapes in the
United States result in a population burden of approximately $3.1 trillion dollars across
the lifetime of survivors, of which government sources pay about $1 trillion (Peterson et
al. 2017). Societal costs of sexual assault arise from medical care, mental health services,
loss of economic productivity, criminal justice activities, victim property loss or damage,
and survivors’ lost quality of life and psychological pain and suffering (Peterson et al.
2017; Post et al. 2002). Thus, sexual assault has enormous effects on survivors’ lives and
society.

The Relationship between Sexual Consent and Sexual Assault

Understanding sexual assault requires understanding sexual consent because this
concept is central to legal and conceptual definitions of sexual assault. Though precise
definitions vary across jurisdictions (Decker and Baroni 2011; McGregor 1996; West
1996), generally sexual assault is defined as sexual penetration or sexual touching
obtained through physical force, threats, intimidation, or intoxication (Koss et al. 2007,
Muehlenhard et al. 2016). In other words, sexual assault encompasses any sexual activity

in which consent is not sought or where refusal to engage in sexual activity is not obeyed



(Hust et al. 2015) . Thus, the difference between criminal and non-criminal actions
depends upon the presence of sexual consent. However, there is no widely agreed upon
definition or conceptual understanding of sexual consent (Beres 2007; Jozkowski and
Peterson 2013; Marg 2020) , and the meaning of sexual consent and what qualifies as it is
continually contested. As a result, laws are open to interpretation and provide substantial
loopholes for the exoneration of perpetrators (Decker and Baroni 2011; Gotell 2007).
Without adequate understanding of consent, the meaning of sexual assault — that is, what
counts as sexual assault — is also contested—often in universities, courts, and legislatures,
whose decisions affect countless perpetrators and survivors.

Within most sexual assault legal statutes, there are two primary components of
sexual consent: the capacity to consent and indications of consent. The capacity to
consent refers to the legal ability to consent to sex. A person’s age is a core
determinant of the ability to consent (Butler 2012), and age of consent varies across
jurisdictions, ranging from 16-18 years old (Volokh 2015). Another determinant of
the capacity to consent is a person’s mental ability, which is influenced by some
developmental disabilities and the ingestion of substances than can affect acuity and
decision-making. For example, many jurisdictions preclude individuals who are
intoxicated, sleeping, or unconscious from the ability to give consent (Decker and
Baroni 2011). The law is much murkier when it comes to determining indications of
consent, and it varies across jurisdictions. In some jurisdictions, consent is present
when there is any agreement to engage in sex, sometimes regardless of coercion

(Beres 2014). Other jurisdictions mandate that consent can only occur when coercion



or force are absent (Decker and Baroni 2011). Regardless of jurisdictional differences,
judges, jurors, and university officials (e.g., Title IX offices and university hearing
boards) are regularly forced to determine the presence or absence of consent. Making
such determinations is difficult partially because sexual consent is an understudied,
undertheorized, and a complex socio-sexual phenomenon.
Theoretical Complexities of Sexual Consent

Understanding sexual consent requires consideration of the characteristics of
sexual consent and the social forces that shape its presence. Overall, there is a general
understanding that sexual consent is an agreement to engage in sexual activity, but there
are various legal, popular, and scholarly (implied and explicit) definitions of sexual
consent. Beres (2007) argues that the concept of sexual consent is an example of
“spontaneous sociology,” in which academics often employ popular conceptual
understandings of consent without critically interpreting the concept or presenting an
exact definition. For example, some scholars imply that the presence or absence of sexual
consent bifurcates sexual activity into either pleasurable or unpleasurable (Jones 2002),
good and bad (Wertheimer 2003), and love and crime (Archard 1998) (see Beres 2007).
These assumptive conceptualizations of sexual consent attempt to simplify its inherent
complexities but produce more questions than answers.

Muehlenhard (1995/1996) better contends with the complexity of sexual consent.
Instead of distinguishing between consensual and non-consensual sexual experiences, she
examines what it means to consent to sex by questioning whether giving sexual consent is

primarily a psychological or a behavioral act. When considered independently of each

10



other, both conceptualizations of sexual consent are limited. If sexual consent is
primarily a psychological act—an internal decision about whether to engage in sexual
activity—then it is difficult for sexual partners to know in absolute terms if someone
has consented to sexual activity. With this conceptualization, men, for example,
might make inferences about (possible) women’s willingness to engage in sexual
activity through nonsexual behaviors (e.g., wearing certain clothing, inviting a person
to one’s home) which may be inaccurate (Muehlenhard 1995-1996). However,
conceptualizing sexual consent as a primarily behavioral act—an overt, verbal
expression of willingness to engage in sexual activity—is also difficult, because overt
verbal expressions of consent may not align with individuals’ typical sexual
experiences. Overall, conceptualizations of sexual consent as either psychological or
behavioral are likely too simplistic and may not accurately capture how sexual
consent is conceptualized, communicated, or negotiated in individuals’ actual sexual
experiences.

Like many theoretical conceptualizations of sexual consent, much research
related to sexual consent (i.e., sexual assault research) also implicitly attempts to
simplify the concept of sexual consent by providing either a vague definition or no
definition at all, which suggests that it is widely taken for granted as “common sense”
and assumes that individuals largely hold similar understandings of sexual consent
(e.g., Abbey et al. 2001; Monson, Langhinrichsen-Rohling, and Binderup 2000;
Willan and Pollard 2003). However, limited and/or unclear conceptualizations of

sexual consent affect data interpretation and can lead to unclear findings. Further, the
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assumption that there is a “common sense” understanding of sexual consent is not based
on empirical evidence.

Some researchers present explicit definitions of sexual consent (e.g., Hall 1998;
Hickman and Muehlenhard 1999; Willis and Jozkowski 2019), which is important
because research definitions of consent affect the design of measures and data collection,
which in turn can affect the validity of results (Muehlenhard et al. 1992). Drawing on
Muehlenhard (1995-1996), Hickman and Muehlenhard (1999) define sexual consent as
“the freely given verbal or nonverbal communication of a feeling of willingness” (259).
In this definition, consent is conceptualized as both a psychological and behavioral act.
The definition highlights another important component of sexual consent: the concept of
freedom. That is, sexual consent is generally considered present only when it is freely
given. Freedom to consent generally means that sexual consent is not present when there
is coercion, force, or other forms of undue influence, which many laws stipulate.

Considering the larger social context in which sexual activity takes place and the
social forces that impact individuals’ behaviors, feminist scholars problematize the
concept of freedom and its relationship to sexual consent. MacKinnon (1989) argues that
because of men’s inherent power over women in heteropatriarchal social structures, such
as the United States, women cannot freely consent to sexual activity. Women are never
free from coercion, so freely given consent is impossible. Burkett and Hamilton (2012)
argue that women’s ability to freely consent to sex with men is complicated by
heteronormative, gendered discourses and norms of sexual relations between women and

men, as well as neoliberal feminist notions of autonomy and choice. Women are at once
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expected to be sexually agentic, take charge of their sexual lives and experiences, and
“just say no” to unwanted sex. However, these pressures operate in tandem with
pressures from heteronormative discourses that, for example, privilege men’s
emotions and sexual desires over women’s (Burkett and Hamilton 2012). These
conflicting pressures challenge freely given sexual consent and impede the
communication of sexual consent.

Individuals’ thoughts about and behaviors related to sexual consent are also
constrained and influenced by men’s adherence to dominant ideals of masculinity, such
as those found within contemporary notions of hegemonic masculinity, which describes a
hierarchy of gendered power that privileges dominant forms of masculinities over others
and masculinities over femininities. Hegemonic masculinity is the form of masculinity
that is most honored or desired locally (e.g., family, workplace, community), regionally
(e.g., culture, society), and globally (e.g., transnational politics, business, media) in a
particular historical period (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005). These three “levels” of
hegemonic masculinity are related to and inform one another (Connell and
Messerschmidt 2005). The hierarchical plurality of masculinities rests on the structural
dominance over women, which is central to hegemonic masculinity. In other words, the
power relations of subordination and domination between men are explained by the
subordination and dominance over women (Connell 2000; Connell 2005; Connell and
Messerschmidt 2005; Demetriou 2001).

Hegemonic masculinity is often not the most common or comfortable form of

masculinity, and many men are positioned in tension with and distance from it (Connell
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2000). Other masculinities are produced at the same time as hegemonic forms—
specifically, subordinated, marginalized, and compensatory masculinities (Collins 2004;
Connell 2000; Mirandé 1979; Mirandé 1986; Pyke 1996). While marginalized and
subordinated men will never be granted the status of hegemonic masculinity, they are
motivated to strive for it because of the material and social privileges it offers. Thus,
marginalized and subordinated men often engage in an array of strategies to approximate
hegemonic masculinity, or cope with preclusion from it, such as compensatory manhood
acts, often in the form of violence (Kimmel and Mahler 2003; Schrock and Schwalbe
2009). Indeed, men frequently perpetrate violence to prove or defend their masculinity in
an explicit performance of dominance and control (Brownmiller 1975; Connell 2000;
Hearn 1998; Kimmel and Mahler 2003; Pyke 1996). In other words, the process of
constructing masculinity is often the source of men’s violence, rather than the end state of
masculinity itself (Connell 2000). Many argue that a prime example is men’s violence
against women, as the overwhelming majority of domestic abuse, sexual assaults, and
rapes are perpetrated by men against women (Brownmiller 1975; Connell 2000; Hearn
1998; Messerschmidt 1999). Sexual violence also allows men to demonstrate their
heterosexuality, which is central to attaining high status masculinity (Pascoe 2007).
However, sexual violence must appear consensual to maintain sexual desirability to
women, such as coercing women to “say yes” or minimizing women’s attempts to refuse
sexual activity (Sanday 2007). Thus, there is a close relationship between masculinity,

sexual assault, and sexual consent.
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Seldom discussed in the sexual consent literature is the relationship between
men’s adherence to dominant ideals of masculinity and belief in rape myths (Marg 2016),
which might also influence men’s sexual consent behaviors and interpretations of their
sexual partners’ consent. For example, men who believe in the idea that women usually
do not mean “no” when they say so (i.e., “token resistance,” a prominent rape myth) and
adhere to the notion that it is important to be able to persuade many women to have sex (a
dominant masculine ideal within hegemonic masculinity) may ignore sexual partners’
indications of sexual refusal and instead focus on perceived indications of women’s
willingness, which may be fewer and more ambiguous (Warren, Swan, and Allen 2015;
Willan and Pollard 2003). West (2002) also discusses the relationship between coercive
social forces and sexual activity, but suggests that the impacts of broader social
influences on sexual behaviors do not result in inherently nonconsensual sex. Rather,
West argues that whether sex is consensual depends on the dynamics of the relationship
between sexual partners, such as whether interpersonal coercion or force are present.

Consideration of the impacts of broader social forces, such as gendered power
relations, on sexual consent is important because they highlight the complexities of
sexual consent. Like all individual behaviors, the giving and receiving of sexual
consent does not occur in a vacuum. Rather, these behaviors occur in a specific social
context that is shaped by social relations of domination within society and the
ideologies that reinforce those relations. That context muddles the parameters of
consent, as well as its communication and interpretation. Given the context in which

sexual activities and behaviors occur and the social forces that might impact them,
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Beres (2007) argues that it is important to conceptualize sexual consent as a “negotiation
of social expectations, a way of expressing a social identity, or of fitting in to a certain
social world” (99). Indeed, sexual consent appears to be much more than a simple “yes”
or other verbal agreement to engage in sexual activity, but more research is needed to
elucidate this contention.

Overview of Empirical Sexual Consent Research

There is a small but growing sexual consent literature that is beginning to clarify
how people conceptualize, communicate, and interpret sexual consent. However, most
sexual consent research does not account for many of the inherent complexities of sexual
consent due to methodological issues. What follows is an overview of sexual consent
research and findings, followed by methodological critiques of the literature and gaps in
the literature that I sought to address in the present study.

Only a handful of studies have examined how men and women conceptualize
sexual consent (Beres 2014; Brady et al. 2018; Hirsch et al. 2019; Jozkowski et al. 2014bj;
Marg 2020; Willis and Jozkowski 2019). These studies have revealed a range of
definitions of sexual consent held by men and women, but generally find that young
adults understand the concept of consent as a demonstrable, mutual agreement to engage
in sexual activity and as essential for participating in legal and morally permissible sexual
activity (Beres 2014; Brady et al. 2018; Humphreys and Herold 2007; Humphreys 2004;
Jozkowski et al. 2014b). Some studies have shown that people conceptualize sexual
consent as less relevant and more implied in committed romantic relationships (Beres

2014; Brady et al. 2018; Humphreys and Herold 2007; Willis and Jozkowski 2019).
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Overall, most studies show that people can give a definition of consent when asked to do
so, which suggests they have some conceptual understanding of consent and often seem
influenced by legal/policy definitions (Muehlenhard et al. 2016).

Some studies have examined the variety of ways that sexual consent is
communicated. Hickman and Muehlenhard’s (1999) seminal study found that behaviors
used to communicate sexual consent fall into five categories: indirect nonverbal consent
signals (e.g., sexual touching), indirect verbal consent signals (e.g., asking the partner
whether s/he has a condom), direct nonverbal consent signals (e.g., initiating sexual
intercourse with the partner), direct verbal consent signals (e.g., saying “I want you to
have sex with me”) and no response (e.g., not refusing a partner’s sexual advances, not
saying no).

Overall, most studies have found that sexual consent is more frequently
communicated indirectly and nonverbally than directly and verbally (Coy et al. 2013;
Curtis and Burnett 2017; Fantasia 2011; Hall 1998; Hickman and Muehlenhard 1999;
Higgins et al. 2010; Hirsch et al. 2019; Humphreys 2004; Jozkowski et al. 2014a;
Jozkowski et al. 2014b; Jozkowski and Wiersma 2015; Powell 2008). On the other hand,
some evidence suggests that consent is communicated verbally more often than
nonverbally in certain contexts, such as the first time a couple has sex, and is more likely
to occur for penile-vaginal and anal intercourse (Hall 1998; Hirsch et al. 2019;
Humphreys 2007; Jozkowski et al. 2014b). Research suggests that the relative
infrequency of verbal consent communication maybe due to perceived social norms

against direct sexual communication and a perception that verbal consent communication
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is awkward (Curtis and Burnett 2017). Additionally, some research shows there are
gender differences in the communication of sexual consent (Beres et al. 2004; Hickman
and Muehlenhard 1999; Humphreys 2007; Humphreys and Herold 2007; Jozkowski et al.
2014a; Jozkowski et al. 2014b; Jozkowski and Wiersma 2015). Overall, studies find that
men are more likely than women to communicate their sexual consent nonverbally, and
women are more likely than men to communicate it verbally.

Researchers have also investigated how college students interpret their partners’
sexual consent. This research shows that consent is primarily interpreted through
nonverbal behaviors and contextual indicators, which often occur simultaneously, such as
flirting, sensual touching, genital touching, moving to a secluded place, and active
participation in sexual activities (Beres 2010; Beres 2014; Burrow et al. 1998; Curtis and
Burnett 2017; Hirsch et al. 2019; Jozkowski et al. 2018; Jozkowski et al. 2014b). In the
midst of these behaviors and contextual indicators, verbal consent communication is
often seen as unnecessary. When people indicate they used verbal cues to interpret
consent, they are often indirect and coded, such as someone agreeing or asking to move
to a seclude place or agreeing or asking to obtain a condom (Beres 2010; Hickman and
Muehlenhard 1999; Jozkowski et al. 2018). Additionally, some research suggests there
are gender differences in consent interpretation, where men are more likely than women
to interpret sexual consent through nonverbal behaviors and women are more likely than
men to rely on verbal indicators to interpret their partners’ consent (Jozkowski et al.

2014b).
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Some scholars suggest that gender differences in men’s and women’s
communication and interpretation of sexual consent and the use of nonverbal behaviors to
communicate and interpret consent more often than direct verbal behaviors could lead to
misinterpreting a partner’s consent, and as a result, sexual assault. The idea that
miscommunication leads to sexual assault is termed miscommunication theory and is a
prominent explanation of sexual assault—pervading professional and lay understandings
(Frith 2009; Frith and Kitzinger 1997; Hansen, O’Byrne, and Rapley 2010; Kitzinger and
Frith 1999). Miscommunication theory posits that many women do not indicate their
refusal for sexual activity clearly enough, and that men misinterpret women’s verbal and
nonverbal communication as indicating that they want to have sex. To explain why and
how heterosexual sexual miscommunication occurs, researchers often draw on script
theory, which posits that there is a traditional (heteronormative) sexual script that guides
men’s and women’s heterosexual sexual interactions (Gagnon and Simon 1973).
According to script theory, culturally learned scripts determine the kinds and order of
sexual activities that occur in heterosexual sex. Sexual scripts are gendered; men are
expected to want sex and be sexual initiators and women are expected to want less sex
than men and be sexual gatekeepers who respond to men’s sexual advances, either
allowing or disallowing sexual activities to occur (Byers 1996; O’Sullivan and Byers
1992). Thus, according to the script, it is women’s responsibility to clearly refuse sexual
activity.

Despite the suggestion that miscommunication between sexual partners explains

many instances of sexual assault, there is a growing body of research that finds that men
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interpret women’s sexual consent accurately, even though women often do not give
explicit, unambiguous verbal consent or lack of consent (e.g., “Let’s have sexual
intercourse” or “I don’t want to have sexual intercourse”) (Beres 2010; Beres, Senn, and
McCaw 2014; Kitzinger and Frith 1999; O’Byrne, Hansen, and Rapley 2008; O’Byrne,
Rapley, and Hansen 2006). Such research refutes the idea that many sexual assaults are
due to miscommunication. Research also finds that men rely on the possibility of
miscommunication as a way to protect themselves against sexual assault accusations —
relinquishing them from culpability of possibly perpetrating sexual assault (Hansen et al.
2010; Kitzinger and Frith 1999; O’Byrne et al. 2008; O’Byrne et al. 2006).

Concerns about miscommunication are warranted primarily when examining
behaviors used to communicate and interpret consent in isolation from other behaviors
and the larger situational context. In this way, studies have often ignored broader social
contexts, such as heteropatriarchy, and environmental contextual factors that shape sexual
partners’ consent communication and interpretation. However, some studies show that
behaviors used to communicate and interpret consent seldom occur in isolation from
other behaviors and people rarely point to just one behavioral indicator of consent when
describing their consent communication and interpretation. Instead, research suggests that
the communication and interpretation of consent is an ongoing process that usually
includes many interconnected and simultaneous behaviors in a specific context that is
central to fully and accurately understanding individuals’ consent communication and
interpretation (Beres 2010; Beres 2014; Brady et al. 2018; Humphreys 2004; Jozkowski

et al. 2018; Muehlenhard et al. 2016; Powell 2008).
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While there is a relatively new and emerging body of sexual consent research that
has yielded important insights about individuals’ conceptualization, communication, and
interpretation of sexual consent, it has sample and data collection limitations. These
limitations of the literature are discussed below.

Sample and Data Collection Limitations

Most existing sexual consent research has either examined women’s sexual
experiences and experiences of sexual consent or gender differences between men’s and
women’s communication and interpretation of sexual consent. There is very little sexual
consent research that focuses solely on men’s conceptualization, communication, and
interpretation of sexual consent or on men’s sexual experiences, which is problematic
because men are the primary perpetrators of sexual assault and often key targets of sexual
health and sexual assault prevention initiatives. There are at least three reasons for this.
First, college women are much more likely than men to be sexually assaulted while in
college and are disproportionately targeted for sexual victimization, especially those who
are new to college campuses (Cranney 2015; Krebs et al. 2007). Thus, much research
aims to better understand women’s sexual experiences, experiences of sexual assault, and
behaviors of male perpetrators from women’s standpoints. Second, recruiting men for
sexuality research is difficult (Allen 2004; Ehrhardt 1997; Powell 2008). Allen (2004)
suggests that men might not perceive “discussing sexuality in a research context
appropriately masculine” (162). Third, the fact that men give sexual consent is often
taken for granted. Men’s sexual consent is often assumed and considered ever-present

(Beres 2007). However, men’s sexual consent is not always present; men can and do
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experience sexual assault (Cantor et al. 2015). For example, research shows that about six
percent of undergraduate men experience sexual assault (Cantor et al. 2015).

There is limited understanding of men’s in-depth sexual experiences and how
they conceptualize, communicate, and interpret sexual consent. However, focusing on
those who primarily cause the problem of sexual assault may have the highest odds of
success for dealing with it (Foubert, Godin, and Tatum 2010). Moreover, developing a
complex and nuanced understanding of consensual sexual experiences will lead to greater
understanding of what is missing in non-consensual sexual experiences and is crucial for
reducing high rates of sexual assault that continue to occur on virtually every college and
university campus.

In addition to sample limitations, most sexual consent research is limited by its
reliance on surveys, scales, standardized lists of behaviors, and hypothetical scenarios. In
many such studies participants are presented with a scenario that involves two fictional
characters in a sexual and/or dating situation (e.g., Brady et al. 2018; Coy et al. 2013;
Humphreys 2007; Winslett and Gross 2008) , or a scenario that involves the participant
and a hypothetical partner, where participants are asked to imagine themselves in the
scenario (e.g., Burrow, Hannon, and Hall 1998; Hickman and Muehlenhard 1999). Then,
participants are often given a list of behaviors and instructed to indicate which behaviors
show consent or are interpretable as consent or the degree to which they agree or disagree
with how sexual consent was communicated or interpreted in the scenario (e.g.,
Humphreys 2007) . Many other studies do not include a (imagined) sexual situation and

simply present participants with a list of sexual behaviors and ask them to choose which
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ones they use to communicate and interpret consent and/or which behaviors are important
for doing so (e.g., Byers 1980). Similarly, some studies attempt to assess attitudes
towards consent and sexual consent behaviors through scales that ask participants the
extent that they agree or disagree about statements related to sexual consent (e.g., “When
initiating sexual activity, it is okay to assume consent and proceed sexually until the
partner indicates no”; Humphreys and Herold 2007: 308; see also Humphreys and
Brousseau 2010; Humphreys and Herold 2003; Jozkowski et al. 2014b) .

Research that employs these methods may not accurately account for real-life
sexual behaviors and experiences, which are nuanced and more complicated than such
methods allow for or suggest. Indeed, much quantitative sexual consent research typically
does not investigate real-life sexual experiences, the contexts in which they occur, or
other contextual factors that may shape sexual consent and subsequent sexual activities. It
is important to consider participants’ actual behaviors in real-life sexual experiences,
because they occur in specific interpersonal, situational, and other social contexts (e.g.,
Armstrong et al. 2006; Bogle 2008; Boswell and Spade 1996) that are likely important
for understanding how individuals conceptualize, communicate and interpret sexual
consent (Beres 2007; Hirsch et al. 2019; Jozkowski et al. 2018; Muehlenhard et al. 2016;
Willis and Jozkowski 2019).

Given the limitations of quantitative data collection methods, much existing
research also does not account for the fact that individuals often engage in numerous
behaviors simultaneously and/or sequentially and that different behaviors and/or

sequences of behaviors could have different meanings in different contexts (Beres 2007,
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Muehlenhard et al. 2016). The limitations of quantitative data collection methods also
preclude accurately and sufficiently understanding the timing of sexual consent or when
it occurs. While research increasingly suggests that sexual consent is a continual process
of communication and interpretation that occurs throughout sexual activity, it has been
debated whether consent happens in one moment or there is a process that leads to a
moment of consent (Beres 2007; Muehlenhard et al. 2016). Still, if sexual consent is a
process, the nuances and possibilities of the consent process remain unclear, undefined,
and underexamined. It is also unclear how contextual factors might shape the timing,
moment, and/or process of sexual consent. In sum, I argue that quantitative methods are
poorly suited for examining real life sexual experiences and behaviors—and especially
sexual consent—in the full context in which they occur.

To address the limitations of the extant data, this study uses multiple qualitative
methods to examine how a sample of college men conceptualize, communicate, and
interpret sexual consent within their actual sexual experiences and behaviors with female
partners. Qualitative methods are ideal because they allow for a depth of understanding of
which much sexual consent research lacks and is not possible using quantitative methods.

Drawing from grounded theory methods, this study also makes theoretical
contributions towards explaining how consent is conceptualized, communicated, and
interpreted in its fully contextualized environment. Towards this end, sensitizing
concepts, which are researchers’ “background assumptions and disciplinary
perspectives,” informed the execution of this study (Charmaz 2006: 16). Stemming from

research demonstrating the theoretical complexities of sexual consent, as well as feminist
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theory, the primary sensitizing concepts for this research included hegemonic masculinity
and gendered sexual scripts (discussed above).

Given the close relationship between sexual assault and masculinity and the
relationship between sexual assault and consent, I approached this research mindful of
the influence of gendered pressures and norms that shape individuals’ attitudes and
behaviors. Using a constructivist approach, I assumed the existence of multiple social
realities, recognized the potential that participants’ conceptualization, communication,
and interpretation of sexual consent would be vague, paradoxical, and complex, and
repeatedly reflected on how my positionality (described in chapter two) and experiences
shaped the research process (Charmaz 2006; Charmaz 2009; Terry et al. 2017).

Drawing from research that has examined the contextual factors of campus sexual
assault and the few studies that have demonstrated the contextual influences of consent
conceptualization, communication, and interpretation (Armstrong et al. 2006; Beres
2010; Boswell and Spade 1996; Hirsch et al. 2019; Jozkowski et al. 2018; Martin 2016;
Willis and Jozkowski 2019), this study examines contextual factors—particularly those
related to the college/university setting—that may shape how and when sexual consent is
communicated and interpreted in specific ways, as well as identify factors that affect
students’ thoughts and behaviors related to consent. Contextual factors may include
alcohol and other substance use, sexual partners’ relationship, gendered sexual
expectations, the time and place of sexual activity, and other factors related to the
college/university context, such as the confluence of hookups, partying, and alcohol use.

This study also considers the presence and role of multiple sexual scripts and variations
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of those scripts. Thus, a major goal of this study is examining how the broad social
context shapes college men’s conceptualization, communication, and interpretation of
sexual consent. Understanding the role of context, broadly considered, is critical for
developing theory in this area.
The Current Study

Taken together, previous findings and methodological limitations of much
existing sexual consent research demonstrate that a clearer picture of college men’s
conceptualization, communication, and interpretation of sexual consent is sorely needed.
Using multiple qualitative methods, including semi-structured interviews, sexual activity
diaries, and diary debriefing interviews, this study examines how a sample of
heterosexual college men conceptualizes, communicates, and interprets sexual consent in
their actual sexual experiences. Using grounded theory techniques and thematic analysis,
this study examines participants’ sexual experiences, sexual consent negotiations, as well
as their thoughts and behaviors related to sexual consent in the full context in which they
occur. This study addresses numerous calls for qualitative sexual consent research and
sexual consent research using daily diary data collection (Beres 2007; Jozkowski and
Wiersma 2015; Muehlenhard et al. 2016).
Broader Implications

By addressing the limitations in most sexual consent research, this study produces
knowledge that can be used to inform current and future sexual assault educational and

prevention programs, sexual health educational programs, and sexual assault policies.
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Despite the fact that many sexual assault prevention education programs,
awareness campaigns, and policies have been implemented in universities across the
United States throughout the last several decades, sexual assault rates have not declined
in 50 years (Adams-Curtis and Forbes 2004; Carmody 2005; Sampson 2002). One
reason that these programs, campaigns, and policies fail to reduce rates of sexual
assault against women on college campuses is because they occur in a context that
lacks empirical and theoretical understanding of sexual consent (Beres 2014). Indeed,
many programs, campaigns, and policies that focus on or discuss sexual consent are
premised on several assumptions that are empirically unsupported or based on
inconclusive, narrow research (Beres 2014). Central assumptions include the idea that
many instances of sexual assault are due to miscommunication, people do not know
how to communicate during sex and must be taught how to do so (Beres 2014), and
people have a shared understanding of the meaning of sexual consent. The present
study will inform current and future programs, campaigns, and policies so that they
do not continue to rest upon a foundation of unsupported assumptions by providing
empirical evidence that will either support these assumptions or suggest that they
should be discarded and replaced with empirical evidence.

Considering the high rates of sexual assaults that continue to occur on university
campuses and Title IX mandates for universities that receive federal funds, universities
are challenged to create policies and educational programming that encourages
communication about sexual consent and prevents sexual assault, but are practical and

flexible enough to enable consensual sex between willing individuals (Muehlenhard et al.
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2016). This study can inform university educational and prevention initiatives by
demonstrating how students actually communicate consent, as well as situations and
contextual factors that must be considered, and factors that complicate consent.
Educational programming that gives examples of what consent can look like in reality,
and what university hearing boards consider acceptable as consent, could give students
useful guidelines for communicating and negotiating sexual consent, as well as showing
what sexual consent is and means (Muehlenhard et al. 2016). Therefore, sexual assault
education and prevention initiatives that are informed by the findings from this study may
be more likely to prevent sexual assaults and foster healthy sexual communication.
Dissertation Overview

Following chapter 2, in which I describe the research methodology of this study,
chapters 3-5 describe the findings of this study and are organized as three distinct
manuscripts intended for publication. In chapter 3, I describe the various ways that
participants conceptualized of sexual consent. Participants’ conceptualizations were
seemingly informed and constrained by consent’s legal connotations and the university’s
affirmative consent policy. Their conceptualizations also changed when discussing
consent in the context of their relationships with sexual partners, where their
constructions of consent were similarly narrow yet less consistent with legal definitions
or the university’s affirmative consent policy. The cultural moment (e.g., the #MeToo
Movement) in which the data were collected, as well as the prevalence of sex while under
the influence of alcohol also informed participants’ understanding of consent, which was

linked to anxiety and confusion. The findings suggest that sexual assault prevention and
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educational initiatives have had some impact on participants’ understanding of sexual
consent, but also that participants’ understanding of consent is relatively limited and
often contradictory with their lived experiences.

