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Abstract   

The   definition   of   consent   to   sexual   activities   varies   across   contexts,   yet   all   

conceptualizations   seem   to   assume   consent   signals   desire   for   the   sexual   engagement   in   question.   

However,   unwanted   sexual   contact   occurs   even   when   consent   is   given.   The   occurrence   of   

unwanted   but   consensual   sexual   contact   suggests   the    existing   conceptualizations   of   consent   do   

not   always   signal   authentic   consent.    Therefore,   the   limitations   of   current   definitions   must   be   

addressed   in   order   to   better   conceptualize   genuine   consent.   Research,   interviews,   and   online  

surveys   were   conducted   to   collect   data   on   unwanted   but   nonsexual   sexual   contact.   Three   areas   of   

focus   were   specifically   addressed:    gender   norms,   power   dynamics,   and   social-contextual   

factors.    The   findings   of   this   research   reveal   shortcomings   within   current   definitions   of   consent   

in   their    inability   to   account   for   these   three   forces    at   play.   As   a   result,   conceptualizations   of   

consent   must   be   expanded   to   include   the   nuanced   effects   of   gender   norms,   power   dynamics,   and   

social-contextual   factors   on   consent   in   order   to   minimize   the   occurrence   of   unwanted   but   

consensual   sexual   contact.   

Background   

Despite   developments   in   consent   education   programs,   many   people   engage   in   inauthentic   

consent   and   the   existing   frameworks   often   do   not   encompass   the   reality   of   what   occurs   between   

people   today.   Kate   Lockwood   Harris’s   article 1    critiques   the   two   mainstream   understandings   of   

consent   (“yes   means   yes”   and   “no   means   no”)   to   demonstrate   why   these   frameworks   reinforce   

communication   myths   and   fail   to   accurately   reflect   reality.   First,   the   article   addresses   the   

presence   of   token   resistance   (saying   no   when   one   means   yes)   among   women   as   a   way   to   have   

“respectable”   sex   in   a   socially   accepted   way,   created   as   a   response   to   the   virgin-whore   

dichotomy. 2    Second,   consent   taught   as   a   black   and   white   issue   ignores   the   reality   of   ambiguous   

human   communication/interpretation.   A   focus   on   verbal   cues   leaves   out   

(commonly-experienced)   nonverbal   consent   as   well   as   groups   who   cannot   give   verbal   consent,   

such   as   hearing   impaired   individuals. 3    Harris   then   exposes   mainstream   consent   teaching:   a)   “no   

1  Harris,   Kate   Lockwood   “Yes   Means   Yes   and   No   Means   No,   but   Both   These   Mantras   Need   to   Go:   Communication   
Myths   in   Consent   Education   and   Anti-Rape   Activism.”    Journal   of   Applied   Communication   Research .   Accessed   
November   12,   2020.   
https://www-tandfonline-com.proxy.library.georgetown.edu/doi/abs/10.1080/00909882.2018.1435900 .   
2  Harris,   Kate   Lockwood.   p.   160   
3   Harris,   Kate   Lockwood.   p.   161-163   

https://www-tandfonline-com.proxy.library.georgetown.edu/doi/abs/10.1080/00909882.2018.1435900
https://www-tandfonline-com.proxy.library.georgetown.edu/doi/abs/10.1080/00909882.2018.1435900


means   no”   overemphasizes   danger   and   ignores   the   pleasure   associated   with   sex   as   well   as   a   

woman’s   sense   of   agency   and   empowerment   and   b)   “yes   means   yes”   overlooks   how   personal   

shame   and   power   imbalances   can   alter   if   someone   consents. 4    Finally,   Harris   furthers   that   

ambiguous   communication   is   not   even   the   source   of   unwanted   sexual   misconduct;   instead   it   is   

the   decision   to   reject   the   nonconsent;   to   one’s   own   wishes   above   their   partner. 5    To   these   ends,   

while   communication   during   sex   can   be   ambiguous,   the   decision   to   disregard   a   person’s   wishes   

over   hestiation   is   not.    

Gender   Norms   

Even   with   progress   in   the   women’s   rights   movement   and   changes   in   the   culturally   

dominant   set   of   gender   norms   to   be   more   empowering   for   women,   women   still   feel   pressured   to   

consent   to   unwanted   but   consensual   contact.   How   do   responses   to   outdated   gender   norms   a)   

influence   how   people   consent   and   b)   contribute   to   unwanted   but   consensual   sexual   contact?”   

