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ABSTRACT. College campuses in rural communities are often thought to be safer than 
urban campuses, but unfortunately, anecdotal evidence suggests that sexual coercion and 
intimate partner violence also occur at rural colleges. This paper reports on a research study 
investigating the experiences of students at three rural college campuses – two of which are 
faith-based – in the US Midwest. Overall, the prevalence of sexual coercion and violence 
was comparable to rates reported in previous studies of urban colleges and universities. 
Gender of the victim was the most significant variable associated with experiencing sexual 
coercion or violence. Religious affiliation of the college had no significant relationship to 
experiences of sexual victimization, and made only small differences in acceptance of rape 
myths. 
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Introduction 
Recent research and popular media stories 
have revealed that college campuses in North 
America are not as safe for women students 
as many assume (Danis, 2006; Hunter, 2008; 
Johnson, 1993; Prothrow-Stith, 2007; Wilcox, 
Jordan & Pritchard, 2007). Rural communities 
and faith-based campuses are often thought to 
be immune to these problems (Frank, 2003; 
Mason Etter, 2008), but unfortunately, 
anecdotal evidence from the author’s practice 
experience suggests that incidences of 
stalking, sexual assault, and oppressive or 
violent behaviour also occur at colleges that 
are located in rural communities. This paper 
reports on a research study investigating the 
experiences of students at three rural college 
campuses in the US Midwest. The study 
sought to provide estimates of rural college 
students’ knowledge and awareness of 
available services for victims of sexual assault 
and domestic violence; individual experiences 
with sexual coercion; and acceptance of myths 
regarding rape and sexual assault. 
 
Literature review 
Large, random-sample, national surveys in the 
past 20 years have confirmed that college 

campuses are not the safe havens once 
supposed. Despite various challenges in 
sampling, conceptualizing and measuring 
variables, researchers have demonstrated that 
the incidence and prevalence of varying forms 
of violence and sexual assault against women 
occurs with alarming frequency given the 
assumption that university and college 
campuses are thought to be more protected 
than other public spaces (Fisher, Cullen & 
Turner, 2000). Researchers have recently 
begun to conceptualize a variety of types of 
sexual assault and violence under the broader 
term sexual coercion (Adams-Curtis & Forbes, 
2004). This broader term is useful in that it 
captures a range of incidents across levels of 
severity and intrusiveness, and prevents 
researchers from missing or minimizing 
incidents (such as verbal harassment or 
pressure) that otherwise might be missed. 
Adams-Curtis and Forbes (2004) define sexual 
coercion as “any situation in which one party 
uses verbal or physical means (including 
administering drugs or alcohol to the other 
party either with or without her consent) to 
obtain sexual activity against freely given 
consent” (p. 99).  
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Most of the research on sexual coercion on 
college campuses has either focused on urban 
populations or not specified differences 
between urban and rural populations (Shuman 
et al., 2008). Koss and colleagues (1987) 
developed the Sexual Experiences Survey 
(SES) to operationalize rape and related 
sexually coercive behaviours and experiences 
of college populations. They reported that 
nearly 12% of college women in the USA had 
experienced being victimized by some form of 
sexual coercion in their lifetime since age 14, 
with 6.5% reporting being victims of rape within 
the past year. Subsequent studies using the 
SES, as well as Strauss’ (2004) Conflict 
Tactics Scale (CTS) report similar frequencies 
of prevalence (i.e., occurrences over a longer 
period of time, generally since one’s teens) 
and incidence (i.e., more recent occurrences, 
generally operationalized as being within the 
past year). Schwartz and DeKeseredy (1997, 
1998) conducted large, random-sample 
surveys of college and university students in 
both the USA and Canada and reported 
prevalence rates of sexual victimization 
ranging from 35-45%, and found 35% of 
women reporting being victims of physical 
violence from male partners since highschool. 
The US Office on Violence Against Women 
conducted a large national sample of university 
students in the US and reported prevalence 
and incidence rates similar to Koss et al’s 
(1987) estimates: incidences of rape of 2.8%; 
15.5% rate of victimization of any type of 
sexual coercion (i.e., rape and other forms of 
sexual coercion). In addition, they also 
reported that 13.1% of women experienced 
stalking within the past year (Fisher, Cullen, & 
Turner, 2000). More recently, Carr (2005) 
reported data from the Violent Victimization of 
Students report which gathered data from 
college and university students in the US 
between 1995 and 2002. This report 
documents that 15-20% of female college 
students have experienced forced intercourse 
in their lifetime, and estimate that 20-25% of 
college women will experience rape or 
attempted rape during their college years.  