In chapter 4, I describe the nuanced ways in which participants communicated
their sexual consent. Most did so by nonverbally and verbally initiating sexual activity.
Many participants also communicated their sexual consent by responding to their
partners’ sexual advances, mostly nonverbally. Some men’s nonverbal responses to their
partners’ advances were associated with engaging in unwanted sexual activity, and many
participants described their consent as constantly present, which reflected the influence of
dominant masculine norms and associated sexual expectations on men’s sexual
experiences and consent communication.

In chapter 5, I described the numerous and nuanced ways that participants
interpreted their partner’s sexual consent. I found that the context in which participants’
sexual experiences occurred was important for understanding their interpretation of their
partners’ consent, such as their relationship/sexual history with their partner.
Additionally, participants often interpreted their partners’ consent using multiple,
simultaneous signals. While most participants made assumptions about their partners’
consent, they also pointed to a variety of verbal and nonverbal signals of their partners’
consent.

In the final chapter, I include a summary of the key and novel findings of this
study, the overarching educational and policy implications, as well as the limitations of

this study and directions for future research. Overall, the findings demonstrate the
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importance of rooting empirical investigations of individuals’ thoughts about and
behaviors related to sexual consent in their actual sexual experiences using methods best
suited for doing so. This study also demonstrated that considering the situational and
cultural context in which sex occurs is vital for understanding individuals’ nuanced
conceptualization, communication, and interpretation of sexual consent. Not doing so can
lead to inaccurate and/or incomplete information, which could negatively affect the

development of effective sexual health and sexual assault prevention initiatives.
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Chapter 2: Research Design and Methods
RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS

Design

This qualitative study involved semi-structured interviews, electronic daily sexual
activity diaries, and diary debriefing interviews. Compared to quantitative methods, these
methods were ideal for deeply and more fully understanding participants’ actual
experiences in the full context in which they occur. The interviews covered how men
defined and understood the concept of sexual consent and communicated and interpreted
sexual consent with current and/or previous sexual partners. To understand how
participants conceptualized sexual consent, interviews collected information about the
role sexual consent played in participants’ lives, whether sexual consent was something
they thought about, in what way and when they thought about it, and how they defined it.
To understand how participants communicated and interpreted sexual consent, interviews
collected information about how participants communicated their willingness to engage
in sexual activity with partners and how they knew their partner was willing to engage in
sexual activity with them, such as specific behaviors, words, phrases, sequences of words
and behaviors, and if strategies were used to obtain sexual consent (see interview guide in
Appendix 1).

Following the semi-structured interviews, a subsample of participants completed
electronic sexual activity diaries (Appendix 2). The diaries may have helped mitigate
participants’ discomfort about speaking about their sexual experiences (Alaszewski 2006;

Corti 1993). The subsample recorded their sexual activities for two weeks, writing in the
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diary each day if there was sexual activity and detailing any discussion about the sexual
activity or attempts at sex. The subsample also provided contextual information, such as
where and when the sexual activity took place, the nature and status of the relationship,

attempted/unfulfilled sexual activities, and their detailed experiences—explaining what

they thought, felt, and did.

At the end of each week of diary entries, diary debriefing interviews were
conducted with the subsample. Diary debriefing interviews gave me the opportunity to
ask probing questions about diary entries and gave subsample participants opportunities
to explain their entries in more detail, such as more in-depth contextual information,
information for understanding decision-making processes, and information about
relationships between participants and their sexual partner(s).

The semi-structured interviews, sexual activity diaries, and diary debriefing
interviews allowed for a triangulation of the data to provide a rich, contextualized
understanding of sexual consent and patterns of communication and negotiation
surrounding sexual behavior. Data collection ended after achieving data saturation in
relation to the primary research questions—that is, when no new information was
gathered from the interviews and diaries and the data were sufficient for meeting the
research aims (Saunders et al. 2018). The university’s Institutional Review Board
approved the study.

Setting
This study occurred at a large research university located in inland Southern

California. As of Fall 2019 there were 25,548 students enrolled, of which 22,055 were
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undergraduate students and 3,493 were graduate students. About 40 percent of students
are Hispanic or Latino, about 30 percent are Asian, about 13 percent are White, about 3
percent are Black or African American, and nearly 6 percent are two or more races.
Therefore, it is an ideal site to draw a heterogeneous sample. The university also has a
diverse and active fraternity and sorority community consisting of twenty sororities and
seventeen fraternities.
Sample and Recruitment
Interviews

To be eligible for this study, participants had to be current male undergraduate
students who self-identified as heterosexual, expressed an interest in having sex with
women in the future, and had engaged in sexual intercourse in the last six months prior to
completing the eligibility survey. It was hypothesized that people with these
characteristics likely had a better and more reliable memory recall of their sexual
experiences and behaviors, greater personal understanding of how sexual consent
negotiations actually occur, as well as the contexts in which they occur (Humphreys and
Herold 2003).

Participants were recruited using two methods between winter quarter of 2018

and winter quarter of 2019. In winter quarter of 2018, participants were recruited from a
sample of 401 college men who participated in a previous study that I conducted about
sexual attitudes and gender ideologies and indicated they were willing to be contacted to
participate in an interview. I sent a recruitment email to each of these men that reminded

them of their participation in the previous study, described the present study, and invited
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their participation in it. If they did not respond within three business days, they were sent
the email again. They were directed to complete a brief online survey if they were
interested in participating in the present study. A link to the survey was included in the
email. The survey collected participants’ name, contact information, gender, sexual
orientation, and brief sexual history (Appendix 3). Responses were used to identify which
participants were eligible to participate in the semi-structured interview and sexual
activity diary. Forty-nine of the previous study participants completed the eligibility
survey, of whom 28 were eligible to participate in the semi-structured interview and 15
completed the semi-structured interview.

After exhausting the above recruitment method, in fall quarter of 2018 and winter
quarter of 2019 participants were recruited from university courses with large lectures
across a variety of disciplines, including biology, chemistry, geology, engineering,
business, psychology, and sociology. In most cases I made in-person announcements in
which I described the present study and what participation entailed and directed students
to their course website where I arranged with the instructor to post a recruitment flyer and
the weblink to the online eligibility survey. A total of 135 men in these courses
completed the eligibility survey, of whom 75 were eligible to participate in the semi-
structured interview and 25 completed the semi-structured interview. Thus, a total of 40
participants completed semi-structured interviews.

All participants were between age 18 and 24. The racial/ethnic distribution of the
sample was roughly consistent with the racial/ethnic demographics of the university from

which participants were sampled, however non-Latino whites were underrepresented and
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non-Latino Asians and Latinos were slightly overrepresented. Fifty percent (n = 20) of
participants were Hispanic/Latino, 32.5 percent (n = 13) were non-Latino Asian, five
percent (n = 2) were non-Latino white, 2.5 percent (n = 1) were non-Latino black, five
percent (n = 2) were non-Latino multiracial, and five percent (n = 2) were non-Latino
other. Most participants were juniors (n = 17) or seniors (n = 14), 17.5 percent (n = 7)
were sophomores, and 5 percent (n = 2) were freshman. Most participants were in
romantic relationships at the time of data collection. Over 40 percent of participants (n =
17) had been in their relationship for over one year. Ten percent of participants (n = 4)
had been in their relationship between six months to less than one year. Twenty percent
of participants (n = 8) had been in their relationship for less than six months. Fifteen
percent of participants (n = 6) were single but had a casual sex partner, and 12.5 percent
of participants (n =5) were single and did not have a sex partner. Most participants (n =
24) lived nearby campus (less than 15 minutes away). Twenty percent of participants (n =
8) lived in campus housing, while another twenty percent (n = 8) commuted more than 15
minutes to the university. Table 1 (Appendix 4) describes the demographics of the full
sample.
Diaries

To be eligible for the subsample participants needed to have engaged in sexual
activity with someone at least five times in the 30 days prior to the eligibility survey. It
was hypothesized that these participants were more likely to engage in sexual activity
during the two-week period of diary data collection than people who reported fewer

sexual experiences with another person in the preceding 30 days. Subsample participants
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were also selected purposively in order to achieve variation in the subsample similar to
the full sample regarding types of sexual experiences, primary communication styles
(e.g., primarily verbal or nonverbal, mixed communication, etc.) relationship status,
race/ethnicity, and year in school.

Of the 40 participants, a subsample of 16 completed daily sexual activity diaries
and diary debriefing interviews. Most subsample participants were Hispanic/Latino (n =
7) or non-Latino Asian (n = 4), followed by non-Latino white (n = 2), non-Latino other (n
= 2), or non-Latino multiracial (n = 1) (see Table 2). Most subsample participants were
seniors (n = 7) or sophomores (n = 5). Four subsample participants were juniors (n = 4).
All subsample participants had sex partners at the time of their participation, and most
were in committed romantic relationships. Six subsample participants had been in their
relationship for over one year. Three subsample participants had been in their relationship
for between six months to less than one year. Four subsample participants had been in
their relationship for less than six months. Three participants were single but had a casual
sex partner. Most subsample participants lived nearby campus (n = 10). Two subsample
participants lived in campus housing. Four subsample participants commuted more than
15 minutes to the university. Table 2 (Appendix 4) describes the demographics of the
subsample.

Data Collection and Procedures
Semi-structured interviews
I conducted semi-structured interviews at a time of the participant’s preference in

a private cubicle in the university’s Social Psychology Research Laboratory. This
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location was chosen to protect participants’ confidentiality. Participants provided consent
to participate in this study and agreed to be interviewed, complete daily diaries, and
participate in diary debriefing interviews.

Interviews began with questions to help build rapport, such as questions about
participants’ experience at the university and their hobbies. Then, participants were asked
about their romantic relationships, sexual history, and their most recent, as well as a
memorable sexual experience. Following these introductory questions, participants were
asked how they interpreted their partners’ willingness to engage in sexual activity with
them (i.e., how they interpreted sexual consent) and how they communicated their
willingness to engage in sexual activity with their partners (i.e., how they communicated
sexual consent). During the last quarter of the interview, participants were asked
questions about their conceptualization of sexual consent. Throughout the interview,
participants were asked to discuss their actual sexual experiences. To gather the richest
data, participant responses were probed for further explanation and detail. Interviews
lasted between 45-90 minutes. At the end of each interview, participants were
compensated $15.

Because of the intimate nature of the interview questions, it was important to
establish rapport with the participants so that they felt comfortable responding openly and
honestly (Warren and Karner 2015). Correspondence leading up to the interview, the
interview setting, and the transmission of respect and warmth from the interviewer to the
interviewee may have helped establish rapport (Warren and Karner 2015). Other

strategies to establish rapport with participants included mirroring their language during
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follow up questions, laughing with them, and smiling when they seemed unsure about the
suitability of their responses (Bedera 2017). I also tried to generate rapport through
humor, identifying mutual interests, and through civility and empathy (Bell, Fahmy, and
Gordon 2016; Warren and Karner 2015). Participants were reminded that their
participation was voluntary and confidential, their responses would remain anonymous,
and they could cease the interview at any time without penalty.
Sexual Activity Daily Diaries

Data collection via the sexual activity diaries occurred after the participant’s
semi-structured interview was completed. The diaries were created and administered via
Qualtrics survey software. Each participant had a personalized web link to their diary.
The diaries consisted of a series of multiple-choice and open-ended questions. The
subsample could complete the diaries via their smart-phones, tablets, or computers.
Additionally, in keeping with best practices for this method (Bolger, Davis, and Rafaeli
2003; Hofmann and Patel 2015), for the duration of their diary participation the
subsample received automated SMS text alerts via SurveySignal once a day at 9 A.M.
reminding them to complete their daily diary for the previous day. Each subsample
participant and their corresponding diary was assigned a unique identification number. In
a separate password-protected database, stored on the principal investigator’s password-
protected computer, that identification number was matched to each participant’s name.
Diary Debriefing Interviews

Diary debriefing interviews occurred at the end of each week of sexual activity

diary participation and occurred in the Social Psychology Research Laboratory at a time
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the participant preferred. Diary debriefing interview questions were based on the content
of the sexual activity diaries and aimed to clarify and more fully understand the content
of diary entries, such as more contextual information, information about decision-
making, and participants’ perceptions during their sexual experiences. Follow up
questions based on the participant’s semi-structured interview were also asked during
diary debriefing interviews. The length of the debriefing interviews depended on the
amount of participants’ sexual activity during the week of diary data collection as well as
the number of follow up questions generated from the semi-structured interview. Diary
debriefing interviews lasted between 10 to 60 minutes. Subsample participants were
compensated $20 after they completed the first diary debriefing interview, and $25 after
they completed the second diary debriefing interview. Thus, participants who completed
the semi-structured interview and both diary debriefing interviews were compensated a
total of $60.
Research Team

Between Spring 2018 to Winter 2020 the research team included myself (the
primary investigator) and between four to six undergraduate research assistants—one of
whom was promoted to the position of lead research assistant and maintained that
position for an academic year. Most research assistants were sociology majors, and all
were in good academic standing. Research assistants primarily transcribed audio-
recorded interviews, proofread transcriptions for accuracy, helped code data, and put
together the descriptive statistics that described the sample. Most research assistants were

at least juniors when they were recruited, and all had taken a research methods course and
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completed the required training for conducting research with human participants. Thus,
research assistants were familiar with the research process. I trained the research
assistants on transcribing the audio-recorded interviews and coding the data. Almost all
research assistants earned academic credit in exchange for their work.
Analysis and Analytical Framework

After interviews were transcribed and proofread, I used Atlas.ti to store and
analyze the data. My analysis was guided by grounded theory techniques (i.e.,
simultaneous data collection and analysis and constant comparison) and thematic analysis
(Charmaz 2004; Charmaz 2009; Terry et al. 2017). Grounded theory techniques were
well-suited to investigate how men conceptualize, communicate, and interpret sexual
consent, because they are designed to study processes, aspects of social life that
individuals take for granted, and can account for context and structure (Charmaz 2004).
They offered an approach to understanding phenomena and human experiences that are
less accessible via quantitative or deductive methods (Charmaz 2004). Thematic analysis,
as explained by Braun and Clarke (2006) and further explicated by Terry et al. (2017),
was ideal for this study because it provided a detailed set of steps for ensuring rigorous
and systematic analysis/coding of and engagement with the data. Thematic analysis has
been widely used across the social and health sciences and is well suited for
understanding human experiences, understandings, behaviors, and social processes (Terry
etal. 2017).

Through simultaneous data collection and analysis, early data analysis shaped

later data collection. For example, I made adjustments to the initial interview guide to
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develop emerging theoretical categories by adding questions that more directly explored
emerging themes and dropping questions that were less useful (Charmaz 2004). This
process also allowed for the inquiry of issues that may have been otherwise missed. Thus,
simultaneous data collection and analysis made my data collection increasingly focused.

Through constant comparison, I compared the data in multiple ways. I compared
and made note of different participants’ thoughts, actions, and experiences. For example,
I compared what participants said in one part of their interview with something they said
in another part of their interview and compared the interview data to the diary data. These
comparisons allowed me to further define the properties of emerging themes and specify
how they were related to other themes and the conditions under which they were linked
(Charmaz 2004). Constant comparison also allowed for complex and contradictory ways
of conceptualizing, communicating, and interpreting sexual consent.

Consistent with grounded theory techniques and thematic analysis, data analysis
was an inductive process in which I used an iterative system of open and focused coding
to examine the semantic and latent meanings of participants’ responses (Charmaz 2004;
Terry et al. 2017). The data were analyzed to identify patterns of common behaviors,
experiences, ideas, and concepts discussed by participants and to develop analytic
categories and higher order themes. New ideas were labeled and coded iteratively as they
emerged. Throughout this process I collapsed and sorted codes into overarching themes
and made connections between them (Charmaz 2004; Warren and Karner 2015).

Additionally, I used memos to help document the developing analysis process, connect
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different excerpts of data, and create a coherent, consistent, and ordered representation of
the data and findings (Charmaz 2004; Morse et al. 2002; Warren and Karner 2015).

Data from the semi-structured interviews, diaries, and diary debriefing interviews
were triangulated to yield a deep understanding of participants’ conceptualization,
communication, and interpretation of sexual consent. The subsample’s semi-structured
interview data was analyzed to corroborate whether it aligned with their diary and
debriefing interview data. The three sources of data corresponded to each other, which
bolstered the assumption that the semi-structured interviews corresponded to participants’
actual sexual experiences. As such, diary and debriefing interview data were used to
verify the key themes found in the semi-structured interview data, which increased the
reliability of the findings and mitigated the potential limitations of participants’ memory
recall.

Following the creation of the final thematic scheme, two teams of trained research
assistants were assigned analytic codes with which to code each transcript. I met with the
research assistants weekly to resolve discrepancies and provide clarification. Upon
receiving each complete set of transcripts coded by research assistants, I reviewed each
transcript and coded excerpt for accuracy and consistency. This process was done to
finalize the number of participants represented in each code and related theme.
Positionality

My identity likely shaped the research process. I am a white, heterosexual,
working class, first generation college student, feminist man, with an acute sensitivity

towards violence against women. As such, I continually practiced reflexivity in each step
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of this study (Owren 2019). For example, because I interviewed many racial and ethnic
minority students, it was important to continually reflect upon and be sensitive to my own
position of power as a white male researcher and how this could influence my findings
and interpretation of the data (Creswell 2014). I took actions to reduce the hierarchy
between myself and participants, such as engaging in mutual dialogue and disclosure,
where participants and I were allowed to ask questions (Hesse-Biber 2007; Thwaites
2017). While I did not have racial congruity with many participants, I did share
experiences of being a young, heterosexual college man. Though I was a few years older
than many participants, my appearance did not suggest significant age differences. The
shared experience as a young heterosexual college man, and my appearance as such,
likely helped me communicate and build rapport with participants.
Human Subjects Issues

Participants in this study faced minimal risks. Risks included possible
embarrassment due to the explicit nature of the subject matter, and potential recollection
of painful, shameful, and/or embarrassing events. However, at the end of semi-structured
interviews and/or the completion of study participation, most participants indicated that
their participation was a rewarding experience and that it felt good to talk so in-depth
about their sexual experiences because they had little to no prior opportunities to do so.

Per the university’s Title IX Policy, as a university employee it was my
responsibility to promptly notify the Title IX officer or designee of instances of
Prohibited Conduct that were disclosed to me in the course of employment. Per the

university’s Title IX Policy, Prohibited Conduct includes the following: sexual assault,
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including penetration and sexual touching; relationship violence, including dating
violence and domestic violence; stalking; sexual harassment; invasions of sexual privacy;
sexual intercourse with a person under the age of 18; exposing one’s genitals in a public
place for sexual gratification; and failing to comply with the terms of a no-contact order.
Participants were made aware of this limit to their confidentiality in the informed consent
form, which may have limited the data because they may not have felt comfortable
divulging information that could have been considered Prohibited Conduct. No
participants’ statements met the criteria established by the university’s Title IX policy, so

no reports were made.
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Chapter 3: Heterosexual College Men’s Conceptualization of Sexual Consent
Note: A version of this chapter was published in the American Journal of Sexuality
Education. The full citation is:
Marg, Logan Z. 2020. “College Men’s Conceptualization of Sexual Consent at a Large,
Racially/Ethnically Diverse Southern California University.” American Journal of

Sexuality Education, DOI: 10.1080/15546128.2020.1737291.

INTRODUCTION

This chapter examines how heterosexual college men conceptualize sexual
consent. To date, such research is sparse. Understanding how college men define and
understand the concept of sexual consent is important because the concept is inherent in
legal, popular, and scholarly definitions of sexual assault (e.g., sexual assault is sex
without consent), and it is increasingly a focus among policymakers, higher education
administrators, and sexual education and sexual assault prevention initiatives. Because,
college men are primarily responsible for perpetrating persistent high rates of sexual
assault against college women (Beres 2014; Cantor et al. 2015), gaining greater
understanding of how college men conceptualize sexual consent could lead to more
effective policies and educational and prevention initiatives.
A spotlight on sex, communication, and abuse

In the last several years, aided by the rise of the #MeToo Movement, sexual
assault has become a topic of national conversation. News coverage of alleged sexual
misconduct, assault, and other abuses of power perpetrated by high profile men against

women has catapulted these and related issues regarding gender, power, sex, and
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communication into public consciousness (North et al. 2019). It is in this cultural milieu
that public discourse on sexual consent has also exploded, as evidenced by the many
recent pieces published by national media outlets as well as the rise of new proposed and
recently implemented sexual consent policies in states and universities across the U.S.
and worldwide (Baynes 2019; Burgen 2018; Fresh Air 2018; Kamenetz 2018; Orenstein
2019; Rose 2018; Schmidt 2018; Wiggins and Chason 2018). These publications and
policies often grapple with the meaning of sexual consent, interrogate the line between
consensual sex and assault, try to understand what sexual consent looks like in practice,
and advocate for what it should look like to encourage better (more consensual) sexual
experiences (1A 2017; Anderson and Craighill 2015; Baidawi 2018; Beitsch 2018;
Bennett and Jones 2018; Carmon 2017; Damour 2018; Emba 2018). In all of this
coverage it is clear that sexual consent is an important, complex concept but that no
widely shared definition or understanding exists.

Scholars also continue to grapple with the meaning of sexual consent and offer
various definitions. At its most basic conceptualization, sexual consent is the line
between illegal (i.e., criminal) and legal sexual activity (Beres 2007). However, that
conceptualization does little to answer important questions about the nature of consent,
such as how and under what conditions it should be used to determine violence (Burkett
and Hamilton 2012; Gavey 2005; MacKinnon 1989; West 2002). Researchers have also
considered whether consent is performative, primarily behavioral or attitudinal, and
continuous or discrete (Beres 2007; Halley 2016; Hickman and Muehlenhard 1999;

Mucehlenhard 1995-1996; Muehlenhard et al. 2016). In their review of sexual consent
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literature, Muehlenhard et al. (2016) identified three general conceptual understandings
of consent: “consent as an internal state of willingness,” where consent is a feeling that is
unobservable by other people; “consent as an act of explicitly agreeing to something,”
where consent is verbally and unambiguously communicated to a person; and “consent as
a behavior that someone else interprets,” where consent is inferred through behavioral
cues (p. 462). Still, despite various definitions scholars have often failed to explicitly
define sexual consent and rely instead upon an implicit, common sense understanding of
the concept—though such an understanding remains inchoate and elusive (Beres 2007).
Understanding sexual consent to understand and prevent sexual assault

The lack of consensus on the meaning of sexual consent is problematic because of
its inherent relationship to sexual assault and rape, both of which are broadly defined as
non-consensual sexual activity or attempted sexual activity. To generalize, sexual assault
is sexual contact made without consent. It is not limited to intercourse, and is often
limited to physical contact with sexual body parts, such as breasts, buttocks, and genitalia
(Halley 2016). Rape usually encompasses nonconsensual oral, anal, or vaginal
penetration (National Institute of Justice 2017). However, varied understandings of
sexual consent lead to diverse understandings of rape and sexual assault and make it
difficult to delineate the boundaries of consensual sex and nonconsensual sex. Thus, any
apparent consensus about what counts as rape and sexual assault may be specious
(Muehlenhard et al. 2016). Additionally, the chronic ambiguity of sexual consent may
contribute to persistent high rates of sexual assault against women despite the existence

of many different prevention efforts, especially on college campuses (Beres 2007).
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Affirmative consent policies

The prevalence of sexual assault on college campuses has also received increased
public attention in recent years and has led many states and over 1,500 universities in the
U.S. to institute policies that mandate an affirmative consent standard on college
campuses (Baumgartner and McAdon 2017; Bennett 2016; Lowenstein 2014). In general,
under an affirmative consent standard sex is considered consensual if consent is actively
communicated by all parties involved in sexual activity (California Senate Bill SB-967
2014; Curtis and Burnett 2017). Affirmative consent standards often require that consent
be communicated continuously throughout a sexual experience and that consent for prior
sexual acts or during prior sexual experiences cannot be used to infer consent for other
sexual acts or present/future sexual experiences (Gruber 2016). In many affirmative
consent statutes, such as that of California, silence or lack of refusal cannot be considered
consent and it is the responsibility of the person initiating sexual activity to seek consent
rather than the other person’s responsibility to withhold consent or communicate their
lack of consent (California Senate Bill SB-967 2014; Gruber 2016). Affirmative consent
also sometimes encompasses the idea of enthusiastic consent, which establishes that
people engaged in sexual activity are excited to do so and therefore must communicate
their agreement to engage in sexual activity positively and enthusiastically (Gruber 2016;
Jozkowski et al. 2018). As such, affirmative consent standards that incorporate

enthusiasm link consent to the pursuit and achievement of pleasure (Gruber 2016).
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Sexual consent conceptualization research

In addition to various scholarly, popular, and policy definitions of sexual consent,
researchers are beginning to understand how people (primarily college students and other
young adults) conceptualize sexual consent. Studies have shown that college and non-
college young adults generally understand sexual consent as a demonstrable, mutual
agreement and willingness to engage in sexual activity and as essential for participating
in legal and morally permissible sexual activity (Beres 2014; Brady et al. 2018;
Humphreys and Herold 2007; Humphreys 2004; Jozkowski et al. 2014b). Several studies
find that people perceive consent as less relevant and more implied in committed
relationships than in casual relationships (Beres 2014; Brady et al. 2018; Humphreys and
Herold 2007). However, Beres (2014) suggests that people seem to consider the concept
of “consent” as less relevant in committed relationships as opposed to the process of
negotiating consent and determining willingness to engage in sexual activity. Thus,
peoples’ understanding of consent seems to differ from their understanding of their own
communication of willingness and their assessment of their partners’ willingness to
engage in sexual activity (Beres 2014). Overall, most studies show that young people are
able to give a definition of consent when prompted to do so, which indicates they possess
some understanding of the concept and often appear influenced by legal definitions
and/or affirmative consent policies (Muehlenhard et al. 2016).

While this small body of research offers important insights, it is limited by its use
of homogeneous (mostly white) samples and primarily quantitative survey methods. Most

existing research on sexual consent does not address the nuances in thoughts about and
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understandings of sexual consent or contextual factors that may influence those thoughts
and understandings. Moreover, despite the recent increase in media coverage and focus
given to sexual consent by policymakers, higher education administrators, and sexual
education/assault prevention initiatives, there remains little understanding of how sexual
consent is understood by the key targets of such endeavors. Specifically, how young men
understand and think about sexual consent is largely unstudied.

This chapter seeks to answer the following research question using semi-
structured interviews with heterosexual college men: how do heterosexual college men
conceptualize sexual consent?

METHODS
Participants and procedures

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 40 heterosexual undergraduate
men at a large, public university in Southern California. Participants were recruited
winter, spring, and fall quarter of 2018 and winter quarter of 2019 from a sample 401
men who participated in a previous study that I conducted and large lecture courses in
various subjects. Prospective participants were asked to participate in a study regarding
the sexual attitudes and experiences of college students, and they completed a brief
survey to assess their eligibility for this study. Inclusion criteria included identifying as
male, heterosexual, 18 years of age or older, currently enrolled in university classes, and
having had sexual intercourse in the last six months prior to completing the eligibility

survey.
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Most participants were either juniors (n = 17) or seniors (n = 14) and Latino (n =
20) or non-Latino Asian (n = 13). Additionally, most participants were currently in a
relationship at the time of data collection (n = 29), though the duration of their
relationships varied (see Table 1). Prior to the interview, participants provided informed
consent to be interviewed and audio recorded. Interview topics included their romantic
relationship and sexual history, how they understood their own and their partners’
willingness to engage in sexual activity, and their thoughts about and understanding of
sexual consent. Interviews were audio recorded and lasted between 45-90 minutes.
Participants were compensated with a $15 Visa gift card. The university’s Institutional
Review Board approved the study.
Analysis

A team of undergraduate research assistants, trained by the investigator,
transcribed the audio recorded interviews and proofread them alongside the audio
recording for accuracy. Participants were assigned pseudonyms and identifying
information was removed from transcripts or slightly modified to ensure confidentiality.
This analysis focuses on portions of the interview where participants responded to
questions regarding their understanding of sexual consent. The analysis was an inductive
process that drew upon grounded theory techniques (e.g., simultaneous data collection
and analysis and constant comparison) and thematic analysis (Charmaz 2004; Terry et al.
2017). After uploading interview transcripts into Atlas.ti, I employed an iterative,
recursive system of open and focused coding—examining the semantic and latent

meanings of participants’ responses (Charmaz 2004; Terry et al. 2017). Through this
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process I merged and compiled codes into overarching themes and subthemes and
derived connections between them (Charmaz 2004; Warren and Karner 2015).