What   are   the   potential   barriers—or   at   the   very   least   influential   forces—to   consent   willingly?   In   

what   ways   can   they   mask   as   seemingly   positive   feminist   rationales   in   response   to   older   

misogynistic   gender   norms?     

We   conducted   six   student   interviews   with   college-aged   women   from   the   Northeast.   The   

questions   were   grouped   into   three   main   categories:   1)   understandings   of   consent,   2)   the   influence   

of   gender,   and   3)   the   rationale   for   unwanted   but   consensual   contact.   Our   student   interviews   

provided   us   with   the   following   takeaways.   First,   reasons   why   saying   yes   can   be   perceived   as   

easier   than   saying   no   include   1)   not   wanting   to   go   back   to   one’s   dorm   2)   it   was   late   at   night   3)   

completion   of   sex   finishes   the   interaction   and   4)   attractiveness/relative   kindness   of   the   partner. 6   

Second,   multiple   interviewees   choose   to   take   on   the   role   of   initiating   sexual   conduct   in   order   to   

prevent   being   dominated. 7    Third,   one   women   expressively   preferred   consenting   to   unwanted   sex   

over   having   her   no   be   denied. 8    Fourth,   most   of   the   women   could   not   recall   a   time   when   their   

partner   explicitly   and   verbally   asked   them   for   permission   for   any   sexual   action. 9    Fifth,   one   

4   Harris,   Kate   Lockwood.   p.   158   -   160   
5   Harris,   Kate   Lockwood.   p.   162-163   
6  Student,   Personal   Interview.   21   October   2020;   Student,   Personal   Interview.   28   October   2020;     
7  Student,   Personal   Interview.   27   October   2020;   Student,   Personal   Interview   28   October   2020   
8  Student,   Personal   Interview.   23   October   2020   
9   Student,   Personal   Interview.   28   October   2020;   Student,   Personal   Interview.   23   October   2020;   Student,   Personal   
Interview   27   October   2020.   



woman   we   interviewed   expressed   that   when   she   blacks   out,   others   cannot   tell   because   she   

presents   as   physically   fine   (no   slurred   speech,   no   stumbled   walking   …). 10    Lastly,   all   the   women   

who   had   consented   to   unwanted   sex   did   not   (nor   did   they   want   to)   label   their   expereinces   as   

assault. 11     

Brandie   Pugh   and   Patricia   Becker’s   article 12    compiles   and   discusses   existing   journals’   

findings   about   verbal   sexual   coercion,   specifically   a)   differences   in   how   men   and   women   express   

and   interpret   consent; 13    b)   perpetrators’   awareness   of   victims   expressing   non-consent; 14    and   c)   

the   existence   of   social   scripts   and   gender   norms   in   hetrosexual   sexual   activity. 15    These   

conclusions   reveal   first,   there   is   an   opportunity   for   misconception   of   consent   because   men   and   

women   tend   to   choose   different   styles   of   articulating   and   interpreting   consent; 16    and   second,   the   

more   likely   cause   of   unwanted   but   consenual   sex   is   not   miscommunication,   but   a   decision   to   

refuse   a   partner’s   expression   of   nonconsent. 17    The   cause   of   both   miscommunications   and   

ignoring   nonconsent   is   gendered   norms   and   power   dynamics. 18    In   addition,   the   compiled   studies   

revealed   women   can   interpet   more   neoliberal   gender   norms   to   prompt   them   to   consent   to   

unwanted   sex   “in   order   to   not   be   raped”   and   to   not   perceive   their   experiences   as   assault   “to   avoid   

a   victim   label.” 19    This   article,   through   the   studies   it   discussed,   directly   addresses   why   women  

may   consent   when   they   don’t   want   to   and   why   (usually   male)   perpetrators   ignore   non-consent. 20   

Aimee   Sinclair’s   article 21    centers   around   ten   interviews   about   postfeminist   conceptions   of   sexual   

agency.   The   term   postfeminist   identifies   the   cultural   shift   from   women   being   perceived   as   

“submissive,   passive   objects”   to   being   viewed   as   “active,   desiring   sexual   objects.” 22    The   article   