Not surprisingly, with such alarming 
statistics about the incidence and prevalence 
of sexual assault on campus, many 
researchers have sought to identify specific 
factors that explain these occurrences and 
thus point to possible strategies to prevent and 
reduce incidences of violence. As with most 
other social problems, this has proved to be 
challenging. In their extensive review of 

research regarding variables associated with 
sexual coercion of college women Adams-
Curtis and Forbes (2004) concluded, 

… a large part of the difficulty in preventing 
sexual coercion is that the major risk 
factors, for example, alcohol use, parties, 
and being alone with male acquaintances, 
friends, and dates, are pleasurable activities 
that are normal and valued parts of college 
life. Unlike walking alone in a dark, 
dangerous neighborhood or other behaviors 
associated with stranger rape, the risk 
factors of acquaintance rape are often the 
mundane elements of daily life (p. 113). 

Despite much attention to this issue over 
several decades, Adams-Curtis and Forbes 
(2004) have shown that the incidence of 
sexual coercion on college and university 
campuses has not substantially decreased 
over the past 50 years.  

Although there has been extensive attention 
to documenting the occurrences and 
experiences of college women, and to 
developing and evaluating prevention 
programs, as noted above, most of this work 
has focused on urban populations (Annan, 
2006). But, recent research suggests that rural 
institutions face unique challenges and 
deserve further investigation. In one large 
study investigating alcohol as a primary 
variable strongly associated with sexual 
coercion, Mohler-Kuo and colleagues (2004) 
found that only two other variables besides 
alcohol were significantly associated with 
higher incidences of rape: being in a rural 
location, and being located in the North Central 
region of the USA (the North Central region is 
one of the regions under the jurisdiction of the 
Higher Learning Commission, which accredits 
institutions of higher learning in the USA). 
Annan’s (2006) review of the literature on 
sexual violence in rural areas found that rural 
areas have been understudied and thus there 
is a substantial gap in our understanding of the 
unique issues and challenges facing rural 
communities.  

Religiosity is another understudied variable 
in the complex dynamics that lead to sexual 
violence and coercion on college campuses.  
Early studies investigating the relationship of 
religiosity and family violence hypothesized 
that increased religiosity – specifically, 
conservative religiosity – was positively 
associated with family violence. As Brinckeroff, 
Grandin and Lupri (1992) explained, “much of 
the rationale for suggesting a relationship 
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between religion and wife abuse stems from 
the assumption that members of more 
fundamentalistic groups tend to be more 
patriarchal” (p. 17). However, as they and 
subsequent researchers have found, there is 
little evidence for such a relationship (Ellison, 
Trinitapoli, Anderson & Johnson, 2007; Ellison 
& Anderson, 2001; Ellison, Bartkowski & 
Anderson, 1999).  Although these studies 
suggest that conservative religiosity is not a 
significant factor associated with relationship 
violence, they are limited in conceptualizing 
religiosity as an individual variable. There is 
some preliminary evidence that the religious 
context of a campus may be a factor (Ginn, 
Walker, Poulson, Singletary, Cyrus & Picarelli, 
1998), but to date there has been little 
additional research to investigate this. 

This study contributes additional knowledge 
about sexual coercion among college students 
specifically in rural campuses. In addition to 
their rural location, two of the selected colleges 
are private, Christian campuses, providing 
additional information about religious context 
as a factor in sexual coercion. Researchers 
collaborated with the local sexual assault 
prevention agency to survey college students 
in order to provide information to improve 
service delivery and accessibility to the college 
population within the agency’s catchment area. 
The study sought to provide estimates of 
colleges students’ knowledge and awareness 
of available services for victims of sexual 
assault and domestic violence; individual 
experiences with sexual coercion; and 
acceptance of myths regarding rape and 
sexual assault. 