Following the development of the core themes and code book, two teams of
trained undergraduate research assistants were given analytic codes with which to code
each transcript. The researcher and research assistants met regularly to help reach
consensus and provide clarity. The researcher inspected each transcript coded by research
assistants for accuracy and consistency. Through this process, the number of participants
represented within each code and related theme was finalized. Four themes emerged as
the dominant conceptualizations of consent: 1) the communication of willingness or lack
of willingness, 2) partially and minimally consistent with the university’s affirmative
consent policy, 3) provokes anxiety about perceived ramifications from a sexual assault
accusation, and 4) complicated by alcohol consumption.

RESULTS

Consent is communicating willingness or lack of willingness

All participants in this study indicated that sexual consent meant some form of
communicating willingness or lack of willingness to engage in sexual activity. Though
the activity was often generalized and undefined, most participants articulated an
understanding of consent based on sexual intercourse. Alan (junior, non-Latino Asian)
exemplified this understanding when he said, “I feel like sexual consent is both partners
sort of, like, communication that they’re down, they’re willing to have intercourse or any
sexual activity.” While some participants, including Alan, did not specify the type of

communication necessary for communicating willingness, most participants’ (n = 25)

52



understanding of consent primarily rested upon explicit verbal communication. For these
participants, consent involved a verbal exchange that clearly and explicitly
communicated willingness or lack of willingness to engage in sexual activity. The
following quotes from Adam (senior, non-Latino Asian) and Carlos (senior, Latino) are
representative of such statements:

Adam: Sexual consent is where people give their willingness explicitly to have

sex. Consent is something that is very explicit, should [be] very to the point,

concise, ‘yes,” ‘no,” you know? Like ‘not now,’ or ‘not today.’

Carlos: Well, um, like I said, I think usually I’'m pretty verbally open about, like,

you know, ‘do you want to have sex?’ Or ‘do you want to fuck?’ Um, so [consent

is] usually just, like, a flat-out question and a flat-out response.

Some of these participants (n = 8) also suggested that verbal consent could
involve less defined communication (e.g., yes’s and no’s), so long as it contained a verbal
affirmation of willingness. For example, Colin (junior, Latino) said that consent was
“having, sort of knowledge, or, like, direct proof, so you could directly point [to]
something verbal. I guess specifically verbal to know that it’s okay to move forward.”
For participants like Colin, consent wasn’t necessarily an explicit question and ‘yes’ or
‘no’ response, but it did involve a verbal affirmation from his partner that expressed
willingness to engage in sexual activity and was indicative of permission to proceed.

Most participants’ (n = 32) understanding of consent also encompassed nonverbal
communication, which was often referred to as “body language.” The most common

types of nonverbal consent communication that participants cited were the lack of verbal
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or physical refusal to and reciprocation of sexual advances. For example, when asked
about whether there was a general moment in which he usually recognized consent, Isaac
(sophomore, Latino) explained,

I feel like consent happens once I’'m making a move, like, if I were to kiss her and

[take] off her pants, and she doesn’t say anything, I kinda assume, like, ‘okay, this

is consent to have sex’ and then kinda keep going. From there, I don’t know, the

ball kinda rolls from there.
In Isaac’s telling, consent for sexual intercourse occurred if he removed his partner’s
pants and she did not say anything that suggested she did not want that to happen.

While Isaac suggested the lack of verbal/physical refusal was the main way he
understood consent, Adam said that he understood consent as explicit and verbal, though
later made a distinction between verbal and nonverbal consent when he said, “But of
course, when it comes to experiences where it hasn’t been verbal, the consent I see is not
stopping because they’re interested as well.” These participants saw the lack of verbal or
physical refusal as a product of mutual sexual interest and the absence of cues that
indicated lack of consent as consent in and of itself. Additionally, by equating consent to
a lack of refusal, participants often placed responsibility on their partners for
communicating their unwillingness rather than on themselves for ensuring their partners’
willingness. As David (junior, non-Latino Asian) said, “no sign’s a good sign.”

Participants also equated their partners’ reciprocation of sexual behaviors with
consent. When explaining how sexual consent can “be defined through body language,”

Alex (junior, non-Latino Asian) said, “if they’re actively, like, reciprocating things, then
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that is encouraging, and that is definitely [a] solid indicator of consent for me.”
Participants described reciprocation as “contributing to the path to sex” (Kyle, junior,
Latino), “going forward as you’re going forward” (Manuel, junior, Latino), and
“responding back to what I’'m doing” (Alan). Thus, participants understood sexual
consent and reciprocation as their partners’ participation in the progression of sexual
activity—up to and including sexual intercourse.

Several participants indicated that they perceived sexual consent as his partner’s
willingness to touch his genitals. For example, Salil (senior, non-Latino Asian) said that
he understood consent as “something that essentially means ‘yes,’ like, ‘yeah, sure, I'm
down’” and said that it did not have to be an explicit “yes.” When probed whether there
were behaviors that he thought meant someone was “down” and consenting to engage in
sexual activity, he said “if they’re, like, grabbing your dick.”

Two of these participants described a strategy that they have used to determine
their partners’ consent to engage in a non-specific type of sexual activity that involved
their genitals. Carlos explained this strategy when discussing his perception of sexual
consent:

If [I] see that the girl is letting me, I’ll kind of...what I have done in the past is

I’ve grabbed their hand and put it in my genital area and then, you know, if they

kinda keep it there, and they see what I’m asking, then I take that as consent. I

guess that’s, like, me giving them the consent and then whether they decide to go

forward with it.
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Similar to many other participants, Carlos saw the absence of behaviors that suggested
the lack of consent as consent. He also assumed that his partner knew what he was
“asking” by placing her hand on his genitals, though this act could be interpreted in many
different ways, including as a subtly coercive attempt to elicit the performance of a
sexual act by his (prospective) partner. These participants also understood this act as the
communication of their consent.
Conceptualizing consent in the context of committed romantic relationships

The perception of consent as nonverbal and primarily involving reciprocation
and/or the lack of verbal or physical refusal most often emerged when participants
discussed consent in their actual sexual experiences with their current sexual partners. In
this way, there was often a distinction between participants’ general understanding of
consent (primarily explicit and verbal) and their understanding of consent in the context
of committed romantic relationships or regular sexual partners. For example, when asked
how he would define sexual consent, Chris (senior, non-Latino Asian) said, “Generally
verbal consent. Yes, no. More often than maybe physical consent, with, like, responding
well, or moaning. But definitely verbal.” He recognized the existence of nonverbal

99 ¢

consent cues (i.e., “physical consent,” “responding well,” and “moaning”) but seemed
less sure about whether they could be considered sexual consent compared to verbal
consent (i.e., “yes, no”’). When asked how he knew he had his girlfriend’s consent, he
said, “If she is responding well and she doesn’t, you know, move my hand away and she

will reciprocate back, then I know that it’s okay to keep going.” He went on to say that

“responding well,” meant reciprocation and “not resisting or anything.” While his general
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understanding of consent primarily rested upon explicit verbal communication, his
understanding of consent in his relationship primarily rested upon the lack of signals that
suggested his partner was unwilling as well as her reciprocation.

Forty percent of participants (n = 16) saw consent as something that changed with
the duration of a committed relationship, and most said it typically involved less verbal
communication later in the relationship compared to the beginning of the relationship. As
Nico (senior, Latino) said regarding his perception of consent in his relationship, “In the
beginning it had to be very careful, explicit, verbal. Now it can be more of a feeling.” A
few of these participants described this shift from an understanding of consent as verbal
and explicit to nonverbal in terms of a sense of comfort that is associated with increased
duration of the relationship and a higher number of sexual experiences with a partner. For
example, when asked about the role sexual consent played in his life and sexual
experiences, Sid (junior, non-Latino Asian) said,

[Verbal consent] played a big part in the beginning and then more so physically

towards the latter part of the relationship.”

Interviewer: Why do you think there was that difference?

Sid: Probably just comfort.

Interviewer: So, less comfortable in the beginning so there was more verbal...?

Sid: Yeah, more awkwardness, cause it’s a very intimate thing and it’s like ‘oh

wow, we haven’t done this before.” Like, what am I supposed to do? Like kinda

figuring out what each is comfortable with and what each other likes.”
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Interviewer: And then later in your relationship you already were comfortable,

you knew what they liked?

Sid: Exactly, yeah.
In his telling, Sid engaged in more verbal consent communication early in his relationship
with his partner to mitigate awkwardness and increase understanding of what his partner
found pleasurable and was willing to do. As he and his partner continued to engage in
sexual activity and progressed in their relationship, he expressed confidence in his
understanding of his partner’s pleasure and willingness, the perceived awkwardness of
sex subsided, and therefore verbal consent communication was deemed less necessary.

Some participants (n = 10) considered consent as no longer necessary in their
relationships, because, paradoxically, sexual consent was seen as perpetually present and
unimportant. For example, when asked about the role sexual consent played in his life
and sexual experiences, Salil said, “I wouldn’t say much, just cause it’s always, like,
we’ve given that blanket consent, like, with my partner.” Likewise, James (junior, non-
Latino Asian) said in response to the same question, “With my girlfriend, consent isn’t
really a thing anymore because we’re together. I’'m always down. She’s always down. So,
I guess there’s no consent there.” Each of these statements reflects Salil’s and James’
respective understandings of consent. Salil’s understanding of consent (described earlier
in the interview) included the lack of verbal or physical refusal to his sexual advances.
Thus, he may have seen consent as the default position in his relationship unless his
partner communicated her unwillingness. Additionally, he and his partner had an

apparent agreement towards this end (i.e., “we’ve given that blanket consent”), and
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earlier in the interview he described such a conversation between he and his partner.
Similarly, though James said there was no consent between he and his partner, this likely
reflected his understanding of consent as explicit and verbal (e.g., a “yes” or “no”—also
described earlier in the interview), which did not occur in his relationship. Thus, for him,
consent was nonexistent because there was no explicit verbal consent communication yet
always present because of a presumption that they were both always willing to engage in
sexual activity.

A handful of participants (n = 5) suggested that consent was present in their
relationships unless otherwise stated, except for sexual activities that were not part of the
couples’ typical sexual repertoire, (e.g., first sexual intercourse experience, anal sex, and
bondage and sadomasochism [BDSM]), for which they sought verbal affirmation from
their partner. In one case, Peter (sophomore, Latino) discussed the role of consent in his
relationship regarding BDSM:

When it comes to things that are involved that aren’t normal, such as more, like,

I’d say BDSM kind of stuff...which isn’t a big part of our relationship...typically

I always ask for consent when it comes to that stuff. Because it’s not, like, a

normal path that we have in our relationship. So, I want to make sure that it’s

okay this time.
Similarly, Diego (senior, Latino) described the role of the sexual activity on his
perception of whether he needed to seek consent from his partner:

Like, if we’re just doing vaginal sex, that’s more lenient in terms of, like, she

doesn’t have to look at me or anything, she doesn’t have to say anything, where I
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can just go for it and then she’ll be in to it. But with anal it’d be way different

because you put it there, and then there’s immediate like shock reaction, like yes

or no type thing. There’s always a verbal type of cue. Or a look back and say

‘yeah, that’s okay’ type of thing. So, that’s what the consent is. [For vaginal

intercourse] its more of like, yeah, it’s gonna happen type thing. The consent is

kind of just already there.
These participants were comfortable assuming the presence of consent for vaginal
intercourse but were more conscious and deliberate about ensuring their partners’ consent
when attempting to engage in sexual activities in which they participated less frequently.
In this way, sexual activities that were outside the realm of what they viewed as typical
sexual interactions sometimes resembled sexual experiences that occurred early in
couples’ relationships, in which consent was often more explicit and verbal than sexual
experiences that occurred later in their relationships. Thus, for many participants who
described consent in the context of committed relationships, typical patterns and
expectations of sexual interactions between them and their partners seemed to contribute
to a certainty about the presence of sexual consent.
Consent is (partially and minimally) consistent with the university’s affirmative
consent policy

Most participants’ understanding of consent at least partially reflected the
university’s affirmative consent policy, which states:

Consent is affirmative, conscious, voluntary, and revocable. Consent to sexual

activity requires of both persons an affirmative, conscious, and voluntary
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agreement to engage in sexual activity. It is the responsibility of each person to
ensure they have the affirmative consent of the other to engage in the sexual
activity. Lack of protest, lack of resistance, or silence do not alone constitute
consent. Affirmative consent must be ongoing and can be revoked at any time
during sexual activity. The existence of a dating relationship or past sexual
relations between the persons involved should never by itself be assumed to be an
indicator of consent (nor will subsequent sexual relations or a dating relationship
alone suffice as evidence of consent to prior conduct).
Central components of the university’s definition of consent include the idea that it is
mutual, continuous (i.e., ongoing and revocable), freely given, and conscious. Most
participants’ (n = 32) understanding of consent included at least one of these components.
Nearly half of participants mentioned at least two components.
Consent is mutual
Many participants (n =16) discussed the component of mutuality—the idea that
consent involves both people in the sexual interaction. The mutuality of consent most
often encompassed a general agreement to engage in sexual activities, establishing a
shared understanding about what the sexual experience would entail, and sometimes the
rules of the sexual experience. For example, Peter defined sexual consent as “a mutual
agreement to engage in activities that are sexual.” Along these lines, participants
conveyed the importance of both people expressing their willingness to engage in sexual
activity. For instance, Luis (junior, Latino) said that consent meant having “affirmation

from both people that it’s something you’re both willing to do.”
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The idea that consent is mutual also encompassed ensuring mutual enthusiasm for
the prospective sexual experience. Participants often said that it was important for both
parties to be “one hundred percent in to” the sexual experience and that anything less
than being “all in” was equivalent to a lack of consent. Miguel’s response regarding his
understanding of consent with his girlfriend exemplified this point when he said, “If
you’re gonna consent, then it has to be by both people. And you have to be, like, really in
to what you’re about to do. You have to be, like, enthusiastic.” Likewise, Armaan (senior,
non-Latino Other Race) said that consent meant that the other person was “a hundred
percent on board with what’s going down...and they should be as interested and excited
[for] what’s gonna happen as you are.” When asked what enthusiasm looks like, Miguel
gave an example of his girlfriend and said that she would say that “she wants to with a
smile and pull me in closer.”

Most of these participants (n =11) also described paying attention to whether their
prospective sexual partner showed signs of hesitation when responding to verbal or
nonverbal sexual advances. These participants interpreted signs of hesitation as a lack of
complete willingness, and therefore a lack of consent. In a line of questioning about the
importance of a partner being “one hundred percent in to” the sexual activity for sexual
consent and what that looks like, Gabriel (junior, Latino) described an example of a
sexual experience in which he sensed hesitation from his partner:

And then we were about to start undressing, and I felt we were about to have sex,

but I could feel that she felt a little maybe scared or nervous. So, I was like ‘are

you alright?’ She’s like, ‘yeah, I’'m just nervous because I had never done this.’ I
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was like, ‘oh, that’s right. I forgot about that.” So, I could just feel that she wasn’t

a hundred percent there. I was like, ‘are you fine? Do you wanna move forward?’

And she kind of said yes, but I could feel she was nervous. So, that was another

time I knew like, okay, maybe we should slow down a little bit.
Despite that Gabriel and his partner were engaging in sexual activity, he sensed that his
partner was not completely enthusiastic about proceeding to sexual intercourse, which
prompted him to verbally check-in with her. Though he said that his partner
communicated her willingness to proceed, he did not think that her response suggested
she was “a hundred percent there”, so he was not comfortable proceeding to sexual
intercourse. Gabriel saw signs of hesitation as a lack of complete willingness, which
suggested that her consent was not fully present. However, it is unclear what Gabriel
meant when he indicated that his perception of his partners’ hesitation prompted him to
“slow down.” For instance, he did not say that her hesitation prompted him to stop
engaging in sexual activity altogether, so his perception of hesitation may have only
made him uncomfortable with proceeding to sexual intercourse, but not other sexual
activities. Nonetheless, for some participants, it was not enough for their partners to
express their willingness. Instead, consent required that willingness was communicated
without signs of reluctance.

Seven participants said that consent involved ensuring mutual pleasure. These
participants saw ensuring that their partners equally wanted and were equally willing to
engage in sexual activity as important for their own pleasure. In this way, some

participants imagined nonconsensual sex as less pleasurable than consensual sex. As
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Miguel said, “I feel like if there wasn’t consent, the experience wouldn’t be as great, or as
good as it should be...When we both know it’s what we want, that makes the experience
a lot better.” Michael (senior, non-Latino Asian) expressed a similar thought when
describing sex between he and his partner if one person desired the experience more than
the other: “When one person is not in the mood, it’s not as pleasurable if you were to
have intercourse and the person’s not in it.” For these participants, sex was not an
acceptable outcome in and of itself and it was not inherently pleasurable. Rather, sexual
activity with another person involved a spectrum of pleasure, and maximizing pleasure
involved ensuring that both participants were equally desirous of and willing to engage in
sexual activity.
Consent is ongoing and revocable

Thirteen participants indicated that they understood consent as a continuous
process throughout a sexual experience, which primarily involved the idea that consent
was revocable. These participants saw consent as subject to change even after it had been
given. For example, Chris said consent was a process and that he didn’t “think consent is
static.” He continued, “It’s not set at the beginning and it’s okay all the way. There are
times in the middle if she doesn’t want to engage in sex anymore, then she can say no,
and we will stop.” Robert (sophomore, non-Latino Asian) gave a similar response when
discussing his understanding of consent in his relationship: “Even if they said yes, that
doesn’t necessarily mean they can’t switch it and tell you ‘no.” So, if they’re
uncomfortable at any time the ‘yes’ goes away, like it is completely on them. If they are

not willing a hundred percent of the time after that ‘yes,’ then it’s a no.”
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While these participants acknowledged that consent can be changed, most saw it
as their partners’ responsibility for communicating that change (e.g., “it is completely on
them”). Few of these participants identified their role in ensuring/seeking the ongoing
presence of consent other than paying attention to verbal or physical cues that suggested
the lack of willingness or enthusiasm. Consistent with many participants
conceptualization of consent as the lack of verbal or physical refusal to sexual advances,
most of these participants saw consent as present unless otherwise stated after it was
initially communicated.

Consent is freely given

Seventeen participants indicated that consent must be freely given and cannot be
elicited through force or pressure. Some of these participants suggested that consent was
invalidated if it occurred in the context of force or pressure. In expanding upon his
perception of consent as “tricky,” Michael, said:

They might feel socially pressured to not say no. And it might be hard for

someone to say no in that time period even if they are uncomfortable. Like, if

someone experienced is trying to go for intercourse and the person feels ashamed
if they say no or something, I mean, that wouldn’t really be consent cause the
person, like, doesn’t want it.
Michael acknowledged the potential impact of a power differential on someone’s ability
to freely consent and considered the impact of social pressure. He also suggested that
consent was negated any time it was given by a person who did not want to engage in

sexual activity.

65



When asked about the role sexual consent plays in his life, Shawn (freshman,
Latino) suggested a similar perspective when he said, “pretty big, so you know that it’s
not forced, or they’re not hesitant or anything. Like, it’s something they want to do also,
like, fully.” He suggested that he knew sexual activity was unforced and mutually desired
if someone communicated their consent. Hence, Shawn equated consent with unforced,
mutually desired sexual activity.

Lee (senior, non-Latino Asian) also suggested that consent is only valid without
force or pressure but described a different understanding of pressure than Shawn and
Michael:

When a girl is not mentally strong, they’ll eventually fall. And that’s when some

of the guys be like, ‘oh yeah, now she’s willing to because I persuaded her.” No,

you just pushed her to that mental state where she has nowhere to go. It’s not

persuading, you’re forcing her with your own language, and that does not equate

to sexual consent.
Lee suggested that some women are vulnerable to verbal sexual coercion due to a lack of
mental fortitude. While the cause he attributed to some women’s vulnerability
perpetuates the rape myth that women are to blame for their sexual assaults and the
gender stereotype that women are feeble-minded, he did demonstrate an understanding of
the subtle coercive strategies that some men employ to elicit sexual consent. Further, he
understood consent that is given in this context as nullified. Thus, while some
participants had a general understanding that consent must be freely given, the breadth

and specificity of that understanding varied. Participants like Lee and Michael

66



demonstrated an understanding of force and pressure that went beyond physical force and
verbal demands, while participants like Shawn presented a more ambiguous
understanding.
Consent is conscious or sober

About half of participants (n = 19) indicated that consent was only possible if one
or both people had the ability to consent. For some participants (n = 12) this meant only
engaging in sexual activity if both people were sober, for others (n = 7) it meant not
engaging in sexual activity with someone who was overly intoxicated or “too drunk.”
Miguel expressed the former perspective, when he said, “If they’re intoxicated with
alcohol or whatever, even if [they] say ‘yes,’ it’s not consent.” Likewise, when asked
how he defined sexual consent, Adam said, “First of all, making sure you’re sober.”
Participants like Miguel and Adam suggested that consent was impossible to give under
the influence of substances like alcohol. On the other hand, some participants suggested
that consent could occur in the context of alcohol consumption as long as each person
had the ability to refuse or say “no.” Towards this end, Salil said, “Obviously they have
to have the power to say no, like, obviously not drunk out of their mind.” Some of these
participants described sexual experiences in which one or both parties were inebriated but
expressed confidence in their perception that their partner was fully capable of giving
consent and therefore not “too drunk.”

All participants who were asked whether they could tell if someone was too drunk
to consent were certain about their ability to do so and pointed to indicators like slurred

speech, lack of lucidity, stumbling, and lack of consciousness. While most participants
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said that they avoided sex with someone who they perceived as “too drunk,” several
participants (n = 5) described situations in which they thought it was possible to obtain
consent from someone who they perceived as very drunk. For example, Isaac described a
situation that occurred after a party in which he was high and his partner was drunk. He
said,

We’re making out and she started getting really comfortable with me, and I

started grabbing in between her legs and then I thought about it. I'm like, ‘she’s

drunk, is this what she wants?’ And I asked her, but at the same time I was
thinking she might be too drunk to even answer.
He went on to say that his partner said she was conscious of what she was doing and
wanted to proceed. Though Isaac acknowledged that his partner may not have been able
to communicate her desires, he rationalized that it was still possible to obtain her consent
by verbally asking for it and that since she was able to affirmatively and verbally
respond, he proceeded engaging in sexual activity with her.

These participants also rationalized that sex with someone they perceived as “too
drunk” was acceptable if they also perceived themselves as similarly intoxicated. For
example, earlier in our interview Calvin (senior, Latino) discussed his tendency of
avoiding sex with people who he perceived as “too drunk.” However, I pointed to a
scenario that he described previously in which he and a woman had sex after drinking a
substantial amount of Jack Daniels whiskey together and asked him to reconcile that

experience with his perceived tendency of avoiding those situations. In response, he said:
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Calvin: We got sloshed together, though. If she was the only one sloshed,
obviously that’s something else, or I was the only one sloshed that’s something
else.
Interviewer: So, what does it mean to get hammered together? What’s the
significance of that?
Calvin: Okay, the thing is that we’re both not there, that’s the significance. So,
anything that happens [when] we’re both not aware, we’ll both wake up
wondering, like, what happened? ‘I’m sorry, like, I didn’t mean for anything you
didn’t want to happen to happen. Can I buy you lunch (laughter) or something?’
Like, ‘you wanna go talk?’
Calvin perceived a difference between sex that occurs when one person is sober (or less
drunk) and the other is very drunk and sex that occurs when both people are very drunk.
When both people are very drunk, he suggested that he is absolved of any responsibility,
especially if they became inebriated together. He also suggested his absolution through a
mock interaction between he and his partner upon waking in the morning where he
offered reparations through an apology and the chance to discuss what occurred over
lunch. Rather than a potentially harmful and dangerous situation for both parties, he
constructed this occurrence as a simple mistake for which both parties bear responsibility.
Thus, while most participants said that consent required sobriety or at least
avoiding sex with someone they perceived as “too drunk,” some participants presented
strategies for having sex with someone they perceived as very drunk, such as obtaining

verbal consent or becoming very drunk themselves. Participants’ ad hoc strategies for
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dealing with consent in the context of alcohol consumption created situations in which
the presence of consent may have ranged from entirely present to entirely absent.
Consent is complicated by alcohol consumption

One quarter of participants (n = 11) suggested that they found the concept of
consent complicated by the context in which many sexual interactions occur on college
campuses, which often involves high rates of alcohol consumption at parties. For
example, while Diego initially said that he understood sexual consent as a “yes or no,” he
said that there were “a lot of discrepancies at parties” because of alcohol. He continued,
“In college, it’s always drinking, smoking...all these different things happening and then
consent gets very blurred.” While Diego understood consent as a “yes” or “no,” he
suggested that that understanding was at odds with his understanding of the context in
which many sexual interactions occur, which is often suffuse with inebriating substances.
He suggested that in these contexts, clear, verbal consent communication may not occur
or may be unclear whether it occurred after the effects of alcohol wear off. Thus, he
acknowledged that determining consent was more complicated than simply pointing to
the presence or absence of a “yes” or “no” in such contexts. Moreover, by attributing the
sometimes complicated nature of consent to the consumption of inebriating substances,
Diego seemed to deflect responsibility away from the person who must determine the
presence of consent. In this way, he suggested that the disinhibitive effects of such
substances are to blame for the indefinite presence of sexual consent in such contexts,

rather than the sexual actors who consumed the substances.
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Several participants (n = 4) expressed confusion about the impact of alcohol on a
person’s ability to consent. These participants were unsure whether it was possible to
give consent if alcohol was consumed. For example, Raj (junior, non-Latino Asian)
described a situation in which a prospective sexual partner was intoxicated and said that
she wanted to have sex with him, but he denied her because he was not certain whether to
trust her communication of willingness due to her intoxication. He continued, “It’s
consensual in that she said she wanted to do it. But, how would you decide if the other
person is just drunk? Because she’d feel differently when she was sober and that would
be unconsensual.” On the one hand, Raj suggested that the prospective sexual activity
would have been consensual because she clearly communicated her willingness. On the
other hand, he suggested that his prospective partner’s consent may have been a product
of her intoxication, which could lead her to feel regretful when sober and therefore
invalidate her consent.

While many participants understood that a person must have the ability to consent
and therefore could not be intoxicated to such a degree that their ability to consent was
hindered (discussed above), several participants (n = 4) expressed confusion about how
and whether consent could occur in the midst of a perception of different levels of
intoxication. Salil said, “Drunk has so many meanings, like if you’re blacked out and you
don’t remember, I don’t know...the drunk factor really throws stuff off.” For Salil,
intoxication did not necessarily invalidate consent, rather it was important to consider a
person’s level of intoxication. However, he struggled to arrive at a definitive conclusion

about the role of alcohol on consent other than that it is not acceptable to have sex with
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someone who is blacked out. Similarly, Daniel (senior, non-Latino White) said, “At what
point is someone too drunk to give their consent? That is a line which is kind of hard to
ascertain.” Like Salil, Daniel suggested that there is a level of intoxication in which
consent can be communicated, but the exact point at which any communication of
willingness becomes invalidated is unclear.

These participants seemed unaware that in the jurisdiction in which this study was
conducted, sexual activity cannot be legally consensual if one party is intoxicated — even
if they communicated their willingness and were neither unhappy afterwards nor blacked
out. Policies such as these usually do not distinguish between different levels of
intoxication. Additionally, most participants invariably discussed the consumption of
alcohol in terms of doing so to become intoxicated. Thus, participants may have found it
difficult to reconcile their experiences with policies that do not allow for consensual
inebriated sexual activity, given the central role that alcohol (and intoxication) plays in
many college students’ sexual experiences.

Consent provokes anxiety about perceived ramifications from a sexual assault
accusation

For 12 participants, questions about their perceptions of consent prompted them to
discuss their fears about facing an accusation of sexual assault and perceived negative
consequences associated with an accusation. For example, when discussing what consent
means to him, Calvin said, “I move very precautiously. I don’t want to make a mistake of
touching someone and then, like, oh my god, having to deal with the police. That’d be the

worst. It’s like a nightmare.” Thus, his understanding of sexual consent seemed tightly
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linked to his perception of peril that would follow if he were ever accused of sexual
assault. Most of these participants’ fears centered on being falsely accused of sexual
assault and women retroactively revoking consent, which they considered to be a
common occurrence. No participants acknowledged that they might actually be capable
of perpetrating sexual assault.

Phenomena outside the university context—media coverage, the proliferation of
legal cases, and social movement activities—have started to shape participants’
conceptualization of consent. Specifically, their fears were often heightened by and
linked to the #MeToo Movement and recent headlines of sexual assault accusations
against high profile figures and the severe consequences those men often faced (e.g.,
criminal charges; damaged reputations; employment termination, etc.). For example,
when asked about the role sexual consent played in his life, André (junior, non-Latino
Black) said,

In this day and age, a lot of people are saying the Me Too phrase and a lot of

people are coming out after they’ve been raped. Seeing all this happen, I'm like, I

can’t afford this to happen for me, cause I’'m a black male. [If] someone says he

say/she say, then I’'m fucked. And it’s crazy in this generation. People give
consent to have sex and then a week after it’s ‘oh, he raped me.” So, it just makes
me more wary. Like, sometimes you have to judge the character of someone.
For this participant, consent was important for avoiding the consequences of a rape
accusation, of which his awareness and concern were amplified by the #MeToo

Movement and his awareness of racism and discrimination, specifically against his race.
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While he seemed to understand that the #MeToo Movement had empowered women to
speak out about their sexual assaults, he attributed at least some proportion of sexual
assault accusations to retroactive revocations of consent. Thus, he was focused on his
vulnerability as a black man and on having sex only with people who he perceived as less
likely of falsely accusing him of rape.

