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______________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Previous research has suggested that individual, social, and environmental factors all play a 

role in developing individual attitudes regarding sexual violence. On college campuses, both 

intercollegiate and recreational athletics provide opportunities for students to engage in group 

settings that can impact these attitudes. The primary purpose of this study was to examine how 

attitudes towards sexual violence compared across intercollegiate athlete, recreational athlete, 

and non-athlete populations, while accounting for other individual and school factors. Analysis 

of a large national dataset found very small but statistically significant differences among these 

groups in their personal social norms, campus social norms, and bystander efficacy regarding 

sexual violence. Intercollegiate athletes were slightly lower than non-athletes in their personal 

social norms and bystander efficacy and slightly higher in their perceived campus social norms, 

while recreational athletes were higher in bystander efficacy, but lower in personal and campus 

social norms. Other personal demographic factors, including gender identity and sexual 
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orientation, were also significant, while most campus factors were non-significant. These 

findings suggest the identification of college sport as an at-risk community for sexual violence 

may be an oversimplification, with implications for program intervention design. 

 

Keywords: sexual violence prevention education, socio-ecological model, personal social norms, 

campus social norms, bystander efficacy 

 

 

According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), “sexual violence is 

defined as any sexual act that is committed or attempted by another person without freely given 

consent of the victim or against someone who is unable to consent or refuse” (Basile et al. 2014, 

p. 11). The Campus Sexual Assault Study (Krebs et al., 2007; 2009) indicated campus sexual 

violence (SV) affects one in five female undergraduate students, as well as 6% of undergraduate 

men. Recent research by the American Association of Universities found that rates of SV rose 

between 2015 and 2019 among 21 universities surveyed (Cantor et al., 2020). The prevalence of 

SV on college campuses is alarming, particularly given the devastating effects on victims (e.g., 

anxiety and depression, post-traumatic stress disorder, and increased substance use/abuse; Basile 

& Smith, 2011; Carey et al., 2018; Eisenberg et al., 2016; Ullman et al., 2013). In 2011, the 

Office for Civil Rights issued a “Dear Colleague Letter” and instructed colleges and universities 

to take steps to reduce SV on campus (Ali, 2011). These steps include investigations of known 

incidences of SV, as well as education with the intention of preventing SV from occurring 

among and between students. 

The CDC has recommended “promoting social norms that protect against violence,” 

specifically pointing to bystander approaches in education (Basile et al., 2016, p.7) which can 

increase the likelihood of intervention (Ahrens et al., 2011; Santacrose et al., 2020) and decrease 

social norms supporting SV (Coker et al., 2011; Fenton & Mott, 2018). In their systematic 

review, Teten Tharp et al. (2013) found a common risk factor for perpetration was peer support 

for SV, including association with all-male groups, such as fraternities or athletic teams. 

Additional risk factors for perpetration were hypermasculinity, hostile attitudes toward women, 

and adherence to traditional gender norms, as well as an acceptance of violence and 

competitiveness. Lastly, rape myth acceptance (RMA) and victim blaming were found to be 

attitudes predictive of intentions and behaviors resulting in SV perpetration (Teten Tharp et al., 

2013). Thus, programs that change social norms regarding peer support, masculinity and 

traditional gender norms, and awareness about SV (i.e., breaking down rape myths) are 

anticipated to be the most effective SV prevention education.  

Research on SV has proliferated in the last three decades, but efforts to evaluate the 

efficacy of prevention education have not kept pace (DeGue et al., 2014). However, several 

reviews shed light on SV prevention education programming best practices. An older meta-

analytic review by Anderson and Whiston (2005) found most programs demonstrated a change 

in knowledge about sexual assault, but it was difficult to determine efficacy as a whole because 

“programming on college campuses appears to differ depending on which types of outcomes are 

considered” (p. 381). DeGue et al. (2014) completed a systematic review of 140 evaluations of 

SV prevention programs and found that most programs were “fairly one-dimensional” (p. 356) 

and did not cover the complex array of SV-related topics necessary to change participant 

attitudes regarding SV. These programs were also found to have an insufficient dosage (i.e., one 

session of one hour or less) and did not include varied instructional methods (e.g., mainly 
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lectures or videos). More recently, a meta-analysis of bystander intervention programs found that 

longer programs had greater effects than shorter programs on participants’ attitudes and beliefs 

of SV (Jouriles et al., 2018).  

The intended outcomes of SV prevention education are to lower risk factors (e.g., RMA, 

peer support of SV) and increase protective factors. Protective factors include emotional health 

and connectedness (Borowsky et al., 1997), social support and school belonging (Basile et al., 

2018), conflict resolution skills (Forbes & Adams-Curtis, 2001), and greater empathy (Basile et 

al., 2018). However, “current knowledge of protective factors within the SV literature is 

extremely limited” (Teten Tharp et al., 2013, p. 141), suggesting SV prevention educators rely 

on reducing risk factors rather than increasing protective factors. Thus, protective factors should 

be examined more closely as changing social norms (e.g., gender norms, attitudes toward 

women, RMA) and increasing bystander efficacy are also critical to reducing and preventing SV.  

 

At-Risk Communities 

 

College communities are particularly at high risk for incidents of SV, with one in five 

college women experiencing SV (Krebs et al., 2007, 2009; Krebs et al., 2016). According to the 

U.S. Department of Justice, college women are at greater risk of victimization of SV (Sinozich & 

Langton, 2014), particularly during the first few months of their first semester, sometimes 

deemed the “red zone” for victimization (Cranney, 2015; Kimble et al., 2008). In efforts to learn 

more about SV in college communities, researchers have consistently found alcohol use and 

participation in fraternities linked with increased rates of SV perpetration (e.g., Klein et al., 

2018; Martin, 2016). Additional research has found that participating in intercollegiate athletics 

is also linked with SV as the emphasis on competition, conquest, and aggression can lead to a 

“rape-prone environment” (Martin, 2016). These findings are mixed and not always consistent 

due, in part, to the heterogeneous nature of college sports participation (Burkhard et al., 2019), 

leading to calls for more research studying the differences between athletes and athletic teams 

(see McCray, 2019). 

SV prevention research has focused on the differences between athlete and non-athlete 

populations (Morean et al., 2018; Navarro & Tewksbury, 2019; Young et al., 2017). However, 

the “athlete” designation is often exclusively for individuals playing on intercollegiate teams 

regulated by the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA), while recreational athletes 

(i.e., players on club or intramural sport teams) are not distinguished. Although recreational 

athletes do not have the visibility of a NCAA athlete, they still maintain their association with 

competitive sports which can influence motivation, behavior, and self-concept (Lamont-Mills & 

Christensen, 2006). Recreational athletes also develop strong group bonds and experiences, 

positioning them to have a social lifestyle more similar to intercollegiate athletes and fraternity 

members than non-athletes (Allan & Madden, 2012). For example, Allan and Madden (2012) 

found 64% of club athletes and 49% of intramural athletes reported experiencing hazing (i.e., 

alcohol consumption, humiliation, isolation, sleep-deprivation, sex acts), compared to 74% of 

intercollegiate athletes and 73% of fraternity members. McGinley and colleagues (2016) found 

intramural sports participation significantly associated with risky alcohol use (for men and 

women) and generalized sexual harassment (for women).  