10   Student,   Personal   Interview.   28   October   2020   
11   Student,   Personal   Interview.   28   October   2020;   Student,   Personal   Interview.   23   October   2020;   Student,   Personal   
Interview   27   October   2020;   Student,   Personal   Interview.   21   October   2020   
12  Pugh,   Brandie,   and   Patricia   Becker.   “Exploring   Definitions   and   Prevalence   of   Verbal   Sexual   Coercion   and   Its   
Relationship   to   Consent   to   Unwanted   Sex:   Implications   for   Affirmative   Consent   Standards   on   College   Campuses.”   
Behavioral   Sciences;   Basel    8,   no.   8   (2018):   69.     http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/bs8080069 .   
13   Pugh,   Brandie   and   Patricia   Becker.   pp.   7-9   
14   Pugh,   Brandie   and   Patricia   Becker.   pg.   9   
15Pugh,   Brandie   and   Patricia   Becker.   pp.   11-12   
16Pugh,   Brandie   and   Patricia   Becker.   pp.   7-9   
17   Pugh,   Brandie   and   Patricia   Becker.   pg.   9   
18   Pugh,   Brandie   and   Patricia   Becker.   pp.   11-12   
19   Pugh,   Brandie   and   Patricia   Becker.   pp.   12  
20   Pugh,   Brandie   and   Patricia   Becker.   pg.   9   
21  Sinclair,   Aimee.   “‘It’s   a   Real   Negotiation   within   Yourself’:   Women’s   Stories   of   Challenging   Heteronormativity   
within   the   Habitus.”    Women’s   Studies   International   Forum    64   (2017):   1–9.   
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.wsif.2017.08.001 .  
22   Sinclair,   Aimee   pg.   3   

http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/bs8080069
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/bs8080069
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.wsif.2017.08.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.wsif.2017.08.001


emphasizes   the   participants'   internal   struggle   of   not   feeling   “sexually   liberated   with   total   

freedom”   and   not   wanting   to   be   labelled   a   victim. 23    One   woman   comments,   “‘the   freedom   is   

there   but…I   haven't   made   the   choice.’” 24    This   study   is   critical   because   it   illuminates   the   two   

juxtaposing   influences   on   women   during   sex.   On   the   one   hand,   the   female   participants   did   not   

want   to   be   a   victim   based   on   negative   social   connotations   from   newer   feminist   thought,   but   on   

the   other   hand,   the   participants   did   not   feel   completely   free.     

Stacey   J.   T.   Hust   et   al.’s   article   explains   responses   from   their   online   survey,   distributed   to   

undergraduate   students   at   a   northwestern   American   university,   about   influential   forces   on   sexual   

scripts. 25    The   study   then   aimed   to   statistically   predict   women’s   decisions   to   refuse   unwanted   

sexual   activity   through   hierarchical   regression   analysis. 26    The   data   revealed   that   women   who   

reported   higher   “self-efficacy   to   avoid   physical   violence   perpetration”   did   not   endorse   sexual   

stereotypes,   and   as   a   result,   it   was   statistically   significant   that   they   were   more   likely   to   not   

consent   to   unwanted   sexual   activity. 27    To   these   ends,   the   data   emphasizes   the   impact   of   a)   

someone's   belief   in   the   weight   of   their   “no”   being   received   and   b)   how   some   may   feel   inclined   to   

consent   if   they   think   their   non   consent   may   not   be   taken   seriously.    

Power   Dynamics  

Power   disparities   amongst   genders   is   an   insufficient   explanatory   framework   for   every   

instance   of   unwanted   but   consensual   contact.   Rather,   the   intersection   of   a   multitude   of   identities   

and   social   inequalities   contributes   to   power   differentials. 28    How,   then,   does   the   intersection   of   

identities   affect   power   dynamics   and   contribute   to   unwanted   but   consensual   sexual   contact?   How   

do   these   interactions   complicate   the   conceptualization   of   authentic   consent?   

We   conducted   an   interview   with   a   Georgetown   University   junior,   who   is   an   athlete   as   

well   as   a   cisgender,   heterosexual,   Black   woman. 29    We   also   gathered   information   from   a   survey   

23   Sinclair,   Aimee   pg.   3   
24   Sinclair,   Aimee   pg.   3   
25  Hust,   Stacey   J.   T.,   Kathleen   Boyce   Rodgers,   and   Benjamin   Bayly.   “Scripting   Sexual   Consent:   Internalized   
Traditional   Sexual   Scripts   and   Sexual   Consent   Expectancies   Among   College   Students.”    Family   Relations    66,   no.   1   
(February   2017):   197–210.     https://doi.org/10.1111/fare.12230 .   
26Hust,   Stacey   J.   T.,   et   al.   pp.   202-205     
27  Hust,   Stacey   J.   T.,   et   al.   pp.   204   
28   Hirsch,   Jennifer   S.,   and   Shamus   Rahman   Khan.    Sexual   Citizens:   A   Landmark   Study   of   Sex,   Power,   and   Assault   on   
Campus .   First   Edition.   New   York:   W.   W.   Norton   &   Company,   2020.   
29   Student.   Personal   Interview,   Reagan,   October   24,   2020.   