Participants said that their fear of being accused of rape in the midst of the
#MeToo Movement and their perception of the negative consequences that follow an
accusation shaped their behavior in other ways as well. For example, Calvin said that his
awareness of the prevalence of sexual assault lead him to “just ask” more and to “be more
direct.” He continued, “...and only be indirect when I’m positively sure that they want
sex, which nowadays is a rarity. I don’t even know sometimes. Some girls just give off
false messages.” By suggesting that women purposefully give mixed messages, Calvin
perpetuated the gender stereotype that women are manipulative, which he perceived as
increasing his risk of an accusation of sexual assault and necessitated obtaining explicit
verbal consent.

Similarly, Kyle said, “this whole atmosphere of having to get consent makes me
feel a little more worried. Like, I don’t want a case. I’m just trying to do my thing.” He
continued,

The feminist movement really made me more reserved. I don’t even feel like

trying now. It’s a stress I really don’t feel like dealing with. I feel like if you were

to even try too much, I’'m afraid of a girl taking my intentions too far. Like, if I do
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try touching her, she immediately says, ‘Oh, you’re raping me. I’'m gonna tell on

you.’
Kyle said that his fear of a sexual assault accusation and its negative consequences (“a
case”) led him to cease making sexual advances altogether. Like André¢ and Calvin,
Kyle’s fear is largely based on the idea that some women make false accusations of rape.
Notably, each of these participants assumed that the fault lies with women and not
themselves. For these men, women are either racist, manipulative, liars, overly sensitive,
or some combination thereof. Nevertheless, at least for some, this cultural shift has
impacted both their thoughts and behaviors regarding sexual consent.
Verbal consent decreases risk of a sexual assault accusation

Given participants’ perceived risk of being accused of sexual assault and facing
negative consequences, most men said that explicit verbal consent was ideal because they
perceived it as clearer, provided less room for misinterpretation, and, therefore, provided
protection against the negative consequences of a sexual assault accusation.
Consequently, verbal consent made some men feel more comfortable in sexual
interactions and that they could proceed with sexual activity without feeling anxious or
unsure about their sexual partners’ willingness to engage in sexual activity. For example,
Alex said that verbal communication was the “most concrete form” of sexual consent.
When asked to elaborate, he said, “There’s a lot more gray area with body language, and
that’s why it doesn’t really hold up in legal court when someone says, like, ‘oh her body

language was inviting.” It’s a lot more ambiguous.” Thus, Alex understood verbal sexual
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consent as ideal because it was less likely to be misinterpreted compared to body
language and, therefore, exposed him less to negative legal ramifications.

Joel (sophomore, Latino) also suggested that verbal consent decreased the risk of
negative consequences when explaining his view that verbal consent was superior to
nonverbal communication: “Some people can feel intimidated in the moment and be like,
‘I feel like I was forced to do this’ or something. Whereas I feel like if you have that
verbal consent, then it’s okay.” For him, verbal consent was ideal because it eliminated
the risk of coercive sexual experiences that are seemingly caused by misinterpreting
nonverbal cues. However, it is also possible to elicit a verbal agreement to engage in
sexual activity through coercive tactics.

When explaining why he recently became worried about sexual consent, Daniel
also linked nonverbal consent communication to greater misinterpretation and negative
consequences compared to verbal communication. He associated interpreting sexual
partners’ body language with “guess work” and said that incorporating “questions of
consent,” and “being upfront about it makes things easier for everyone.” He also said that
verbal consent communication can be incorporated into “dirty talking,” which
transformed the consent process into a “fun sexual act.” For him, explicit verbal
communication could contribute to the pleasure of a sexual experience, simplified the
experience, and mitigated his anxiety about obtaining his partners’ consent.

DISCUSSION
This chapter showed that participants conceptualized sexual consent in several

ways. Participants primarily understood consent as the communication of willingness or
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lack of willingness to engage in sexual activity. Additionally, most participants’
understanding of sexual consent included at least some elements of the university’s
affirmative consent policy. Finally, many participants understood sexual consent as
complicated by alcohol consumption, and as linked to broader cultural, legal, and social
changes, which elicited anxiety and some behavioral change in response.
General conceptualizations of consent versus conceptualizing consent within
committed romantic relationships

While participants generally understood consent as the communication of
willingness and lack of willingness, their understanding primarily rested upon relatively
narrow verbal communication (i.e., “yes” and “no”’) and potentially problematic
nonverbal communication (i.e., lack of physical or verbal refusal to and/or reciprocation
of sexual advances). These findings support previous research which shows that college
students understand consent as the communication of permission, willingness, and
agreement to engage in sexual activity, though a greater proportion of participants in this
study said that consent was explicit and verbal than other studies (Humphreys 2004;
Jozkowski et al. 2014b). Understanding consent as the lack of verbal or physical refusal
to and/or reciprocation of sexual advances was particularly evident in the context of
committed relationships, which often reflected a discrepancy between participants’
general understanding of consent (primarily explicit and verbal) and their understanding
of consent in their relationships. This finding is also aligns with other research which
shows that college students perceive direct verbal expressions of willingness (e.g., “yes,”

“no”) as very indicative of consent, but that such expressions may be atypical in
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participants’ actual sexual experiences (Hickman and Muehlenhard 1999; Jozkowski et
al. 2014a; Jozkowski and Peterson 2013; Jozkowski and Wiersma 2015).

While studies have demonstrated that the relationship context of sexual
interactions is tied to perceptions about sexual consent within those interactions (Beres
2014; Humphreys 2007; Humphreys and Herold 2007), this study showed the nuances of
participants’ conceptualizations of consent in the context of their relationships/regular sex
partners. For example, this study found that many participants saw consent as something
that changed with the duration of their relationship—moving from explicit verbal consent
communication in the beginning of the relationship and early sexual experiences with
their partner to more nonverbal indicators of consent later in the relationship. However,
some participants considered verbal consent communication necessary for sexual
activities outside the realm of their typical sexual experiences (e.g., anal sex and BDSM).
These findings support research which suggests there is a hierarchy of sexual activities,
where the higher the sexual activity is on the hierarchy (e.g., vaginal sex, anal sex), the
more likely it is that participants consider it necessary to obtain verbal consent (Hall
1998; Humphreys 2004).

This study also extends that research and suggests that it is not just the
hierarchical status of the sexual activity, but the pattern of sexual activity between sexual
partners that affects whether verbal consent is considered necessary. This study suggests
that the more participants engage in a sexual activity with a sexual partner, the less likely
they will consider the need for verbal consent and/or consider consent necessary.

However, many sexual consent policies, such as California’s, state that prior sexual
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history or the existence of a dating relationship cannot be used as an indicator or evidence
of consent. Future research should investigate differences in understandings of consent
and the perceived need for explicit verbal consent across participants in different types of
relationships, such as comparing casual sexual relationships (e.g., one-time hookups and
“friends with benefits”), to ongoing committed relationships, including new and long-
term relationships.

Similar to past sexual consent research, this study found that some participants
considered consent less relevant and suggested that consent is typically assumed unless
otherwise stated in their relationships (Beres 2014; Humphreys 2007; Humphreys and
Herold 2007). However, research suggests that this finding may be an outcome of the
term “consent” and linked to participants’ narrow understanding of the concept (Beres
2014). As such, participants who perceived consent as less relevant and/or assumed
unless otherwise stated may reflect a constrained, narrow understanding of consent,
rather than a disregard of sexual communication about and negotiation of their sexual
partners’ willingness to engage in sexual activity.

Partial alignment with affirmative consent policies

In general, most participants’ understanding of consent was at least partially
consistent with legal definitions of consent and the university’s affirmative consent
policy, which aligns with previous research. Other studies show that participants’
understanding of consent usually encompasses the idea that consent is mutual, subject to
change, and free from high amounts of drugs or alcohol (Beres 2014; Humphreys 2004;

Muehlenhard et al. 2016). Unlike previous research, participants in this study also
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highlighted the need for consent to be freely given without force or pressure and
discussed the idea that consent requires enthusiasm and/or is important for ensuring
mutual pleasure, which is a novel finding. Together, these findings suggest that
participants’ conceptualizations of consent were influenced by legal definitions, the
university’s affirmative consent policies, and/or the university environment, including
sexual assault prevention education that is required for incoming students at the
university.

However, no participant’s understanding captured every element within the
affirmative consent policy, and, therefore, may have been less likely to behave in ways
consistent with the policy—potentially putting themselves at risk for perpetrating sexual
assault and victimizing their sexual partners. Moreover, participants described
experiences and discussed consent in ways that were inconsistent with affirmative
consent policies. For example, affirmative consent policies often expressly state that
silence and/or lack of refusal should not be construed as consent, but many participants
stated that they considered consent as such. Several participants also described situations
in which they engaged in sexual activity with someone they thought may had been too
intoxicated to consent. The incongruence between participants’ experiences and their
general understanding of consent is also supported by previous research and reflects the
difficulty successfully implementing and enforcing such policies that diverge from

students’ lived realities (Beres 2014; Hirsch et al. 2019; Jozkowski et al. 2014Db).
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Consent and alcohol

A significant portion of participants said that their understanding of consent was
complicated by the college context in which sexual activity often occurs, where one or
both parties are intoxicated. The confusion among these participants is understandable.
Universities’ affirmative consent policies and educational initiatives consistent with that
policy have not been the panacea that some proponents hoped they would be, because
numerous questions about such policies remain (Muehlenhard et al. 2016), and students
see these policies as inconsistent with their lived experiences and their perceptions of
“normal” sexual experiences in college (Curtis and Burnett 2017; Humphreys and Herold
2003). Research also shows that alcohol is used by college students for its facilitative and
disinhibitive effects (Downing-Matibag and Geisinger 2009; LaBrie, Grant, and Hummer
2011; Lindgren et al. 2009a). For example, alcohol (often intoxication) helps students
deal with awkwardness that sometimes comes from being naked with someone—
especially someone with whom they are unfamiliar (Hirsch et al. 2019). Consuming
alcohol in order to become intoxicated also enables students to quickly exchange their
stressed, regimented, success-oriented selves for carefree, bold, and sexually assertive
selves (Hirsch et al. 2019; LaBrie et al. 2011; Patrick and Maggs 2010). In the absence of
clear policy and education, some participants explained ad hoc strategies for dealing with
such ambiguities, such as various approaches for handling sex while one or both parties
are drunk. Previous research has also demonstrated college students’ strategies for

managing sex while drunk and described them as “work arounds to the ‘too strict” and
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unreasonably abstract” guideline that drunkenness negates consent (Curtis and Burnett
2017; Hirsch et al. 2018: 6).
Consent and fear

Given the legal connotations of consent and its relationship to sexual assault,
many participants expressed anxiety about being falsely accused of sexual assault.
Similarly, previous research has found that college men were worried about false rape
accusations and suggested that the worry emanated from the interaction between
gendered sexual scripts and the context in which sexual activity often occurs on college
campuses (Hirsch et al. 2019; Kalish 2013). In this way, men are typically taught that
they are liable for obtaining consent, yet, policy often mandates that this cannot occur
when individuals are drunk and that consent must be explicit and affirmative (Hirsch et
al. 2019). Considering participants’ perceptions about the grave consequences of rape
accusations, which appeared influenced by the #MeToo Movement, as well as research
that indicates that verbal consent communication is rare and that college students are
often drunk during sex, these participants’ fears are understandable (Hirsch et al. 2019;
Muehlenhard et al. 2016). However, in explaining their fears, participants often cited the
rape myth that women frequently lie about being raped and therefore relinquished
responsibility for potentially perpetrating sexual assault (Edwards et al. 2011).
Meanwhile, research shows that false allegations of rape are infrequent and that few
experiences of sexual assaults ever result in formal complaints and deleterious
consequences for perpetrators (Cantor et al. 2015; Zutter, Horselenberg, and Koppen

2017). Given that rape myths are a central pillar of rape culture on college campuses as
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well as in the United States in general, participants’ casual mention of this belief was
concerning and may contribute to sexual assault victims’ reluctance to report their sexual
assaults (Edwards et al. 2011; Murnen, Wright, and Kaluzny 2002).

Consistent with previous research, participants also suggested that sexual assault
was at least sometimes due to misinterpreting consent cues and indicated that verbal
consent was ideal for avoiding such misinterpretations (Burkett and Hamilton 2012;
Hansen et al. 2010; O’Byrne et al. 2008; O’Byrne et al. 2006). This idea may have also
emanated from the university’s affirmative consent policy and related education. Indeed,
the idea that sexual assaults are due to misinterpretation is implicit in affirmative consent
policies (Bogle 2014; Jozkowski 2016). However, by demonstrating that men can
interpret subtle nonverbal and verbal cues that indicate willingness and unwillingness to
engage in sexual activity, a growing body of research suggests that misinterpretation of
sexual consent is not a widespread issue and therefore not a main cause of sexual assault
(Beres 2010; Beres 2014; Byers 1980; Jozkowski 2016). Research also suggests that men
cite the possibility of misinterpretation as a way to protect themselves against sexual
assault allegations (Hansen et al. 2010; Kitzinger and Frith 1999; O’Byrne et al. 2008;
O’Byrne et al. 2006). Thus, citing the possibility of misinterpretation may have also
served to relinquish participants from responsibility for possibly perpetrating sexual
assault.

Educational Implications
These findings have implications for university sexual health and sexual assault

prevention initiatives. While participant’ context free definitions of sexual consent were
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often at least partially consistent with legal and affirmative consent standards, their
understanding of consent in their actual experiences (i.e., with their regular sex partners),
were often inconsistent with such standards. Hirsch et al. (2018) suggested that
universities should move from a model of education that focuses on conveying
information about the legal standard of consent to one where students are given the
opportunity to consider their own practices. By promoting critical reflection, programs
may be more likely to institute behavioral change, rather than merely teaching students
the correct response to the question, “what is sexual consent?” Educational initiatives
should also consider addressing men’s anxiety about sexual consent, such as by
dispelling the myth that many rape accusations are false and the gender stereotype that
women are often manipulative, pointing to actual consent practices that are consistent
with policy, and discussing discrepancies between the policy and students’ understanding
of consent and what constitutes consent. Towards this end, Hirsch et al. suggests that
role-playing activities could be particularly helpful, especially in demonstrating sexual
situations in which students may perceive that consent was implicitly signaled.

Given participants’ relatively narrow understanding of consent, some men’s
confusion about consent, as well as the potential discrepancy between men’s
understanding of their partners’ consent and their understanding of their partners’
willingness, scholars suggest that educators should distinguish between the term
“consent” and the concept beneath the term (Beres 2014; Muehlenhard et al. 2016).
Doing so could expand students’ conceptualization of consent and avoid hindering their

understanding by the term’s legal connotations. Educators could instead consider
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discussing understanding and communicating “willingness” or “agreement” instead of
“consent.”

Finally, in light of the prevalence of drunk sex and students’ confusion about and
ad hoc strategies for navigating consent in those situations, educators should consider
discussing drunk sex to encourage safer behaviors among students who engage in it and
help keep others safe (Hirsch et al. 2019). Curtis and Burnett (2017) suggest that
educational efforts could focus on expanding the list of behaviors that students perceive
as inconsistent with consent while someone is drunk beyond being unconscious, such as
slurred speech, stumbling, or having recently vomited.

Conclusion

This chapter demonstrated that a sample of heterosexual college men
conceptualized sexual consent in various ways, which reflected the contexts in which
participants engaged in sexual activity. Participants’ conceptualizations were seemingly
informed and constrained by consent’s legal connotations and the university’s affirmative
consent policy. Their conceptualizations also changed when discussing consent in the
context of their relationships with sexual partners, where their constructions of consent
were similarly narrow yet less consistent with legal definitions or the university’s
affirmative consent policy. The cultural moment (e.g., the #MeToo Movement) in which
the data were collected, as well as the prevalence of sex while under the influence of
alcohol also informed participants’ understanding of consent, which was linked to anxiety
and confusion — aspects that have been seldom discussed in previous research. These

findings suggest that sexual assault prevention and educational initiatives have had some
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impact on participants’ understanding of sexual consent. However, the findings also
suggest that participants’ understanding of consent is relatively limited and often
contradictory with their lived experiences. Thus, much work remains in ensuring that
sexual health and sexual assault prevention initiatives produce desired outcomes among

their key targets.
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Chapter 4: Heterosexual College Men’s Communication of Sexual Consent
INTRODUCTION

This chapter examines how heterosexual college men communicate their sexual
consent to their sexual partners. Thus far, little research has investigated men’s
communication of sexual consent. However, given the high prevalence of sexual assault
against women, especially on college campuses, understanding men’s communication of
consent is important because they are equally involved in the consent negotiation process
and their consent communication helps construct the context in which both parties
interpret and communicate consent. Additionally, due to gendered normative
expectations, men’s consent is often assumed and considered always present. However,
men also experience sexual assault and other unwanted sexual experiences. Thus,
understanding men’s consent communication is important for developing more effective
sexual health and sexual assault prevention initiatives.
The need for better understanding consent communication

Sexual assault against women—particularly on college campuses—remains a
highly salient public health issue. A 2017 survey of 27 college campuses in the United
States found that 26% of undergraduate women experience sexual assault (defined as
nonconsensual sexual contact achieved through physical force or incapacitation) by their
senior year, as do 6% of undergraduate men. These rates increase to 33% for women and
nearly 9% for men when defining sexual assault as sexual contact without “active,
ongoing affirmative agreement” (Cantor et al. 2015: 20). Following the #MeToo

Movement and widespread acknowledgment of this enduring social problem, there is
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increasing consensus that it is important to understand sexual consent and promote
consensual sexual activity to address it (1A 2017; Anderson and Craighill 2015; Bennett
and Jones 2018; Fresh Air 2018; Kamenetz 2018; North et al. 2019; Orenstein 2019;
Rose 2018; Schmidt 2018). Indeed, the introduction and implementation of policies that
attempt to clarify and/or mandate what sexual consent must look like in practice has
dramatically risen in states and universities across the United States and worldwide
(Baidawi 2018; Baynes 2019; Beitsch 2018; Burgen 2018; Wiggins and Chason 2018).
Consent communication research

Promoting consensual sexual activity, such as through sex education and sexual
assault prevention initiatives, requires understanding how people communicate consent in
order to create initiatives that are as efficacious as possible. A small body of research has
begun shedding light on how sexual consent is communicated. Most studies have found
that college students mainly communicate consent indirectly and nonverbally, including
by reciprocating and/or not refusing their partners’ sexual advances; communicating
consent verbally is less common (Beres et al. 2004; Coy et al. 2013; Curtis and Burnett
2017; Fantasia 2011; Hall 1998; Hickman and Muehlenhard 1999; Higgins et al. 2010;
Hirsch et al. 2019; Humphreys 2004; Jozkowski et al. 2014a; Jozkowski 2013; Jozkowski
and Wiersma 2015; Powell 2008) However, compared to other sexual activities, some
studies suggest that communicating consent verbally occurs most often for penile-vaginal
and anal intercourse (Hall 1998; Hirsch et al. 2019; Jozkowski et al. 2014b). The relative

infrequency of verbal consent communication may be related to perceived social norms

88



against explicit sexual communication and a sense that verbal consent communication is
awkward (Curtis and Burnett 2017).

Some studies have found gender differences between men’s and women’s consent
communication (Beres et al. 2004; Hickman and Muehlenhard 1999; Humphreys and
Herold 2007; Jozkowski et al. 2014a; Jozkowski and Peterson 2014; Jozkowski et al.
2014b; Jozkowski and Wiersma 2015), where men are more likely than women to
communicate consent nonverbally, and women are more likely than men to communicate
consent verbally. For example, Hickman and Muehlenhard found that women used more
indirect verbal cues than men, and men used more indirect nonverbal cues than women.
Jozkowski et al. (2014a) found that men were more likely than women to use nonverbal
cues to communicate consent, such as by using “body language,” and women were more
likely than men to use verbal cues to communicate consent, such as by explicitly telling
their partner that they wanted to have sex, though whether cues were indirect or direct
was not investigated.

Some studies have also found gender differences in consent communication
consistent with the traditional sexual script, in which men are expected to be sexual
initiators and women are expected to be sexual gatekeepers (Masters et al. 2013). These
studies found that more men than women communicated their consent through initiating
sexual activity, including seeking sexual reciprocation, verbally communicating sexual
interest, and asking to engage in sexual activity, and more women than men
communicated consent passively, such as through not refusing their partners’ sexual

advances (Jozkowski et al. 2014a; Jozkowski and Wiersma 2015). This research suggests
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that the traditional sex script influences men’s and women’s consent communication
practices (e.g., initiating vs. not refusing, respectively; Jozkowski, Marcantonio, and
Hunt 2017).

While this growing body of sexual consent communication literature makes
important strides in cultivating our understanding of sexual consent, it is lacking in
important ways. First, most sexual consent communication research is quantitative —
often using hypothetical scenarios, scales, and/or lists of behaviors. As such, the extant
research may not accurately account for real-life sexual behaviors and experiences in the
full context in which they occur, and, therefore, may not be able to capture the nuanced,
often complicated nature of real-life sexual experiences. For example, much existing
consent research does not account for behaviors that occur simultaneously and/or
sequentially and that different behaviors and/or behavioral sequences could have different
meanings in different contexts (Beres 2007; Muehlenhard et al. 2016). In contrast,
qualitative research methods allow for open-ended inquiry and follow-up questions and
are capable of capturing rich data, replete with complex, nuanced responses, as well as
participants’ thoughts, feelings, and actions within specific contexts (Charmaz 2004;
Lindgren et al. 2009b). Consequently, qualitative research methods may be more
appropriate for understanding contextualized sexual consent communication that occurs
in real-life sexual experiences.

Second, most studies have focused on women’s communication of consent or
refusal of sexual activity. When men’s communication of consent has been examined, it

has often only been in relation to women’s consent communication, such as by examinin
y
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gender differences, or focusing on men’s understanding of women’s consent
communication. As a result, there is little in-depth understanding of men’s consent
communication within their sexual experiences.

The lack of attention paid to men’s consent communication implicitly reflects and
reifies the gender stereotype and hegemonic masculine norm that men are always ready
and willing to have sex (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005; Doull et al. 2013; Murray
2019; Stern, Cooper, and Greenbaum 2014). In this way, their consent is often assumed
and considered ever-present (Beres 2007; Hirsch et al. 2019). However, men’s consent is
not always present; they can and do experience sexual assault and other unwanted sexual
experiences (Cantor et al. 2015; Hirsch et al. 2019; Peterson et al. 2011; Stemple and
Meyer 2014; Stern et al. 2014). Thus, it is important to better and more fully understand
how men communicate sexual consent, because they are equally involved in the consent
negotiation process and their actions vitally contribute to the “relational context” in
which women’s actions occur (Gavey 2005: 155). Greater understanding of men’s
consent communication could lead to the development of more effective sexual health
and sexual assault prevention initiatives, and therefore, healthier and more consensual
sexual experiences among men and women. To address the limitations of the extant
literature, this chapter uses multiple qualitative methods to understand how a sample of

heterosexual college men communicate sexual consent.
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METHODS
Participants and procedures

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 40 heterosexual undergraduate
men at a public university in Southern California. Additionally, following the semi-
structured interview, a subsample of 16 participants completed daily sexual activity
diaries for two weeks in which they recorded information about their real-life sexual
experiences. Following each week of the diary entries, the subsample participated in
diary debriefing interviews, in which probing questions were asked about their diary
entries.

Recruitment occurred through two methods between Winter quarter of 2018 and
Winter quarter of 2019. Fifteen participants were recruited from a sample of 401 men
who participated in a previous study conducted by the primary investigator, and 25
participants were recruited from courses with large lectures in various subjects. Potential
participants were invited to participate in a study about the sexual attitudes and
experiences of students of the university at which they attended and completed an
eligibility survey. Inclusion criteria for the semi-structured interviews included
identifying as heterosexual, a man, 18 years or older, presently enrolled in university
classes, and having engaged in sexual intercourse in the six months prior to completing
the survey. Subsample inclusion criteria included having engaged in sexual activity with
another person at least five times in the 30 days prior to the eligibility survey in order to
increase the likelihood that these participants would engage in sexual activity during

diary data collection. Subsample participants were also selected purposively in order to
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achieve variation in the subsample similar to the full sample regarding types of sexual
experiences, primary communication styles (e.g., primarily verbal or nonverbal, mixed
communication, etc.), relationship status, race/ethnicity, and year in school.

Semi-structured interview participants were primarily juniors (n = 17) or seniors
(n = 20) and Latino (n = 20) or non-Latino Asian (n = 13), which is consistent with the
racial/ethnic distribution of the university’s student population. Most were in a
relationship at the time of the interview (n = 29) and over 40 percent (n = 17) had been in
their relationship for over one year (see Table 1). Subsample participants were primarily
Latino (n = 7) or non-Latino Asian (n =4). All had sex partners during data collection,
and most were in committed romantic relationships (see Table 2). Participants provided
informed consent prior to the semi-structured interview, in which they were asked about
their romantic relationships and sexual history, their understanding of their own and their
partners’ willingness to engage in sexual activity, and their understanding of sexual
consent. Semi-structured interviews were audio-recorded and lasted between 45-90
minutes. At the completion of the semi-structured interview, participants were given a
$15 Visa gift card.

The sexual activity diaries were administered through Qualtrics survey software,
where each participant had a personalized web link for their diary. Subsample
participants were prompted to write in the diary each day, indicating whether they
engaged in sexual activity with another person and recording the details of those
experiences, including discussions about and attempts at sexual activity. Subsample

participants also provided information about the context of the sexual activity, such as
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where and when it occurred, with whom, and the nature and status of their relationship
with their partner. In conjunction with best practices for this method (Bolger et al. 2003;
Hofmann and Patel 2015), subsample participants received automated SMS text alerts
once per day at 9 A.M. for the duration of their diary participation reminding them to
complete their diary for the previous day.

Diary debriefing interview questions were based on the diaries’ content. In
general, subsample participants were asked to explain their entries in more detail, which
often lead to more information about the context and decision-making processes of the
sexual activity. Diary debriefing interviews lasted between 10 to 60 minutes, depending
upon the amount of sexual activity recorded in the diaries. Subsample participants were
compensated $20 after the completion of the first diary debriefing interview and $25 after
the second diary debriefing interview. The university’s Institutional Review Board
approved the study.

Analysis

Undergraduate research assistants transcribed the audio recorded interviews and
proofread them for accuracy while listening to the audio recording. Participants were
given pseudonyms, and identifying information was removed from the transcripts. The
inductive analysis drew upon grounded theory methods (e.g., constant comparison and
simultaneous data collection and analysis) and thematic analysis (Charmaz 2004; Terry et
al. 2017). While examining the semantic and latent meanings of participants’ responses, a
recursive system of open and focused coding was used to derive overarching themes and

subthemes (Charmaz 2004; Warren and Karner 2015).
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The data from the semi-structured interviews, diaries, and diary debriefing
interviews were triangulated to yield a rich understanding of participants’ sexual consent
communication. Subsample participants’ semi-structured interview data was analyzed to
verify whether it aligned with their diary and debriefing interview data. The different
sources of data overwhelmingly corresponded to each other, which fortified the premise
that the semi-structured interviews matched participants’ actual sexual experiences. As
such, diary and debriefing interview data were used to corroborate the key themes found
in the semi-structured interview data — increasing the overall reliability of the findings
and mitigating the potential limitations of participants’ memory recall. Diaries and
debriefing interview data were also used to provide depth and rich, real-life examples of
themes.

After the core themes were developed, two teams of trained undergraduate
research assistants were assigned with analytic codes to code each transcript. The
researcher met with the research assistants on a weekly basis to provide clarification and
settle coding discrepancies. The researcher verified each transcript coded by research
assistants was accurate and consistent with the properties of the theme and associated
code with which research assistants were assigned. This process was undergone to
finalize the number of participants within each code and related theme. Three themes
emerged as the dominant ways in which participants communicated consent: 1) initiating
sexual activity, 2) responding to partners’ initiation of sexual activity, and 3) assuming

consent is constantly present.
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RESULTS
Communicating consent by initiating sexual activity
Most participants described communicating their consent either by nonverbally or
verbally initiating sexual activity, though more men described initiating sexual activity
nonverbally (n = 36) than verbally (n = 26).
Nonverbal initiation
Participants often described the process of nonverbally initiating sexual activity as

2 ¢

“going for it,” “making moves,” and/or “making the first move.” Nonverbally initiating
sexual activity encompassed a variety of methods, but it typically involved a progression
of activities—many of which occurred simultaneously—including increasing physical
closeness, cuddling, sensual touching, kissing, genital touching, and undressing
themselves and/or their partner. In a diary entry, Robert (sophomore, non-Latino Asian)
described an experience initiating sexual activity this way: “The sexual activity was
initiated when I began kissing my partner. I proceeded to the neck and breasts and
removed her clothes as well as my own.” Calvin (senior, Latino) described initiating
sexual activity in a similar way when he said, “I’ll just try kissing her for, like, a long
time and then I’ll just take it slow, put my hand under her shirt, or take off her shirt, take
her off her pants, take off my own pants....”