Despite maintaining a social structure reflective of populations with higher rape-

supportive attitudes and beliefs, recreational athletes are rarely distinguished from non-athletes in 

SV literature. As membership with athletic teams has been associated with attitudes and 
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environments related to sexual aggression (Humphrey & Kahn, 2000; McCray, 2015; Murnen & 

Kohlman, 2007; Stotzer & MacCartney, 2016; Wiersma-Mosley et al., 2017), it is important to 

determine whether recreational athletics promotes a similar environment. Young et al. (2017) 

extended the scope of studying SV among intercollegiate athletics to incorporate recreational 

athletes, finding non-athletes had lower rates of sexual coercion and RMA comparatively to 

athletes. There were no significant differences in RMA and attitudes toward women between 

intercollegiate and recreational athletes (Young et al., 2017), positioning recreational athletes 

closer to intercollegiate athletes than non-athletes. This remains one of the few studies that has 

captured differences in these athletic populations, therefore, a more comprehensive 

understanding of social norms, bystander efficacy, and SV education in the college environment 

can be achieved by studying recreational athletes as a unique subgroup. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

 

  Prevention programming is most effective when clearly informed by theory (Nation et al., 

2003). The lack of consistent theory framing research has been a criticism in the literature on 

evaluating the efficacy of SV prevention efforts (DeGue et al., 2014; Teten Tharp et al., 2013). 

Many SV prevention program evaluations have not used theory, but rather targeted specific 

outcomes (e.g., lowering RMA). Furthermore, when theories are used to guide SV prevention 

research, they range from feminist theory (as used by Cheever & Eisenberg, 2020) to grounded 

theory (as used by DeMaria et al., 2018) to the Theory of Planned Behavior (as used by Young et 

al., 2017). Often, these theories are focused on individual-level factors to understand SV 

perpetration and behavioral, cognitive, or emotional risk factors. While this is necessary, a 

broader view encompassing peer, community, and society-level factors is necessary to fully 

examine the complex issue of SV prevention (Casey & Lindhorst, 2009). 

Bronfenbrenner (1979, 1994) established the ecological systems approach that provided a 

paradigm to study human development. The socio-ecological model focuses on the interactions 

and influences of the ecological environment on an individual. The innermost level contains 

elements of a person’s social experiences and interpersonal relationships (e.g., family, peers, 

work environments). At levels further away from the individual, interactions between two or 

more inner systems are occurring that indirectly influence the individual (e.g., cultures, customs, 

belief systems). Ecological systems have been applied to SV research, such as Banyard’s (2011) 

ecological model of bystander intervention, which provided perspective on influences motivating 

bystander behaviors. Similarly, the CDC established a violence prevention adaptation of the 

socio-ecological model with four levels – individual, relationship, community, and societal –

identified to understand factors that perpetuate or protect against violence (CDC, 2020). This 

framework also accounts for relationships within and between levels of an individual’s 

ecological environment. The flexibility and breadth of the CDC’s violence prevention model 

affords intentional examination of communities at high risk for SV to guide change at the 

community level that can influence individual SV and bystander behaviors. As such, it guided 

two important aspects of this study.  

First, the current study assesses protective factors at various levels of the violence 

prevention model, specifically personal social norms (i.e., individual level), campus social norms 

(i.e., relationship level), and SV education (i.e., community level). Second, we explored 

individual- and school-level variables that predict these protective factors among college 

students to establish a more holistic understanding of campus SV. Individual-level variables are 
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commonly studied to identify risk factors for sexual assault (Ullman & Najdowksi, 2011), 

perpetrator characteristics (Loh et al., 2005), and bystander behaviors (McMahon et al., 2015). 

Thus, personal characteristics at the innermost level of the violence prevention model were 

included in the analysis. Additionally, research has highlighted the importance of considering 

campus-level variation and characteristics on the risk of experiencing SV (Daigle et al., 2020; 

Moylan et al., 2019). For example, student demographics (e.g., minority serving institutions) are 

proposed to be an important campus variable, but there is conflicting information regarding 

whether an increased risk of SV for minority populations at the individual level translates to the 

campus level (Moylan & Javorka, 2020). Moylan and Javorka (2020) also noted that campus 

size, geographic region, and type of institution generally require more attention. As such, several 

school-level variables were examined to account for important influences beyond the individual 

level of the violence prevention model.  

 

Purpose of the Study 

 

Distinctions between intercollegiate athletes, recreational athletes, and non-athletes, as 

well as institutional characteristics, can provide important insight for designing SV prevention 

education. Therefore, the purpose of this study is threefold: (1) examine differences in campus 

social norms regarding SV, personal social norms regarding SV, and bystander efficacy (i.e., SV 

protective factors) across intercollegiate athlete, recreational athlete, and non-athlete student 

populations; (2) examine how student-level variables (i.e., athlete status, personal demographics, 

and SV education) predict these SV protective factors; and (3) examine how school-level 

variables (i.e., institutional affiliation, minority-serving status, enrollment size, and athletic 

affiliation) predict these SV protective factors. 

 

Methods 

 

Participants and Procedures 

 

Data were taken from a larger data set collected by EVERFI, Inc., an education 

technology company. EVERFI offers a digital SV prevention education course (Sexual Assault 

Prevention for UndergraduatesTM) for college students, which is currently employed by more 

than 600 post-secondary institutions (Zapp et al., 2018). The online course includes six modules, 

each with associated learning objectives related to SV prevention. Students who participate in the 

course complete a pre-course online survey to assess their current beliefs, attitudes, and 

experiences pertaining to SV. The current study used anonymized data from this larger dataset, 

collected during the 2018-2019 academic year. Pre-course survey responses were requested from 

EVERFI to ascertain baseline characteristics of undergraduate students and control for the 

intervening effect of the course. The principal investigator’s Institutional Review Board 

approved the study as exempt research. 

Because this study was interested in how social and institutional structures on campus 

influenced attitudes regarding SV, first-year students and graduate students (whose amount of 

time spent on campus could not be determined) were removed from the sample. Additionally, the 

study included only students from schools whose athletics affiliation was noted at the time of the 

survey. Thus, the final sample for this study consisted of 62,996 students from 199 institutions in 

41 U.S. states and the District of Columbia. Of these, approximately 55.8% identified as women, 
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41.5% identified as men, and 2.4% identified as another gender identity. Additionally, 19.8% 

identified as lesbian, gay, bisexual, queer, questioning, or asexual, and 79.1% identified as 

heterosexual or straight. Approximately 61.5% of the sample were White, while 14.0% were 

Asian, 12.5% were Black or African American, 15.8% were Hispanic or Latino/a, and 8.0% 

reported belonging to more than one race or ethnicity. Finally, roughly 7.5% of respondents said 

they were members of a varsity athletic team, with 6.5% playing intramural or club sports and 

86.5% not reporting playing organized athletics at their institutions. 