https://doi.org/10.1111/fare.12230
https://doi.org/10.1111/fare.12230


about   unwanted   but   consensual   sexual   contact. 30    The   five   survey   respondents   were   all   females   

between   the   ages   of   19   and   21   and   represented   four   different   races.   In   both   the   interview   and   

survey,   respondents   referred   to   social   dynamics   such   as   social   status,   year   in   school,   and   

emotional   investment   in   relationship   as   factors   underlying   their   reluctant   consent   to   sex.   These   

factors   were   cited   with   more   frequency   than   socioeconomic   status   or   race.   All   survey   

participants   who   had   identified   as   experiencing   unwanted   but   consensual   sexual   contact   cited   

“emotional   investment   in   relationship”    as   a   contributing   factor   while   only   a   third   of   participants   

cited   socioeconomic   status,   race,   or   social   status.   The   Georgetown   student   whom   we   interviewed   

similarly   cited   emotional   investment   and   differential   social   status   as   contributing   to   her   reluctant   

acquiescence   to   having   sex   without   a   condom. 31   

In   our   interview   with   Carol   Day,   the   director   of   Health   Education   Services   (HES)   at   

Georgetown   University,   social   status,   year   in   school,   and   emotional   investment   all   came   into   

play   under   the   context   of   Georgetown’s   “club   culture.” 32    In   club   culture   admittance   to   certain   

extracurricular   clubs   rewards   one   with   increased   social   capital   and   prestige.   The   decision   often   

lays   in   the   hands   of   upperclassmen,   giving   them   a   great   amount   of   power   over   underclassmen   

who   generally   have   few   social   connections   when   arriving   on   campus   and   are   often   the   ones   

applying   to   the   clubs.   As   a   result   of   these   dynamics,   underclassmen   may   be   at   higher   risk   of   

giving   consent   to   unwanted   sexual   activity   with   an   upperclassman   as   a   means   of   gaining   access   

to--or   at   least   not   blocking--social   opportunities   of   which   the   person   with   whom   they   are   

engaged   have   authority.   

Although   consent   is   often   thought   of   as   an   individual   or   interpersonal   practice,   more   

recent   conceptualizations   point   to   the   social   dimensions   of   consent   as   critical   to   better   

understand,   teach,   and   practice   consent. 33    An   integral   aspect   of   these   social   dimensions   are   

power   dynamics   that   result   from   differential   personal   identities   and   social   inequalities.   These   

30   Leibovitz,   Reagan,   Abigail   Devine,   and   Kylie   Hazen.    Consent   Survey ,   (November   6,   2020),   distributed   through   
Google   Forms,   
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/11HgJ_BStmSO1xd67fzWElb_98QIvISRJwEmdLDt4i2s/edit?ts=5fa5ac03&gxids 
=7628   
31   Student.   Personal   Interview,   Reagan,   October   24,   2020.   
32   Day,   Carol.   Personal   Interview,   October   22,   2020.   
33   Hirsch,   Jennifer   S.,   Shamus   R.   Khan,   Alexander   Wamboldt,   and   Claude   A.   Mellins.   “Social   Dimensions   of   Sexual   
Consent   among   Cisgender   Heterosexual   College   Students:   Insights   from   Ethnographic   Research.”    Journal   of   
Adolescent   Health    64,   no.   1   (January   2019):   26–35.    https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2018.06.011 .   

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2018.06.011


identities   can   range   from   race,   gender,   and   sexuality   to   “being   older,   more   sexually   experienced,   

[or]   clearer   on   one’s   sexual   goals.” 34     

Sexual   Citizens    positions   the   intersectionality   and   social   fluidity   of   power   dynamics   as   

integral   to   understanding   and   addressing   sexual   assault   on   college   campuses. 35    Intersectionality   

suggests   multiple   identities   interact   with   or   compound   on   top   of   each   other   to   contribute   to   one’s   

power.   However,   social   fluidity   extends   this   idea   by   positing   that   the   same   set   of   identities   may   

have   a   different   influence   on   one’s   power   as   the   context   changes.   Ultimately,   one   must   

understand   the   intersectionality   and   social   fluidity   of   power   dynamics   to   understand   the   

influential   factors   of   sexual   engagements.   