 
Method 
Population & sample 
Samples were drawn from three college 
campuses located in two rural counties in the 
Midwest region of the USA. One of the 
colleges is a state community college in a town 
of 4,500; the other two colleges are private, 
four-year undergraduate colleges affiliated with 
Protestant Christianity.  Each of these is 
located in separate towns of approximately 
5,000 and 6,000 respectively. In order to 
protect the anonymity of the respondents and 
reduce the risks of participating, the research 
procedures were approved through the 
Institutional Review Board for research with 
human subjects at the author’s academic 
institution. Questionnaires were distributed via 
a random sample survey at two time periods: 
the fall of 2003 and the spring of 2006. At two 

of the colleges, classes were randomly 
selected using systematic random sampling. 
Each randomly selected class was then visited 
by a researcher (after getting instructor 
consent) and students were invited to 
participate in the survey. Questionnaires were 
distributed to every student present and 
students who agreed to participate completed 
the questionnaire on their own outside of class 
and returned them in subsequent classes. To 
maintain anonymity, students sealed their 
completed questionnaires inside unmarked 
envelopes which were then placed in a larger 
envelope rather than handed directly to the 
researcher; instructors were not involved in 
any activities related to data collection. The 
third college did not grant permission to collect 
data via courses; as an alternative, individual 
questionnaires were placed in campus mail; 
students were randomly selected using a 
systematic random sample. One reminder 
invitation was given a week later. 

Response rates were calculated by dividing 
the number of returned questionnaires by the 
official enrollment of each selected class and 
converting to a percentage. Using this 
calculation, the overall response rate was 
38.3%. However, it was likely somewhat higher 
since official enrollments do not include 
students who were absent on the day the 
questionnaires were distributed or who may 
have dropped the course. Response rates 
were higher in the two colleges in which the 
invitation was made in class (42.4% and 
50.7%) compared to the college in which 
questionnaires were placed directly in campus 
mail (22.6%). 

As shown in Table 1 the overall proportion 
of women in the sample was 55.7%, but varied 
from 39.1% to 80.2%. The mean age was 21.4 
years, and 94.3% were Caucasian. One 
notable difference between the samples from 
each college, in addition to gender, was the 
marked difference in the proportions of 
students living on campus. The two faith-based 
colleges had over 90% of student respondents 
living on campus compared to only 5.4% at the 
state community college. 

 
Measurement 
Researchers collaborated with the local 
agency providing services to victims of 
violence and assault who resided in the 
agency’s four-county catchment area, which 
included the locations of the three colleges, to 
identify three variables that were of primary 
interest: 1) awareness of available services for 
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victims of violence; 2) experiences of being 
victimized by sexual coercion; and 3) 
acceptance of myths regarding rape and 
sexual harassment. All variables were 
measured by closed-ended questions 
designed by researchers in collaboration with 
representatives from the local agency. The 
development of questions in collaboration with 
the collaborating agency allowed the 
opportunity to gather information that would 
provide maximum utility to the agency in 
improving its services to victims of violence 
and sexual assault.  

Awareness of services was measured by an 
initial question (“Are you aware of the services 
of [agency]?”. Affirmative responses were 
followed by “To your knowledge, does [the 
agency] provide…” to which respondents could 
check from an alphabetical list of ten of the 
agency’s services. Experiences of sexual 
coercion were measured by three researcher-
designed yes/no questions about respondent 
experiences with sexual abuse, unwanted 
sexual touching, and sexual harassment. 
Affirmative answers to the initial question (see 
Table 3 for specific wording) were followed by 
a question about when the incident occurred. 
Finally, acceptance of myths regarding rape 
and sexual assault was measured with three 
statements using a 4-point Likert scale in 
which respondents could indicate their 
agreement or disagreement with each 
statement. Agreement with the statements was 
conceptualized as greater acceptance of 
myths regarding rape and sexual assault. 

 
Results 
As shown in Table 2, only 36.2% of all 
students were aware of the services available 
from the local sexual assault and crisis 
agency, with women being significantly more 
aware than men (44.2% compared to 26.2%;  

κ2 = 21.10 (2), p < .001). From a list of ten 
possible services provided by the agency, the 
top four in terms of awareness by respondents 
were crisis counseling, the 24-hour hotline, 
support groups, and the shelter. Women were 
more aware than men of all listed services. 
There was also a significant difference in 
awareness between students living on campus 
compared to those living off campus (40.3% 
compared to 31.3%; κ2 = 16.33 (4), p = .003), 
however, this difference persisted only in 
awareness of crisis counseling but not of the 
other three.  