 

Primary and Secondary Data 

 

 Student-level variables were collected as primary data through the pre-course survey. The 

survey consisted of over 100 items assessing current beliefs, attitudes, and experiences pertaining 

to SV. Demographic information requested included gender identity, sexual orientation, 

academic status, age, race/ethnicity, school-based group memberships, and completed training 

related to SV prevention. Notably, the study assessed athlete registration status, rather than 

athletic identity itself. Students were asked to select options from a list of potential school-based 

membership groups to which they belonged; among these were “college athlete” and 

“intramural/club athlete”. This possible limitation and how it can impact future research in the 

field will be discussed further. 

 The current study included 23 ordinal items assessing awareness and attitudes towards 

bystander intervention and social norms related to SV. Specifically, the measures included 5 

items adapted from Banyard et al.’s (2005) bystander attitudes scale, 10 items adapted from 

Berkowitz’ (2013) Social Norms Toolkit, and 8 items developed to align with the behavioral and 

learning objectives of the online course. Participants rated their level of agreement (1 = strongly 

disagree … 7 = strongly agree) with various statements. These items were adapted and 

developed by a team of subject-matter experts and research methodologists using academic 

literature and gold standard tools for assessing SV (Zapp et al., 2018). Additionally, 10 binary 

(i.e., yes/no) items from Banyard et al.’s (2005) bystander efficacy scale were included. 

Participants selected all that apply from a list of 10 bystander behaviors they would be confident 

engaging in if observing a situation that is or could lead to SV. 

 School-level variables were collected as secondary data based upon the student’s 

institution. Institutional affiliation (public, private religious, or private nonreligious), minority-

serving status (Hispanic-serving institution [HIS], Historically Black college or university 

[HBCU], or predominantly White institution [PWI]), enrollment size, and athletic affiliation 

(National Association of Intercollegiate Athletics [NAIA], National Junior College Athletic 

Association [NJCAA], NCAA Division I, NCAA Division II, or NCAA Division III) of the 

student’s institution were included in the dataset for analysis. 

 

Data Analysis 

 

Scale Development 

 

 For the 23 ordinal items drawn from Banyard et al. (2005) and Berkowitz (2013), a 

combination of parallel analysis, principal component analysis (PCA), confirmatory factor 

analysis (CFA), and Rasch analysis were used to explore and validate the measures ultimately 

used. The data were randomly divided in half, with the first half used in the exploratory phase 
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and the second half used in the confirmatory phase, per DeVellis (2017). Latent parallel analysis 

was employed to determine the proper number of components to extract from the data. Next, 

PCA with oblimin rotation was conducted to examine the underlying component structure. The 

reference structure was examined for items with loadings greater than 0.5 and with no cross-

loadings within 0.2 (Osborne, 2014). Items that did not meet these parameters were dropped, and 

the parallel analysis-PCA process was reiterated until an acceptable structure was found. 

 Next, CFA was conducted to confirm the proposed PCA model was a statistically and 

theoretically good fit. Multiple fit indices were used to assess global model fit, including a non-

significant χ2 test, confirmatory fit index (CFI) > 0.95, Tucker-Lewis index (TLI) > 0.95, root 

mean squared error or approximation (RMSEA) between 0.00 and 0.06, and standardized root 

mean residual (SRMR) between 0.00 and 0.08 (Hu & Bentler, 1999; Kline, 2015). Standardized 

factor loadings > 0.70 and average variance extracted (AVE) > 0.50 also indicate good model 

structure (Brown, 2015). 

 Rasch analysis was utilized to further validate the scale. Person separation ≥ 2.0 and item 

separation ≥ 0.8 indicate the instrument distinguishes well between those of high and low ability, 

while item separation ≥ 3.0 and item reliability > 0.9 suggest adequate sample size to model the 

difficulty of the items; additionally, item outfit mean-square residual statistics (MNSQ) between 

0.5 and 1.5 also indicate the data are a good fit to the Rasch model (Bond & Fox, 2015; Boone et 

al., 2014; Linacre, 2017). Items not falling within these ranges were dropped from the scale, and 

the process was repeated. Rasch scores were then produced to create continuous measures of 

item difficulty and person ability for use in subsequent analyses. By default, Rasch scores are 

calculated in logits; however, to ease interpretability, the scores were rescaled to fall 

approximately between 1 and 7, as in the original scale. 

 For the 10 binary (i.e., yes/no) bystander efficacy items, we were not able to conduct the 

full parallel analysis-PCA-CFA process, so the dichotomous Rasch model was used for 

psychometric analysis. Fit parameters were the same as those described above, with poor-fitting 

items dropped and the data re-analyzed until adequate fit was achieved. Rasch scores were 

calculated and rescaled to fall between 1 and 7. 

 

Analysis of Variance 

 

 Because the data violated assumptions of normality and homogeneity of variance, the 

Kruskal-Wallis test, a non-parametric form of ANOVA, was employed to determine the amount 

of variance in Rasch person scores that could be explained by athlete status. Effect sizes were 

calculated using the η2 statistic, and interpreted according to the following standards: < 0.06 is a 

small effect, 0.06 to 0.14 is medium, and > 0.14 is large (Meyer & Seaman, 2013). Dunn’s test 

was used to analyze pairwise group differences, with statistically significant mean differences 

measured by Dunn’s z-statistic > 1.96 and p < .05 (Dinno, 2015). 

 

Multilevel Regression Analysis 

 

 Because of the clustered data structure (i.e., students within institutions), a multilevel 

regression analysis was conducted to determine how individual- and group-level variables were 

related to the three scale outcomes. Due to minor deviations from homogeneity of variance, 

robust maximum likelihood estimation was used. Two different models were estimated for each 

of the outcome variables. The student-level variables in the first set of models were athlete 
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status, age, year in school, on-campus residency, race/ethnicity, gender identity, and sexual 

orientation. School-level variables were institutional affiliation, minority-serving status, 

enrollment size, and athletic affiliation. In the second set of models, a number of variables 

concerning the amount of SV education students had received, the perceived usefulness of the 

education, and 12 different types of individual trainings. All individual categories were dummy-

coded, with the predominant group used as the reference indicator and excluded from the models 

to avoid multicollinearity issues. 

 

Results 

 

Scale Development 

 

 Initial parallel analysis of the ordinal items suggested a three-component model. 

However, when this structure was tested with PCA, two items did not have loadings greater than 

0.5 on any factor or had cross-loadings within 0.2. Thus, these items were dropped and the 

process repeated. After four total parallel analysis-PCA iterations, an acceptable reference 

structure was identified. Based on the content of items that loaded together, the first component 

was defined personal social norms, and the second campus social norms. 