Freshman   year   is   a   particularly   vulnerable   time   period   for   college   students,   as   

exemplified   by   the   existence   of   a   “red   zone”   of   sexual   assault   for   first-year   students   and   a   

plethora   of   research   on   first-year   stressors. 36    Research   has   validated   freshman   year   as   a   red   zone,   

or   a   time   in   which   the   risk   of   experiencing   sexual   assault   during   college   is   at   its   highest.   While   

connectedness   to   community   has   been   found   to   serve   as   a   protective   factor   against   sexual   

assault, 37    freshmen   generally   lack   such   connections   when   initially   arriving   on   campus.   In   

addition   to   facing   difficulties   such   as   psychological   distress,   anxiety,   low   self-esteem,   and   

depression,   freshmen   must   also   cope   with   the   loss   of   their   social   networks   at   home   and   

connected   identities. 38    They   must   rapidly   establish   new   social   relationships   to   construct   an   

identity   within   their   new   environment. 39   

Social-Contextual   Factors   

34   Hirsch,   et   al,,   “Social   Dimensions”   p.   30   
35   Hirsch,   Jennifer   and   Shamus   Kahn   
36   Cranney,   Stephen.   “The   Relationship   Between   Sexual   Victimization   and   Year   in   School   in   U.S.   Colleges:   
Investigating   the   Parameters   of   the   ‘Red   Zone.’”    Journal   of   Interpersonal   Violence    30,   no.   17   (October   2015):   
3133–45.    https://doi.org/10.1177/0886260514554425 .   
37   Perez-Trujillo,   Monica,   Ana   Lucía   Jaramillo-Sierra,   and   Eric   Quintane.   “Connectedness   as   a   Protective   Factor   of   
Sexual   Victimization   among   University   Students.”    Victims   &   Offenders    14,   no.   7   (October   3,   2019):   895–919.   
https://doi.org/10.1080/15564886.2019.1655121.   
38   Hicks,   Terrence,   and   Samuel   Heastie.   “High   School   to   College   Transition:   A   Profile   of   the   Stressors,   Physical   and   
Psychological   Health   Issues   That   Affect   First-Year   On-Campus   College   Students.”    Journal   of   Cultural   Diversity    15,   
no.   3   (2008):   143–47.   
39   Scanlon,   Lesley,   Louise   Rowling,   and   Zita   Weber.   “‘You   Don’t   Have   like   an   Identity   …   You   Are   Just   Lost   in   a   
Crowd’:   Forming   a   Student   Identity   in   the   First-Year   Transition   to   University.”    Journal   of   Youth   Studies    10,   no.   2   
(May   2007):   223–41.    https://doi.org/10.1080/13676260600983684 .   
  

https://doi.org/10.1177/0886260514554425
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Social   factors   have   been   deemed   to   play   a   big   part   in   the   use   of   consent   in   all   forms.   The   

factors   that   influence,   obligate,   and   encourage   sexual   consent   can   be   studied   further   in   our  

sub-section   categories.   Our   research   consisted   of   focusing   on   two   main   concepts,   1)social   scripts   

and   2)   the   use   of   verbal   and   nonverbal   cues.   Together,   these   concepts   go   hand   in   hand   with   the   

study   of   what   consent   truly   is.   Social   scripts   are   very   important   in   the   discussion   on   consent   

because   they   can   be   considered   the   cause   of   so   much   miscommunication   in   consent   not   only   

because   society   has   taught   men   and   women   to   act   a   certain   way   in   certain   environments,   but   also   

because   each   role   is   raised   and   tailored   to   play   that   specific   role   throughout   childhood.     suggests   

that   sexuality   and   sexual   behaviors   are   social   processes   that   are   determined   by   a   set   of   “scripts”   

used   to   organize   and   interpret   sexual   encounters   into   understandable   conventions   in   which   

people   can   predict   who   does   what   and   when   in   a   particular   context. 40      This   goes   hand   in   hand   

with   the   discussion   of   verbal   and   non-verbal   cues.   Men   and   women   have   different   ways   of   

accepting   consent   within   social   norms.   It   has   been   studied   that   men   tend   to   use   non-verbal   cues   

while   women   prefer   verbal,   this   is   commonly   known   as   the   credibility   or   gender   gap. 41    In   

addition,   our   interviewees   expressed   the   importance   of   communication   in   sex   education,   because   

communication   is   the   key   to   a   healthy   relationship,   whether   it   be   a   serious   relationship   or   not 42   