Table 3 shows that 30.6% of all students 
reported experiencing sexual coercion in the 
form of unwanted groping, sexual harassment 
or sexual abuse. In all three areas significantly 
greater percentages of women reported 
experiencing sexual victimization compared to 
men. Nearly half of all women (43.6%) 
reported experiencing any one of the three 
types of sexual victimization compared to 
13.8% of men (κ2 = 63.74 (6); p < .001). 
Overall, nearly 5% of the sample reported 
experiencing all three forms of victimization, 
with 7. 2% of women reporting this compared 
to 1.7% of men (κ2 = 63.74 (6); p < .001). The 
religious affiliation of the students’ college 
showed little association with reported 
experiences of victimization with the exception 
of sexual abuse, in which 13.1% of students at 
the secular campus reported this experience 
compared to 7.0% of students in the two faith-
based colleges (κ2 = 5.61 (1) ; p = .018). A 
high level of non-responses or refusals 
(groping: 70%; harassment: 83%; sexual 
abuse: 73%) to follow up questions about the 
timing and location of reported sexual coercion 
did not permit additional analysis about when 
the reported sexual coercion took place, nor 
whether it took place on or off campus. 

 
 

Table 1.  Demographic Characteristics of Sample from Three Colleges (N = 557) 

 College 1 College 2 College 3 Total 

Gender (% female) 60.4 39.1 80.2 55.7 

Mean Age (S.D.) 20.5 (1.37) 22.8 (6.49) 20.5 (1.29) 21.4 (4.39) 

Race / Ethnicity (% Caucasian) 96.4 92.8 94.6 94.3 

% living on campus 92.8 5.4 98.2 58.7 
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Table 2. Awareness of Sexual Assault Services (N = 557)1 

 Residence Gender  

Total On 
campus 

Off 
campus 

Women Men 

Are you aware of the services offered by the [local 
sexual assault and domestic violence agency]? 

40.3** 31.3** 44.2*** 26.2*** 36.2 

To your knowledge does the [local sexual assault 
and domestic violence agency] provide… 

     

crisis counseling 55.4** 41.5** 56.0** 39.4** 49.2 

24 hour hotline 42.6 39.2 50.0*** 28.0*** 41.0 

support groups 43.4 40.4 49.2*** 30.9*** 41.7 

shelter 39.4 31.8 42.5* 27.0** 36.2 
 

1Percentage responding “yes”. 
** difference between women and men significant at p < .01 
*** difference between women and men significant significant at p < .001 

 
 
Table 3. Prevalence of Sexual Harassment and Assault by Gender and by Religious Affiliation of 

College (N = 557)1 

  Religious Affiliation Gender 
Total 

 Faith-based Secular Women Men 

Have you ever been unwillingly groped? 19.1 20.2 29.3** 6.9** 19.5 

Have you ever been subjected to sexual 
harassment? 21.5 21.5 31.5** 8.1** 21.5 

Have you ever been subjected to sexual abuse? 7.0* 13.1* 12.5* 5.3* 9.5 

One or more of the above 31.9 28.6 43.6*** 13.8*** 30.6 

Any two of the above 10.4 10.0 15.7*** 3.3*** 10.3 

All three of the above 2.5 8.2 7.2*** 1.7*** 4.8 
 

1Percentage responding “yes”. 
*difference significant at p < .05 
**difference significant at p < .01 
***difference significant at p < .001 

 
 

 

One third to one half of all respondents 
indicated agreement with three statements 
reflecting acceptance of myths about rape and 
sexual assault. As shown in Table 4, there was 
a statistically significant difference between 
men and women on only one of the three myth 