CFA was used to confirm this structure. Although the χ2 test was significant (χ2[89] = 

46061, p < .001) and CFI (0.861) and TLI (0.836) below recommended cutoffs, the RMSEA 

(0.041, 95% CI = 0.041, 0.041) and SRMR (0.031) indicated good fit. Additionally, the AVE for 

personal social norms was 0.673, and 0.643 for campus social norms. Thus, we determined the 

model was a sufficient fit for the data. After Rasch analysis on the personal social norms scale, 

two items were dropped as not having item outfit MNSQ in the acceptable range. On the campus 

social norms scale, Rasch analysis suggested it was not necessary to drop any further items.  

Next, Rasch modeling was conducted on the dichotomous bystander efficacy items. 

Based on item outfit MNSQ, one item was dropped after the initial iteration. Item separation 

(215.4) and item reliability (1.00) were adequate, but person separation (1.21) and person 

reliability (0.59) were not. Still, the item-difficulty scores had a wide enough range to indicate 

the bystander efficacy scale accurately measures a broad range of person abilities. The final item 

structure of all three constructs, including Rasch item scores, is found in Table 1 below. 

 

Table 1 

Final Measures of Dependent Variables 

Construct Item Rasch Score 

Personal Social Norms I would take action in a situation in which someone 

was trying to take advantage of another person 

sexually. 

4.09 

 I would never place blame on a person who told me 

that someone had sexually assaulted them. 

4.04 

 I would express concern if I saw a person exhibiting 

abusive behavior toward their partner. 

4.02 

 I would respect someone who made sure they asked 

for and received consent in a sexual situation. 

3.67 

 I would reach out to offer support to a friend who I 

suspect is in an abusive relationship. 

3.63 
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 In a sexual situation, I would make sure to 

communicate with the other person about what they 

want. 

3.57 

 Clear, verbal, and sober permission is the best way to 

make sure a person is okay with sexual activity. 

3.30 

 I would respect a person who took action to 

prevention a sexual assault. 

3.25 

Campus Social Norms Most students at my school would not engage in 

sexual activity with someone if the other person. 

4.28 

 Most students at my school would take action in a 

situation in which someone was trying to take 

advantage of another person sexually. 

3.81 

 Most students at my school would never place blame 

on a person who told them someone else had 

sexually assaulted them. 

3.79 

 In a sexual situation, most students at my school 

would make sure to communicate with the other 

person about what they want. 

3.67 

Construct Item Rasch Score 

 Most students at my school would express concern if 

they saw a person exhibiting abusive behavior 

toward their partner. 

3.40 

Bystander Efficacy Confronting the person who appears to be causing the 

situation. 

4.74 

 Talking to others about your concern. 4.11 

 Creating a distraction to cause people to disengage 

from the situation. 

4.00 

 Stepping in and separating the people involved in the 

situation 

3.83 

 Asking others to step in as a group to diffuse the 

situation. 

3.47 

 Finding the friends of those involved and asking them 

for help. 

3.34 

 Telling someone in a position of authority about the 

situation. 

3.32 

 Following up later to check in with the person. 2.93 

 Asking the person who you’re concerned about if they 

need help. 

1.98 

   

Analysis of Variance 

  

Based on the Kruskal-Wallis tests, athlete status explained a significant amount of 

variance in personal social norms (F = 75.5, p < .001, η2 < 0.001), campus social norms (F = 

66.0, p < .001, η2 < 0.001), and bystander efficacy (F = 87.0 p < .001, η2 < 0.001). While this 

estimate was statistically significant in all three analyses, the magnitudes of the effect sizes were 

very small. Thus, athlete status explained very little of the variance in personal social norms, 
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campus social norms, or bystander efficacy. Further, as seen in Table 2, almost all mean 

differences among the groups were statistically significant, using an adjusted p-value based on 

the multiple comparisons. However, the magnitudes of these differences, as well as which groups 

rated higher, changed with the outcomes. 

 

Table 2 

Pairwise Group Comparisons 

Variable and Comparison Δm z p 

Bystander Efficacy 

 College-IM/Club -0.29 7.77 <.001 

 College-Non-Ath -0.05 2.00 0.136 

 IM/Club-Non-Ath 0.26 -8.29 <.001 

Personal Social Norms 

 College-IM/Club 0.00 -1.64 0.102 

 College-Non-Ath -0.10 5.07 <.001 

Personal Social Norms    

 IM/Club-Non-Ath -0.10 6.70 <.001 

Campus Social Norms 

 College-IM/Club 0.20 -7.47 <.001 

 College-Non-Ath 0.15 -9.08 <.001 

  IM/Club-Non-Ath -0.05 1.49 0.406 

     

Multilevel Regression Analysis 

  

Results of the first set of regression models without the SV education variables are found 

in Table 3. 

 

Table 3 

Multilevel Regression Results(Without SV Education Variables) 

 BE PSN CSN 

Intercept 4.01*** 5.21*** 4.52*** 

Level-One (Student) Independent Variables 

 College Athlete -0.05 -0.06** 0.12*** 

 Intramural/Club Athlete 0.20*** -0.04 -0.03* 

 Age 0.02* 0.03*** 0.03*** 

 Junior -0.01 -0.01 -0.06*** 

 Senior -0.06* -0.06** -0.16*** 

 On-Campus Resident 0.01 -0.04 -0.04* 

 American Indian or Alaska Native -0.36*** -0.09* 0.07 

 Asian -0.64*** -0.49*** -0.01 

 Black or African-American -0.48*** -0.08*** -0.09*** 

 Hispanic or Latino/a -0.34*** -0.05* 0.01 
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 Pacific Islander or Hawaii Native -0.11 -0.03 0.07 

 Other Race or Ethnicity -0.58*** -0.20*** -0.08 

 More than One Race or Ethnicity 0.51*** 0.19*** -0.06* 

 Female 0.01*** 0.17*** -0.22*** 

 Transgender Female -0.68** -0.58*** -0.48*** 

  BE PSN CSN 

 Transgender Male -0.35* -0.14 -0.56*** 

 Genderqueer -0.24 -0.06 -0.29** 

 Gender Nonconforming -0.23* -0.02 -0.34*** 

 Other Gender Identity -0.22 -0.19* < 0.01 

 Asexual -0.41*** -0.19*** 0.09*** 

 Bisexual 0.31*** 0.17*** -0.13*** 

 Gay 0.24*** 0.21*** -0.11*** 

 Lesbian 0.13 0.13** -0.12** 

 Queer 0.46*** 0.33*** -0.42*** 

 Questioning 0.18*** 0.01 -0.24*** 

 Other Sexual Orientation 0.03 0.02 -0.19*** 

Level-Two (School) Independent Variables 

 Private Nonreligious Institution 0.11* 0.09** 0.06 

 Private Religious Institution 0.05 0.08* 0.01 

 Hispanic Serving Institution -0.08 0.03 0.17*** 

 

