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Abstract:
Oftentimes, narratives of sexual harm on college campuses focus on cisgender,

heterosexual relations in which a man takes advantage of an oftentimes intoxicated woman
within casual settings. However, this excludes many other instances of sexual harm that do not fit
this conventional model. There is evidence indicating that sexual harm occurs more frequently
for LGBTQ students as compared to their cisgender heterosexual counterparts, due to factors
such as minority stress or the strength of a student’s sense of connection to the community. Yet
many LGBTQ students seem to underestimate the prominence of sexual harm within their
community, as well as some of the underlying dynamics within their sexual encounters, such as
in hookup culture. Moving forward, seeking to understand this disconnect may be useful as we
work to envision a new, safer, more inclusive college campus.

Background:
When discussing sexual harm, these conversations do not often center around or focus on

the experiences of LGBTQ students, which has led to limited information regarding the
phenomenon. However, of the research conducted, one study found results that pointed towards
LGBTQ students experiencing higher rates of various forms of sexual harm, regardless of gender
identity. Through the use of surveying college students across several universities, both
hetersexual and LGBTQ, researchers found that LGBTQ students experienced higher rates of
dating violence, sexual violence, and unwanted pursuit during the 6 month period when the study
was conducted.1 Additionally, LGBTQ women were found to have higher rates of domestic
violence compared to heterosexual women, though the same pattern did not apply to men.2 Yet,
despite such findings, another study conducted found that LGBTQ students seemed to view the
threat of sexual harm as one less pressing within the LGBTQ community since they were only
familiar with instances that occurred to cisgender heterosexual students.3 This study, conducted
under the methodology of a focus group with LGBTQ students, also found that LGBTQ students
perceived risks and protective factors that were unique to LGBTQ students (ie. fear of being
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“outed,” misrepresenting the community, barriers in receiving help), although there was also
overlap with heterosexual students.4

In exploring possible explanations for misrepresentations of sexual harm within the
LGBTQ community, one important aspect of LGBTQ students is the nature of their sexual
interactions. Though unique to those of their cisgender heterosexual counterparts, LGBTQ
students interacted with sexual spaces through hookup culture, which played a large role in
defining the contours of sexual interactions for both student groups. In a study conducted with a
group of LGBTQ students at a university, the majority of these students reported disdain for the
patterns and practices that defined the mainstream hookup culture they associated with cisgender
heterosexual couples5. In addition to regarding such a hookup culture negatively, the LGBTQ
students regarded their own sexual interactions and hookups as distinct from the patterns and
practices (ie. predation, gendered power dynamics both prior to and during intercourse, etc.) they
resented.6 However, research by the interviewers done independently from the students seemed
to indicate that such beliefs were unfounded, as they found that LGBTQ students largely
replicated the patterns and practices of mainstream hookup culture, a culture rooted in a
patriarchal system built around and supported by heterosexism, including the patterns and
practices that give rise to sexual harm.7

Another important area of question that comes about from seeking to explain the gap
between perception and reality of sexual harm in the LGBTQ community is the relationship
between students and their sexuality. In one study which examined the role of minority stress,
researchers found that things such as internalized homophobia, a strong or weak connection to
the LGBTQ community on campus, and the relationship between the two were found to have an
impact on the likelihood of sexual harm among LGBTQ students.8 Internalized homophobia was
found to have a direct relationship with sexual harm, whereas a sense of connection with the
community was found to have an inverse relationship with sexual harm.9 Additionally, it was
found that lower levels of internalized homophobia mediated a relationship with the LGBTQ
community.

Analysis:
Many LGBTQ students misunderstand the sexual climate of their own community, both

with regards to the nature of sexual interactions and sexual harm.10 Despite the perception that
sexual encounters involving LGBTQ students are more progressive than their cisgender
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heterosexual counterparts, many of the behaviors criticized seem to appear within LGBTQ
sexual encounters as well, such as objectification, a sense of sexual conquest, and traditional
gender roles surrounding dominance and submission.11 Some of these behaviors may be
explained by minority stress, such as the presence of internalized homophobia which may deem
gender nonconforming sexual practices unacceptable and the reinforcement of dominant and
submissive dynamics.12 Likewise, the perception of progressive sexual encounters may explain
why LGBTQ students underestimate the prevalence of sexual harm in their own community, as it
is oftentimes associated with dynamics represented by heterosexual relationships.13 Yet, the very
same dynamics of heterosexual relationships which are supposedly discarded during LGBTQ
sexual encounters are still present, opening the door for sexual harm within LGBTQ encounters.
Furthermore, LGBTQ students face not only the threat of sexual harm from fellow members of
the community, but from cisgender heterosexual students as well, creating an increased risk for
sexual harm.14