statements (“The primary reason for rape is 
sexual”). The three myth statements were 
summed to produce scores ranging from 1 to 
15 in which lower scores indicate greater 
agreement with the myth statements, and thus 
greater acceptance of myths about rape and 
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sexual assault. When comparing men’s (mean 
score = 8.31; SD = 2.14) and women’s (mean 
score = 9.21; SD = 2.42) mean scores on the 
summed myth statements, women had 
statistically significant higher scores (t = -4.576 
(551); p <.001) than men, indicating that 
overall women had less acceptance of myth 
statements than men. The religious affiliation 
of the students’ college had little relationship 
with the acceptance of rape myth statements. 
In only one statement (“A woman’s 
appearance, actions, and reputation 
encourage sexual assault”) students from faith-
based colleges were more likely to agree than 
students from the secular college (κ2 = 25.12 
(5); p < .001). The other two statements 
showed no significant differences in agreement 
between students in faith-based colleges 
compared to students in the secular college. 
Further, there was no significant difference 
between means of students in faith-based 
(mean summed scored = 8.79, SD = 2.31) and 
secular colleges (mean summed scored = 
8.84; SD = 2.39) on the summed scores of the 
myth statements (t = -.223 (552); p =.853). To 
explore for possible influences on reported 
experiences of being victimized by any of the 
three forms of sexual abuse and harassment, 
a simultaneous multiple regression was 
conducted. A simultaneous (or standard) 
regression is warranted in exploratory studies 
in which the primary goal is descriptive rather 
than theoretical and when there are no clear 
theoretical reasons for entering variables 
individually or in a particular order (Newton & 
Rudestam, 1999; Warner, 2008, ch. 14). The 
dependent variable was the number of types of 
sexual coercion experienced (unwanted 
groping, sexual harassment, sexual abuse) 
and could range from none to three. 

The following independent variables were 
entered into the model: sex, age,  ethnicity 
(since the numbers of non-white persons was 
low, this variable was recalculated as a dummy 
variable distinguishing between “white” and 
“other”), acceptance of rape myths (calculated 
as a summed score of the three myth 
statements), the religious affiliation of the 
college (a dummy variable calculated as either 
religious or secular), the attendance in on-
campus events addressing campus safety and 
relationships, and awareness of the services of 
the local sexual assault agency. 
Multicollinearity was tested by examining 
tolerance and variance inflation factors and 

both were found to be well within acceptable 
limits (Mertler & Vannatta, 2005, p. 169). 
Regression results indicate that the model 
significantly predicts reported experiences of 
abuse victimization (R2 = .138, R2

adj = .113, 
F(7, 243) = 5.56, p < .001). The model with the 
variables entered as described above 
accounts for only 11.3% of the variance in 
abuse victimization. 

As shown in Table 5, the greatest influence 
on the experience of one or more types of 
abuse was the gender of the victim, which 
uniquely explained 7.1% of the variance based 
on examination of the partial correlation. Two 
other variables were also significantly 
associated with the experience of abuse: the 
extent to which respondents agreed with myth 
statements, and respondents’ attendance at 
campus events raising awareness of campus 
safety and relationship issues. However, the 
uniquely explained variance of each of these 
was 2% or less. 

In addition to the three groups of variables 
described above, data were also collected at 
the second time period on students’ 
participation within the past 12 months in 
college events and activities that addressed 
various aspects of dating relationships, sexual 
coercion, campus safety and so on. 
Respondents could choose from a list of 
activities and events including required and 
optional course activities such as lectures, 
presentations, assignments, projects, field 
trips, as well as co-curricular activities and 
events such as drama presentations, guest 
speakers, panel discussions, media 
presentations and so on. Overall, 58.3% of 
students reported attending at least one event 
in the past 12 months. 

As shown in Table 6, significantly more 
women than men attended such events. 
Furthermore, students who reported living on 
campus also reported much higher 
participation in these events compared to 
students living off campus. Higher reported 
attendance at these educational and 
awareness activities was also significantly 
associated with lower acceptance of myth 
statements about sexual coercion. Students 
who reported attending two or more events 
had mean scores on the three summed myth 
statements of 9.30 (SD=2.50) compared to 
students who reported attending one or no 
events (8.60, SD=2.12; t =- 243 (262), p = 
.016). 
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Table 4. Acceptance of Myth Statements About Sexual Harassment and Assault  by Gender and by 
Religious Affiliation of College (N = 557)1 

 Religious Affiliation Gender 
Total 

 Faith-based Secular Women Men 

A woman’s appearance, actions, and 
reputation encourage sexual assault. 56.9*** 40.2*** 47.6 53.2 50.1 

The primary reason for rape is sexual. 43.2 48.7 39.4* 52.4* 45.2 

If a woman knows enough ways to resist an 
assault, she most likely will not be raped. 30.5 32.6 26.5 37.7 31.4 

1Percentage who agree or strongly agree. 
*difference significant at p < .05 
***difference significant at p < .001 
 

 

Table 5. Summary of Regression Model for Variables Predicting Reported Experiences of Abuse 
Victimization (N = 531) 