Our   first   key   find   demonstrated   the   significance   of     social   dimensions   of   sexual   consent   

among   cisgender   heterosexual   college   students.   This   study    explored   the   willingness   to   engage   in   

a   particular   behavior   with   a   particular   person   within   a   particular   context.   This   archive   presents   a   

study   made   to   collect   data   on   relationships   between   partners   and   how   people   perceive   consent   

during   sexual   activity   with   said   partner.   College   students   between   18-21   were   recruited   to   take   

an   online   survey   each   day   for   30   days   consecutively   to   gather   information   for   the   study.   The   

model   was   used   to   test   how   well   sexual   history   with   a   partner   predicts   consent   conceptualization   

with   that   partner.   The   results   showed   that   there   was   no   linear   relationship   between   sexual   history   

and   conceptual   consent.   Essentially   this   means   the   more   intimate   relationship   students   had,   the   

40   Timmermans,   Van   den   Bulck.   “Casual   Sexual   Scripts   on   the   Screen:   A   Quantitative   Content   Analysis.”    Archives   
of   Sexual   Behavior    47,   no.   5   (March   27,   2018):   1481–96.   https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-018-1147-1.   
41  Nelson,   Audrey.   “The   Nonverbal   Communication   Gender   Gap   |   Psychology   Today.”   Accessed   December   13,   
2020.   
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/he-speaks-she-speaks/201801/the-nonverbal-communication-gender-gap.     
42   Student,   Personal   Interview.   23   October   2020,   Student,   Personal   Interview.   24   October   2020   



less   consent   was   used,   relying   on   “relationship   status,   routine,   and   emotions 43 .   Another   study   I   

found   interesting   to   note   was   that   of…    Precedent   Effect   on   Sexual   Consent   Communication.   The   

researchers   Malachi   Willis   and   Kristen   N   Jozkowski    conducted   a   series   of   interviews   for   over   

150   students   at   both   Columbia   University   and   Barnard   College.   The   goal   of   this   study   was   to   

establish   the   groundwork   for   innovation   prevention   by   examining   the   multiple   social   dimensions   

for   college   students.   The   study   concludes   7   different   dimensions   of   sexual   consent   practices   and   

using   them   to   promote   consensual   sex   and   prevent   sexual   assault.   The   study   also   presumes   the   

common   knowledge   for   the   need   for   better   general   understanding   and   modifications   of   social   

structures   that   shape   consent   practices.   The   research   also   believes,   as   most   of   us   do,   that   the   

legislation   and   mandates   promoting   affirmative   consent   fail   to   achieve   education   of   consent   

properly 44 .   

Each   source   has   significant   relevance   in   the   ways   they   approach   the   conversation   of   

consent.   Each   source   offers   a   unique   approach   as   to   how   sexual   consent   plays   a   role   in   young   

adults.   Whether   these   relationships   are   serious   or   nonchalant,   the   interviews   and   surveys   helped   

us   get   more   common   knowledge   on   how   people   perceive   consent.   Ultimately   both   sources   help   

answer   our   question   of   social   contextual   factors   in   consent,   but   we   are   still   hoping   to   find   more   

information   on   social   scripts   and   their   impact   on   consent.     

Analysis   

Gender   Norms   

Sexual   experiences   today   often   require   women   to   navigate   between   juxtaposing   social   

norms.   Newer   popular   feminist   thought   can   be   odds   with   the   echno   of   older   gendered   social   

sentiments.   For   instance,   “hooking   up”   is   a   response   to   older   norms   about   sex   being   confined   to   

relationships,   but   hooking   up   does   not   inherently   protect   victims   from   being   sexually   assaulted.   

Moreover,   all   of   the   women   we   interviewed   who   experienced   unwanted   but   consensual   sex   made   

an   effort   to   tell   us   they   were   not   in   danger   at   the   time   and   do   not   consider   themselves   a   victim.   

43  Hirsch,   Jennifer   S.,   Shamus   R.   Khan,   Alexander   Wamboldt,   and   Claude   A.   Mellins.   “Social   Dimensions   of   Sexual   
Consent   Among   Cisgender   Heterosexual   College   Students:   Insights   From   Ethnographic   Research.”    Journal   of   
Adolescent   Health    64,   no.   1   (2019):   26–35.   https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2018.06.011.     
  