In addition to signaling their consent, participants’ nonverbal initiations served
the purposes of arousing their partners and ascertaining their partners’ willingness to

engage in sexual activity. These additional purposes are evident in a description of

nonverbal initiation of sexual activity from Kyle (junior, Latino):
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I first start touching her chest...[she] seemed like [she] might be in the mood, but
I can’t tell for sure, so I start moving down to her genital area. Not straight to it,
but kinda around it. She knows where I’'m going, but I’'m not touching it. So, it’s
kinda just letting her know what I’'m thinking about right now—that I’'m down
and wondering if [she] is. So, I try to get her, like, opened up more, then start
kissing her more and moving all the way down.
Kyle described not being sure whether his partner was willing to engage in sexual
activity. Through his initiation, he tried eliciting signals of her arousal and willingness to
engage in sexual activity (i.e., trying to get her to “open up more”). In doing so, he also
communicated his willingness (i.e., “letting her know what I’'m thinking about”). Like
Kyle, most participants’ descriptions of their nonverbal communication of consent
through initiating sexual activity involved paying attention to their partners’ nonverbal
responses (e.g., reciprocated arousal and sexual activity and/or lack of nonverbal or
verbal refusal). For example, in explaining how he initiated sexual activity, Armaan
(senior, non-Latino Other Race) said, “T’ll just put my hand around her or I’ll put my
hand on her thigh and I’ll just leave it there and see how they react.” Similarly, Peter
(sophomore, Latino) said he began the process of sexual activity through “light
engagements, like small pecks, and then see if she returns a kiss or something.” Thus,
participants’ communication of consent was intertwined with their understanding of their

partners’ consent to proceed with sexual activity.
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Verbal initiation

There were two methods of verbally initiating sex: asking to engage in it and
stating one’s desire. The most common way of verbally initiating sexual activity involved
participants asking their partners whether they wanted to engage in sexual activity
(typically sexual intercourse). James (junior, non-Latino Asian) gave several examples of
typical questions he would ask his partner to demonstrate his willingness to have sex,
including, “Do you want to? Are you feeling it? You still awake?’ Then, ‘Do you still
want to?” When describing how he initiated sexual activity and thus, signaled his
willingness to engage in sexual activity, Greg (junior, Latino) said, “very verbal and
direct. I pose those questions, like, ‘do you wanna do it?’”

Participants often described situations in which sexual and other physically
intimate activity co-occurred with asking their partners whether they wanted to engage in
sexual intercourse, where cuddling and making out often preceded verbally asking. For
example, Robert explained that “strictly making out for a good amount of time would
eventually lead to the question, which will eventually lead to the sex...The making out is
involved but that’s usually the lead up into it, the touching and everything.” Likewise, in
explaining how he initiated sexual activity with his girlfriend, which included “kissing
her neck” and “messing around with her bra and underwear,” Miguel (freshman, Latino)
said, “when you get to a certain point where we’re ready, and, like, before we take our
clothes off, there’s that question.” Thus, for these participants, verbally asking their
partners whether they wanted to engage in sexual intercourse was as much about

obtaining their partners’ consent as it was about communicating their own consent and
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doing so involved waiting for the “right moment” (e.g., prior to clothing removal).
Additionally, participants’ consent for physical/sexual activities that preceded intercourse
was communicated nonverbally by initiating as well as reciprocating and/or not refusing
them.

For some participants (n = 8), the “right moment” occurred just before the onset
of sexual intercourse, often after clothing removal. These participants described asking to
engage in sexual intercourse immediately prior to penile-vaginal penetration but often
following engaging in other sexual activities. Thus, the nonverbal nature of these
participants’ consent for virtually everything preceding sexual intercourse was especially
evident. Along these lines, Edward (junior, Latino) described a typical situation between
he and his partner following engaging in other sexual activities, such as making out,
undressing, genital stimulation, and oral sex, “I’ll be like, ‘are you cool with this? Me just
going in?’ Like, before I’'m going to do her...penetrate.” In a similar fashion, some
participants also described situations in which obtaining and putting on condoms
provided a way to demonstrate their own consent as well as seek their partners’ consent
to engage in intercourse. For example, Orlando (junior, Latino) said he communicated his
willingness to engage in sexual activity by “just asking.” He continued, “I usually ask the
question when I’'m going to put on the condom. That’s kind of my go to. I’ll get off of her
and be like, ‘are you sure you want to do this? Is it okay?’” For participants like Edward
and Orlando, verbally communicating consent (through asking) was mainly necessary
when they thought a sexual experience with a partner escalated to a point just prior to

sexual intercourse. As such, while most participants demonstrated a highly phallocentric
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approach to sex, some participants’ view of sex and perception of when it is appropriate
to verbally communicate and seek consent seemed especially narrow.

In contrast to asking, some men (n = 5) described initiating sexual activity by
simply stating their desire to have sex. These participants described matter-of-factly
telling their sexual partners what they wanted to do. For instance, when describing the
evolution of he and his girlfriend’s foray into anal sex, Carlos (senior, Latino) said, “I’1l
tell her, ‘I want to have anal sex.”” Similarly, Colin (junior, Latino) said he
communicated his consent to his girlfriend by saying, “Let’s have sex,” which also
served the purpose of telling her what he wanted to do. Like participants who initiated
sexual activity by asking, these participants’ verbal consent communication and initiation
also involved seeking their partners’ consent (and waiting for their response), which was
arguably more implicit than the consent-seeking of those who initiated sex by asking.
However, the communication of consent by participants who primarily asked was
arguably more implicit than that of participants who stated their desire.
Communicating by responding to partners’ initiation of sexual activity

In addition to communicating consent by initiating sex, most participants
described communicating consent by responding to their partners’ sexual advances.
Participants’ responses to their partners were primarily nonverbal and predominantly
consisted of reciprocating (n = 24) and/or not verbally or physically refusing their
partners’ sexual advances (n = 19).

Participants frequently cited reciprocation as a primary way in which they

demonstrated their consent. Participants described reciprocation as responding to their
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partners’ behavior with the same behavior and equal “intensity,” a behavior that they
perceived to be on the same “level” as their partners’, or a behavior that helped advance
the sexual experience to sexual intercourse. Thus, reciprocation entailed “responding
back” to their partners’ physical advances, as well as participating in the “escalation” of
the sexual experience. For example, when explaining how his partner knew she had his
consent, Gabriel (junior, Latino) said, “she’ll start kissing me and then taking off my
clothes, and then I’'m like ‘okay,’...and then I’ll reciprocate and start kissing back and
taking off her clothes too.” In this way, Gabriel described experiencing his partners’
advances, internally registering them and agreeing to move forward (i.e., “I’m like

299

‘okay’”), and behaviorally expressing his agreement to move forward by actively
participating and mirroring his partners’ behaviors. Perhaps the most central component
of reciprocation is a behavioral back-and-forth. In a diary entry, Isaac (sophomore,
Latino) described a sexual experience suffuse with the back-and-forth that characterizes
reciprocation:
We were in my partner’s room, and she had just gotten home from school. We
were talking about school-related stuff and she said she wanted to lay down with
me. So we did, and I felt her back her butt on my dick, and I knew it was on
purpose. I went to kiss her behind the ear, but she turned around to kiss me, so we
started also kissing and making out. I felt up on her breasts, and she felt up on my

dick. I took off my clothes, and she took off mine. She went down on me for like

two minutes and I went down on her for the same amount of time....
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In this experience, Isaac described paying attention to his partner’s signals of sexual
willingness, as well as many examples of responding to his partner’s advances with the
same behaviors, behaviors with a similar level of intensity, as well as escalating
behaviors. In doing so, and as he explained in the diary, Isaac communicated his consent.
Thus, through reciprocation, participants described paying attention to their partners’
nonverbal cues of sexual interest and responding in kind with similar behaviors to
demonstrate their sexual willingness.

Participants also said they communicated their consent by not verbally or
physically refusing their partners’ sexual advances. For example, when explaining how
his partner knew he consented to sex, Adam (senior, non-Latino Asian) said, “I don’t stop
it.” Similarly, Michael (senior, non-Latino Asian) succinctly described his
communication of consent to his partner as, “The absence of a no...unless there’s a no,
then it’s okay.” Kyle described an example in a diary entry of his lack of refusal to his
partner’s sexual advances as consent:

I was just laying on my back when my girlfriend started to lift up my shirt and

touch me. I didn’t think anything was going to happen until she moved her hand

under my pants and then started to unbutton my pants. She started to give me
oral...
Later in the diary, Kyle explained that his consent was evident because he “did not tell
her no.”
Often in tandem with not verbally or physically refusing their partners’ advances,

some participants (n = 9) said the presence of an erection, which was often stimulated by
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their partner in some way, was an indication of their consent. Indeed, most of these
participants said having an erection was the clearest way they communicated their
consent. For example, when asked how he let his partner know he was willing to engage
in sexual activity, Lee (senior, non-Latino Asian) said, “it’s always easy for a girl to
tell...you know, the genitals show everything. That’s the main way she would know.”
Similarly, Kyle said, “the easiest way for her to know is if I have a boner,” and Joel
(sophomore, Latino) said, “if she can physically see that I’'m in the mood, then that’s
consent enough.” For all of these participants, consent was implicitly demonstrated and
communicated through their (visible) physiological sexual response.

While participants explained that they nonverbally consented to sexual activity
with their partners through reciprocation, not verbally or physically refusing, and
erections, some (n = 10) described situations in which these methods were associated
with unwanted sexual experiences. Most of these participants expressed feeling
conflicted about these experiences and suggested that they were reluctant to communicate
their discomfort during these experiences due to feeling pressure from their partners, a
sense of obligation to satisty their partners, and/or feeling pleasure from the sexual
activity. For example, a few participants who said they communicated their consent
through their erections also acknowledged that their erections did not always correlate
with their willingness or desire to engage in sexual activity. For example, though Kyle
said the easiest way for his girlfriend to know he was willing to have sex was whether he
had an erection, he also said, “even though sometimes you just get that...like, you’re not

really feeling it.” He also described some confusion that he had about the relationship

103



between his erections and desire and willingness for sex, “sometimes even I get tricked,
like, am I? Do I want to have sex? Am I really thinking about it? Every once in a while,
my body is telling her something that I don’t really mean.” While he was aware that his
erections did not always correspond to his sexual desire or willingness, he said that he
often continued with the sexual activity with his girlfriend.

Calvin also discussed engaging in unwanted sexual experiences. He described one
such situation in which he was at a party and an unknown young woman led him to a
bathroom and began performing oral sex on him:

This girl grabbed me by hand and she just took me to the bathroom and she

started giving me head. And I was like, oh, uh, okay. I mean I don’t know you. I

haven’t even gotten to see your face, you know? Like who are you? And I felt

like, what if I don’t wanna hookup with you, you know? Well too late. You’re
already doing your thing, so might as well do what you gotta do.
Despite his apparent discomfort with receiving oral sex from a stranger, Calvin suggested
that it was easier to allow her to continue than to communicate his discomfort to her.

In another example, Diego (senior, non-Latino Multiracial) explained that there
were numerous situations in the beginning of he and his first girlfriend’s relationship in
which he was uncomfortable engaging in sexual activity, but eventually did so:

I wasn’t comfortable with it because I was very religious and wanted to wait “til

marriage. It’d be her trying everything to get me in the mood...and then

eventually she’d be on top of me and I'm just there. I never thought it was scary,

but I was like ‘this is wrong, like, I don’t want to be doing this, but it feels good.
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Like, I really like this cause I’'m horny all the time, but I don’t wanna do it. I don’t

know.

While he did not want to engage in pre-marital sex due to its incompatibility with his
religious beliefs, Diego described reluctantly doing so when faced with the pressure of
his girlfriends’ advances, as well as ensuing sexual pleasure.

Participants’ experiences of unwanted sex may have also been influenced by
dominant norms of masculinity and associated sexual expectations, such as the idea that
men are always ready and willing for sex. The influence and participants’ endorsement of
these norms is particularly evident among those who described their consent as constantly
present (described below). Thus, participants may have felt pressured to engage in
unwanted sex to conform to and meet the expectations associated with dominant norms
of masculinity.

In contrast to nonverbally responding to partners’ advances, many participants (n
= 18) also described situations in which their partner either directly or indirectly asked
them whether they wanted to engage in sexual activity, and they consented by verbally
and affirmatively responding. For example, Manuel (junior, Latino) described a situation
between he and his casual sex partner this way: “she had asked me nicely if | was ready
to try having sex...and I was like, ‘I one hundred percent agree.’” Robert described a
situation in which he and his partner had reunited after summer break: “we were super
pent-up...I just set my stuff down and then she asked whether I wanted to do it right away
or wait a little bit, and then I told her I wanted to do it, like, right away.” Robert went on

to explain that he and his partner engaged in sexual activity immediately following his
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verbal and affirmative expression of willingness. For participants like Manuel and
Robert, their partners’ question and their responses were explicit and direct.

For other participants, their partners’ questions were indirect, and their responses
followed suit. Colin described an example in a diary entry of an indirect verbal exchange
between him and his partner: “we were cuddled up in blankets watching the show when
she randomly brought up that we haven’t had sex in a while. I replied by stating, ‘we
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could change that.”” Following this exchange, Colin and his partner began engaging in
sexual activity. Later in the diary entry, Colin explained how he communicated his
willingness to engage in sexual activity by saying, “when she brought up the fact that we
had not had sex in a bit, I replied by saying ‘we could change that,” implying that I was
willing to have sex or do sexual activities.” Thus, while there was variation in the
directness and explicitness of participants’ communication, all participants’ verbal and
affirmative consent responses were stimulated by their partners’ verbal question.
Communicating consent by assuming it is constantly present

Many participants (n = 18) described their consent as constantly present,
including several who described engaging in unwanted sexual experiences (n = 4). These
participants considered their consent to be assumed. They explained that there was no
need to communicate it because it was always present. For example, when asked how he
let his partner know he was willing to engage in sexual activity, Chris (senior, non-Latino
Asian) said, “I’m always ready to go...I don’t do anything specific to let her know I’'m

ready. I’m just always willing.” Likewise, Peter (sophomore, Latino) said while

chuckling, “Because I’'m a guy...She understands I’'m willing regardless.”
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Most of these participants struggled to explain how they demonstrated their
consent, insisting they did not do anything and that their partners knew they were willing
due to their belief that men always desire sex or because of a conversation in which their
constant consent was established, which suggests conformity to the traditional sex script
and dominant cultural norms of masculinity where men are expected to always be ready
and willing to engage in sexual activity (discussed more in the next section). For
example, Daniel (senior, non-Latino White) said that his partners “don’t really ask...I
think with women sometimes they just go for it and start doing it...there’s this idea that
men are always willing to have sex....” Likewise, when describing how he gave consent
to his girlfriend, Lee said, “I think girls always know there’s consent. They’re taught that.
It’s fairly new, consent about guys...They don’t give consent, they just do it. [Consent is]
always there.” Thus, some participants expressed that their consent was not
communicated because they believed that their partners assumed it was present, which
seemingly eliminated the need for their consent communication. Other participants
explained that they expressed their perpetual willingness to their partners, negating the
need for their consent communication for future sexual experiences. For example, Salil
(senior, non-Latino Asian) explained his consent communication (or lack thereof) to his
girlfriend this way:

I’m always willing. She knows that. Within the week of the first time of us having

sex, we were having a conversation. It basically just went, like, ‘hey, I’'m always

down to have sex...like, you don’t have to get permission. Whenever you wanna

have sex, I’'m down.’
9
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Despite these participants’ assertion that there was no need for them to
communicate their consent because they considered it always present and assumed, their
narrative descriptions of their sexual experiences revealed that they communicated their
willingness through all of the ways described previously and most commonly by
reciprocating and/or not refusing their partners’ sexual advances. Thus, these
participants’ underlying assumptions were contradicted by their narratives. Moreover,
about half (n = 8) of these participants described situations in which they would
communicate their lack of consent, primarily through explicit verbal communication.
Therefore, these participants were seemingly unaware of their consent communication or
did not consider their consent communication as such.

DISCUSSION

This chapter showed that participants communicated their sexual consent in a
variety of ways. They primarily communicated consent by nonverbally initiating sexual
activity, followed by verbally initiating sexual activity, both of which were linked to
seeking and determining their partners’ consent. Most participants also described
communicating their consent by responding to their partners’ advances primarily
nonverbally, such as by reciprocating, not verbally or physically refusing their partners’
sexual advances, and having an erection. For some participants, nonverbally consenting
to their partners’ sexual advances was associated with engaging in unwanted sexual
experiences due to feeling pressure from their partners, a sense of obligation, and
experiencing sexual pleasure. A minority of participants described verbally

communicating their consent by verbally and affirmatively responding to their partners’
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advances. Finally, many participants described their consent as constantly present. These
participants often said there was no need to communicate their consent and they did not
do anything to communicate it because they were perpetually willing to engage in sexual
activity. Yet, these participants’ descriptions of their sexual experiences revealed that
they communicated their willingness through all of the methods described by other
participants, and most commonly through reciprocating and/or not refusing their partners’
sexual advances.

The predominance of nonverbal and indirect consent communication among
participants in the present study is consistent with previous research (Muehlenhard et al.
2016). However, many participants also described communicating consent verbally, such
as by asking for their partners’ consent, stating their sexual desire, and verbally
responding to their partners’ initiation of sexual activity. The relative frequency of verbal
consent communication compared to other studies could be related to the fact that most
participants’ descriptions of sexual experiences involved partners with whom they shared
committed romantic relationships. Previous studies show inconsistent findings regarding
the relation between type of relationship (e.g., committed, hookup) and consent
communication. Some research suggests that verbal consent communication is less
common in committed romantic relationships. However, such findings are primarily
drawn from survey respondents’ assessment of hypothetical scenarios and therefore, may
not generalize to individuals’ actual sexual experiences (Humphreys 2007; Humphreys
and Herold 2007). On the other hand, some qualitative research that draws on

individuals’ and couples’ sexual experiences suggests that verbal consent communication
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is present within committed romantic relationships (Beres 2014). While other studies
have found that verbal consent communication is seen as awkward and perceived as
atypical in “normal” sexual encounters (Curtis and Burnett 2017), committed romantic
relationships may yield a greater sense of comfort and safety compared to sexual
experiences that occur in the context of other types of relationships (e.g., hookups) and
may, therefore, mitigate the perception that verbal sexual communication is awkward
and/or atypical. Future research should investigate the associations between the
relationship context in which sexual activity occurs, consent communication, and the
dynamics within committed romantic relationships that may yield more or less direct,
verbal consent communication.

Participants’ use of verbal consent communication may also be related to the
specific sexual activity in which they and/or their partners were attempting to engage and
their relatively narrow, phallocentric understanding of “sex.” Similar to other research,
participants overwhelmingly equated “sex” with penile-vaginal intercourse (PVI)
(Horowitz and Bedford 2017; Horowitz and Spicer 2013; Peterson and Muehlenhard
2007b), and most participants predominately described experiences in which PVI was
attempted and/or occurred. Research suggests that verbal consent communication is more
common for PVI than other sexual activities (Hall 1998; Humphreys 2007; Jozkowski et
al. 2014b), and may be related to a perceived hierarchy of sexual activities (Horowitz and
Bedford 2017). Sexual activities perceived as higher in the hierarchy, such as PVI, may
be more likely to be seen as necessitating verbal consent (Humphreys 2007; Humphreys

2004). Thus, participants may have used verbal consent communication to move from
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other sexual activities/touching to “sex” (PVI) or in cases when there were no other
sexual activities/touching, because they perceived PVI to be more significant than other
sexual activities and therefore requiring verbal consent communication (Muehlenhard et
al. 2016). Expanding individuals’ understanding of sex to include all types of sexual
touching, in which consent communication is equally important as it is for penile-vaginal
intercourse, may be an important component for sexual health and sexual assault
prevention educational initiatives.

Given that most participants communicated consent by initiating sexual activity,
most participants’ consent communication is congruent with the traditional sex script.
Previous research has also suggested that men’s sexual consent behaviors conform to and
are influenced by the traditional sex script (Fagen and Anderson 2012; Jozkowski et al.
2014a; Jozkowski and Wiersma 2015; Jozkowski et al. 2017). However, many
participants also described communicating consent by responding to their partners’
initiation of sexual activity through reciprocation, not verbally or physically refusing, and
verbally responding. Thus, many participants’ consent communication was also
incongruent with the traditional sex script and suggests that men’s consent behaviors are
more nuanced than other research suggests. Similar to the aforementioned findings, the
incongruence between many participants’ methods of consent communication and the
traditional sex script may be related to most participants’ sexual experiences having
primarily occurred in the context of committed romantic relationships. Some research has
found that committed romantic relationships may present opportunities for changing,

innovating, and experimenting with ways of relating sexually beyond the traditional
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script (Masters et al. 2013). These findings may also support research that suggests that
young people are moving away from traditional sex scripts and adopting alternative
approaches (Beres et al. 2019; Dworkin and O’Sullivan 2005; Epstein et al. 2009;
Masters et al. 2013; Maxwell 2007; O’Sullivan and Byers 1993). Research also shows
that men interact with women in ways that they perceive as increasing the likelihood of
sex (Flood 2008). Thus, some men may avoid initiating sexual activity and allow their
partners to advance the sexual activity when they think it will help them achieve sexual
pleasure (Kalish 2013). The quantitative methods used in most previous research may
have missed nuances within men’s consent communication, such as behaviors that are
inconsistent with the traditional sex script.

Some participants who described nonverbally consenting to their partners’ sexual
advances by reciprocating, not verbally or physically refusing their partners’ advances,
and/or obtaining an erection also described experiences in which they engaged in
unwanted sexual activity. Participants explained their behavior as due to feeling
pressured by their partners and a sense of obligation. Some participants’ described
situations consistent with sexual coercion. The pressure that influenced some participants
to engage in unwanted sexual activity may also be linked to dominant (hegemonic)
cultural norms of masculinity, in which men are expected to perpetually desire sex and be
ready to engage in it (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005; Doull et al. 2013; Stern et al.
2014). Accordingly, participants may have engaged in unwanted sexual activity to fulfill
such expectations (Beres et al. 2019; Muehlenhard 1988; Muehlenhard and Cook 1988).

In coercive situations, participants may have reframed the experience as consensual in
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order to maintain their sense of control and save face in light of the stereotype that men
always desire sex and dominant masculine norm that men exert control (Beres et al.
2019; Casey et al. 2016; Terry 2012). Participants’ descriptions of unwanted sexual
experiences demonstrate the gap that exists between dominant norms of masculinity and
men’s actual sexual experiences (e.g., men do not always desire sex) (Murray 2019).
Future research should explore the relations between men’s use of potentially ambiguous
nonverbal consent communication (e.g., lack of verbal/physical refusal), pressures
associated with dominant norms of masculinity, and engaging in unwanted sex.
Participants’ nonverbal consent to unwanted sexual activity is consistent with
research that shows a distinction between consent and desire, such that consent and desire
are not synonymous concepts and do not always correspond (Artime and Peterson 2015;
Muehlenhard and Peterson 2005; O’Sullivan and Allgeier 1998; Peterson and
Muehlenhard 2007a). To date, this distinction has mostly been theoretically and
empirically examined among women, with very little empirical and theoretical
examination among men (Fagen and Anderson 2012). Overall, little research has
examined men’s unwanted sexual experiences. More research is needed to understand
men’s participation in unwanted sexual activity, as well as the relationship between those
experiences and their consent behaviors. Educational initiatives should explain and
unpack gender norms, related sexual expectations, and their harms for men and women—
including the harms associated with engaging in unwanted sex. For example, research
shows that engaging in unwanted sexual activity is associated with decreased happiness,

lower relationship quality, increased risk of sexually transmitted diseases, problematic
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drinking, and problems with sexual functioning (Blythe et al. 2006; Cheng and Smyth
2015; Kern and Peterson 2019; Turchik 2012). Men should also be taught strategies for
saying “no” to sex, as well as other strategies for consenting to sex beyond lack of
refusal, reciprocation, and erections, which may decrease their risk of experiencing
unwanted sex.

The influence of dominant cultural norms of masculinity and associated
expectations was also evident in participants’ descriptions of their consent as constantly
present. Many of these participants, including some who engaged in unwanted sexual
activity, suggested that their partners assumed they were always willing because they
were men, and these participants often endorsed this assumption. While these
participants’ narrative descriptions of sexual experiences revealed how they indicated
their willingness (primarily nonverbally), their reluctance/inability to articulate how they
did so suggests that they lacked sufficient insight into their own behaviors and
experiences to be able to discuss them. In tandem with their endorsement of dominant
cultural norms of masculinity, participants’ lack of understanding of their own consent
communication may increase their risk of experiencing unwanted sexual activity,
including sexual assault.

Previous research has found that the pressure for men to always “say yes” to sex
begins in adolescence and extends well into adulthood (Amin et al. 2018; Smiler 2008).
Thus, participants’ assertion that they always implicitly consented to sex and did not do
anything to communicate it may be linked to that pressure and associated cultural

messages about masculinity. Relatedly, some participants may have been unfamiliar with
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the idea of men’s consent and therefore lacked the language to discuss and understand
their own consent (Fagen and Anderson 2012; Smiler 2008). Participants may have also
been unwilling to communicate their lack of consent for fear of harming their masculine
status and performance of masculinity by engaging in behavior inconsistent with
dominant masculine norms (e.g., turning down sexual advances) (Kalish 2013; Kimmel
2008; Pascoe 2005; Vannier and O’Sullivan 2010). To help address these issues,
educational initiatives should avoid reifying gender stereotypes and traditional sex scripts
where men are primarily portrayed as consent-seekers and women are primarily
portrayed as consent-givers. Rather, in order to promote men’s communication and
consideration of their own consent and healthy, wanted sexual experiences, educational
initiatives should treat men and women as equally and mutually involved in every
component of the consent-giving, seeking, and negotiation process.
Conclusion

Little research has examined men’s consent communication. This chapter
described some of the nuanced ways in which heterosexual college men communicated
their sexual consent. Most participants primarily communicated their consent by
nonverbally and verbally initiating sexual activity. Many participants also did so by
responding to their partners’ sexual advances (mostly nonverbally). Some men’s
nonverbal responses to their partners’ advances were associated with engaging in
unwanted sexual activity. Additionally, many participants described their consent as
constantly present. In order to promote healthier, more consensual sexual experiences for

men and women, sexual health and sexual assault prevention initiatives should provide
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men with more consent communication tools (e.g., beyond nonverbally initiating and
responding), as well as untangle the relationship between dominant masculine norms,
associated sexual expectations, and consent communication. Overall, further
understanding men’s consent communication is important for developing effective sexual

health and sexual assault prevention initiatives.
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Chapter 5: Heterosexual College Men’s Interpretation of Sexual Consent
INTRODUCTION

This chapter examines how heterosexual college men interpret their partner’s
sexual consent. Little research has examined men’s interpretation of their partner’s sexual
consent. The small body of research that has addressed this topic is methodologically
limited—namely by the predominant use of quantitative methods and the focus on
women’s experiences. There is limited in-depth understanding of how men interpret their
partner’s sexual consent in the context of their actual sexual experiences and behaviors.
Understanding how college men interpret sexual consent is important given persistently
high rates of sexual assault against women on college campuses, which are primarily
perpetrated by men. Sexual consent is increasingly considered an important topic among
sexual health educators and policy makers for promoting healthy sexual experiences and
preventing sexual assault. Thus, better understanding men’s interpretation of their
partners’ consent could lead to more effective sexual health and sexual assault prevention
initiatives.
Renewed attention on sexual assault and consent

High rates of sexual assault against women persist as a major public health
problem, especially on college campuses. Most research suggests that approximately one
in five women will experience sexual assault while in college (Cantor et al. 2015; Fedina,
Holmes, and Backes 2018; Krebs et al. 2007; Muehlenhard et al. 2017). Survivors of
sexual assault often face a host of negative consequences, including effects on their

mental and physical health, decreases in academic performance, and financial burdens
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(Campbell et al. 2009; Carey et al. 2018; Jordan et al. 2014; Kaufman et al. 2019;
Peterson et al. 2017). While high rates of sexual assault on college campuses and its
myriad negative impacts have been documented since the late 1980s (Cantalupo 2012;
Harrell et al. 2009; Koss 2005), the issue has recently received renewed public attention
due in part to the #MeToo Movement, dozens of high profile cases of sexual assault
perpetrated by prominent men, and the Department of Education’s implementation of
Title IX under the Obama administration and its subsequent enfeeblement by the Trump
administration (Butler, Lee, and Fisher 2019; Kidder 2019; North et al. 2019).

In tandem with revitalized public awareness of sexual assault, the concept of
sexual consent has also gained public attention. Scholars, journalists, policymakers, and
university administrators have increasingly addressed the importance of understanding
sexual consent and promoting consensual sexual activity to help prevent sexual assault
(Anderson and Craighill 2015; Bennett and Jones 2018; Kamenetz 2018; Muehlenhard et
al. 2016; Orenstein 2019; Schmidt 2018). Many universities and states across the United
States, as well as other countries, have recently proposed or enacted policies attempting
to elucidate and/or stipulate what does and does not constitute sexual consent (Baidawi
2018; Baynes 2019; Beitsch 2018; Burgen 2018; California Senate Bill SB-967 2014;
Wiggins and Chason 2018; Yin 2018).