Historically Black College or 

University -0.30*** -0.07 -0.19** 

 Enrollment between 1,000 and 4,999 0.21** 0.01 -0.13 

 Enrollment between 5,000 and 9,999 0.12 0.08 -0.13 

 Enrollment between 10,000 and 19,999 0.24* 0.060 -0.16 

 Enrollment greater than 20,000 0.20 0.09 -0.19 

 NAIA Athletics -0.02 0.04 0.13 

 NJCAA Athletics -0.07 -0.03 -0.01 

 NCAA Division II Athletics -0.06 0.04 0.05 

  NCAA Division III Athletics -0.06 0.01 0.01 

* p < 0.05 

** p < 0.01 

*** p < 0.001 

  

College athlete status was negatively related to personal social norms (β = -0.06, p < 

0.001) but positively related to campus social norms (β = 0.12, p < 0.001); the relationship to 

bystander efficacy was not statistically significant. Intramural/club athlete status was not 

significantly related to personal social norms, but was negatively related to campus social norms 

(β = -0.03, p = 0.035) and positively related to bystander efficacy (β = 0.20, p < 0.001). The 

magnitudes of these effects were relatively small.  
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Age was positively associated with all three outcomes, although junior and senior class 

status were negatively related, when statistically significant. For bystander efficacy and personal 

social norms, all race/ethnicity variables were statistically significant except for 

Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, which had the smallest sample size. In the campus social norms 

model, only Black/African American (β = -0.09, p < 0.001) and identification with more than 

one race or ethnicity (β = -0.06, p = 0.011) were statistically significant. Being female was 

positively associated with bystander efficacy and personal social norms, but negatively related to 

campus social norms; all of the other gender identity variables tended to be negatively associated 

with the three outcomes, with varying levels of significance. Non-heterosexual sexual 

orientations also tended to be positively associated with bystander efficacy and personal social 

norms, but negatively related to campus social norms. The sizes of the effects varied across 

outcomes. 

Of the level-two predictors, private nonreligious institution status was positively related 

to personal social norms (β = 0.09, p = 0.001) and bystander efficacy (β = 0.11, p = 0.017). HSI 

status was positively related to campus social norms (β = 0.17, p < 0.001), and HBCU status was 

negatively related to bystander efficacy (β = -0.30, p < .001) and campus social norms (β = -0.19, 

p = 0.007). None of the other athletic affiliation variables were significant in any of the models. 

Results of the second set of models including the SV education variables are found in 

Table 4. 

 

Table 4 

Multilevel Regression Results (With SV Education Variables) 

    BE PSN CSN 

Intercept 3.48*** 4.96*** 4.46*** 

Level-One (Student) Demographic Variables 

 College Athlete -0.01*** -0.09*** 0.11*** 

  BE PSN CSN 

 Intramural/Club Athlete 0.13*** -0.07** -0.04* 

 Age 0.02** 0.03*** 0.03*** 

 Junior 0.02 0.01 -0.05** 

 Senior -0.04 -0.03* -0.15*** 

 On-Campus Resident 0.01 -0.05** -0.04* 

 American Indian or Alaska Native -0.33*** -0.09* 0.070 

 Asian -0.49*** -0.43*** -0.01 

 Black or African-American -0.44*** -0.07** -0.01*** 

 Hispanic or Latino/a -0.27*** -0.03 0.01 

 Pacific Islander or Hawaii Native -0.11 -0.04 0.05 

 Other Race or Ethnicity -0.49*** -0.16** -0.07 

 More than One Race or Ethnicity 0.40*** 0.15*** -0.06** 

 Female 0.11*** 0.16*** -0.23*** 

 Transgender Female -0.66** -0.12 -0.48*** 

 Transgender Male -0.28* -0.14 -0.54*** 

 Genderqueer -0.230 -0.07 -0.29*** 
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 Gender Nonconforming -0.20* -0.014 -0.34*** 

 Other Gender Identity -0.22* -0.18* < 0.01 

 Asexual -0.35*** -0.17*** 0.09*** 

 Bisexual 0.26*** 0.15*** -0.14*** 

 Gay 0.19*** 0.18*** -0.12*** 

 Lesbian 0.12 0.12** -0.13** 

 Queer 0.39*** 0.29*** -0.42*** 

 Questioning 0.17*** < 0.01 -0.24*** 

 Other Sexual Orientation 0.01 0.02 -0.20*** 

Level-One (Student) Training Variables    

 Hours of Training Received -0.01 -0.02*** -0.03*** 

 Perceived Usefulness of Training 0.04*** 0.06*** 0.05*** 

 Alcohol and Drug Training -0.04 -0.12*** -0.13*** 

 Bystander Intervention Training 0.24*** 0.05** -0.04* 

 Consent Training 0.09*** 0.06*** -0.06** 

 Dating Violence Training -0.01 0.01 -0.03 

 Healthy Relationships Training 0.06*** -0.020 0.04 

 Support Training 0.15*** 0.13*** 0.11*** 

 Reporting Training 0.19*** 0.12*** 0.09*** 

 Personal Safety Training 0.12*** 0.01 -0.01 

 Sexual Assault Training -0.08* -0.040 0.04** 

 Sexual Harassment Training 0.04 0.040 -0.02 

 Sexual Health Training 0.10*** 0.06*** -0.03 

 Stalking Training 0.02 0.020 0.15*** 

  BE PSN CSN 
 

Level-Two (School) Independent Variables 

 Private Nonreligious Institution 0.06 0.06* 0.06 

 Private Religious Institution -0.01 0.05 0.01 

 Hispanic Serving Institution -0.05 0.04 0.17*** 

 Historically Black College or University -0.32*** -0.08* -0.21** 

 Enrollment between 1,000 and 4,999 0.11 -0.03 -0.14 

 Enrollment between 5,000 and 9,999 0.05 0.05 -0.14 

 Enrollment between 10,000 and 19,999 0.14 0.020 -0.172 

 Enrollment greater than 20,000 0.10 0.05 -0.20 

 NAIA Athletics 0.02 0.06 0.13 

 NJCAA Athletics 0.02 0.01 < 0.01 

 NCAA Division II Athletics -0.04 0.04 0.05 

  NCAA Division III Athletics -0.06 0.01 0.01 

* p < 0.05 

** p < 0.01 

*** p < 0.001 
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Controlling for the SV education variables did not meaningfully affect the significance of 

magnitude of most variables in the model. Notably, however, upon the addition of these 

variables, college athlete status became significantly and positively related to bystander efficacy 

(β = -0.01, p = < 0.001), and intramural/club status became significantly and negatively related to 

personal social norms (β = -0.07, p = 0.004). 

