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Sexual misconduct , including sexual assault,  is a pervasive issue on college campuses with profound 
repercussions . Survivors often experience elevated rates of depression, anxiety, and post -traumatic stress 
disorder (PTSD), which can persist long after the inciting incident.i, ii These psychological impacts frequently 
interfere with academic performance, leading to decreased GPA, course withdrawal, and even stopping out.iii  
The intersection of trauma and educational disruption underscores the need for comprehensive prevention 
and support services within higher education institutions and in public policy .

Impact of Campus Sexual Assault

Campus sexual assault has life -altering consequences for both survivors and perpetrators. For victims, the 
psychological toll can be severe and enduring. Academically, survivors often face disruptions such as difficulty 
concentrating, absenteeism, and declining grades, which can lead to course withdrawal, delayed graduation, 
or leaving college altogether.vi Survivors frequently experience depression, anxiety, and PTSD, with symptoms 
that can persist for years after the assault.vii Many struggle with shame, isolation, and diminished trust in 
campus institutions, particularly when reporting processes are perceived as inadequate.viii Trauma resulting 
from sexual violence, including sexual assault,  can lead to increased suicide risk, substance use, or chronic 
illness such as heart disease or cancer.ix These effects can derail educational and career trajectories and 
undermine long term well-being, underscoring the urgent need for comprehensive support systems .

Students found responsible for sexual assault face serious repercussions, including disciplinary actions such 
as suspension or expulsion under Title IX and institutional policies. Beyond campus, consequences may 
extend to criminal charges, civil lawsuits, and, in some cases, mandatory registration as a sex offender. While 
these measures are critical for accountability and campus safety, it is equally important that adjudication 
processes are fair, evidence-based, and trauma-informed to protect all parties involved. Ensuring due process 
alongside survivor-centered practices helps maintain trust in institutional systems and underscores the shared 
goal of preventing sexual violence and fostering safe learning environments.

While sexual assault can affect 
anyone, certain populations face 
heightened risk. Female 
undergraduates experience the 
highest prevalence, with 
approximately one in four 
reporting nonconsensual sexual 
contact during college, compared 
to one in 20  male 
undergraduates.iv Students who 
identify as LGBTQ+, individuals 
with disabilities, and students of 
color are also disproportionately 
impacted.v

Each figure represents 1% of undergraduate students in that group.
Cantor  et. Al, 2020



Risk Factors and Prevention

The prevalence of campus sexual assault is influenced by a range of individual, social, and environmental 
factors. Peer norms and campus culture that tolerate or trivialize sexual aggression, combined with 
inadequate bystander intervention, contribute to the problem.x

Prevention requires a comprehensive, evidence-based approach. Effective strategies include campus -wide 
education on consent and healthy relationships, bystander intervention training, and policies that promote 
accountability and transparency in reporting processes. xi Environmental measures, such as improving campus 
lighting and security, and fostering inclusive campus cultures that challenge harmful norms, are also critical.xii 
Institutions that implement multi -level prevention programs; combining education, enforcement, and support 
services; are better positioned to reduce sexual harassment and assault and protect student well -being.xiii

Survivor Resources and Recovery

Providing comprehensive, trauma-informed care is 
essential to supporting survivors of campus sexual 
assault and promoting recovery. Survivors often delay 
disclosure due to fear, distrust of institutional 
processes, and concerns about retraumatization. As 
a result, sexual assault is one of the most 
underreported crimes on college campuses, with

College students who experience sexual assault 

are 2 to 4x more likely to face severe, 

overlapping mental health challenges, including 
depression, anxiety, suicidal thoughts, self-harm, 
and substance use.xvi

estimates suggesting that fewer than 20% of incidents are formally reported to authorities.xiv Psychological 
science indicates that institutions should prioritize creating a safe, supportive environment that validates 
survivors’ experiences and restores a sense of control, which can reduce the lasting negative mental health 
effects of sexual assault and empower recovery.xv This includes offering confidential medical and 
psychological services, access to sexual assault forensic exams (SAFE/SANE), and culturally responsive 
standards of care. Survivors should have clear, well -publicized pathways to counseling and academic 
accommodations.

Effective survivor care also requires trauma -informed practices across campus systems, including hiring 
mental health professionals trained in treating trauma and integrating trauma -informed pedagogy into 
classrooms. Partnerships with local rape crisis centers, hospitals, and community organizations can expand 
access to specialized services and advocacy. Finally, policies must center survivor autonomy, such as adopting 
“mandatory supporting” rather than “mandatory reporting,” to ensure that institutional responses prioritize 
healing and empowerment over procedural harm.

Policy Recommendations

These recommendations align with the 2019 APA Resolution on Campus Sexual Assault xvii, which emphasizes 
comprehensive prevention, trauma-informed practices, and improved campus climate assessments.

• Mandate Comprehensive Prevention Programs: Require age-appropriate, evidence-based education on 
consent, healthy relationships, and bystander intervention for all students and staff.

• Implement Trauma -Informed Practices: Ensure adjudication processes minimize harm to survivors while 
safeguarding due process, and integrate trauma-informed practices across campuses.

• Enhance Survivor Support Services: Ensure campuses provide confidential medical and psychological 
care, sexual assault kits, culturally responsive care, and academic accommodations at no cost .



• Improve Reporting Systems: Strengthen reporting processes by clarifying distinctions between disclosure 
for the purposes of seeking support and formal reporting to initiate an adjudication process, and adopt 
“mandatory supporting” rather than “mandatory reporting” policies to prioritize survivor autonomy.

• Expand Community Partnerships: Encourage relationships between campuses and local sexual assault 
and domestic violence organizations, hospital SANE/SAFE teams, and rape crisis centers for referrals and 
advocacy.

• Invest in Training and Education: Provide ongoing training for faculty, staff, and student leaders on sexual 
violence prevention, consent complexities, and technology -related abuse.

• Increase Federal Support and Regulations: Support programs like Project Prevent, Project SERV, the Clery 
Act, the Violence Against Women Act, mental health service grants, and the Garrett Lee Smith Campus 
Suicide Prevention Program. Strengthen Title IX rules to improve protections and ensure flexibility in 
reporting and resolution processes.
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