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Memo 

Abstract:  

Many reported sexual assaults overlap with the overuse of alcohol. In fact they intersect so 
frequently that alcohol is, one way or another, often “to blame” for too many of these sexual 
assaults. When a victim comes forward with their story one of the first things asked is how much 
they had to drink that night. Many students try their best to avoid alcohol due to fear of “catching 
a case” or falsely being accused of sexual assault. With this, we seek to inform our fellow 
students that alcohol is most definitely not to blame for sexual assaults, and though they may 
overlap, they are not mutually exclusive.  

Background: 

How can the definition of consent be better applied to situations where alcohol is involved? 
There is a “gray area” of consent that is seen way too often within our age demographic. This 
hopefully provides a better understanding and a more tangible definition of consent that can be 
applied to real-life students at Georgetown, within the context of alcohol and the party scene at 
Georgetown. This matters because most, if not all, Georgetown students benefit from this work, 
being that it applies to those who partake in alcohol consumption, sex, and anything in between. 
Sexual assault education programs promote the practice of seeking and giving consent and preach 
alcohol and sex as a dangerous combination. But students know that alcohol and sex are 
commonly paired together and there are ways to do so safely which is why we chose to research 
how consent can be given in situations where alcohol is present? To answer that question we 
interviewed some students and to hear their perspectives on how consent is best given and break 
down to what extent alcohol breaks down your ability to give consent. The way this relates to our 
overarching question is because by researching more into the way consent is affected by alcohol 
we can help lower the chances of sexual assault at parties in Georgetown.  

Because alcohol and sex both happen behind closed doors, it is difficult to get a full picture 
of the problem. The Georgetown Emergency Response Medical Service (GERMS), a volunteer, 
student-run emergency medical service, is one organization that has direct experience assisting 
students who have been drinking. But GERMS officials were not able to provide any data related 
to sexual assault and alcohol, or even just alcohol. Some limitations on the sharing of data are 
understandable; confidentiality is a key component of the program, But even general 
demographics of clients, or numbers of cases involving both alcohol and sexual assault, were 
made available. Does this data even exist?  Officials were not forthcoming. Without specific 
Georgetown data, it is difficult to measure the scope of the problem. There are ways to share data 
while respecting confidentiality; GERMS needs a system for doing this so we can learn from their 
work.  



The male students interviewed are aware of alcohol influencing someone’s interest in 
sexual intimacy but are unclear about what level of intoxication is acceptable before decision 
making is “too” compromised.  A quantitative drink amount impacts people differently. Plus it is 
unlikely to be able to create a limit that can be tracked on the amount of alcohol consumed, there 
still should be a check of clear consciousness before consenting. Perhaps the most important 
message from these straight men is that they are genuinely willing to change to better understand 
the implications of consent. 

Sexual assault and rape are widely known to frequently occur in the party scene where 
alcohol is involved. In terms of alcohol and consent, Kelly defines party rape as not merely the 
result of alcohol consumption, but an overall culture problem. One study concludes: "Cultural 
expectations that partygoers drink heavily and trust party-mates become problematic when 
combined with expectations that women be nice and defer to men. Fulfilling the role of the partier 
produces vulnerability on the part of women, which some men exploit to extract nonconsensual 
sex" (Armstrong, Hamilton, and Sweeney 484). This study also finds that multiple variables, 
including individual psychology, rape myths as well as rape culture, and particular contexts such 
as fraternities rife with gender inequalities lead to rape (Armstrong, Hamilton, and Sweeney 
484-485)1. The culture of rape within the context of alcohol is the problem, but not in a 
cause-and-effect manner.  

Efforts to address sexual assault on college campuses through “an affirmative consent 
standard could be undermined by traditional gender norms, sexual scripts, and the power 
dynamics inherent in heterosexual relations” which leads to situations in which many women 
provide consent to unwanted sex. Their studies indicated that college women are likely to 
experience verbal sexual coercion, in particular as it relates to consent to unwanted sex as a result 
of the presence of verbal sexual coercion, though stating that research in the field is lacking due to 
minimal reporting2.  