Among the SV education variables, hours of training were negatively and significantly 

related to personal social norms (β = -0.02, p < 0.001) and campus social norms (β = -0.03, p < 

0.001), but not significantly related to bystander efficacy. Usefulness of training was positively 

and significantly related to all outcomes. The individual training variables also yielded some 

notable results. Not surprisingly, bystander intervention training was significantly and positively 

related to bystander efficacy (β = 0.24, p < 0.001), with the largest effect of any individual 

training on any of the outcomes. Trainings that had positive and significant effects across all 

outcomes included programs on helping victims and reporting. Some trainings had differing 

effects on the different outcomes. For instance, consent training was significantly and positively 

related to personal social norms (β = 0.08, p < 0.001) and bystander efficacy (β = 0.09, p < 

0.001), but negatively related to perceptions of campus social norms (β = -0.04, p < 0.001). It is 

possible such trainings make some students more confident in their personal norms and efficacy, 

but can also cause them to have fewer positive views of the behaviors they observe from peers 

on campus.   

 

Discussion 

 The current study examined differences in campus social norms, personal social norms, 

and bystander efficacy across athlete and non-athlete populations and tested student-level and 

school-level variables as predictors of these SV protective factors. 

 

Differences Across Athlete and Non-Athlete Populations 

 

The findings demonstrated significant differences in personal social norms, campus 

social norms, and bystander efficacy across athlete (intercollegiate; recreational) and non-athlete 

student populations. Overall, this aligns with previous studies that have demonstrated differences 

between athlete and non-athlete populations (e.g., McGinley et al., 2016; Murnen & Kohlman, 

2007; Young et al., 2017) and athletic contexts (e.g., Forbes et al., 2006; Gage, 2008) in relation 

to SV attitudes and behaviors. However, whereas the variance explained by athlete grouping was 

statistically significant, the effect size for all outcomes was very small, suggesting athletic 

context may not be as much of a risk factor as previously proposed (Martin, 2016) or differences 

in sport participation may merit investigation (e.g., team vs. individual sports). 

     From a socio-ecological perspective (CDC, 2020), engagement in an athletic group 

should influence a student’s SV protective factors. Intercollegiate athletes may have reported 

higher campus social norms due to departmental initiatives fostering community engagement 

(e.g., athletes organizing charity events) that promote a positive view of one’s campus 

community (Huml et al., 2017). Comparatively, intercollegiate and recreational athletes reported 

lower personal social norms, which may be explained by the construct of athletic identity. 

Brewer et al. (1993) defined athletic identity as the extent to which an individual sees themself as 

an athlete and associates with the athlete role. For recreational athletes, their continued 

participation in competitive sports allows them to retain some degree of their athletic identity 

(Lamont-Mills & Christensen, 2006). Like student-athletes, this may be a dominant identity that 
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insulates other social identities, such as the role of SV bystander (Beamon, 2010). Athletes are 

also at risk for “pluralistic ignorance,” which is “a psychological phenomenon in which the 

majority of group members hold private attitudes that differ from perceived group norms” 

(Levene et al., 2014, p. 527). Pluralistic ignorance may be reflected in the findings as athletes’ 

personal social norms (private attitudes) were considerably higher than their perceived campus 

(group) norms. 

 When comparing athlete populations, recreational athletes reported the highest bystander 

efficacy. Collegiate recreation presents a unique environment, as students often straddle athlete 

and non-athlete roles in their recreational sport involvement (Helms, 2010). Though their athlete 

identity likely remains salient to an extent, transitioning out of varsity athletics (e.g., high school) 

may decrease their exposure to toxic cultures prevalent within hegemonic, hypermasculine 

environments (Martin, 2016; Murnen & Kohlman, 2007). Furthermore, engagement in collegiate 

recreation facilitates opportunities for leadership development (e.g., sport club officer; Dugan et 

al., 2015). Literature has identified student leaders as informal helpers on college campuses, 

possessing important skills in working with peers that can aid in SV prevention efforts (Banyard 

et al., 2009). 

 

Student-Level Predictors of Sexual Violence Protective Factors 

 

Athlete status was a significant but small predictor of each SV outcome. Intercollegiate 

athletic membership predicted lower personal social norms and bystander efficacy but higher 

campus social norms. Thus, while intercollegiate athletes may have a positive view of other 

students on campus, they are less likely to report protective factors enhancing SV prevention. 

This is an important contribution as previous scholarship has almost exclusively focused on SV 

risk factors (Teten Tharp et al., 2013). Overall, this finding supports scholars’ efforts to develop 

SV interventions targeting intercollegiate athletes (McCray et al., 2018a). 

Comparatively, recreational sport membership was associated with decreased personal 

and campus social norms, and higher bystander efficacy. This finding suggests recreational sport 

athletes are similar to intercollegiate athletes in terms of SV attitudes, which aligns with Young 

et al. (2017). However, recreational sport athletes demonstrate greater confidence to intervene 

when observing SV, which may reflect the priorities of their campus unit. Collegiate recreation 

departments are housed within the division of student affairs, where student development and 

diversity and inclusion are of primary concern (Lower-Hoppe et al., 2019). Within this 

environment, students may experience greater confidence to intervene on behalf of a peer. 

Athlete status had little impact on a student’s perceived social norms and bystander 

efficacy. While many scholars point to the rape prone culture, hegemonic views, and sexual 

aggression/coercion within athletics (Cheever & Eisenberg, 2020; Martin, 2016; McCray, 2019; 

Young et al., 2017), a few previous studies have found athletes and non-athletes are more similar 

than dissimilar in relation to SV attitudes, behaviors, and victimization (Navarro & Tewksbury, 

2019; Smith & Stewart, 2003). Humphrey and Kahn (2000) argued mere athletic membership is 

not as important as the specific norms of existing team members that influence team culture and 

behaviors. It is possible some athletic teams foster prosocial norms and bystander efficacy while 

other athletic teams do not (Gidycz et al., 2007). SV interventions may be more effective by 

targeting the team-level of the athletic community. Overall, the notion that college sport is an at-

risk community appears to be an oversimplification (Smith & Stewart, 2003).  
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Personal demographics were significant predictors of campus social norms, personal 

social norms, and bystander efficacy. Previous research indicates demographics play a large role 

in bystander intervention and perceived social norms (Diamond-Welch et al., 2016; Hoxmeier et 

al., 2020). Social identity theory proposes individuals categorize themselves as belonging to 

various social groups, which can lead to the adoption of attitudes and behaviors of that in-group 

(Tajfel, 1979). Berkowitz (2013) claimed an individual’s likeliness to engage in SV prevention is 

influenced by the degree individuals feel their beliefs and attitudes are supported. Accordingly, 

one’s social group can impact their individual SV attitudes and behaviors. 

            Gender and sexual orientation demographic variables had the greatest effect on all 

outcomes and are considered salient identities in the context of SV prevention education (de 

Heer & Jones, 2017; Rogers & Rogers, 2020). Prior studies on gender and sexual minorities 

demonstrated certain populations of queer students, gay men, bisexual women, and especially 

transgender people are at an increased risk of SV on college campuses (Cantor et al., 2020; 

Johnson et al., 2016) and, therefore, may be more sensitive to social norms regarding SV. 