Variable B β t p 

Sex .415 .275 4.28 .000 

Acceptance of rape myths .042 .021 2.00 .047 

Attendance at campus education and awareness events 
on safety and relationships .042 .019 2.253 .025 

Religious affiliation of college .114 .108 1.052 .294 

Ethnicity (white or other) .282 .082 1.355 .177 

Age -.086 -.042 -.663 .508 

Awareness of services of local sexual assault agency -.032 -.027 -.453 .651 

 

Table 6. Participation Within Past 12 Months in College Educational Events Addressing 
SexualCoercion and Campus Safety by Gender and by Residence (N = 266)1 

 Residence Gender 
Total 

 On campus Off campus Women Men 

No events 26.9** 68.1** 32.9* 53.4* 41.7 

One or two events 31.6** 21.3** 34.9* 18.1* 27.8 

Three or more events 41.5** 10.6** 32.2* 28.4* 30.5 

1Percentage who reported attendance or participation within the past 12 months in college events and activities providing 
education and awareness of sexual coercion, dating relationships, and campus safety.  Events included required and 
optional course activities such as lectures, presentations, assignments, projects, field trips, as well as co-curricular 
activities and events such as drama presentations, guest speakers, panel discussions, and media presentations. 

*difference significant at p < .01 

**difference significant at p < .001 
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Discussion and implications 
Overall, respondents in this study reported 
experiencing sexual coercion at levels that are 
comparable to the prevalence reported in 
previous studies. Nearly one-third of all 
respondents, and nearly half of all women, 
reported experiencing at least one of the three 
types of sexual coercion: unwanted groping, 
sexual harassment, and sexual abuse. These 
data confirm that sexual coercion continues to 
be a reality for a substantial proportion of 
college students, and in particular, that rural 
campuses appear not to provide any 
significant additional safety from sexual 
coercion compared to urban campuses. 
Although in bivariate analyses (see Table 3), 
students in a secular setting reported nearly 
twice the rate of reported sexual abuse 
compared to students in faith-based contexts, 
further analysis holding other variables 
constant (see Table 5) demonstrate that 
overall faith affiliation of the colleges had no 
significant effect on the reported experiences 
of sexual victimization. Gender was the single 
biggest factor in explaining differences in 
reported sexual coercion. In this study two to 
three times more women than men reported 
being victims of sexual coercion. This study 
confirms previous research that women are the 
primary victims, but that men, too, experience 
victimization (Banyard et al., 2007; Hartwick et 
al. 2007; Hines, 2007).  

In addition to gender, two additional 
variables were significantly related to reported 
sexual coercion: the level of acceptance of 
rape myths, and attendance at college events 
in which issues of safety and relationships 
were addressed. When controlling for other 
variables, greater disagreement with rape myth 
statements was related to greater sexual 
victimization. This finding suggests that 
students who have experienced sexual 
coercion appear to be knowledgeable in terms 
of myths about rape and sexual assault. 
However, since this study did not use an 
experimental design, the direction of causation 
is unknown. It is possible that victims of sexual 
coercion become informed about rape myths 
as a result of their experience of victimization; 
conversely, students who are less likely to 
accept myths about rape and sexual assault 
might be at greater risk for being victimized, in 
which case knowledge of the dynamics of 
sexual abuse and violence might not protect 
from victimization. Similarly, there was a 
significant association between reported 
sexual coercion and students’ attendance at 

college events in which issues of sexual 
violence and relationship safety were 
addressed. Students who reported higher 
attendance at these events reported higher 
rates of sexual victimization. Here, too, 
however, the direction of causation is 
unknown: it is possible that students who 
experienced victimization were more likely to 
seek out information as a result of their 
experience; on the other hand, it is possible 
that students who become more informed 
through college events are more likely to 
identify and interpret their experience as 
sexual coercion. However, since the uniquely 
explained variance of each of these two 
variables was low, more research is needed to 
investigate the relationships between rape 
myth acceptance and campus awareness 
events and the experiences of sexual coercion 
victimization.  

The literature shows that alcohol 
consumption, by both perpetrators and victims, 
as well as the overall alcohol culture on college 
campuses, is highly related to sexual 
victimization (Adams-Curtis & Forbes, 2004; 
Mohler-Kuo, Dowdall, Koss & Wechsler, 2004). 
Although individual alcohol consumption or 
general practices on campus with respect to 
alcohol were not directly measured, in this 
study, both faith-based campuses were 
alcohol-free (at least in terms of college 
policies; it is unknown to what extent each 
college enforces these policies nor how much 
students actually engage in drinking in 
violation of the policies). It is noteworthy, then, 
that there was no significant relationship 
between victimization and the religious context 
of the college. The lack of differences in 
reported sexual coercion could be due to the 
fact that alcohol consumption on faith-based 
campuses may be occurring despite policies 
prohibiting this behavior.  

