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Abstract: 

 The question we investigated looking at the role of student trust in reporting to university 

officials and utilizing university policies to determine the components that would ideally be 

targeted in training programs to help improve student perceptions of the university Title IX 

reporting system and its procedures, therefore increasing student use of this system.  Trust is one 

of the main barriers to reporting cases of sexual misconduct, and ties into the phenomenon of 

institutional betrayal, where students does not trust the university to have their best interests at 

heart, to create distrust in the efficacy and the utility of the university programs for the students.  

This fits into our larger question of investigating the effectiveness of the mandatory bystander 

training programs in creating trust by establishing that trust is a key component in getting 

students to use the university resources and procedures in instances of sexual misconduct, and 

universities should therefore take steps to improve trust. 

 

Background: 

 The primary goal of Georgetown’s mandatory bystander training programs, according to 

Title IX Coordinator Samantha Berner, is to spread awareness.  The program is supposed to 

inform the student body of Georgetown’s definition of sexual misconduct, ensure everyone 

understands what is meant when the university says such misconduct is prohibited, and to inform 

students on available resources and how the reporting process works on campus.  There currently 

is no metric used to determine the effectiveness of the programs, neither to make sure that the 

message is absorbed nor to see a reduction in sexual misconduct cases.1   

Another interview revealed that a student concern with the current programs is the lack of 

trust it creates with an uncomfortable learning environment and issues of inapplicability, where 

the training does not address minority concerns for those who are people of color or LGBTQ+, to 

name a few.  There has been a student-led push to improve the programs and make them more 

accessible to all students to build an environment of trust and familiarity with the university 

system, and provide follow-up sessions to improve the effectiveness of the programs.2 

The lack of student trust found in the climate survey data can be described by the theory 

of institutional betrayal, wherein an institution fails to protect its members from harm.3  In a 

study looking at the correlates of women’s intentions to use the formal campus resources, this 

 
1 An Interview with Samantha Berner [Online interview]. (2020, October 20). 
2 Interview with GUSA Policy Chair for Sexual Assault [Online interview]. (2020, October 22). 
3 Holland, Kathryn. (2020). Correlates of College Women's Intentions to Use Formal Campus Supports for Sexual 

Assault. Psychology of Violence, 10, 245-254. https://doi.org/10.1037/vio0000240 



theory was supported by the finding that students who had greater trust in their university to take 

their reports seriously had greater intentions to use the university resources.4  A higher likelihood 

of an individual student to use campus resources was also related to a lower rate of rape myth 

acceptance from that individual.  Greater exposure to university sexual assault education was 

linked to a greater willingness to use campus sexual assault centers but not the university Title 

IX office.5 

Students who do not trust their university are less likely to use campus resources.6  

Students are more likely to use university resources when they have faith in the adjudication 

process and have a favorable view of the person(s) taking the report.  Trust is also key in 

understanding under-reporting sexual misconduct, as a lack of trust in an institution may serve as 

a barrier to reporting.  The four most significant psychological barriers to reporting include 

embarrassment and guilt, concerns of confidentiality, the social stigma attached to victimization, 

and fear of not being believed.  Of those who experience at least one of these four psychological 

barriers, 70% of victims did not know anything about the procedure or policies and did not know 

the appropriate person to report to.7  Sources of distrust were determined to be concerns over the 

effectiveness and confidentiality of university services, and worries that the university will 

prioritize its own reputation over the well-being of its students.8   

The article “An Exploratory Examination of College Students’ Likelihood of Reporting 

Sexual Assault to Police and University Officials: Results of a Self-Report Survey” demonstrates 

the impact that negative emotions towards campus resources, here distrust, can have on 

reporting. The source analyzes a study on reporting rates and reveals that despite the majority of 

the student knowledge of at least one sexual assault resource, only 22% of victims sought out a 

campus-based aid.9 Within this, 12%  of victims received health services, 8% received 

psychological services, and 4% reported the incident to university officials. For these victims, 

90% of the victims reported concerns about confidentiality and not being believed.10  This shows 

it is not the lack of resources that leads to lower incidences of reporting, but the student’s 

perception of these resources.  Institutional betrayal is a real deterrent to students’ use of 

university programs, and many students believe that the university will fail to address their 

assault appropriately.   