While much research has investigated the causes, consequences, and means of
preventing sexual assault, solely focusing on understanding and preventing violence does
little to advance the understanding of consent and how it is understood within consensual

sexual relationships. Understanding consent is important for promoting consensual sexual
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relationships and preventing sexual assault. Policies and educational interventions aimed
at reducing high rates of sexual assault, in part, by clarifying and/or mandating what
consent must look like in practice, will be more meaningful and impactful if they are
grounded in people’s embodied experiences of consent (Brady et al. 2018). Thus,
developing and implementing effective policies and educational interventions for
reducing sexual assault requires understanding how individuals interpret their sexual
partners’ sexual consent.
Sexual consent interpretation research

A small but growing body of research has begun to show how people (primarily
college students) infer their (intended) sexual partner’s consent. Research shows that
people primarily interpret their partner’s consent through nonverbal behaviors and
contextual clues, which often occur concurrently, such as flirting, sensual touching,
genital touching, moving to a secluded place, and actively participating in sexual
activities (Beres 2010; Beres 2014; Burrow et al. 1998; Curtis and Burnett 2017; Hirsch
et al. 2019; Jozkowski et al. 2018; Jozkowski et al. 2014b). In the presence of these
behaviors and cues, verbal consent is often seen as unnecessary (Beres 2010; Jozkowski
et al. 2018). When people point to verbal indicators of consent, they are often indirect and
coded, such as a (prospective) sexual partner inviting someone to their home to watch a
movie (e.g., “Netflix and chill”’), agreeing to move to a secluded place (e.g., bedroom,
apartment, etc.), or asking or agreeing to obtain a condom (Beres 2010; Hickman and
Muehlenhard 1999; Jozkowski et al. 2018). Research also finds that a partner’s lack of

refusal to participate in sexual activities (e.g., not saying “no”) is often interpreted as
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consent (Hickman and Muehlenhard 1999; Hirsch et al. 2019). Relatedly, some studies
suggest that having engaged in sexual activity with a partner previously and/or the
presence of an ongoing committed relationship is also associated with people’s
interpretation of their partners’ consent, whereby consent is assumed unless otherwise
stated (Brady et al. 2018; Humphreys 2007; Humphreys and Herold 2007; Willis and
Jozkowski 2019).

Some cues that people interpret as consent (e.g., lack of refusal, agreeing to
transition to a secluded place) sit uncomfortably close to rape myths and fall short of
ideals about what consent should look like in practice (e.g., affirmative consent) (Hirsch
et al. 2019; Jozkowski et al. 2018; Muehlenhard et al. 2016). For example, interpreting a
person’s lack of refusal as consent is related to the rape myth that “If a girl doesn’t
physically resist sex—even if protesting verbally—it really can’t be considered rape”
(McMahon and Farmer 2011), which could lead to the perpetration and justification of
sexual assault. Some scholars suggest that relying on such cues to interpret consent, as
well as nonverbal cues in general, creates room for misinterpreting a partner’s consent.
The idea that sexual assaults are often due to miscommunicating and misinterpreting
consent is implicit in affirmative consent policies, which have been implemented in states
and universities across the U.S in an attempt to reduce high rates of sexual assault
(Bennett 2016; Bogle 2014; Jozkowski 2016). Affirmative consent policies, to varying
degrees, mandate that consent must be actively and affirmatively communicated

throughout the sexual experience, and many state that neither silence, the lack of refusal,
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nor the existence of a romantic or other sexual relationship can be interpreted as sexual
consent (Curtis and Burnett 2017; Gruber 2016).

While concerns regarding the misinterpretation of consent and the link between
certain behaviors interpreted as consent and rape myths may be warranted, they are most
justified when looking at behaviors interpreted as consent in isolation from other such
behaviors and the larger situational context. However, research suggests that behaviors
interpreted as consent rarely occur in isolation from other such behaviors and are seldom
the only behaviors that people point to when describing how they interpret consent.
Rather, research suggests that people’s interpretation of their partners’ consent is part of
an ongoing process that typically involves many interconnected, concurrent behaviors
(Beres 2010; Beres 2014; Brady et al. 2018; Humphreys 2004; Jozkowski et al. 2018;
Muehlenhard et al. 2016; Powell 2008). For example, studies suggest that when people
interpret their partner’s lack of refusal as consent, including in committed relationships,
they do so alongside other aforementioned indicators (e.g., active participation, whether
they seem to be enjoying themselves, are relaxed and comfortable, etc.) (Muehlenhard et
al. 2016). Thus, pointing to seemingly problematic interpretations of consent in isolation
from the fully contextualized process of sexual consent negotiation can itself be
problematic and lead to ineffective interventions. Indeed, research on the communication
and interpretation of sexual consent increasingly refutes the idea that many sexual
assaults are due to miscommunication. Instead, it suggests that most men and women
accurately understand when their partners consent (and do not consent) to sexual activity

(Beres 2010; Beres et al. 2014; O’Byrne et al. 2008; O’Byrne et al. 2006).
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Despite generating vital insights about how people interpret their partners’ sexual
consent, the sexual consent literature has data collection and sample limitations. First,
most research is quantitative and uses surveys and/or hypothetical scenarios, and
therefore, may not fully account for real-life sexual behaviors and experiences which are
often nuanced and contextual. Such methods are also not ideal for capturing concurrent or
sequential behaviors, the different meanings ascribed to behaviors or behavioral
sequences in different contexts, or the overall process of sexual consent negotiation and
interpretation (Muehlenhard et al. 2016). In contrast to the quantitative methods used in
much of the extant literature, qualitative methods are better suited for capturing
contextualized, rich data regarding participants’ thoughts, feelings, and actions, because
they allow for open-ended inquiry, follow-up questions, and nuanced responses. Thus,
qualitative methods may be more suitable for understanding how people interpret their
partners’ sexual consent in their actual sexual experiences.

Second, men’s interpretation of sexual consent has typically only been examined
in relation to women'’s interpretation of consent. The literature lacks in-depth
understanding of men’s interpretation of consent within their sexual experiences. Since
men are the primary perpetrators of sexual assault, better understanding the ways in
which they interpret sexual consent could lead to the development of more effective
sexual health and sexual assault prevention initiatives, and as a result, greater healthy and
consensual sexual experiences among men and women. This chapter addresses the

limitations of the extant literature through its use of multiple qualitative methods and a
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sample of heterosexual college men and answers the following research question: how do
heterosexual college men interpret sexual consent?

METHODS
Participants and procedures

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 40 heterosexual undergraduate
men at a large public university in inland Southern California. Following the semi-
structured interview, a subsample of participants (n = 16) completed sexual activity
diaries each day for two weeks in which they chronicled their sexual experiences. After
each week of completing their diaries, the subsample participated in diary debriefing
interviews, in which probing questions were asked about the diary entries and
participants explained their entries in more detail.

Participants were recruited through two methods between Winter quarter of 2018
and Winter quarter of 2019. Fifteen participants were recruited from a sample of 401 men
who participated in a previous study conducted by the researcher. Twenty-five
participants were recruited from large lecture courses in a variety of subjects. Prospective
participants were asked to participate in a study regarding the sexual attitudes and
experiences of college students and, if interested, were directed to complete a brief
eligibility survey. People were eligible for the semi-structured interviews if they
identified as a heterosexual man, were age 18 years or older, currently enrolled in
university courses, and engaged in sexual intercourse in the six months prior to
completing the eligibility survey. To increase the likelihood that people invited to

complete sexual activity diaries and participate in diary debriefing interviews would
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engage in sexual activity during diary data collection, subsample inclusion criteria
included having engaged in sexual activity with another person at least five times in the
30 days prior to the eligibility survey. Subsample participants were also purposively
selected to achieve variation in the subsample reflective of the full sample regarding
types of sexual experiences, communication styles (e.g., primarily verbal or nonverbal,
combination, etc.), relationship status, race/ethnicity, and class standing (e.g., freshman,
sophomore, etc.).

Table 1 contains the full-sample participant demographics. Participants were
primarily juniors (n = 17) or seniors (n = 20) in college and Latino (n = 20) or non-Latino
Asian (n = 13), which is similar to the racial/ethnic distribution of the university’s student
population. Nearly all participants were in a committed romantic relationship at the time
of the interview (n = 29), though the duration of their relationships varied. Table 2
contains the subsample participant demographics. Most subsample participants were
Latino (n = 7) or non-Latino Asian (n = 4), and all had sex partners during data
collection. Most subsample participants were in committed romantic relationships.

Prior to the semi-structured interview, participants gave informed consent. Semi-
structured interview topics included participants’ romantic relationship and sexual
history, their communication of willingness to engage in sexual activity with their
partners, how they understood that their partners were willing to engage in sexual activity
with them (i.e., their interpretation of consent), and their thoughts about and

understanding of the concept of sexual consent. Semi-structured interviews were audio
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recorded and lasted between 45-90 minutes. Participants were compensated with a $15
Visa gift card after they completed the semi-structured interview.

Subsample participants completed sexual activities diaries via Qualtrics survey
software, and each participant had a personalized web link corresponding to their diary.
Subsample participants were directed to write in the diary each day, specifying whether
they engaged in sexual activity with another person and describing the details of those
experiences, including discussions about and attempts at sexual activity. The subsample
was also prompted to provide information about the context of the sexual activity, such as
the location and timing, actions, behaviors, and events that led to sexual activity, and the
nature and status of their relationship to their sexual partner. For the duration of their
diary participation, subsample participants received automatic SMS text alerts every day
at 9 A.M. reminding them to complete their diary for the previous day, which is
consistent with best practices for this method (Bolger et al. 2003).

Subsample participants were asked in the diary debriefing interviews to explain
their entries in more detail, such as more information about the context and decision-
making processes related to the sexual activity. Diary debriefing interviews also included
follow-up questions about participants’ responses in the semi-structured interviews.
Depending on the amount of sexual activity recorded in the diaries, diary debriefing
interviews lasted between 10 and 60 minutes. Subsample participants were compensated
with a $20 Visa gift card after the first diary debriefing interview and $25 after the
second diary debriefing interview. The university’s Institutional Review Board approved

the study.
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Analysis

Undergraduate research assistants, trained by the investigator, transcribed audio
recorded interviews and proofread them for accuracy alongside the audio recording.
Participants were assigned pseudonyms, and identifying information was removed from
the transcripts. The inductive analysis of the transcripts drew upon grounded theory
techniques (e.g., simultaneous data collection and analysis and constant comparison) and
thematic analysis (Charmaz 2004; Terry et al. 2017).

After uploading interview transcripts into Atlas.ti (qualitative data analysis
software), the researcher employed an iterative system of open and focused coding to
examine the semantic and latent meanings of participants’ responses (Charmaz 2004;
Terry et al. 2017). Starting with open coding, the data were analyzed to identify patterns
of common ideas and concepts discussed by participants. The researcher coded each
transcript line-by-line and new ideas were labeled and coded as they emerged. Focused
coding was used to categorize the data within identified patterns. Atlas.ti, was used to
highlight the data and corresponding themes and digitally create labels and notes about
interpretations. Throughout this process the researcher combined and sorted codes into
overarching themes and subthemes and made connections between them (Charmaz 2004;
Warren and Karner 2015). Memos were used throughout this process to help the
researcher document the analytic process as it developed and reflect on the data
(Charmaz 2004; Morse et al. 2002).

Data from the semi-structured interviews, diaries, and diary debriefing interviews

were triangulated to yield a deep understanding of participants’ interpretation of their
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sexual partners’ consent communication. The subsample’s semi-structured interview data
was analyzed to verify whether it aligned with their diary and debriefing interview data.
Each source of data corresponded to each other, which strengthened the presumption that
the semi-structured interviews corresponded to participants’ actual sexual experiences.
Therefore, diary and debriefing interview data were used to verify the key themes found
in the semi-structured interview data — increasing the reliability of the findings and
mitigating the potential limitations of participants’ memory recall. Data from the diaries
and debriefing interviews also provided depth and rich, real-life examples of the themes.

Following the creation of the final thematic scheme and codebook, two teams of
trained undergraduate research assistants were assigned analytic codes for which to code
each transcript. The researcher and research assistants met weekly to resolve
discrepancies and provide clarification. The researcher reviewed each transcript coded by
research assistants for accuracy and consistency with the codebook. This process was
done in order to finalize the number of participants represented in each code and related
theme.

RESULTS

Three themes emerged as the main ways in which participants interpreted their
partners’ sexual consent: 1) assuming consent unless otherwise stated, 2) affirmative
responses to sexual advances, and 3) initiating sexual activity. Nearly all participants (n =
38) fell into multiple themes, and only two participants fell into solely one theme. In this
way, participants described interpreting various signals of their partners’ consent in

different situations and often multiple signals of consent simultaneously. Therefore, in
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most cases, the data suggested that participants interpreted their partner’s consent through
a combination of these themes.
Assuming consent unless otherwise stated

Participants (n = 32) often described assuming that their partner consented to
sexual activity unless they stated otherwise. However, they based their assumptions on
more than the lack of their partner’s verbal or physical refusal, though the lack of verbal
or physical refusal was a core component of their interpretation. Two primary elements of
participants’ assumptions of their partner’s consent included their partner’s consent to
previous sexual activity and conversations between them and their partners in which their
partners established their sexual boundaries and preferences.
Consent to previous sexual activity

Half of participants (n = 21) assumed that their partners’ consent was present
because they had previously engaged in sexual activity with each other. Many of these
participants saw their partner’s consent to previous sexual activity as consent for the
same sexual activity in the future. For example, when asked how he knew his partner was
willing to engage in sexual activity without explicitly asking, Sid (junior, non-Latino
Asian) said, “we’d do it mostly because we knew we’d done those kind of things
before...If it was the same kinda thing that we had already done, we didn’t really feel a
need to ask each other.” Likewise, Adam (senior, non-Latino Asian) explained,

Let’s say day one was kissing, next time you know kissing is okay, of course...and

day twelve would be like third base. That’s how you know day fifteen to twenty
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it’s okay to go to third base...after you have sex, [that’s how you know] it’s okay

to have sex after the first time.

Many of these participants also saw their partner’s consent to previous sexual
activity as consent for a different sexual activity in the future. For example, Isaac
(sophomore, Latino) said, “I feel like if a girl’s willing to do anything sexual, like oral,
then for the most part she’d be willing to go even further...In my experiences, it’s always
been, like, if you’re down for oral, then you’re down sex.” Jonah (sophomore, Latino)
expressed a similar interpretation of his partner’s consent as Isaac when he explained, “if
a person gives you oral sex, I’'m sure they want sexual intercourse to happen as well.”
When asked if he felt the same way about a person’s willingness to engage in genital
touching, he responded, “Yeah. ‘Cause for them to feel comfortable while you’re
touching them in those parts, [ mean, it’s just part of the first step they want you to take
before initiating the rest.” Thus, these participants interpreted their partner’s willingness
to engage in sexual activities in which they previously engaged prior to or within the
same sexual encounter as their consent, especially for but not limited to sexual
intercourse.

After engaging in sexual activity multiple times with their partner, most
participants (n = 28) described basing their interpretation of their partner’s consent on the
pattern of sexual activity that typically occurred between them and their partners and/or
the pattern of activity that typically led to sexual activity. For example, participants
explained that because they and their partner regularly engaged in a particular sexual

activity, they knew she implicitly consented to it in the future. Chris (senior, non-Latino
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Asian) said, “the more we [had sexual intercourse], the more I knew she was okay with
it.” Raj (junior, non-Latino Asian) said, “it was more of a given after the second or third
time, because after that, you know that the other person is willing to do it...I don’t see
how we don’t want to do it.” Jonah said, “[Consent is] pretty much implied if we’ve been
[having sex] for a while. ‘Cause obviously, I’'m pretty sure if I keep asking every time,
the girl’s gonna feel annoyed.” For these participants, engaging in sexual intercourse
multiple times with a partner was enough information on which to infer their partner’s
willingness to engage in sexual intercourse moving forward. These participants often
explicitly stated or implied that after having sex with a person multiple times, consent
was obvious, such as in Raj’s expressed lack of understanding of why he or his partner
would not want to have sex after already engaging in it multiple times and Jonah’s
assertion that his partner would become annoyed if he verbally asked for consent during
every sexual encounter.

When describing the pattern of activities that typically led to sexual activity, and
from which they inferred their partner’s consent, the influence of different living
arrangements came up frequently, such as when one person lived with their parents and
the other lived in their own apartment or dorm. In these cases, participants described only
being able to engage in sexual activity in one location, such as the participants’
apartment. Similarly, in the case of long-distance relationships, participants explained
that they could only have sex when they saw each other in person. Participants described
observing the pattern of where and when sex occurred and basing their interpretation of

their partner’s consent on this pattern. For example, Luis (junior, Latino), who was in a
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long-distance relationship, explained how he knew his partner was willing to engage in
sexual activity this way, “When we get to see each other, that’s an indication. We’ve
been away from each other, so that makes it a little easier to know...to be honest, it’s
pretty much implied.” Also in a long-distance relationship, Michael (senior, non-Latino
Asian) said, “Whenever she comes to Riverside, it’s expected for both of us that we’re
most likely gonna have sex, ‘cause we don’t see each other throughout the week.” In this
way, participants often noted the context of typical sexual activity between them and their
partners, such as its typical time, place, and behaviors that often occurred prior, and
considered them as indicators of their partner’s consent.

Many participants who inferred their partner’s consent based on previous sexual
activity in which they and their partners engaged also described paying attention to their
partner’s sexual pleasure within the sexual activity in which they previously engaged. If
participants saw that their partners enjoyed the sexual activity in the past, they assumed
consent to the same sexual activity in the future. Raj said, “We’d know what felt good to
the other person...she’d say, ‘oh my god, that felt really good.” Then I’d keep that in mind
for the next time we’d have sex because I’d be like, ‘okay, I know this feels good to
her.”” When explaining how he knows what his partner is willing to do, Kyle (junior,
Latino) said, “Usually I just find out what she really likes and stick to that...I try and see
her reactions. Like, usually I can tell she’s coming. I can see how much she enjoys it.”
Thus, participants often saw their partner’s consent as implied for activities in which they
previously engaged, especially those in which they engaged multiple times and those

which their partners seemed to enjoy.
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Conversations establishing boundaries and preferences

For 29 participants, their consent interpretations were often informed by
conversations between them and their partners in which their partners communicated
their sexual boundaries and preferences. In these conversations, participants and their
partners typically discussed their likes and dislikes, described sexual activities in which
they wanted to participate in the future, and sometimes discussed rules-of-engagement for
future sexual experiences. Participants described basing their interpretation of their
partner’s consent for future sexual activities on these conversations.

Some participants described coming to an agreement that their partners would
stop them or say something if they did not want them to do something. Other participants
described verbal agreements between them and their partners in which they agreed that
one or both of them were always willing to engage in sexual activity if the other person
was willing. Manuel (junior, Latino) described a conversation between him and a
prospective sexual partner in which she communicated her desire for him to verbally
obtain her consent prior to engaging in sexual activity, “I was like, ‘what would you be
okay with doing?’ And then that’s when she told me, like, ‘I’m honestly open to a lot of
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things as long as you ask beforehand.”” This conversation between Manuel and his
partner laid the ground rules for how to proceed in sexual encounters moving forward, in
which he sought verbal consent prior to engaging in any sexual activity with her. In a
similar way, Ethan (junior, Latino) described a night in which his partner said something

along the lines of “I want [sex] all the time now,” which he interpreted as consent to

freely initiate and engage in any sexual activities he desired, unless she said otherwise.
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He said that after she made that statement, “she’s never said no to something” and has
been “open to trying every single thing."

Sometimes these conversations occurred immediately after engaging in sexual
activity. In these instances, participants described conversations in which both partners
evaluated the sexual experience. Often such post-sex conversations followed engaging in
new sexual activities, which sometimes were, and other times were not, previously
discussed. Whether their partner positively or negatively evaluated the experience
determined whether participants would (try to) engage in a particular sexual activity or
variation of a sexual activity in the future. Michael described trying new, previously
undiscussed, sexual activities or variations thereof, and the impacts of conversations
following the sexual experience on his perception of his partner’s consent for those
activities in the future:

I’ll introduce something new and add it on to stuff we usually do. If she doesn’t

say anything about it, I assume that is okay.... Afterwards, we’re comfortable

enough to talk about what we like and what we didn’t like.... A couple of times
she said, “oh, that kinda felt uncomfortable. And then we just didn’t do it again.

But most of them time she’ll tell me afterwards that she liked it. From there I

know what I can be doing next time.

In this instance, Michael described assuming his partner’s consent for the first time he
tried a new sexual activity (i.e., “if she doesn’t say anything about it, [ assume that is
okay”) and interpreting his partner’s statements of enjoyment following the experience as

consent for the same sexual activity in the future. Likewise, he also interpreted his
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partner’s statements of discomfort following the experience as her lack of consent for that
activity in the future.

Most commonly, such conversations occurred at some point prior, but not
immediately prior, to engaging in sexual activity, such as earlier in the day or one or
several days prior, and often over text message or another digital platform (e.g.,
Instagram, Twitter, etc.). For example, when asked how he knew what his partner was
willing to do, Colin (junior, Latino) said, “I tend to make my own judgment on that. I
assume what could lead into having sex. I assume what she wants to do.” When probed
what information informed his judgment, he said, “It’s typically things she says in the
past. Like, she’ll tell me, ‘I wish you’d perform oral on me,’ stuff like that. So, I assume
the next time I see her, it’s something she’d like for me to do to her.” These
conversations were common prior to the first-time participants and their partners engaged
in sexual activity, especially sexual intercourse, or before engaging in other sexual
activities in which they had not previously engaged with each other. André (junior, non-
Latino Black) described receiving a pornographic GIF from his partner accompanied by
the message, “hey, I want to try this” and interpreting that as consent to perform that
activity the next time he and his partner were together. Sometimes these conversations
were less direct, such as in a scenario described by Isaac. Isaac described interpreting a
prospective partner’s engagement in and use of “dirty talk™ as their consent to engage in
sexual activity the next time they were together:

Sometimes I’ll talk to a girl and we’ll get a little flirtatious, and it’ll move on to a

dirty sense.... I assume that if a girl’s talking dirty, they’re giving consent, ‘cause
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they wouldn’t talk dirty if they weren’t comfortable having sex with you....I
assume, like, ‘hey, if I were to hang out with her another time when we’re by
ourselves, I take that as consent, like, if she’s okay with it now, I’'m pretty sure
she’ll be okay with it when we hang out. When we’re hanging out, I’'m less
resistant to make a move. So, like, if [ reach in under her pants, or take off my
pants, I assume that she’s okay with it if she doesn’t stop me.
For Isaac, a (prospective) partner’s willingness to engage in sexually explicit
communication equated to her consent to physically engage in sexual activity with him
and made him feel empowered to initiate sexual activity, which, if it was not refused, he
interpreted as consensual.
Affirmative responses to sexual advances
While most participants described situations in which they assumed their partners
were willing to engage in sexual activity based on previous conversations and previous
sexual activity, most participants also described paying attention to cues throughout, or at
least the onset of, a sexual encounter. In some cases, it seemed participants looked for
cues to verify their assumption of their partner’s consent. Nearly all participants (n = 36)
described interpreting their partner’s positive responses to participants’ verbal and
nonverbal sexual advances as consent. Most participants described making sexual
advances when they saw signals from their partner that suggested they were willing to
engage in sexual activity, such as increased physical closeness, sensual touching, wearing

revealing clothing, being in a positive mood, and eye contact. Chris recounted a situation
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in which he and a prospective sexual partner, whom he perceived as promiscuous, were
hanging out together and he made a sexual advance this way:
She was laying on me and wearing a skirt, and, I don’t know if this was on
purpose, but her ass was exposed. It was visible. You can pull it down right? I
think it might have been on purpose. I interpreted it as a visual sign that she
wanted more. I tested it by moving my hand around her butt and seeing how she
would respond, so positive or negative.
For Chris, his partner’s revealing clothing, which he perceived as intentional, suggested
she might be willing to engage in sexual activity. He sought to verify his perception of
her willingness through a nonverbal sexual advance to elicit a response, which he used as
further evidence of her willingness. Later, Chris explained that his partner reacted
positively by touching his genitals, and they began engaging in other sexual activity.
Like Chris, most participants described paying attention to their partners’
nonverbal responses to their sexual advances, which often occurred simultaneously. The
most common nonverbal responses that participants interpreted as consent included
reciprocation, genital touching, enthusiastic participation, and the lack of verbal or
physical sexual refusal. In a diary entry, Juan (sophomore, Latino) explained that he
believed his partner consented to sexual activity because, “when I started kissing and
touching her, she began to kiss me back and touch me as well. She did not say she did not
want to have sex.” In this situation, Juan pointed to both the presence of his partner’s
reciprocation and the absence of her refusal as signals of her consent. In other diary

entries, participants pointed to indications of their partner’s pleasure as their consent.
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Manuel wrote, “Her gestures told me she was enjoying and okay with it all.” Isaac wrote,
“she had the face of pure satisfaction.” Thus, nonverbal responses to participant’s actions
were often interpreted as consent.

In addition to making nonverbal sexual advances and interpreting their partners’
nonverbal responses, most participants (n = 31) also described verbally asking whether
their partner wanted to engage in sexual activity and receiving their partner’s verbal
affirmation. In diary entries, participants wrote, “I blatantly asked her” (Armaan, senior,
non-Latino Other Race), “I asked if she wanted to have sex and she said yes,” (Daniel,
senior, non-Latino White), and “I asked her, ‘do you wanna do it?’ She said yes”
(Edward, junior, Latino). Some participants (n = 10) primarily sought their partner’s
verbal consent for new or atypical sexual activities, such as prior to the first time
engaging in sexual intercourse, anal sex, and BDSM activities. For example, Sid said,
“we would only ask if it was something different. If it was the same kinda thing we had
already done, we didn’t feel a need to ask each other.” Similarly, Jonathan (sophomore,
non-Latino Multiracial) explained how he knew what his partner was willing to do by
saying, “She likes everything, but the two things that aren’t the traditional way, oral and
anal sex, are the questionable things. So, when it comes to oral sex, I’ll be like, ‘can you
suck my dick?’ Or with anal, I’1l be like, ‘do you wanna try it?”” For these participants,
their partners’ consent was assumed for activities that were part of their typical sexual
repertoire. Verbally asking for consent was reserved for atypical sexual activities.

Other participants were less direct when verbally ascertaining their partner’s

consent. These participants (n = 12) interpreted their partner’s consent as their agreement
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to go home with the participant or to his or her bedroom. Kyle described assessing his
partner’s consent to engage in sexual activity early in their relationship this way, “I’d say,
like, ‘you got free time, I got free time, like, do you wanna come over?” She knew what
that meant. Everyone knows that that means...it’s verbal, but you’re not directly saying,
‘do you wanna have sex?’” Salil (senior, non-Latino Asian) also described an invitation
to someone’s home or bedroom as universally understood to mean consent:
Girls definitely think guys always want to have sex. So, girls are like, “all I have
to do if I want to have sex is show them I want to have sex.” By showing, it’s like,
flirting back, like, “if he asked me to go to his house, I would go to his house and
then, like, if he asked me to come upstairs, I’ll go upstairs.” So that’s how they
show.
For Salil, the shared understanding of accepting an invitation to go to someone’s home or
bedroom rests on the idea that women subscribe to the traditional sex script that men are
always ready and willing to have sex. As with Salil and Kyle, the meaning of an
invitation home or to a bedroom was clear to these participants. Therefore, it was also
clear that acceptance meant a reciprocation of sexual interest and consent to sexual
activity.
Initiating sexual activity
Nearly all participants (n = 39) interpreted their partners’ initiation of sexual
activity as their consent. Participants described verbal and nonverbal ways in which their
partners initiated sexual activity. The most common ways in which participants described

their partners nonverbally initiating sexual activity involved kissing the participant,
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touching participants’ genitals, shifting their bodies on top of participants, removing
participants’ clothing, and removing their own clothing. These behaviors were often
sequential or simultaneous. For example, in a diary entry, Juan said, “We were laying on
her bed when she got closer to me and laid down on top of me. She then began kissing
me....” Later, he said that he knew she was willing to engage in sexual activity “because
of the way she was kissing me and getting closer. It’s the usual way she signals she wants
to have sex.” Similarly, when explaining how he knew that his partner was willing to
engage in sexual activity, Alan (junior, non-Latino Asian) said, “When we’re just
chilling, she undresses herself and then just throws herself at me, and I would know that
she wants to have intercourse...She’ll sort of cling on to me, start making out or kissing
me.” Like Juan and Alan, most participants were able to describe nonverbal ways in
which their partners initiated sexual activity, which they interpreted as their partner’s
consent. Additionally, most of these participants recognized their partner’s initiation of
sexual activity as a pattern of behaviors that often led to sexual intercourse, which also
influenced their interpretation of those behaviors as their partner’s consent.