Lack of awareness of available services and 
about the actual dynamics of abusive 
relationships has been shown to be an area of 
concern among researchers and practitioners 
(Adams-Curtis & Forbes, 2004). These 
concerns are affirmed in this study in rural 
contexts as well. It is widely known that access 
to services is challenging in rural areas, 
particularly for women in rural areas 
experiencing intimate partner violence (Bosch 
& Bergen, 2006; Ginsburg, 1993; Rawsthorne, 
2003). One factor in accessing services is 
simply awareness of their existence, and in 
this study, just over a third of all respondents 
were even aware of the services provided by 



 

 Rural Social Work and Community Practice Volume 14 Issue 1, July 2009 25 

the local sexual assault and crisis agency, 
even though all three studied colleges fell 
within this agency’s four-county catchment 
area. Women respondents were significantly 
more likely to report being aware of overall 
services than men, and were more aware of 
the specific types of services available as well. 
Nevertheless, increased awareness had no 
significant relationship with reported levels of 
sexual victimization, suggesting that 
awareness of services alone is insufficient in 
protecting students from being victimized.  

Similarly, respondents in this study reported 
widespread agreement with statements 
indicating an acceptance of myths about the 
dynamics of rape and sexual assault. Much of 
the research in this area has sought to make 
causal connections between males who hold 
rape myths and the likelihood that they will 
perpetrate violence or sexual coercion against 
women (Adams-Curtis & Forbes, 2004; Payne, 
Lonsway & Fitzgerald, 1999). Although this 
study did not directly measure the relationship 
between acceptance of rape myths and the 
likelihood of perpetrating sexual coercion, this 
research does provide confirmation that 
awareness and educational events can have 
an influence on changing attitudes about rape 
myths. In this study, students who reported 
attending more campus educational events 
had lower acceptance of rape myths compared 
to students who attended fewer college events.  

Research investigating links between 
religiosity and intimate partner violence have 
been inconclusive, despite the assumption that 
increased religiosity – especially more 
conservative varieties – might lead to greater 
incidence of violence. There was little evidence 
for these assumptions in this study. The 
religious affiliation of the college was not a 
significant factor in explaining variation in 
sexual victimization. Further, there was little 
difference among students at religiously-
affiliated colleges compared to the non-
religious college on acceptance of rape myths. 
Only one of the three myth statements showed 
significantly greater acceptance by students at 
the two religiously affiliated colleges compared 
to students at the secular college, while in the 
other two statements students at the secular 
college had greater – though statistically 
insignificant – acceptance of myths. This 
finding suggests that students at religiously 
affiliated colleges are no more or less likely 
than students at secular colleges to be 
misinformed about the dynamics of abusive 
relationships. However, the overall acceptance 

of myth statements in this study confirms that 
college administrators and student life staff 
persons need to continue to give attention to 
providing opportunities for education and 
awareness about the risks of intimate 
relationships. 

There were a number of limitations to this 
study that merit further investigation and 
provide directions for future research. First, 
this study’s sample was limited to three 
colleges in one state in the US Midwest, and 
therefore cannot be taken as representative of 
other rural colleges in other parts of the 
country or in other countries. Subsequent 
research should seek larger samples from 
wider regions in order to provide estimates that 
can be generalized to larger populations. Also, 
there is a wide variety of experiences of sexual 
victimization that range from very serious to 
much less so. This study used a broad 
conceptualization of sexual coercion and 
measured this using questions designed to 
accommodate local needs and concerns. 
However, a locally designed measure limits 
comparisons with other research and therefore 
subsequent research could use established 
instruments in order to provide more useful 
information to guide efforts for prevention and 
awareness. The measurement of the timing of 
sexual victimization is also a challenge. High 
rates of refusals and non-responses about the 
timing of the reported sexual coercion in this 
study resulted in limiting the data to only 
lifetime experiences, rather than specifying 
experiences that occurred while respondents 
were enrolled as college students. It is 
possible that the small size of the three 
campuses and the high levels of familiarity in 
rural contexts exacerbated respondents’ 
reluctance to provide detailed personal 
information, even though the questionnaires 
were anonymous. Careful attention must be 
paid to specify the wording of questions and 
the protection of anonymity in order to specify 
when and where reported victimization 
occurred. Even though sexual coercion was 
defined broadly, one area for further 
investigation would be stalking behavior, which 
has received less attention in investigations of 
sexual violence on campuses but which 
appears to be of increasing concern (Belknap, 
Fisher & Cullen, 1999; Fischer & Turner, 
2002). Finally, additional variables – such as 
history of child sexual abuse, alcohol 
consumption, gender attitudes (Adams-Curtis 
& Forbes, 2004; Hines, 2007) that have been 
shown to be linked to sexual coercion could be 
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included in subsequent research. Larger 
sample sizes and careful measurement of 
additional salient variables would likely lead to 
more robust associations using advanced 
multivariate statistical analyses. 