44  Willis,   Malachi,   and   Kristen   N.   Jozkowski.   “Sexual   Precedent’s   Effect   on   Sexual   Consent   Communication.”   
Archives   of   Sexual   Behavior    48,   no.   6   (2019):   1723–34.   https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-018-1348-7.     
  



Even   though   our   interviews   are   not   numerous   enough   or   randomly-selected   (all   women   were   

college-aged   and   from   the   Northeast),   this   thought   process   does   mirror   what   Pugh   and   Becker’s   

and   Hurst   et   al’s   findings   both   revealed:   women   may   prefer   to   consent   to   unwanted   sex   because   

that   experience   is   more   palatable   than   being   a   victim   and   having   their   no   ignored. 45    In   this   way,   

the   combination   of   a)   postfeminist   beliefs   that   women   play   active   sexual   roles 46    and   b)   the   

continuing   existence   of   gender   power   imbalances   despite   postfeminist   changes   can   lead   to   a   

sense   among   women   that   is   easier   to   say   yes   than   no.     By   failing   to   account   for   the   often   

juxtaposing   newer   gender   norms   and   systemic   power   imbalances,   current   conceptualizations   of   

consent   ignore   critical   aspects   of   why   unwanted   but   consensual   sexual   activity   occurs   and   allow   

for   unwanted   but   consensual   sex   to   perpetuate.   As   a   result,   consent   instruction   programs   do   not   

serve   in   their   educational   purposes   to   their   fullest   potential.     

Power   Dynamics  

Power   disparities   resulting   from   personal   identities   and   social   inequalities   contributes   to   

unwanted   but   consensual   sexual   contact.   To   better   understand   consent,   one   must   consider   the   

complexities   of   power   dynamics.   The   intersectionality   and   social   fluidity   of   power   is   

encapsulated   in   the   experience   of   many   freshmen,   who   arrive   on   campus   especially   vulnerable   to   

sexual   assault   for   a   myriad   of   potential   reasons. 47    The   difficulty   of   lacking   established   

relationships   and   needing   to   cultivate   a   new   social   network   gains   depth   when   put   into   the   context   

of   club   culture.   Disparities   between   freshmen   and   upperclassmen   may   be   due   to   differences   in   

social   status,   which   generally   increases   throughout   one’s   time   in   school   as   more   connections   are   

made.   Additionally,   freshmen   may   be   more   emotionally   invested   in   their   relationships   with   

upperclassmen   because   of   the   opportunities   for   which   the   upperclassmen   serve   as   gatekeepers  

through   club   culture.   Although   other   forms   of   power   disparities   abound   on   college   campuses,   the   

vulnerabilities   of   students   arriving   as   freshmen   and   the   subsequent   accumulation   of   social   capital   

45   Pugh,   Brandie,   and   Patricia   Becker.   “Exploring   Definitions   and   Prevalence   of   Verbal   Sexual   Coercion   and   Its   
Relationship   to   Consent   to   Unwanted   Sex:   Implications   for   Affirmative   Consent   Standards   on   College   Campuses.”   
Behavioral   Sciences;   Basel ,   vol.   8,   no.   8,   MDPI   AG,   2018,   p.   69.    ProQuest ,   
doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/bs8080069 ;    Hust,   Stacey   J.   T.,   et   al.   “Scripting   Sexual   Consent:   Internalized   
Traditional   Sexual   Scripts   and   Sexual   Consent   Expectancies   Among   College   Students.”    Family   Relations ,   vol.   66,   
no.   1,   2017,   pp.   197–210.    Wiley   Online   Library ,   doi: https://doi.org/10.1111/fare.12230 .   
46     Sinclair,   Aimee.   “‘It’s   a   Real   Negotiation   within   Yourself’:   Women’s   Stories   of   Challenging   Heteronormativity   
within   the   Habitus.”    Women’s   Studies   International   Forum ,   vol.   64,   2017,   pp.   1–9,   
doi: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.wsif.2017.08.001 .   
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throughout   one’s   college   progression   are   both   experiences   common   to   almost   all   students.   

Examining   one’s   power   and   identity   through   this   framework   may   underscore   the   greater   

importance   of   the   intersectionality   and   social   fluidity   of   power   dynamics   more   generally.   