Many participants (n = 26) described knowing their partners were willing to
engage in sexual activity because their partners stated their sexual desires. For example,
when explaining how he knew that his partner was willing to have sex the first time, Salil
said, “She literally verbally said it, like, ‘I want to have sex with you when we get to my
house.” Similar to Salil’s experience, participants described their partners saying, “I’'m
horny,” “let’s have sex,” and “let’s do it.” Participants also described partners explicitly

stating their desires while engaging in sexual activity, which served as cues for
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transitioning between sexual activities. For example, in a diary entry, Isaac wrote, “A few
minutes into the movie, she grabbed by dick and started running on it...She proceeded to
take it out on her own. She sucked it and stopped after a few minutes. She told me she
wanted to have sex....” Likewise, when Jonah explained how the transition occurred
between his partner performing oral sex to engaging in vaginal intercourse, he said, “She
said, ‘just fuck me.”” Thus, many participants described situations in which their partners
were verbally forthright about their willingness and desire to engage in sexual activity,
which participants understood as their consent.

Similar to participants’ partners explicitly stating their sexual desires, participants
also described believing that their partners were willing to engage in sexual activity
because their partner asked them if they wanted to engage in sexual activity. Daniel said
he believed that partners were willing to engage in sexual activity when they asked, “‘can
I...> or ‘will you do this to me?’ ‘Will you go down on me?’” Some participants
suggested that their partners would mostly ask to engage in sexual activity if it was a new
activity or an activity in which they did not typically engage, such as prior to the first
time they had sexual intercourse with each other. Michael said he knew his girlfriend was
willing to have sexual intercourse for the first time with him this way, “We just started
fooling around, and then she was like, ‘do you wanna have sex?’”” Miguel (freshman,
Latino) said his partner is “really direct” when she wants to engage in a sexual activity in
which they have not previously engaged, “she’ll ask me if I wanna try it...she’ll be like,
‘can we try something else?” And then she’ll show me what she wants.” Other

participants explained that partners asking them whether they wanted to engage in sexual
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activity was part of their typical sexual communication and not reserved for atypical
sexual activities. For example, Colin said, “For the most part, she’s the one that engages
it. So, most of the time she’ll ask me, like, ‘do you wanna have sex?’”

Related to participants’ partners directly asking them whether they wanted to
engage in sexual activity, some participants (n = 13) interpreted their partner’s invitation
to a secluded place as a signal of their consent. This was most common in the context of
participants’ descriptions of hookups, (i.e, casual sexual encounters) rather than in
committed romantic relationships. For example, André said when he is talking to
someone in which he is sexually interested at a house party or dorm party, “If she asks
you to go somewhere else, it’s most likely gonna be a hookup.” Likewise, referring to his
hookup experiences, Salil said he knew someone was willing to engage in sexual activity
when they said:

‘Hey, come up here with me,’ or, ‘hey, come to the bathroom with me’ at a party

or something like that. I feel like the situations I’m in, the parties and stuff, it’s a

universal thing. If the girl’s, like, ‘hey, come to the bathroom with me,” it’s kind

of a safe assumption. It’s not assuming intercourse, but you know you’re gonna
hookup.
For participants like André and Salil, receiving an invitation from someone to a secluded
place was akin to an invitation to participate in sexual activity, though which sexual
activities was typically undefined until receiving/interpreting further verbal and

nonverbal communication from their partner.
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DISCUSSION

This chapter showed that participants interpreted their partners’ sexual consent in
a variety of ways, and most participants described multiple, not mutually exclusive ways
through which they interpreted their partner’s consent. Most participants described at
least some level of assuming their partners’ consent unless their partner stated otherwise.
Assumptions of partners’ consent were based on previous participation in sexual activity
with them, such as the pattern of sexual activity that typically occurred between them and
their partners’, the pattern of activity that typically led to sexual activity, and/or
perceptions of their partners’ pleasure during sexual activity. Interpretations of consent
were also based on conversations prior to or after engaging in sexual activity in which
their partners communicated their sexual boundaries and preferences and the pair agreed
upon rules for future sexual experiences. Finally, nearly all participants discussed
interpreting their partners’ consent through an array of affirmative responses to their
sexual advances, as well as nonverbal and verbal ways their partners initiated sexual
activity.
Assuming consent: context and process

The finding that sexual history with a partner informed participants’ assumption
of their partners’ consent supports and extends previous research suggesting that
interpretations of sexual consent vary by the context—namely, the history of a sexual
relationship (Beres 2007; Beres 2010; Humphreys and Herold 2007; Muehlenhard et al.
2016). Sexual history with a partner is termed “sexual precedent.” According to sexual

precedent theory, once people engage in consensual penile-vaginal intercourse, penile-
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vaginal intercourse becomes expected (Livingston et al. 2004; Shotland and Goodstein
1992). To date, scholars have made claims about the role of sexual precedent in consent
communication and interpretation based on limited empirical research that primarily
focused on participants’ attitudes about hypothetical dating or sexual assault scenarios
(Beres 2007; Humphreys and Brousseau 2010; Humphreys and Herold 2007; Humphreys
2004; Monson et al. 2000; Muehlenhard et al. 2016). While previous research suggested
that people in committed romantic relationships based their interpretation of their
partners’ consent more on assumptions rather than communication cues, almost no
research has examined the role of sexual precedent in consent interpretation within
individuals’ actual sexual experiences. The present study joins one recent study (Willis
and Jozkowski 2019) in showing the influence of sexual precedent in individuals’
interpretation of their partner’s sexual consent. However, the present study goes beyond
Willis and Jozkowski’s (2019) study of a primarily female sample by expanding
knowledge of sexual precedent among a sample of men.

The present study also adds nuance and depth to the current understanding of
sexual precedent. Previous research suggested that a sexual precedent was set at a single
point in time (primarily the first time a couple had penile-vaginal intercourse) and was in
effect from that moment forward (Humphreys 2007; Livingston et al. 2004; Monson et al.
2000; Shotland and Goodstein 1992). Willis and Jozkowski (2019) suggested that sexual
precedent was likely a process rather than a single event and extended to other sexual
activities besides vaginal-penile intercourse. The present study adds evidence to support

both claims (i.e., sexual precedent as an event and a process). Many participants
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described the first time they engaged in a particular sexual activity with someone as an
indication that that their partner consented to that activity in future sexual experiences.
Many participants also explicitly stated or implied that consent became obvious (i.e.,
assumed) after engaging in penile-vaginal intercourse with someone multiple times.

Thus, on the one hand, participants described a particular moment at which a sexual
precedent was set for particular sexual activities leading up to and including penile-
vaginal intercourse, while on the other hand, participants also described a process through
which a sexual precedent was set (e.g., engaging in penile-vaginal intercourse multiple
times). However, the present study also found that sexual precedent extended to activities
in which participants and their partners did not yet engage (e.g., a partner’s willingness to
perform oral was inferred as their willingness to engage in penile-vaginal intercourse),
which no other studies have yet demonstrated. Additionally, the findings showed that
some participants inferred their partners’ consent to sexual activities that they seemed to
enjoy in previous sexual experiences. Thus, the role of sexual precedent in some
participants’ interpretation of their partner’s consent also encompassed their perception of
their partner’s pleasure. Together, and consistent with Willis and Jozkowski (2019), these
findings indicate that the influence of sexual precedent on individuals’ interpretation of
their partner’s consent begins shortly after a sexual precedent is initially set (i.e., the first
time a sexual activity is engaged in), but also sometimes extends to different sexual
activities that were not yet engaged in, activities that participants’ partners seemed to

enjoy, as well as requiring some activities to be engaged in multiple times.
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This study also highlights the crucial role of context in understanding individuals’
interpretation of their partners’ sexual consent. For example, many participants who
assumed their partner’s consent noted the context of typical sexual activity between them
and their partner, such as its typical time, place, and foreplay behaviors, and considered
those contextual factors as indicators of their partner’s consent. This is similar to recent
studies that also showed the use of time and place in individuals’ communication and
interpretation consent (Hirsch et al. 2019; Jozkowski et al. 2018). However, previous
research has not shown individuals’ recognition of patterns of behaviors that often lead to
sexual activity between them and their partners as a way in which consent is interpreted.
Another novel finding related to the context of sexual experiences and consent was that
participants based their interpretation of consent on previous conversations in which their
partner communicated their sexual boundaries and preferences. These novel findings
about the context of participants’ interpretation of consent are consistent with
understanding consent as a process rather than a single event, which has been debated
(Beres 2007; Muehlenhard et al. 2016). Research also increasingly suggests that consent
is a process that can occur well before sexual activity occurs as well as throughout a
sexual experience (Brady et al. 2018; Hirsch et al. 2019; Jozkowski et al. 2018;
Muehlenhard et al. 2016; Willis and Jozkowski 2019). However, these findings suggest
that the process of consent can occur far in advance of the onset of sexual activity (e.g.,
multiple days), depending on when such conversations between (prospective) sexual

partners occur.
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Much previous research has not fully accounted for the context of consent, let
alone the context of consent in individuals’ actual sexual experiences. This study’s novel
findings related to the process of consent and its context relate to the strengths of using
multiple qualitative methods, which are well suited for understanding processes and
context (Charmaz 2004; Charmaz 2009; Warren and Karner 2015). As such, more
research is needed to investigate the process and context of consent interpretation in
peoples’ actual sexual experiences using these methods (e.g., multiple qualitative
methods, diary methods, etc.). Such research stands to yield a more complete and robust
understanding of sexual consent. Additionally, given that most participants were in long-
term romantic relationships, research is needed to understand whether individuals in other
kinds of relationships and individuals not in relationships similarly interpret partners’
consent.

Sexual health and sexual assault prevention initiatives should address
heterosexual college men’s reliance on context-based assumptions for interpreting their
partner’s consent. While research suggests that relying on contextual cues rather than
communication does not always result in nonconsensual sex, especially among those in
established sexual relationships (Willis and Jozkowski 2019), educational initiatives
should emphasize that partners’ consent should not be assumed to be present when the
pair shares a sexual history. Though regular sexual partners may naturally shift towards a
standard of consent rather than nonconsent (Muehlenhard et al. 2016), educators should
encourage men to explicitly discuss this shift before concluding that it exists. Educational

initiatives should also convey the importance of continually focusing on partners’ verbal
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and nonverbal communication, despite contextual cues that might suggest the presence of
consent.
Responding and initiating

In addition to interpreting consent through context-based assumptions,
participants also described understanding their partner’s consent through affirmative
verbal and nonverbal responses, as well as their partners’ initiation of sexual activity,
which suggests that at any point in time, participants often used multiple, simultaneous
cues to understand whether their partner is consenting. These findings are similar to what
Beres (2010) found in her study about consent interpretation among couples, which she
called “active participation,” referring to a “constellation of behaviors” used to signal and
interpret consent (p. 8).
Nonverbal behaviors

Similar to previous research, participants pointed to many nonverbal behaviors as
indicators of their partner’s consent (Burkett and Hamilton 2012; Burrow et al. 1998;
Curtis and Burnett 2017; Hirsch et al. 2019; Jozkowski et al. 2018; Jozkowski et al.
2014b). However, in contrast with much previous research, the present study
demonstrated the process through which affirmative responses to sexual advances were
ascertained, such that participants typically made a sexual advance when they noticed
signals from their partner that suggested they might be willing to engage in sexual
activity (e.g., increased physical closeness, sensual touching, positive mood, etc.). In this
way, participants’ sexual advances that elicited affirmative responses were also

contextual. After making a sexual advance, participants then looked for further evidence
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of their partner’s willingness. Additionally, participants seldom pointed to just one signal
that suggested their partner might be willing to engage in sexual activity and pointed
instead to multiple signals, which is consistent with previous research (Beres 2010; Beres
2014; Muehlenhard et al. 2016). These findings are also consistent with previous research
showing that men are capable of accurately interpreting subtle behavioral cues of their
partners’ willingness to engage in sexual activity, which suggests that misinterpretation
of sexual consent is not a major cause of sexual assault (Beres 2010; Beres et al. 2014;
O’Byrne et al. 2008; O’Byrne et al. 2000).

Consistent with previous research (Hickman and Muehlenhard 1999; Jozkowski
et al. 2014a; Jozkowski et al. 2014b), most participants indicated that they interpreted
their partners’ nonverbal initiation of sexual activity as their consent. This study extends
previous research by showing that participants’ interpretation of their partner’s initiation
of sexual activity was influenced by the perceived pattern of sexual activities that often
led to sex, rather than any sole actions in and of themselves. This finding points to the
influence of sexual precedent and the relationship context on participants’ interpretation
of their sexual consent (Humphreys and Herold 2007; Muehlenhard et al. 2016; Willis
and Jozkowski 2019), which likely contributed to participants’ recognition of patterns
leading to sexual activity. Future research on the interpretation of sexual consent should
continue to account for relationship context of sexual partners, rather than pointing to

indicators of consent in isolation from the context in which they occur.
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Verbal behaviors

In addition to interpreting their partner’s consent nonverbally, most participants
also described interpreting their partner’s consent through verbally seeking their partner’s
verbal affirmative response or through their partner verbally initiating sexual activity by
asking to engage in sexual activity or stating their desire to do so. Some participants
described verbal communication as primarily occurring in the context of new or atypical
sexual activities, which is consistent with other research suggesting that sexual partners
rely more on explicit sexual communication as the pair expands its sexual repertoire
(Willis and Jozkowski 2019). Overall, the data suggested that explicit verbal sexual
communication between participants and their partners was common, which may be
related to the fact that most participants described sexual experiences within committed
romantic relationships. Yet, research shows mixed findings regarding the influence of the
relationship context on the amount of verbal sexual communication that occurs between
partners. Some research suggests that nonverbal consent interpretation is more common
than verbal consent interpretation, especially in relationships (Beres 2010; Beres 2014;
Jozkowski et al. 2018; Jozkowski et al. 2014b; Willis and Jozkowski 2019). Other
research suggests that as sexual relationships progress, explicit verbal consent
communication becomes more common (Willis and Jozkowski 2019). Likewise, previous
research suggested that men were more comfortable engaging in verbal consent
communication with girlfriends with whom they shared a sexual history, because they did
not fear rejection or a change in their partners’ positive feelings toward them if they

asked to engage in sexual activity (Foubert, Garner, and Thaxter 2006). Future research is
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needed to better understand the role of relationship context on partners’ verbal consent
communication.

The degree to which participants described their partners verbally initiating sexual
activity is also inconsistent with the traditional sex script in which women are typically
consent-givers and men are typically consent-seekers (Masters et al. 2013). However,
these findings may be due to changing sexual scripts that offer alternative scripts in
which the seeking, giving, and receiving of consent may be more fluid and
interchangeable between men and women and across sexual interactions (Beres et al.
2019; Epstein et al. 2009; Masters et al. 2013).

Some participants also described less direct ways of verbally interpreting their
partner’s consent, including their (prospective) partner’s agreement to go home with the
participant or to his bedroom, as well as invitations from (prospective) partners to go to a
secluded place. Participants most commonly described these consent cues in the context
of casual relationships, rather than committed relationships, and described these cues as
very clear ways of understanding their partners’ willingness to engage in sexual activity.
These findings are consistent with previous research (Beres et al. 2014), some of which
showed subtle gender differences in the interpretation of consent based on an (accepted)
invitation to a secluded place (Jozkowski et al. 2018). Jozkowski, Manning, and Hunt
(2018) showed that men interpreted these signals as akin to consent, while women saw
these signals as possible consent. Thus, for men, a partner’s (accepted) invitation to a
secluded place represented the moment at which sexual consent occurred, while women

saw such signals as part of an ongoing process of consent communication (Jozkowski et
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al. 2018). However, participants in the present study also described other, often
simultaneous ways in which they interpreted their partners’ consent following an
(accepted) invitation to a secluded place, which suggests that they did not understand
their partner’s (accepted) invitation as primary or sufficient evidence of sexual consent
and that they may have (implicitly) understood the communication of consent as a
process, rather than a single moment. This divergent finding may be due to
methodological differences between previous research and the present study.

Scholars have argued that quantitative methods that use hypothetical scenarios or
ask participants to reflect on imagined sexual scenarios may not capture the nuances of
participants’ actual sexual experiences, such as co-occurring consent signals and the
process of consent interpretation (Beres 2007; Muehlenhard et al. 2016). However,
previous qualitative research has also seldom investigated participants’ detailed, actual
sexual experiences using methods best suited for doing so (e.g., diary methods). In
contrast to much previous research, the present study asked participants to describe their
actual sexual experiences in detail from beginning to end. As such, participants’
narratives revealed and provided opportunities to probe deeply into how they understood
their partners’ consent throughout the sexual encounter. These methods revealed co-
occurring cues through which participants interpreted their partners’ consent (e.g., an
invitation to a secluded place and a reciprocated sexual advance).

Future research should continue to investigate the interpretation of sexual consent
in individuals’ actual sexual experiences, attending to the nuances and details of those

experiences to further understand the process of consent communication and
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interpretation. Doing so may yield a more complete and accurate understanding of
individual’s interpretation of consent. Sexual health and sexual assault prevention
initiatives should also provide opportunities for heterosexual men to consider their actual
sexual experiences and how they understood their partners were willing to engage in
sexual activity. In doing so, educational initiatives could point to discrepancies between
individuals’ methods of interpreting their partner’s consent and the methods outlined in
policy. Educational initiatives could also provide examples of consent signals occurring
throughout sexual experiences consistent with policy, with specific examples from actual
sexual experiences. Doing so could help educational initiatives better account for the
nuances of consent and move beyond the idea that consent is simply a “yes” or “no.”
Conclusion

This chapter described the various, nuanced ways that heterosexual college men
interpreted their partner’s sexual consent in their actual sexual experiences. The context
in which participants’ sexual experiences occurred was important for understanding their
interpretation of their partners’ consent, such as their relationship/sexual history with
their partner. Participants often interpreted their partners’ consent using multiple,
simultaneous signals. While most participants made assumptions about their partners’
consent, they also pointed to a variety of verbal and nonverbal signals of their partners’
consent. To stimulate healthy, consensual sexual experiences, sexual health and sexual
assault prevention initiatives should provide opportunities for men to critically evaluate
their sexual experiences and their interpretations of their partners’ consent, and, in doing

0, encourage men to continually focus on their partners’ verbal and nonverbal
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communication, despite context-based assumptions or other perceived consent signals
inconsistent with consent policies. Further understanding men’s interpretation of sexual
consent in their actual sexual experiences is important for developing effective sexual

health and sexual assault prevention initiatives.
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Chapter 6: Conclusion

The impetus for this study was a desire to understand the roots and causes of
sexual violence against women, which I considered to be one of the most visceral forms
of gendered oppression. My exploration of the (vast) sexual violence literature eventually
led me to the topic of sexual consent, which I began to recognize as foundational to the
understanding and prevention of sexual violence. I found that the presence or absence of
sexual consent is the difference between consensual sex and sexual violence, and that
understanding sexually violent situations requires understanding nonviolent situations.
By following that thread, I found that the relatively nascent state of the sexual consent
literature meant there were many opportunities to make important contributions. In short,
I found that most sexual consent research is quantitative, does not investigate individuals’
actual sexual experiences or the contexts in which they occur, and has largely been based
on samples of women. For these reasons, previous research provides only a limited
understanding of what individuals, especially men, think about consent and the behaviors
they use to express and interpret consent. Thus, my goal was to investigate how college
men conceptualized, communicated, and interpreted sexual consent. I endeavored to root
my investigation in individuals’ actual sexual experiences using research methods best
suited for doing so (i.e., in-depth interviews and sexual activity diaries; see Appendix 5
for my reflections on the research process).

The present study was underpinned by seminal empirical and theoretical
sociological research that demonstrates how interactions within explicitly gendered and

seemingly gender-neutral interpersonal, situational, and institutional contexts shape
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gendered behaviors and experiences (e.g., Armstrong, Hamilton, and Sweeney 2006;
Bogle 2008; Boswell and Spade 1996; Martin and Hummer 1989), as well as extant
sexual consent research—thus bridging these two bodies of literature. The lack of
sociological attention paid to sexual consent is partially to blame for the dearth of sexual
consent research and its methodological limitations, and the lack of theoretical
understanding of sexual consent (Beres 2007; Martin 2016). Drawing from grounded
theory methods, this study used hegemonic masculinity and gendered sexual scripts as
sensitizing concepts. Given the close relationship between sexual assault and masculinity
and the relationship between sexual assault and consent, I approached this research
mindful of the influence of gendered pressures and norms that shape individuals’
attitudes and behaviors. Taken together, this study sought to understand the role of
context, broadly considered, which is critical for developing theory in this area.

As evidenced by chapters 3-5, I accomplished each of my goals. Much of this
study’s findings supported previous research, but also contributed much needed nuanced
and contextualized findings to the sexual consent literature. For example, this study
showed the nuances of participants’ conceptualization of consent in the context of their
relationships/regular sex partners. Many participants viewed consent as changing with the
duration of their relationship—moving from explicit verbal consent communication in the
beginning of their relationship to nonverbal signals of consent later in their relationship.
Additionally, some participants specified the types of sexual activities for which they
considered explicit verbal consent necessary (i.e., new or atypical sexual activities).

Participants’ conceptualizations of consent were seemingly influenced by the cultural
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moment in which the data were collected (i.e., the #MeToo Movement). They were also
shaped by the alcohol-fueled environment in which much sexual activity occurs on
college campuses, as evidenced by the fear some men expressed about facing the
consequences of a sexual assault accusation and their descriptions of the complicated
nature of consent amidst alcohol consumption, respectively.

This study also demonstrated the nuances of participants’ communication and
interpretation of consent. For example, the data showed that many of the cues that
participants used to communicate and interpret sexual consent were simultaneous and
sequential. Participants also described frequently waiting for their partners’ initiation of
sexual activity or signals from their partner that suggested they might be willing to
engage in sexual activity prior to making a sexual advance, both of which are inconsistent
with the traditional sex script where men are portrayed as the primary pursuers and
women are portrayed as the primary “gatekeepers.” In this way, this study challenged the
preponderance of the traditional sex script found in previous research (e.g., Jozkowski et
al. 2014a; Jozkowski and Wiersma 2015; Jozkowski et al. 2017). My findings suggest
instead that sexual consent communication is not fixed and is far more fluid than the
traditional sex script allows and previous research suggests. Participants’ descriptions of
their nonverbal consent communication (i.e., not refusing their partner, reciprocating,
erections) also elicited descriptions of unwanted sexual experiences, which reflected the
cultural influence of dominant masculine norms, where men are expected to always
desire and be willing to engage in sexual activity (Connell 1987; Doull et al. 2013;

Kimmel 2008; Stern et al. 2014). Indeed, many participants described their consent as
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assumed, including some who described unwanted sexual experiences. Thus, this study
pointed to a relationship between men’s nonverbal forms of consent communication,
unwanted sexual experiences, and dominant masculine norms.

This study also added nuance and depth to the current understanding of the
process of sexual consent and the role of shared sexual history (i.e., sexual precedent) on
men’s interpretation of sexual consent. For example, many participants interpreted their
partners’ sexual consent based on a conversation between them and their partner that
sometimes occurred days in advance of the sexual experience, which suggests that the
process of consent can begin many days before the onset of sexual activity. Participants
also described understanding their partners’ consent based on their partners’ consent to
previous sexual activity, the pattern of sexual activity or typical activities leading to
sexual activity, as well as a perception of their partners’ pleasure in previous sexual
activities. Thus, participants indicated that sexual precedent influenced their
interpretation of their partners’ consent not only after the first time that they and their
partner engaged in a particular sexual activity, but also after engaging in a particular
sexual activity multiple times, as well as after engaging in a sexual activity that their
partner seemed to enjoy. Therefore, this study suggests that the role of shared sexual
history on men’s interpretation of sexual consent is more nuanced and complicated than
previous research suggests.

The present study’s novel findings regarding the nuances and context of sexual
consent are likely due to the strengths of its methodological approach, including the in-

depth focus on men’s sexual experiences. While this study demonstrated many of the
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nuances and contextual influences of participants’ conceptualization, communication, and
interpretation of sexual consent, there are undoubtedly many more that were not captured
by my research strategy. However, the findings show that the methodology of this study
can be effective in revealing the nuances and complexities of sexual consent. This study
also demonstrated that considering the situational and cultural context in which sex
occurs is vital for understanding individuals’ conceptualization, communication, and
interpretation of sexual consent.

OVERARCHING EDUCATIONAL AND POLICY IMPLICATIONS

Considering the findings of this study as a whole, there are additional implications
for sexual health and sexual assault prevention education and policy initiatives not
mentioned in prior chapters. First, there is great need for more and higher quality sex
education that incorporates sexual consent education, not only in college, but beginning
much earlier in students’ lives. By the time many young people enter college, most have
already engaged in sexual activity (Haydon et al. 2012). If the aim of sex education is to
prevent risky sexual behaviors, then sexual consent — including its nuances,
communication, and respect — must be taught prior to students becoming sexually active.
Towards this end, state departments of education should explicitly include sexual consent
education in their health education standards. Such education should begin early in
elementary school and continue intermittently throughout students’ educational careers,
becoming more advanced as students become older. Currently, much sex education
focuses on the biology of sexual activity, such as sexual body parts, sexually transmitted

infections, and pregnancy — often omitting education about sexual consent, as well as its
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nuances and communication (Hall et al. 2016; Kalke et al. 2018; Muehlenhard et al.
2016; Willis, Jozkowski, and Read 2018). Many school districts also use an abstinence-
only model of sex education (Carr and Packham 2017; Hall et al. 2016). Instead, sexual
consent education should be embedded in sex education and begin early in students’
educational careers. For example, in early elementary school, students could be taught
about the foundational elements of consent (e.g., bodily autonomy, respect for others),
without explicitly discussing the concept of sexual consent. Closer to the point at which
many students start becoming sexually active, such as middle school or early high school,
students could be introduced to the concept of sexual consent, its components, and how it
relates to students’ lived experiences.

Findings from the present study also have implications for affirmative consent
policies and education that stems from such policies, which have been implemented by
numerous states, as well as approximately 1500 institutions of higher education (Bennett
2016). The central premise of affirmative consent policies is that the rate of sexual assault
will decrease if sexual partners engaged in more direct and explicit consent negotiations,
implying that many young people do not know how to engage in sexual communication
or do so in ways that become lost in translation. Therefore, the premise of affirmative
consent policies is based on the idea that many sexual assaults are due to
miscommunication, which research increasingly refutes (Beres 2010; Beres 2014;
Jozkowski 2016). The present study contributes to a growing body of research that
questions the idea that young people do not know how to communicate about sex or

accurately understand their partners’ sexual communication. Thus, the solution to the
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sexual assault problem likely will not be solved by affirmative consent policies. Such
policies are only superficial attempts at curbing sexual assault if they are not followed by
robust, comprehensive, and rigorously evaluated educational programs (Willis and
Jozkowski 2018).

Considering that most sexual health education programs seldom cover sexual
consent and the political and cultural roadblocks to providing comprehensive sex
education in primary and secondary schools (Hall et al. 2016; Santelli et al. 2018; Willis
et al. 2018), universities have an opportunity to fill the void, at least for college students.
As such, universities should provide comprehensive sex education programming beyond
the one-time sessions typically offered to incoming students (Ortiz and Shafer 2018).
Providing a robust system of sexual health education that covers the full scope of
information necessary for promoting healthy sexual experiences (e.g., the intricacies of
sexual consent, dismantling gender norms and the traditional sex script, alcohol and sex,
bystander intervention, etc.) throughout students’ time in college could be more likely to
institute lasting positive behavioral and attitudinal changes (Hubach et al. 2019;
Olmstead, Anders, and Conrad 2017; Ortiz and Shafer 2018; Pound et al. 2017). To help
students have the sexual experiences they desire, this programming should center on sex-
positive messages, including the additive value of sexual consent negotiations (e.g.,
ensuring mutual pleasure, clearly communicating desires and boundaries), rather than the
importance of sexual consent for avoiding perpetrating or experiencing sexual assault.

Framing consent initiatives around the positive aspects of consent could help decrease
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men’s anxiety related to consent and motivate men to think and behave in ways aligned
with sexual health, consent, and assault prevention initiatives.

Such programming should build upon students’ lived experiences communicating
and interpreting sexual consent and avoid suggesting that students’ do not know how to
understand their partners’ willingness to engage in sexual activity. In this way,

9 <6

individuals’ “tacit knowledge” of interpreting and communicating consent should be
acknowledged and made explicit. Building upon normative and tacit understandings of
consent could yield more “buy in” from recipients of this education and avoid creating
resistance (Beres 2010; Hubach et al. 2019). Consistent with building upon students’
lived experiences of communicating and interpreting sexual consent, Muehlenhard et al.
(2016) suggest teaching students to frame cues commonly used to interpret partners’
consent as indicators of a likelihood of consent, rather than consent itself. Thus, educators
should avoid discounting cues commonly used to interpret consent and instead, establish
them as increasing the likelihood that a (prospective) sexual partner may consent—
making a distinction between an increased likelihood of consent and consent
(Muehlenhard et al. 2016). To build upon this programming and help ensure a culture of
consent, universities could mandate that all organized student groups include consent

education, led by professional staff or trained peers, if they wish to receive university

funding or use university resources.
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LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

Limitations

The strengths and findings of this study should be considered alongside its
limitations. While this study used a racially/ethnically diverse sample, the data were not
analyzed for racial/ethnic differences, as investigating such differences was not a goal.
There may be nuances in men’s conceptualization, communication, and interpretation of
sexual consent that stem from and vary by race/ethnicity which were not found by
looking at overall patterns in the data. Participants were recruited from one Southern
California university. As such, some findings might reflect the characteristics of the
university at which participants were recruited, such as participants’ (implicit) awareness
or endorsement of elements of the university’s affirmative consent policy. Additionally,
participants who volunteer for sexual research are typically more at ease with talking
about sex than those who do not volunteer (Wiederman 1999). Thus, the sample may be
biased towards men comfortable discussing their sexual experiences in-depth, and
participants might differ from other college men. Relatedly, college men might be more
exposed to issues of sexual consent and sexual assault, which could influence their
perceptions and experiences. Moreover, since issues of sexual consent and sexual assault
are likely amplified on college campuses, participants may have been more likely to give
responses perceived as socially desirable. However, the consistency between participants’
interviews and diary entries, as well as the candor with which most participants spoke in
the interviews suggests the data were not significantly affected by social desirability bias.

