
CONTEXT

Leaders & Laggards: Explaining Variation in University Responses to 

Sexual Violence in a Changing Legal Environment

Title IX prohibits sex discrimination in education, including 

sexual violence. The Obama Administration increased 

enforcement, including providing guidance to schools. The 

Trump Administration recently rescinded Obama-era

guidance, reducing federal pressure on schools to mitigate 

campus sexual misconduct.

How do organizations respond to ongoing legal 

uncertainty? In an uncertain legal environment, how does 

organizational status shape organizational responses?
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Scholars expect organizations to: (1) comply with the law 

in the least disruptive way possible; (2) imitate similar 

organizations; and (3) protect organizational reputation 

and solvency.

Research to date has focused on solutions devised after

the legal environment has stabilized.

75% of time 1 quantitative data collection complete

• Conducted cross tabs to compare university status and 

compliance with Obama-era recommendations on sexual 

consent. 

• University status was operationalized by dummy variable 

for inclusion in “elite status group” composed of Ivy 

League, New England Small College Athletic Conference, 

and top women’s colleges.

RESEARCH QUESTION

PROGRESS TO DATE

“Dear Colleague” 
Letter (DCL)

• Intellectual or 
other disability 
precludes 
consent

• Incapacitation 
precludes 
consent

2014 White House 
Task Force

• Consent should 
be voluntary

• Consent must be 
ongoing during 
encounter

• Coercion, force, 
or threat of 
either invalidates 
consent 

• Silence is not 
consent

• Consent on one 
occasion does 
extend to future 
occasions

Beyond Fed. 
Recommendations

• Initiator is 
responsible for 
obtaining 
consent

• Consent should 
be enthusiastic

• Current 
relationship does 
not imply 
consent

• Consent to one 
form of sexual 
activity does not 
mean consent to 
another form of 
sexual activity

Federal 
Recommendations

ELEMENTS OF SEXUAL CONSENT

INITIAL FINDINGS
In 2016, most schools were in compliance with Obama-

era recommendations for defining sexual consent.

In weighted sample, elite schools were significantly more 

likely than non-elite schools to include DCL components; 

93 percent vs. 77 percent of schools not in this group 

(significant at p<.05 level)

Longitudinal, mixed methods project analyzing 

organizational responses to campus sexual misconduct. 

Quantitative Component: 

• Stratified random sample of 381 degree granting 

schools; public and private not-for-profit; 4-year and 

above; and undergraduate enrollments of 900 +.

• Method: Collected and coded student sexual 

misconduct policies; Annual Fire Safety & Security 

Reports; and web-based resources and reporting 

options

- Two time points: 2016-17 and 2019-20

- Constructing data set measuring institutional 

characteristics and other factors that may influence 

institutional response

Qualitative Component:

• In-depth case studies of six universities

M-Cubed funding enabled us to successfully compete 

for NSF funding for qualitative case studies, time 2 

data collection, and data analysis.

Validating Policies

• Found and confirmed by 
graduate students

Developed Instrument

• Iterative process with 
research team

• l

Coding
• 3 coders per school
• Training, coding guide, tracking 

log, & supervised lab

Data cleaning

• Two graduate students 
verified responses

INITIAL ANALYSIS
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Schools in elite were also more likely to include 

elements beyond federal recommendations.