Racial/ethnic identity had moderate effects on SV protective factors. Prior studies have found 

Black students and those with intersecting or multiple identities experience higher rates of SV 

(Coulter et al., 2017). 

A student’s year in school has been linked to a prevalence of SV (Rogers & Rogers, 

2020) such that first-year students are at a higher rate for victimization (Adams-Curtis & Forbes, 

2004). While academic year was found to be a significant predictor of campus social norms, it 

was not significant of bystander efficacy. Thus, while greater time in school may influence one’s 

views of the campus community, it may not directly contribute to one’s confidence to intervene 

if observing SV.  

SV education was a significant predictor for campus social norms, personal social norms, 

and bystander efficacy. More specifically, the breadth of training completed (i.e., different 

content areas) positively predicted all outcomes. When analyzing the specific training variables, 

bystander intervention training had the highest effect on bystander efficacy, which is a common 

finding in the literature (Banyard et al., 2005; Moynihan et al., 2011). Additionally, training on 

how to support someone who has experienced SV and how to report SV had a significantly 

positive relationship with all outcomes. On the contrary, alcohol/drug training had a negative 

relationship with all outcomes, which could indicate a lack of connection between SV and the 

presented topics (Leone et al., 2018). This demonstrates the importance of including relevant 

topics within SV prevention programs. 

Perceived usefulness of training also positively predicted SV protective factors. 

Education theorists suggest more meaningful learning experiences are less likely to be rejected 

(Weinberg & Reidford, 1972). Learning experiences that are personally meaningful, relevant to 

the learner’s self-concept, and situated in the learner’s environment (e.g., social, cultural) can 

result in greater learning and overall development (Chen & Schmidtke, 2017). While level of 

training and usefulness of training positively predicted the SV protective factors, hours of 

training was a negative predictor. This conflicts with a majority of scholarship finding longer 

programs more effective (DeGue et al., 2014; Nation et al., 2003). However, Jouriles et al. 

(2018) conducted a meta-analysis of bystander programs and found that while the longest 

programs (i.e., 6 hours) produced the largest effects on participant attitudes and behaviors, 20-

minute bystander programs had positive effects comparable in magnitude to 90-minute 

programs. Collectively, these findings support quality over quantity in relation to SV education 

programs that may have limited resources or access to target populations. 
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School-Level Predictors of Sexual Violence Protective Factors 

 

 Based upon the socio-ecological model (CDC, 2020), a student’s school environment 

should influence their awareness and attitudes towards bystander intervention and social norms 

related to SV. When considering the classification of institution, institutional affiliation (i.e., 

public, private religious, or private nonreligious) was largely non-significant. The literature 

presents mixed findings as some studies have suggested the “moral community” of religious 

institutions help prevent SV (e.g., Vanderwoerd & Cheng, 2017), while other studies have 

implied the lack of sexual education at religious institutions increases the risk for SV (e.g., 

Davidson et al., 2017). In light of the non-significant findings, perhaps the provision of SV 

education is a greater predictor of SV protective factors than the public versus private 

nonreligious environment. 

The present study found a statistically significant negative relationship between HBCU 

classification and predicting bystander efficacy, personal social norms, and campus social norms. 

Thus, individuals at these institutions have lower perceptions of their own personal social norms 

and bystander efficacy, as well as the campus social norms they observe. While, previous studies 

have found lower rates of SV at HBCUs compared to non-HBCUs (e.g., Krebs et al., 2010), 

scholarship has also pointed to HBCUs having less bystander intervention education within their 

prevention programs (Kafonek & Richards, 2017). The literature also highlights conflicting 

messages students at HBCUs are exposed to, with the media portraying Black students as 

hypersexual while the religious affiliation of many HBCUs makes the topic of sexual behavior 

taboo (Johnson, 2017). These conflicting messages may undermine students’ social norms 

related to SV and confidence intervening when observing SV. 

The literature proposes larger university settings are more susceptible to SV due to the 

greater presence of available victims (Stotzer & MacCartney, 2016), elevated status of athletes, 

and likelihood students are more removed from controlling institutional forces (Murnen & 

Kohlman, 2007). However, the current study found no significant relationships between 

enrollment size and SV protective factors. Murnen and Kohlman (2007) unexpectedly found 

fraternity men at smaller colleges at greater risk for RMA than at larger colleges, pointing to the 

power of peers in defining the parameters of acceptable SV attitudes and behaviors and exerting 

pressure on group members. Therefore, school-based group membership (intercollegiate 

athletics; intramural or club sport) may have a greater influence on SV protective factors than 

broader institutional factors such as enrollment size (Gidycz et al., 2007). 

When examining athletics beyond individual membership, institutional athletic 

affiliations were found not significant in the model. However, previous studies have found 

reports of SV to be higher on campuses with Division I athletic programs versus Division II, III, 

and institutions with no athletics (Wiersma-Mosley & Jozkowski, 2019). The non-significant 

findings within this study may be attributed to the differing levels of social power and prestige 

within intercollegiate and recreational programs but also across division levels. Overall, 

individual variables appear to have greater impact on SV protective factors than school variables. 

 

Implications 

 

SV continues to be a salient problem within college communities (Krebs et al., 2007), 

with legislation (e.g., Clery Act) and the Office for Civil Rights calling upon universities to 

implement SV prevention education (Ali, 2011; Coker et al., 2011). In response to research 
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suggesting college athletes are at greater risk for perpetration and victimization of SV, bystander 

intervention programs have begun targeting this at-risk population (e.g., McCray et al., 2018a; 

Moynihan & Banyard, 2008; Moynihan et al., 2010). Contrary to popular media and some 

scholarship, the current study suggests athletes may not be at greater risk for SV perpetration 

than non-athletes. These results do not diminish the value of interventions targeting college 

athletes, but rather illuminate program design considerations that may enhance program efficacy. 

For example, EVERFI’s digital SV prevention education course (Sexual Assault 

Prevention for UndergraduatesTM) that served as a platform to access participants for this study 

is only one of several different courses in their Sexual Assault Prevention suite. EVEFRI also 

offer courses designed specifically for college athletic staff and intercollegiate athletes. The 

results from this study that shine light on the differences and similarities of students based on 

athlete status can help EVERFI further develop and refine the sexual assault prevention courses 

targeting specific groups (B. Burkhard, personal communication, December 8, 2021). As 

intercollegiate athletes reported lowest personal social norms and bystander efficacy, EVERFI 

could evaluate their curriculum to ensure athletic staff and student participants learn what 

consent and SV is, receive opportunities to critically reflect upon their attitudes and behaviors 

related to consent and SV, learn strategies to intervene if observing a situation that is or could 

lead to SV, and receive opportunities to translate their learning into practice to increase their 

bystander efficacy. 