Because all participants were heterosexual and most were in a committed romantic
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relationship, the findings may not generalize to non-heterosexual experiences, men of
different sexualities, or men who are not in committed romantic relationships. Lastly, this
research examined the experiences and perspectives of one member of a sexual dyad,
which may have been different than the perspectives and experiences of participants’
partners. I interpreted participants’ experiences with their partners as consensual and their
partners as willing, but it is possible that participants described experiences in which their
partner was not willing.
Future directions

This study’s limitations and key findings suggest the need for several lines of
future sexual consent research. Given the dearth of sexual consent research using
racially/ethnically diverse samples, a clear next step is for future research to build upon
this study using similarly racially/ethnically diverse samples to conduct group
comparisons and investigate how men’s thoughts about and behaviors related to sexual
consent might vary by race/ethnicity. For example, in further research, I plan to compare
Latino participants’ conceptualization, communication, and interpretation of consent in
the present study to that of non-Latino Asian participants in the present study.
Longitudinal research is needed to examine how individuals’ conceptualization of
consent might change over time. Given the influence of the college context, it would be
worthwhile to investigate how consent is conceptualized prior to entering college, at
different points in college, as well as after students leave college. Longitudinal research is
also needed to examine consent communication and interpretation throughout committed

romantic relationships. At what point(s) does consent communication and/or
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interpretation become more implicit or explicit? Additionally, do sex scripts shift in
relationships, and if so, how and why? More research is needed on the effects of sexual
health/consent education as well. Does consent education translate to behavioral
changes? If so, do such changes persist in the contexts of alcohol consumption, hookups,
and committed romantic relationships? Relatedly, more research is needed that explicitly
focuses on consent conceptualization, communication, and interpretation at the
intersection of alcohol use, partying, and hookups. Research on individuals’ actual sexual
experiences in these contexts is lacking and is especially important for developing
effective sexual health and sexual assault prevention initiatives that build on people’s
lived experiences. Future research is also needed to explore the relationships between
men’s nonverbal consent communication, unwanted sexual experiences, and dominant
masculine ideals and associated sexual expectations. How do men understand their
unwanted sexual experiences, and how does engaging in unwanted sex affect men?
Finally, across all of this research, there is great need for research using both members of
sexual dyads to gather the perspectives of both participants of shared sexual experiences.
Where do perspectives align and diverge, and if there are points of divergence, why? By
shedding light on people’s experiences behind closed doors, all of this research would
lend itself to practical guidance for improving sexual health and sexual assault prevention
initiatives.
CONCLUSION
Over the course of this research I discovered the complexities of the sexual

consent process, as well as the complexities of sexual communication and sexual

164



experiences more broadly. I found that the process of sexual consent is far more
complicated than a simple “yes” or “no,” filled with nuances, and tied to the
interpersonal, situational, and cultural context in which it occurs, such as the nature of the
relationship between sexual partners, the university context, in which sex often occurs
under the influence of alcohol, the overarching cultural milieu (e.g., the #MeToo
Movement), and larger social forces, such as social relations of domination and
ideologies that reinforce those relations (e.g., hegemonic masculinity). As such,
considering the influence of the broad social context is critical for developing a complete
and nuanced understanding of individuals’ conceptualization, communication, and
interpretation of sexual consent. While this study cannot answer questions of what sexual
consent is or what should count as sexual consent, it showed the myriad ways in which a
sample of heterosexual college men conceptualized, communicated, and interpreted
sexual consent. This study’s findings should be used to root sexual health and sexual
assault prevention initiatives in individuals’ nuanced and contextualized thoughts about

and experiences with sexual consent.
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APPENDICES
Appendix 1: Semi-structured interview guide
Opening: During this interview, I’'m going to ask you questions about your sexual
experiences and thoughts and feelings related to your sexual experiences. Just know that
by asking these questions I’m not trying to figure out if you’re a “certain kind of person”
or a person who does “certain kinds of things.” I'm really just trying to understand your
sexual experiences and your perceptions of those experiences, so you should feel
comfortable speaking openly and honestly. Also, the more details you can provide about
your thoughts and experiences, the better. You should feel safe to talk about alcohol use,
other substance use, and things like that that are relevant to your experiences. You should
not tell me about whether you are harming someone or have plans to harm yourself or

someone else.

There may be times where you feel like you’re repeating yourself, but that’s ok. I have to

ask certain questions, so just go with it.

Additionally, please remember that you can choose not to answer any of the questions I
ask during the interview. And know that everything you say will be confidential and your
name or any other identifying information (like the names of your partners) won’t be
used in conjunction with your responses. So you won’t be able to be identified through

your responses here.
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1) General questions about life at UCR. How has your experience at UCR been so far?
1a) Do you live on campus? In Riverside? Do you commute?
1b) What is the social scene like at UCR?
2) Can you tell me about your experiences with sexual relationships?
2a) Have you had a steady girlfriend?
2b) Friends-with-benefits?
2¢) Casual hookups?
2d) Current relationship status?
3) How do you choose your sexual partner(s)? What is it about them?
4) Can you describe your last sexual experience?
5) Can you describe another memorable sexual experience?
Interpretation:
6) How do you know someone [your partner] is willing to engage in sexual activity with
you?
6a) What does your partner do to let you know that she is willing to engage in sexual
activity with you?
6b) How do you know what your partner is willing to do?
6¢) Can you provide specific examples from your own sexual experiences?
- Probe about examples: time and place of sexual experience, relationship to
sexual partner (context of examples).
7) Can you describe any strategies that you use to determine someone’s willingness to

engage in sexual activity with you?
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7a) Can you describe any strategies that you use to sway or entice someone to engage
in sexual activity with you?

7b) Specific examples from sexual experiences? (Probe about examples, context of

examples).

8) Does someone’s willingness to engage in one sexual activity affect your perception of
their willingness to engage in other sexual activities with you?

Clarification: For instance, if you’re making out with someone, do you think she
might be willing or more willing to do other sexual things with you, like genital touching,
oral sex, or intercourse? Or, if someone is giving your oral or if you’re giving someone
oral, do you think she might be willing or more willing to engage in other sexual
activities with you?

8a) Specific examples from sexual experiences? (Probe about examples, context of

examples).

9) Does someone’s willingness to engage in sexual activity at one point in time affect
your perception of their willingness to engage in sexual activity at another point in time?
Clarification: For instance, if someone engaged in sexual activity with you at one
point in time, do you think she’d be more or less likely to engage in sexual activity or

other sexual activities at another point in time?

9a) Specific examples from sexual experiences? (Probe about examples, context of

examples).
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*For people in relationships:
- Is how you know your partner is willing to engage in sexual activity different
compared to when you first started dating/having sex?

Communication:

10) How do you think your partner knows you’re willing to engage in sexual activity?
10a) What do you do to let your partner know you are willing to engage in sexual
activity?
10b) How do you think your partner knows what you are willing to do?
10c) Specific examples from sexual experiences? (Probe about examples, context of
examples).

11) Can you describe any strategies that your partner uses to determine your willingness

to engage in sexual activity?
11a) Can you describe any strategies that your partner uses to persuade you to engage

in sexual activity?
11b) Specific examples from sexual experiences? (Probe about examples, context of
examples).

12) Does what you do to show your willingness to engage in sexual activity change

depending on the sexual activity? If so, how?

Clarification: For instance, do you show your willingness to make-out differently
than how you’d show your willingness to give or receive oral, or to have intercourse?
12a) Specific examples from sexual experiences? (Probe about examples, context of

examples).

190



*For people in relationships:
- Is how you show your willingness to engage in sexual activity different compared
to when you first started dating/having sex?

Conceptualization:

13) Many people that I’ve interviewed so far have talked about this idea of noticing that
they pushed too hard for sex in various instances.
- For example, some people have talked about trying to engage in some type of
sexual activity, a partner resisting nonverbally or verbally a little bit, and then sort
of pushing again to see if maybe the partner doesn’t resist again. Is this something
you can relate to or identify with or speak to at all?
14) How would you define sexual consent?
15) What role do you think sexual consent plays in your life and sexual experiences?
16) Do you remember when you first learned about sexual consent?
17) How do you know whether there’s consent to engage in sexual activity with
someone?
17a) Does how you know change depending on the sexual activity? For instance, does
you partner (do your partners) do different things to show their consent for specific
sexual activities (i.e., someone only wants to make-out, or someone is willing to give you
oral, or if she is willing to have intercourse?)
*For people in relationships:

- Is how you know there’s consent to engage in sexual activity different now

compared to when you first starting dating/having sex?
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18) How do you think your partner knows there’s consent to engage in sexual activity
with you?
18a) Do you think you do different things to show your consent depending on the
sexual activity?
*For people in relationships:
- Is how your partner knows there’s consent to engage in sexual activity with you
different now compared to when you first started dating/having sex?
19) When some people talk about consent they talk about willingness. Do you think
there’s a difference between understanding how someone communicates their willingness
to engage in sexual activity and understanding their consent?
20) Do you have any questions for me?
21) If eligible for diary: do you prefer text or email communication moving forward?
That concludes our interview. If you indicated that you are interested in participating in
the sexual activity diary portion of this study, I will be in touch in the near future to

confirm your participation and schedule the follow-up interviews.
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Appendix 2: Electronic sexual activity diary

Instructions

Each day, please use this diary to record your sexual activity (or lack thereof). Record
details for every time you have sex with someone, attempt to have sex with someone, or
someone attempts to have sex with you. On a day when there was no actual or attempted

sexual activity between you and another person, record that in your diary.

Part 1 consists of multiple-choice questions about whether you engaged in sexual activity
with someone and, if so, what kind of sexual activity. Part 2 consists of open-ended
questions about the details of the actual or attempted sexual activity. Please provide as

much detail as possible.

Please use only the first names of your partners in your diary entries. Since you will be
writing about very personal experiences, I recommend that you only write in the diary

when you are alone.

If at some point you realize that you are not sure about what to record, call, text, or email
me (phone: redacted; email: Imarg002@ucr.edu) and I can give you guidance. Keep
recording for one whole week (7 days), then, at the appointment date, time, and location
we decide on, we will review what you have written in the diary. I will ask you questions

to clarify or complete any unclear or incomplete diary entries.
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Please remember that the information you provide is confidential. Neither your name,

our partner's name, nor any other identifying information will be used in conjunction
your p y ymg \

with the information you provide.

1.

What is today's date? (If you are completing the diary for a previous day, please
enter the date for which you are recording your sexual activity or lack thereof)
Did you and a partner talk about sex or a related topic today (e.g., plans for sexual
activity, fantasies, sexual history, turn ons, etc.)?

a. Yes

b. No

If yes to Q2:

3.

Please describe what you and a partner talked about. Who said what? Who
initiated the conversation?
Did you attempt to engage in sexual activity with someone?
a. Yes
b. No
Did someone attempt to engage in sexual activity with you?
a. Yes
b. No
Did you and someone engage in sexual activity?
a. Yes

b. No
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If yes to Q6:

7. What type of sexual activity did you and the person engage in? (check all that

apply)

a.

b.

Sexting

Kissing

Talking dirty

Dry humping

Tickling

Breast touching/stimulation

Genital touching or other sexual touching (e.g., “hand job, “fingering,”
stroking, etc.)

Oral sex (e.g., fellatio, cunnilingus, analingus, etc.)

Vaginal intercourse

J- Anal intercourse

k. Choking

1. Slapping and/or hitting

m. Bondage/restraints/rope-play

n. Something else (please describe)
If yes to Q4, Q5, or Q6:

8. Please consider providing the following details about the sexual activity that you

engaged in or attempted to engage in with another person:

(this also applies if someone attempted to engage in sexual activity with you)
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Feel free to use words/language that is most comfortable and/or natural to you.

e Who did you participate in sexual activity with/attempt to participate in
sexual activity with?

e Where were you when you participated in sexual activity or attempted to
participate in sexual activity? (For example: at your house or someone
else's house?)

e Were any other people present? (For example: Did other people
participate? Were other people in the room or otherwise nearby?)

e What was going on at the time? (For example: Were you watching TV?
Playing video games? Doing something special?)

If yes to Q4, Q5, or Q6:

9. Please consider providing the following details about the sexual activity that you
engaged in or attempted to engage in with another person. (this also applies if
someone attempted to engage in sexual activity with you)

Feel free to use words/language that is most comfortable and/or natural to you.

e What did you want to happen?

e What did you think your partner wanted to happen?

e Did you talk with your partner about whether or not you wanted to have
sex? What did you say? What did your partner say? Who initiated the

conversation?
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If yes to Q4, Q5, or Q6:
10. Please describe the sexual activity that you engaged in or attempted to engage in

with another person in as much detail as possible. For instance, please consider

the following details.
Feel free to use words/language that is most comfortable and/or natural to you.
If you participated in or attempted to participate in sexual activity (or if someone
attempted to participate in sexual activity with you):
e What happened? For example:
e How was the sexual activity and/or attempt at sexual activity initiated?
e What kind of sexual activity did you participate in (vaginal intercourse,
anal intercourse, oral sex, kissing, genital stimulation, or something else?)
e What thoughts, feelings, and behaviors lead up to the sexual activity?
¢ Did you orgasm?
¢ Did your partner orgasm?
If you didn't participate in or attempt to participate in sexual activity:
e  Why not? For example:
e What happened?
e How did you feel about what happened?

e How do you think the person you were with felt about what happened?
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If yes to Q4, Q5, or Q6:
11. How did you know the person you were with was willing and/or wanted to engage
in sexual activity?
And/or, how did you know the person you were with was unwilling or did not
want to engage in sexual activity?
If yes to Q4, Q5, or Q6:
12. How do you think the person you were with knew you were willing and/or wanted
to engage in sexual activity?
And/or, how do you think the person you were with knew you were unwilling or
did not want to engage in sexual activity?

End of survey
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Appendix 3: Eligibility survey

The Sexual Attitudes and Experiences Project
Thank you for your interest in participating in this study. Participation involves
completing this brief survey, potentially being contacted for and participating in an
interview, and potentially being asked to complete a daily diary about your sexual
experiences over the course of two weeks. If you are asked to participate in the two-week
daily diary, you will also be asked to participate in an interview after each week of daily

diary participation.

You will be compensated $15 after the initial interview, $20 after the first diary
interview, and $25 after the second diary interview. Thus, if you participate in all three

interviews, you will receive $60.

If you choose to proceed, this survey will ask you to provide your name and contact
information (i.e., phone number and email address) to be contacted if you are selected to
participate in the interview and/or daily diary. If you are selected to participate in the
interview and/or the daily diary, you will be contacted via email, a follow-up phone call,
and another phone call with a voicemail if there is no answer. You can choose to accept
or refuse the interview and/or daily diary invitation at that time. Your name and contact

information will only be accessible to the primary investigator (Logan Marg).
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Your responses and study participation will remain completely confidential. Neither your

name nor contact information will be reported in conjunction with your responses.

I consent to be considered for participation in this study.
Note: If you select "No," you will be ineligible to participate any further.
a) Yes

b) No

Instructions: Please answer all the questions to the best of your ability. If you are unsure

of the answer to a question, please give your best guess.

There are no right or wrong answers, and no “trick” questions. Please answer candidly

and honestly. Your responses will be kept completely confidential. Thank you for your

participation!
1. Please enter your first name at last name in the form below.
e First name
e Lastname
2. What is your gender?
a) Man
b) Woman
c) Transgender

d) Gender fluid
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e) Gender queer
f) Non-binary
g) Another gender not listed here (please specify)
3. What is your year of birth?
4. Are you Spanish, Hispanic, or Latino or none of these? Select all that apply.
a) Spanish
b) Hispanic
c) Latino
d) None of these
5. Choose one or more races that you consider yourself to be:
a) American Indian or Alaska Native
b) Asian
c) Black or African American
d) Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander
e) White
f) Other (specify)
6. What is the best email address to reach you at?
7. What is the best phone number to reach you at?
8. What is your sexual orientation?
a) Homosexual
b) Heterosexual

c) Bisexual
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9. How many times have you engaged in sexual activity with someone other than

d) Asexual
¢) Pansexual

f) Another sexual orientation not listed here (please specify)

yourself in the last 30 days?

10. How many people, other than yourself, have you engaged in sexual activity with in

the last year?

11.

How many people, other than yourself, have you engaged in sexual intercourse with

in the last year?

12. When is the last time you had sexual intercourse?

13.

14.

a) [’ve never had sexual intercourse

b) Within the last three days

c) About one week ago

d) Within the last thirty days

e) Over thirty days ago

Have you had sexual intercourse in the last six months?
a) Yes

b) No

What is the gender of the last person you engaged in sexual activity with?
a) Man

b) Woman

c) Transgender
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15.

16.

17.

18.

d) Gender fluid

e) Gender queer

f) Non-binary

g) Another gender not listed here (please specify):

Please select all that apply to you.

a) I am interested in having sex with men in the future.

b) Iam interested in having sex with women in the future.

c) Iam interested in having sex with transgender men in the future

d) Iam interested in having sex with transgender women in the future
e) [am interested in having sex with people whose gender is not listed here
f) I am not interested in having sex in the future.

Are you currently a student at UCR?

a) Yes

b) No

c) Other (please explain)

Are you an undergraduate or graduate student?

a) Undergraduate

b) Graduate

What quarter and year do you anticipate you will graduate?
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Appendix 4: Tables

Table 1. Demographic characteristics of full sample (N = 40)

Demographic Characteristic N (%)
Race/ethnicity
Hispanic/Latino 20 (50.0)
Non-Latino Asian 13 (32.5)
Non-Latino White 2 (5.0)
Non-Latino Black I (2.5)
Non-Latino Multiracial 2 (5.0)
Non-Latino Other Race 2 (5.0)
Class standing
Freshman 2 (5.0)
Sophomore 7 (17.5)
Junior 17 (42.5)
Senior 14 (35.0)
Relationship status
Single without sex partner 5 (12.%5)
Single with sex partner 6 (15.0)
< 6-month relationship 8 (20.0)
6-month to < 1-year relationship 4 (10.0)
> 1-year relationship 17 (42.5)
Living status
Commuter 8 (20.0)
Nearby campus 24 (60.0)
Campus housing 8 (20.0)
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Table 2. Demographic characteristics of subsample (N = 16)

Demographic Characteristic N (%)
Race/ethnicity
Hispanic/Latino 7 (43.8)
Non-Latino Asian 4 (25)
Non-Latino White 2 (12.5)
Non-Latino Black 0 (0)
Non-Latino Multiracial 1 (6.3)
Non-Latino Other Race 2 (12.5)
Class standing
Freshman 0 (0)
Sophomore 5 (31.3)
Junior 4 (25)
Senior 7 (43.8)
Relationship status
Single without sex partner 0 (0)
Single with sex partner 3 (18.8)
< 6-month relationship 4 (25
6-month to < 1-year relationship 3 (18.8)
> 1-year relationship 6 (37.5)
Living status
Commuter 4 (25.0)
Nearby campus 0 (62.5)
Campus housing 2 (12.5)
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Appendix 5: Reflections on the research process
REFLECTIONS ON THE RESEARCH PROCESS
Eliciting candid responses

Going into this research, I was nervous that it would be difficult to elicit young
men’s candid discussions and thoughtful reflections about their sexual experiences.
Indeed, I suspect that one reason behind the lack of research in this area, specifically
focused on men, is due to the perceived difficultly and awkwardness of sitting down with
men, one-on-one, and trying to get them to discuss their sex lives beyond narratives of
sexual bravado and conquest. Also, given the line of questioning, the university context,
and the #MeToo Movement, which was at its height during much of data collection, I
was nervous that participants would feel defensive and provide socially desirable
responses. However, to my relief, the large majority of participants were very candid and
engaged in deep, thoughtful discussions about their sexual experiences, which suggests a
high degree of comfort, openness, and perhaps even a hunger for such discussions.

I employed numerous approaches to encourage feelings of comfort and safety
among participants. First, I took great care in trying to create a safe and comfortable
setting at which the interviews occurred. All interviews were conducted in a social
psychology research lab, and I was aware that lab settings can often feel sterile,
institutional, and impersonal. To combat the “lab” feeling, I took creative steps to make
the setting feel more personal, comfortable, and safe. For example, I dimmed the lighting,
put a table between myself and participants, used a small, intimate space to match the

intimate nature of the interview questions, and ensured there was no risk of anyone
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overhearing the interview. Additionally, I covered up a camera that was on the ceiling of
the interview room and ensured it was always behind the participant to avoid the risk of
participants feeling observed by others.

During the first few interviews I noticed that participants often fidgeted, so much
so that a couple of participants broke the pen that was set in front of them. To direct what
I interpreted as nervous energy, I brought in small toys with which participants could
play during the interviews, such as “fidget-spinners,” a stress ball, and “fidget-magnets”
and told participants about them at the onset of the interviews. I also made sure
participants had a place where they could place their belongings, had bottled water sitting
at participants’ spot, and had a Kleenex box on the table.

I also used many strategies to generate rapport between myself and participants,
such as by smiling often, laughing when participants laughed, and mirroring their body
language. I tried to make the interview feel casual, yet professional, by mirroring
participants’ language when appropriate, and stating at the onset of the interview that
there was no hidden motive behind this research and asking them to speak openly,
honestly, with much detail about their thoughts and experiences. I started and ended each
interview with small talk and tried to instill a sense of warmth and respect in all
correspondence leading to and throughout the interview. At the end of each interview, as
well as a different points of the subsample’s diary data collection, I expressed my sincere
gratitude. My shared gender identity also may have helped increase participants’ comfort

level and willingness to speak openly and honestly.
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It is also possible that the above strategies played a minor role in encouraging
openness from participants and eliciting their candid responses. In her interviews with
boys and young men about sex, Peggy Orenstein (2020) described a similar level of
candor and openness from her participants. Orenstein suggested that because boys and
men are typically discouraged from and not given the opportunity to discuss the interior
of their emotional and sexual lives, her participants engaged in frank and honest
discussions about their sexual experiences because they were given a safe space to do so.
Thus, in the present study, simply providing a safe, protected space for participants to
freely discuss their sexual experiences may have gone a long way to elicit candor and
openness. Indeed, at the end of each interview, as well as after subsample participants’
final diary debriefing interview, I asked participants to speak about their experience as a
participant. When reflecting on their experience, all expressed positive feelings. Most
said they entered the interview feeling a little nervous and awkward, but that they quickly
overcame any unease because of my apparent comfort and ease with which I conducted
the interviews and talked about sex. Nearly all participants said they had never had such a
frank discussion about their sexual experiences before, and as a result, had told me things
they had never shared with anyone else. Some participants said it felt good to freely
discuss and reflect upon their sexual experiences. One participant said he felt “relieved”
to have been able to share so much about his sexual experiences. Some subsample
participants described becoming much more aware of their sexual behaviors and attitudes
following their participation in this study. Thus, it was clear that participants seldom had

opportunities to discuss their sexual experiences with someone. Those who had discussed
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their sexual experiences had typically only done so briefly as a way to report a sexual
conquest to a male friend. These preliminary findings regarding men’s positive
experience participating in this study, as well as their openness, suggests that encouraging
men’s critical reflection and/or discussion about their sexual experiences could be a
valuable component in sexual health and sexual assault prevention programs.
Cognitive and emotional burden

Talking to dozens of men about their in-depth sexual experiences was also, at
times, psychologically taxing. Some participants described emotionally painful sexual
experiences that they said they had never told anyone. Some participants described
experiences in which I had concern for their partner. At the end of a long day of
interviews, participants’ narratives were often swirling in my head. I needed to engage in
deliberate psychological strategies to unwind and disentangle participants’ narratives
from my mind. [ was also concerned participants would describe perpetrating sexual
assault, and if they did, the resulting ethical dilemma I would face. On the one hand I felt
deeply grateful for participants’ candor and willingness to participate and did not want
them to experience harm due to participating in this study. On the other hand, I felt an
ethical obligation to file a report to the appropriate authority if necessary. In the end, no
participants’ responses required me to file such a report, though I was continually aware
of the ethical dilemma that doing so would pose. Overall, I was unprepared for the

cognitive and emotional burden that conducting this research would entail.
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The logistics of research

In executing this study I quickly realized the high workload associated with the
logistics of research, particularly, but not limited to, the logistics of recruiting and
scheduling participants, tracking their participation, and actually collecting the data. In
my experience, this work is seldom explicitly discussed in much detail. As such, I
describe some of my experience carrying out the logistics of this study below.
Recruiting

Most of the logistical work came from recruiting participants. For instance, to
execute my initial recruitment strategy, I sent emails to each of the 401 participants who
participated in a previous study that I conducted. Additionally, I sent up to 3 emails to
each person who did not reply, which required tracking each person’s replies, lack of
replies, and the number of emails I sent. In all, this strategy required sending
approximately 1,000 emails. After I exhausted that strategy, I contacted dozens of
professors to ask if I could recruit from their courses, sent them recruitment flyers to post
on their course websites, reminded them to post the flyers, and went all around campus
making announcements in many courses.
Scheduling

After recruiting participants, I had to schedule them for interviews, which
required a great deal of time. I engaged in much trial-and-error to reduce that workload
and the rate at which participants did not show up for their interviews. First, I used email,
but that required a lot of back-and-forth which took time. Sometimes, people did not

respond for days, and I could only schedule participants one by one which slowed down
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the data collection process. Given these limits, I tried using Doodle polls (doodle.com)
which had similar issues as using emails. Doodle polls also required a lot of time
constructing each poll, and it was difficult to prevent overlapping appointments.

After Doodle polling, I tried using Google Calendar, but it was messy, clunky,
and not very intuitive for scheduling many appointments. After Google Calendar, I
discovered Calendly (calendly.com), which dramatically decreased the logistical
workload of scheduling participants. Calendly allowed me to set up multiple months of
time in which participants could schedule their interviews at a time most convenient for
them. It allowed me to create an automatic interval between interviews, the maximum
number of interviews per day, and create buffers between interviews. After choosing all
of my desired settings in Calendly, it produced a weblink, which I shared with my
participants — allowing them to schedule their own interviews. Calendly also prevented
overlapping interviews and synced to my personal calendar. Therefore, if | had another
appointment in my calendar, those days/times were automatically unavailable in
Calendly. Likewise, when a participant scheduled their interview, it automatically
populated in my calendar.
Tracking

Another important part of logistical work that went into data collection was
tracking participants. I tracked every participant’s scheduled interview dates, whether
they showed up to the interview, whether they dropped out of the study, and at which
point in the study they were. I also tracked any correspondence I had with participants

and notes I had about them from our interview(s). All of this information was alongside
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their eligibility survey data, so that I had a sense of who participants were when they
came to the interview.
Data collection

There were also important logistical components behind actually collecting the
data, which primarily involved preparation and planning for the interviews. For example,
two days before the interviews with subsample participants, I read the transcript from
their first interview as well as their diary entries to develop follow-up questions. One day
before every interview I sent participants confirmation emails and text messages and
printed and gathered materials, such as interview guides and consent forms. The day of
the interview required setting up the interview room, reviewing the interview questions,
and practicing the questions to ensure the interview felt natural to participants and to
increase participants’ sense of comfort and trust. Following every interview, I wrote
down reflection notes, transferred the audio-recording from my phone to my computer,
deleted it from my phone, and encrypted it on my computer. Then, I updated the tracking
sheet and sent the audio file to a research assistant to be transcribed. This process often
took at least 30 minutes after the interview.
Lessons learned

In executing the logistics of this study, I learned several important lessons that I
incorporated into my work on other research projects and will take with me to future
projects. First, conducting quality research requires a balance between constraints and
rigor. Most research is conducted in the context of a variety of constraints, typically time

and money, which were the core constraints on my research as well. Both of those
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constraints informed the design of this project and resulting decisions. While constraints
require compromise, it is important to choose compromises carefully so that they do not
negatively impact on the findings, strengths, and rigor of the study. Second, I learned that
conducting high-quality research while meeting goals and obligations and creating high
quality outputs requires excellent organizational skills and a tremendous amount of
planning and time management. Third, I learned that research requires flexibility and
openness. Despite well-thought-out plans, events will unfold in unanticipated ways.
Flexibility and openness to alternate ways of doing things enabled me to achieve my
desired outcomes. Finally, my experience with this study taught me that research requires
perseverance and discipline. This research process was a long and bumpy road,
perseverance and discipline were needed to ensure that I continued to follow the road,
despite unanticipated detours, completed the project in a timely manner, and produced

something I was proud of and that can potentially make an impact.
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