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Context: Rising Lawsuits and Perception of Unfair Policies
● Since 2011 DCL, critics allege that schools adopt policies that 

sacrifice the rights of the accused

● Critics point to widespread lawsuits as evidence of bad 

policies

● Lawsuits also inform the 2020 “new regs” issued by the 

DeVos DOE
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Research Questions
1. Who brought lawsuits against colleges and universities?

2. What violations did they allege?

3. What were the outcomes of the cases?

4. Which schools were being sued?



Data
● Representative sample of 381 colleges and universities in the 

United States (268 random sample; 114 certainty sample)

● BloombergLaw search: any lawsuits with the schools as 

defendant + keywords + between 1992-2019

● Lawsuits concerning faculty-student sexual misconduct 

excluded

● 156 lawsuits



Terminologies of the Parties

School

Complainant

Respondent
Allegedly 

Assaults

Reports

Investigates & 

Adjudicates

Plaintiff

Defendant

Sues



Question 1: Who is suing the school?



Question 1: Who is suing the school?



Question 2: What are they suing the schools for?



Question 2: What are they suing the schools for?



Question 2: What are they suing the schools for?
Complainant: Deliberate Indifference - Hostile Environment

"Plaintiff was subjected to discrimination because of UNM's deliberate 

indifference to known acts of...sexual violence.... As a result of UNM's 

deliberate indifference, a hostile educational environment developed 

for Plaintiff, she was forced to leave campus, and she lost her 

educational opportunities." - Spencer v. UNM (2015)



Question 2: What are they suing the schools for?
Respondent: Due Process - Bias/Discrimination - Erroneous Outcome

"DoE has identified...school's procedures [must] satisfy the 'prompt and 

equitable' requirements...[and] must also 'accord due process to both 

parties'.... Due to his sex...Mr. Austin, an accused male student, was so 

fundamentally denied due process as to be virtually assured a finding 

of guilt...There was an erroneous outcome from a flawed proceeding, in 

violation of TIX."



Question 2: What are they suing the school for?



Question 3: What are the outcomes of the lawsuits?



Question 4: Which schools are being sued?



Predictors

Sexual Misconduct 

Policies

(Reference Group: 

Pure Inquisitorial)

Adversarial Hearing

Hybrid

Incomplete

Dual

Socioeconomic Status Endowment

Median Parental Income

Type of School

(Reference Group: 

Public Schools)

Private

HBCU

Ivy League

Religious

Women

Prestige Admission Rate

Flagship

Question 4: Which schools are getting sued?



Question 4: Which schools are being sued?
For a school to be sued by 

complainants:

- Private (-, 0.04)

- Flagship (+, 0.01)

For a school to be sued by 

respondents:

- Private (-, 0.01)

- Flagship (-, 0.02)

- Incomplete policies (+, 0.04)

- Endowment (+, 0.003)

- Median parental income (+, 

0.004)



Question 4: Which schools are being sued?
For a school to have ever been 

sued:

- Endowment (+, 0.02)

- Median Parental Income   

(+, 0.004)

- Private (-, 0.004)

For a school to be sued multiple 

times:

- Endowment (+, 0.01)

- Private (-, 0.04)



Summary of Findings
1. Litigation against schools picked up in 2013. After 2013, (men) 

respondent plaintiffs outpaced (women) complainant plaintiffs.

2. Most lawsuits cited Title IX among legal claims, although how it 

was used differed by complainants and respondents.

3. Schools overwhelmingly prevailed. Respondent lawsuits are 

dismissed at a higher rate.

4. School socioeconomic status better predicts lawsuits than school 

policy.



Discussion
Both complainant and respondent lawsuits rose after 2013 and utilizes 

TIX. Schools also overwhelmingly prevailed in both.

Yet, in comparison to complainant lawsuits, respondent lawsuits:

- more often alleges bias and references the Obama-era guidances.

- are more frequently dismissed.

- are directed at well-resource schools and schools with wealthier 

students.



Thank You!
For more information, find us at

https://sites.lsa.umich.edu/ursa/

(Search University Responses to Sexual Assault on Campus)

https://sites.lsa.umich.edu/ursa/


Data
● At least two trained undergraduate students read through the 

initial filing and the chronological log of all filings to code for:

○ Characteristics of the plaintiff and the sexual misconduct 

incident

○ Legal claims

○ Outcome of the case

● The students met weekly to check their codes and any 

disagreement were reconciled by a graduate student supervisor



Finding 3: What are the outcomes of the lawsuits?



Predictors Ever Sued? Multiple Lawsuits Comp Lawsuits Resp Lawsuits

Sexual Misconduct 

Policies

(Reference Group: 

Pure Inquisitorial)

Adversarial Hearing

Hybrid +

(0.95)

-

(0.22)

-

(0.06)

+

(0.58)

Incomplete +

(0.053)

+

(0.39)

+

(0.65)

+

(0.04)*

Dual

Socioeconomic Status Endowment +

(0.02)*

+

(0.01)**

+

(0.89)

+

(0.003)**

Median Parental Income +

(0.004)**

+

(0.13)

+

(0.34)

+

(0.004)**

Type of School

(Reference Group: 

Public Schools)

Private -

(0.004)**

-

(0.04)*

-

(0.04)*

-

(0.012)*

HBCU +

(0.19)

+

(0.34)

+

(0.08)

+

(0.77)

Ivy League +

(0.99)

+

(0.99)

+

(0.08)

+

(0.99)

Religious

Women

Prestige Admission Rate

Flagship -

(0.34)

+

(0.75)

+

(0.010)**

-

(0.015)*



Appendix: Regression Coefficients (Ever Sued?)



Appendix: Regression Coefficients (Multiple Sued?)



Appendix: Regression Coefficients (Complainants Sued?)



Appendix: Regression Coefficients (Respondent Sued?)