 

Analysis: 

 
4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Marques, O., Couture-Carron, A., Frederick, T., & Scott, H. (n.d.). The Role of Trust in Student Perceptions of 

University Sexual Assault Policies and Services. Canadian Journal of Higher Education. Retrieved from 

https://journals.sfu.ca/cjhe/index.php/cjhe/article/view/188687/186405 
7 Ibid. 
8  Ibid. 
9 Moore, Briana M., and Thomas Baker. “An Exploratory Examination of College Students’ Likelihood of 

Reporting Sexual Assault to Police and University Officials: Results of a Self-Report Survey.” Journal of 

Interpersonal Violence 33, no. 22 (November 2018): 3419. https://doi.org/10.1177/0886260516632357. 
10 Ibid. 



 Trust plays a large role in determining if students will utilize university resources and 

procedures in instances of sexual misconduct.  The stated purpose of the sexual misconduct 

training programs at Georgetown is to raise awareness of the university policies and procedures, 

but students report not trusting these resources and services to be fair or effective.11  Studies have 

shown that a lack of trust in an institution is correlated with an unwillingness to use campus 

resources, and a lack of trust comes from several different factors, centered around the premise 

that the policies will be ineffective at best, and harmful to the student using them at worst.  The 

four most prominent factors that deter reporting are embarrassment and guilt, concerns of 

confidentiality, the social stigma attached to victimization, and fear of not being believed. 

To improve student perceptions of their sexual misconduct policies, schools need to go beyond 

simply improving knowledge of the existence of their procedures and work on improving the 

relationship between the institution and the students.  This will improve trust between the 

institution and the student body, and from there student utilization of university resources. 

 From this research, trust is an established measure of determining the likelihood of 

students using the formal university system in response to sexual misconduct.  Measuring the 

effectiveness of the mandatory bystander programs with trust allows us to determine student 

perception of the efficacy of overall university policies, and plan how programs could then be 

improved by targeting the specific factors that lead to a lack of trust.   

 

Recommendations: 

 The success of bystander training programs should be measure not with increasing 

student awareness but with trust.  Georgetown’s current goal with its mandatory bystander 

training programs to increase awareness of university policies on sexual misconduct and its 

definition of what constitutes sexual misconduct, as well as on the resources available to students 

and the process of reporting, does not go far enough.  The data has shown that simply increasing 

awareness does not mean that students are more likely to use the programs and resources of an 

institution, but that students will only increase their use of these policies when they trust that 

they will be effective and fair.   

 Measures should be taken to implement practices that will increase student trust in the 

university, putting an emphasis on building relationships and making the university seem 

deserving of trust.  People like to report to those that they trust to protect their interests, not to a 

nebulous institution but to people.12  Making university training programs more welcoming to 

those of all backgrounds by including more peer mentors and by conducting it in a familiar space 

like a freshman dorm common room will help to improve trust, as students will be able to 

become more familiar with those they would realistically be turning to in an instance of sexual 

misconduct.  Putting a focus on creating trust in the university community at large will be 

beneficial, as this will make students more comfortable in using a variety of resources, from 

 
11 Georgetown University. (2019). [Georgetown 2019 v. Georgetown 2016 Survey Tables]. 
12 Marques, O., Couture-Carron, A., Frederick, T., & Scott, H. (n.d.). The Role of Trust in Student Perceptions of 

University Sexual Assault Policies and Services 



going through the official university process to being able to talk to a confidant about their 

experience. 

 The main question that needs to be answered is why a student would not want to report to 

the university, and this can only be answered in full by the students themselves.  Conducting a 

survey or including in the Climate Survey questions on why students do not trust the university 

will enable changes to be made that are specific to Georgetown.  In the meantime, student trust 

in the fairness and efficacy of the current university policies can be improved by building 

transparency in the university reporting process.  By clearly outlining what students may expect 

and the timeline of events and outcomes, students will be better able gauge if that process is a 

worthwhile pursuit.   