This research is critical in understanding not only why it is that LGBTQ students have
incorrect perceptions about sexual harm in their community, but also what sexual harm looks like
and means for LGBTQ students. As part of a larger push to challenge conventional narratives of
sexual harm that characterize it as a white, cisgender, and heterosexual monolith, this work
questions how systems of power reproduce themselves in spaces meant to challenge them. Like
the concept of stereotype threat, the feedback loop of narratives of sexual harm centering people
unlike themselves makes it unsurprising that LGBTQ students do not perceive their own risk of
sexual harm as equal to or more than that of their cisgender heterosexual counterparts.
Furthermore, while there is work being done by some within the community to elevate the
prominence of sexual harm as an issue for LGBTQ students, the predominant focus on others
makes the impact of such work limited in scope. On the other hand, perhaps another dimension
for exploration is the role of differing manifestations of sexual harm that do not line up with
conventional narratives, making it difficult for LGBTQ students to recognize sexual harm in
their community likewise as instances of sexual harm, albeit different from the traditional
representations.

Recommendations:
Moving forward, there are several different approaches on how to create a more safe and

inclusive college campus climate. One of these approaches is to expand the research being done
on how sexual harm affects LGBTQ students. Due to a dearth of information on the subject, it is
difficult to recommend overly specific measures, as many of the dimensions of how, why, where,
and when LGBTQ students are affected by sexual harm remain unknown or insufficiently
studied. Following this line of thought, an important way that Georgetown, or any researchers,
can make an impact in a meaningful way is by conducting more research, both on areas

14 Edwards et al., “Physical Dating Violence, Sexual Violence, and Unwanted Pursuit Victimization.”
13 Ollen et al., “Sexual Minority College Students’ Perceptions.”
12 Murchison, Boyd, and Pachankis, “Minority Stress.”
11 Lamont, Roach, and Kahn, “Navigating Campus Hookup Culture.”



previously studied such as occurrence rates, perception of risk, minority stress, and the role of
hookup culture, as well as new dimensions of sexual harm and LGBTQ students like the nature
of sexual harm or if there are any predominant narratives within the community. Such an action
would seek to begin closing the information gap in order to provide clarity, both about the nature
of sexual interactions between LGBTQ students as well as about future paths that could be taken.

Beyond the scope of research, another realm in which universities such as Georgetown
can play a larger role is in the expansion of resources for LGBTQ students experiencing sexual
harm. One way this might manifest could be in making prevention programs more inclusive of
the experiences and struggles of LGBTQ students or in expanding the resources available to the
LGBTQ Center and/or the Women’s Center in order to leave them better equipped to handle the
unique needs of students experiencing sexual harm. Furthermore, making efforts to take note of
and include the concerns of LGBTQ students within the Title IX process, as well as making note
of how and why LGBTQ students may not seek to utilize the Title IX system are important
actions and improvements for fostering a better response to sexual harm.

One issue with regards to incorrect perceptions of sexual harm on college campuses is
that the role that universities have in rectifying these perceptions is limited by virtue of their
political and social implications. Due to this, the importance of work within the community is
just as important, if not more important than the role of universities. Therefore, a crucial
recommendation is intra-community work by LGBTQ students to combat predominant narratives
of sexual harm in order to both make it possible for LGBTQ students to see themselves within
narratives of sexual harm as well as recognize the unique ways sexual harm may manifest for
and affect LGBTQ students. Along these lines, work to foster a stronger sense of LGBTQ
community on college campuses would act as a deterrent for sexual harm, as an interim (or
possibly permanent) measure while work is also done to address how to engage in and/or
maintain healthy relationships, both sexual and romantic. While the scope of these
recommendations is inherently limited by the gap in knowledge about the intricacies of the
relationship between sexual harm and LGBTQ students, it is with hope that they will be able to
alleviate some of the pain and suffering that comes with sexual harm as more research is done
which will hopefully create a clearer path forward.
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