Social-Contextual   Factors   

Finally,   social   contextual   factors   play   different   roles   in   consent   depending   on   the   

relationship   of   partners.   We   can   see   that   many   factors   play   a   role   in   the    conversation   of   social   

factors   but   the   main   two   subsections   we   focused   on   for   our   research   were   the   social   scripts   and   

types   of   commands.   The   two   topics   correspond   in   the   sense   of   sexual   activity   in   college   students,   

as   social   scripts   are   the   social   behaviors   and   common   conceptions   within   hooking   up   and   culture   

is   essentially   hookup   culture.   The   attitudes   towards   consent,   in   general,   are   perceived   in   many   

different   ways   according   to   students   but   they   all   share   one   thing   in   common,   relationships.   What   

we   mean   by   this   is   that   depending   on   the   type   of   relationship   in   a   given   time,   consent   is   viewed   

differently,   so   we   can   conclude   that   consent   looks   different   for   pretty   much   everyone,   which   

means   communication   plays   a   huge   role   in   relationships.   There   cannot   be   a   simple   explanation   

for   consent   because   it   is   so   much   more   than   a   “yes”   or   “no”   response   or   a   “cup   of   tea”   analogy.   

The   only   way   to   truly   answer   the   question   of   how   social   factors   play   a   role   in   consent   is   to   

communicate   with   one’s   partner,   which   fails   most   of   the   time   as   seen   in   the   number   of   sexual   

assault   cases   throughout   history.   It   all   comes   down   to   sex   education,   which   most   have   been   

failed   while   growing   up.   For   teenagers   or   even   younger,   sex   education   is   cruicial   because   they   

are   the   future   and   need   to   be   prepared   for   the   implications   that   they   will   soon   face.     

Recommendations   

The   findings   of   our   research   and   interviews   suggest   consent   is   a   complicated   concept   

which   demands   nuanced   discussions   to   better   understand.   More   specifically,   we   have   identified   

gender   norms,   power   dynamics,   and   socio-contextual   factors   as   influential   factors   of   consent.   

Therefore,   we   recommend   the   integration   of   these   key   areas   into   the   larger   conversation   of   

consent.   We   recognize   our   study   had   specific   areas   of   focus,   leaving   other   influences   out   of   the   

conversation   such   as   alcohol,   peer   groups,   spatial/temporal   factors,   and   social   inequalities.   These   

sections   are   also   important   but   beyond   the   scope   of   the   current   study.   We   recognize   these   

limitations   while   also   acknowledging   and   encouraging   the   incorporation   of   gender   norms,   power   



dynamics,   and   social-contextual   into   conversations   of   consent.   

To   facilitate   more   nuanced   conversations   of   consent,   we   recommend   the   findings   of   our   

research   be   used   in   sexual   education   programs   in   schools   across   the   country   and   more   

specifically   at   Georgetown   University.   We   have   created   a   handout   to   guide   the   implementation;   

however,   the   content   can   be   delivered   and   discussed   in   ways   which   best   suit   the   context   of   the   

class.   We   further   recommend   the   conversations   be   facilitated   by   a   well-trained,   passionate   

upperclassmen   in   the   community,   who   may   better   achieve   a   level   of   trust   and   relatability   to   the   

students   in   the   course.   We   hope   this   environment   will   cultivate   open   and   honest   dialogues   and   

reflections.   The   upperclassmen   may   also   better   stress   the   influence   of   power   dynamics   created   

by   year   in   school,   social   status,   and   other   factors.   

Consent   looks   different   across   every   situation   and   environment,   specifically   workplace   

versus   college   settings.   Therefore,   we   recognize   our   research   is   not   the   last   step   to   the   process   of   

conceptualizing   authentic   consent,   and   we   encourage   more   researchers   to   take   part   in   this   study.   

We   also   encourage   further   research   into   other   influences   on   consent   as   previously   discussed.     

Finally,   without   stressing   the   importance   of   gender   norms,   power   dynamics,   and   social   

factors,   sexual   education   programs   will   not   only   fail   in   their   ability   to   teach   honest,   meaningful   

consent   but   also   allow   for   the   continuation   of   inauthentic   consent   that   results   in   unwanted   sexual   

contact.   We   encourage   both   the   implementation   of   our   handout   as   a   means   of   facilitating   

conversations   about   gender   norms,   power   dynamics,   and   social-contextual   factors   as   

complicating   consent.   
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