The findings from this study suggest several 
directions for social work practice to prevent 
and respond to intimate partner violence and 
sexual coercion among students at colleges 
located in rural areas. First, this study confirms 
that women’s and men’s experiences with 
victimization, awareness of available services, 
and knowledge of the dynamics of abuse via 
myth acceptance are substantially different 
(Banyard et al., 2007; Hartwick et al., 2007; 
Hines, 2007). Social workers in rural areas, 
just as with urban contexts, must remain 
vigilant in continuing to focus their efforts 
predominantly on women, since they remain at 
highest risk for being victimized by sexual 
coercion. However, efforts to address sexual 
coercion and violence against women should 
not be at the expense of also attending to the 
risks for men being victimized.  

The evidence of substantial gender 
differences in awareness of services, 
acceptance of myths, and attendance at 
educational events suggests that strategies to 
prevent sexual coercion must be intentionally 
tailored differently to women and men 
students. Compared to women, the men in this 
study were more likely to accept myth 
statements, had less awareness of available 
services, and were less likely to take 
advantage of available campus opportunities 
to learn more about the dynamics of violence 
and sexual coercion in relationships. Since 
women are the predominant victims of sexual 
coercion and men are the predominant 
perpetrators, findings from this study suggest 
that educating men about the dynamics and 
realities of sexual violence continues to be a 
priority. However, rural contexts clearly make 
this difficult. In this study, the local sexual 
assault agency covers a large geographical 
area with a low population density; 
furthermore, the three studied campuses are 
located in the three largest towns in this four-
county area, which means that it is difficult to 
combine efforts to provide education and 
awareness. In this study, the fact that nearly 
two-thirds of students reported being unaware 
of the services of the local sexual assault 
agency suggests that students on rural 
campuses are isolated or disconnected from 
locally available services. The increased 
proportion of off campus students who 

reported a lack of awareness suggests that off 
campus students may be less connected to 
their campus compared to on campus 
students, and might miss announcements and 
other public awareness messages about the 
availability of services compared to students 
living on campus. The evidence from this study 
suggests that social workers in rural areas 
need to collaborate with local agencies to 
develop educational strategies to raise 
awareness, but that these must be tailored 
with specific local knowledge of gender 
differences and of the characteristics of the 
students, especially taking into account the 
differences between students who live on and 
off campus.  

 
Conclusion 
Research over the past three decades has 
shown unequivocally that women college and 
university students are at risk of experiencing 
violent and sexual victimization at rates that 
are comparable to women in the wider public, 
despite the assumption that campuses might 
be safer than other public areas. This random 
sample study of 557 students from three 
colleges in the rural US Midwest demonstrates 
that rural campuses are not necessarily safer 
than urban campuses. Nearly half of all women 
in this study reported being victimized 
compared to only 13.8% of men, confirming 
that women students are at much greater risk 
of sexual and violent victimization. This study 
confirms that awareness of and access to 
services in rural areas is an ongoing challenge. 
Further, the religious affiliation of the college 
had no significant association with reported 
victimization, suggesting that religious 
campuses may be no more or less likely to be 
safer compared to secular institutions. Overall, 
this study confirms that sexual coercion 
victimization presents pressing challenges for 
rural campuses, and that college 
administrators on rural campuses must 
continue to prioritize efforts to raise awareness 
of risks and collaborate with community 
agencies to make their campuses safe places 
for all students. 
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