Scholarship suggests the potential rape-prone culture of college athletics may be more 

prevalent at the team-level than program- or division-level (Gidycz et al., 2007; Humphrey & 

Kahn, 2000). As such, SV intervention programs should target the most at-risk athletic teams 

(e.g., teams with incidents of SV, aggressive sports; Forbes et al., 2006) and/or be implemented 

across the department. The authors of the current study recommend SV intervention 

programming be required department-wide, yet delivered at the team-level. Within college 

athletics, NCAA policy now requires all intercollegiate athletes complete SV prevention 

education (NCAA, 2020). Athletic administrators may consider evidence-based SV education 

programs (e.g., EVERFI’s SV prevention education course), as well as the NCAA’s toolkit for SV 

prevention (NCAA Sport Science Institute, 2019), as available resources. In addition, educators 

and administrators may rely upon the Resource Guide offered by Raliance, a nonprofit 

organization dedicated to ending sexual violence in one generation, particularly through the use 

of sport as a protective factor. Lastly, as EVERFI intends to disseminate the findings of this 

study (and other research on their SV prevention education courses) to campus practitioners 

through webinars, podcasts, monthly publications, and their annual research conference (H. 

Rider-Milkovich, personal communication, December 8, 2021), athletic administrators can look 

to this organization as a source of information. 

According to the CDC, effective SV prevention programs must address individual, 

relationship, community, and societal factors influencing SV knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors 

(Basile et al., 2016). As intercollegiate athletes function in tightly knit, social communities 

(McMahon, 2004), bystander intervention programs should be delivered at the team-level to 

effectively address SV culture and behaviors within athletic teams (McCray et al., 2018a). 

Moreover, scholars have called for a more nuanced education on SV, “as one size does not fit 

all” (McCray et al., 2018b, p. 45). Particular attention should be paid to individual demographics 

of program participants, which were found more influential in predicting SV protective factors 

than athletic status or school-level variables. 
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The present study found gender and sexual orientation to be the strongest predictors of 

SV protective factors amongst other demographics, and should be considered throughout 

program design. Women and queer students are more likely to be assaulted; therefore, they have 

a greater inclination to be receptive to gender-segregated program design (de Heer & Jones, 

2017; Rogers & Rogers, 2020). Prior research has indicated gender-segregated training appears 

more effective (Anderson & Whiston, 2005; Berkowitz, 2002; Jackson & Davis, 2000), as men 

can become more defensive on topics of SV in the presence of women (Brecklin & Forde, 2001; 

Rozee & Koss, 2001). Additionally, same-gender educators could ensure receptive audiences 

(McCray et al., 2018a). Placing individuals with others who share similar social identities could 

create more engagement with the educational programming as individuals would be surrounded 

by people with congruent attitudes and beliefs (Berkowitz, 2013). Furthermore, program design 

could portray both genders as bystanders - rather than men as perpetrators and women as 

(potential) victims - to minimize defensive responses and promote a greater sense of openness to 

program content (Moynihan & Banyard, 2008, 2011). 

Given the low amount of training reported in the current study, there is a clear need for 

SV prevention education on college campuses, particularly in the fall semester deemed the “red 

zone” for victimization (Kimble et al., 2008). SV education should be presented in a manner 

personally meaningful to participants’ social identity and self-concept (Chen & Schmidtke, 

2017), and emphasize content areas that are relevant to SV prevention. A comprehensive 

approach to SV programming should include training across all levels of the socio-ecological 

model to address the complex array of individual, relationship, community, and societal factors 

contributing to students’ SV knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors (Basile et al., 2016).  

As institutional characteristics were found less predictive of SV protective factors than 

student-level factors, the study findings somewhat combat scholarship that has identified large, 

NCAA DI, public institutions as high-risk settings for SV (Stotzer & MacCartney, 2016; 

Vanderwoerd & Cheng, 2017; Wiersma-Mosley & Jozkowski, 2019). Moreover, the authors 

assert the importance of SV prevention education for all types and sizes of institutions. Such 

education should account for participants’ school-based group membership, personal 

demographics, and educational topics that are personally meaningful. 

 

Limitations and Future Research 

 

 While the current study extends SV prevention literature, the findings should be 

interpreted with the limitations in mind. In light of the social cohesion of athletic teams, 

participants reporting athletic membership may be influenced by their team’s social norms more 

than campus norms. Future research should seek a broader cross-section of athlete and non-

athlete populations across academic years and consider measuring social norms at the group-

level rather than campus level. Additionally, as noted above, the study focused primarily on 

athlete registration status, a dichotomous indicator of whether a student was on a varsity or 

intramural/club team. Future research can expand in this area by including more robust and 

psychometrically tested measures of athlete identity such as the Athletic Identity Measurement 

Scale (AIMS; Brewer et al., 1993). It is also highly possible that other factors at the individual, 

relationship, community, and societal levels are influencing these SV protective factors. Future 

research may consider the influence of media, peers and teammates, and one’s family and 

background as contributing to SV knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors (McCray et al., 2018b). 

Evaluating different subgroups of athletes (e.g., contact vs. non-contact sports) may also identify 
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at-risk populations and increase understanding of ways SV prevention programming works for 

different types of athletes. Measuring athletic identity using the AIMS scale is an important 

variable to include in future studies that evaluate athlete subgroups. This study focused on 

membership to athletic groups or teams, but it did not capture the strength of athlete identity for 

individual team members. Athletic identity would add depth to such studies since expectations 

and competitiveness vary considerably across different intramural and sport club teams.     

 Another limitation is in construct measurement. While anonymous or confidential 

questionnaires can result in valid and reliable self-report population-level data (Zapp et al., 

2018), future research may consider incorporating objective measures. Additionally, though PCA 

and CFA metrics indicated the measures were sound, Rasch analysis suggested limitations in 

measuring individuals at extreme abilities on the construct. Lastly, intersecting marginalized 

social identities can be lost in survey construction that compares different groups (Koss et al., 

2011). Future research may consider a qualitative or mixed-methods research design to deepen 

our understanding of how demographics influence SV protective factors. Tests of measurement 

invariance can also provide evidence that measures function equally well across groups and time. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Participation on college athletic teams is often linked to higher rates of SV, making 

athletic teams the focus of much research on SV prevention. By exploring comparisons between 

athletes (i.e., intercollegiate and recreational) and non-athletes, this study found differences in 

SV protective factors among all three groups. Our findings demonstrated gender and sexual 

orientation are more predictive of personal social norms, campus social norms, and bystander 

efficacy when compared to athlete status. Despite small effect sizes, DeGue et al. (2014) noted 

that when interventions have the potential of reaching a large audience, it may be necessary to 

look beyond statistical significance and consider clinical significance because “even a small 

effect on perpetration behavior may have a large impact” (p. 359). As such, findings from this 

study can guide the design and delivery of SV prevention education on college campuses. 
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