The male students interviewed are aware of alcohol influencing someone’s interest in 
sexual intimacy but are unclear about what level of intoxication is acceptable before decision 
making is “too” compromised.  A quantitative drink amount impacts people differently. Plus it is 
unlikely to be able to create a limit that can be tracked on the amount of alcohol consumed, there 
still should be a check of clear consciousness before consenting. Perhaps the most important 
message from these straight men is that they are genuinely willing to change to better understand 
the implications of consent. 

According to research, while on campus, “one in five women report being sexually 
assaulted.” With that number already being so high it is also stated that eighty percent of sexual 
assaults go unreported. While this statistic does not mention what percentage of those assaults 

1 Kelly, O. (2015). Party rape, nonconsensual sex, and affirmative consent policies. Americana : The Journal of 
American Popular Culture, 1900 to Present, 14(2) Retrieved from 
http://proxy.library.georgetown.edu/login?qurl=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.proquest.com%2Fdocview%2F18079
62270%3Faccountid%3D11091 
2 Pugh, B., & Becker, P. (2018). 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, 8(8), 69. doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/bs8080069 
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involve alcohol, it does mention that only 10.8 percent of those assaults involved forced touching 
and penetration.3 

When sexual assaults occur and alcohol is a factor the case is categorized into one of three 
groups: unimpaired, if a victim was unaffected by the alcohol, impaired, affected by the alcohol 
but still has the ability to make decisions, and incapacitated, left unresponsive as a result of 
alcohol consumption. However, there needs to be more research done into each of these topics to 
better clearly understand the situation especially in breaking down deeper when victims are 
impaired.4 
 
Analysis: 

The first article offered a perspective that I was not considering prior to my research. There 
is a visible underlying message of alcohol being the blame in terms of party rape, where alcohol is 
almost an excuse for violent behaviors such as sexual assault. Many college students share this 
same idea and sometimes feel as though alcohol is to blame for these gray-areas of sexual 
assault––where, as this article so convincingly replies, alcohol is not the culprit; rape is. The 
article also goes into depth about party culture in an almost scientific breakdown fashion, 
describing the roles that each person assimilates in the campus party scene. The second serves as 
a concrete set of definitions and ideals upheld by campus life. The research provides a better and 
varying understanding of what preconceived notions of the subject matter was, in policy and in 
everyday life. This then helps us then move forward in considering what, of the information 
provided, should be applied or improved in current campus life.  

Based on what I learned I would say that most sexual assaults that involve alcohol are not a 
result of a lack of clarity when trying to find consent. Instead, they are often committed by men 
whose motives and means would not change if sober but instead take advantage of the presence of 
alcohol. Most sexual assaults committed under the influence should not be blamed on the alcohol, 
nor turn to it as a reason. For the number of sexual assaults under the influence to decline there 
needs to be an overall decline in all sexual assaults. Most women end up being coerced into an 
assault by men that they know rather than someone physically forcing themself upon them and 
without a change in that there will be no decline in intoxicated sexual assaults. In my research, I 
found that even while impaired women can make conscious decisions, so they are still able to 
consciously consent. If a woman is incapacitated it is as simple as no one should be trying to have 
any form of sexual contact with her. 
 
Recommendations: 

Consent under the influence is not a grey area and intoxicated sexual assaults are not going 
to come from confusing behavior under the influence. It occurs as a conscious decision from an 

3 Beaver, W. R. (2017). Campus sexual assault: What we know and what we don't. The Independent Review, 22(2), 257-268. 
Retrieved from 
http://proxy.library.georgetown.edu/login?qurl=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.proquest.com%2Fdocview%2F1938830275%3Faccountid%3D
11091 
 
4 ULLMAN, S. E.; O’CALLAGHAN, E.; LORENZ, K. Women’s Experiences of Impairment and Incapacitation During 
Alcohol/Drug-Related Sexual Assaults: Toward a Survivor-Informed Approach to Measurement. Archives of Sexual Behavior, [s. l.], v. 
48, n. 7, p. 2105–2116, 2019. DOI 10.1007/s10508-019-1441-6. Disponível em: 
http://search.ebscohost.com.proxy.library.georgetown.edu/login.aspx?direct=true&AuthType=ip,uid&db=fmh&AN=138650487&site=eh
ost-live&scope=site. Acesso em: 15 nov. 2020. 
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assailant and there should really be no blame put on the fact that alcohol is involved, and policy as 
well as common thought should reflect that.  
 
 


