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ABSTRACT 

 

The dialogue around violence against women has gone from a private matter to a 

national audience, primarily due to the sexual violence on college campuses and a recognition 

that it is part of a comprehensive system of power that affects all women. Researchers have 

shown that sexual violence is a significant issue on college campuses and there are various 

demonstrations of how colleges and universities have found ways to support individuals who 

report these interactions. Although women of all races, ethnicities, and cultures are affected by 

sexual violence, how it is experienced racially and culturally is unique. African American 

women’s experiences are often missing from narratives because of the lack of understanding of 

intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1991) an acknowledgment of the historical and ongoing oppression 

that they experience in both their race and gender identity. This understanding is essential 

because several studies show that African American women are at high risk of experiencing 

sexual violence (Cantor, et al., 2015) and are the least likely to disclose, not only on college 

campuses but in general. Although universities are making great strides to improve their support 

for students experiencing sexual violence, the area that continues to lack research and data 

explores how different cultures, specifically the African American culture, respond to and 

address issues of sexual violence. Given the lack of empirical information, how can African 

American women be supported and educated around the topic of sexual violence? With the 

increased sexual violence occurring on a college campus and researchers demonstrating that 

African American women are at higher risk of sexual assault and are the least likely to disclose 

their sexual violation, it is crucial to dissect the African American female college students' 

perspective. This qualitative study engaged participants in a semi-structured interview to 

understand how African American undergraduate women perceive sexual violence and how 

history has influenced their perception.  
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There were six major themes identified from the study that helped provide insight into 

the four research questions. The findings reveal that participants in this research understand 

and can apply a foundational definition of sexual violence, as demonstrated through the use of 

the vignette method.  The notion that African American women’s silence regarding sexual 

violence is due to a lack of awareness and education is unlikely; however, inappropriate sex 

education and sex-role socialization did influence disclosure patterns. The women in the study 

expressed that African American culture, history, and sex-role socialization influenced African 

American women’s’ perceptions of sexual violence, which resulted in barriers to help-seeking, 

and disclosure patterns about sexual violence. Findings revealed that there are complexities of 

African American women’s perceptions of sexual violence. The lack of intersectionality within 

messaging and educational efforts is active contributions to their silence. 

There were three primary recommendations for practice and policy and two primary 

recommendations for future research. These recommendations focus on communicating care 

and concern, including African American women's voices in decision-making processes, and 

understanding and honoring African American women's experiences concerning sexual violence 

practices. The recommendations for practice and policy are: (a.) Institutional response and care, 

(b.) Education and awareness, and (c.) Adopting a social justice paradigm for sexual violence.  

Future research recommendations are: (a.) peer support and research and (b.) African American 

women’s sexual self-acceptance. This study's findings provide theoretical and practice insight 

into African American undergraduate women’s perceptions of sexual violence and its influence 

on help-seeking and disclosure patterns. Findings also focus on how intersectionality assists 

African American women in navigating environments that have not traditionally included them.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 

Sexual violence among college women has been a growing topic of conversation and concern in 

higher education for many years. One in five college-age women reported non-consensual sexual 

contact starting as early as the first week of their freshman year (Cantor, et al., 2015). In response to the 

increased reports of sexual assaults on college campuses, in 2011, the Department of Education Office 

of Civil Rights (Office of Civil Rights, 2011) issued guidance encouraging institutions to adhere to the 

obligations for providing awareness and prevention and offering support to college communities 

concerning sexual violence. This guidance included that institutions take an intentional approach in 

educating and providing resources for students. By issuing this document, the Department of Education 

(DOE) sparked an increase in research and information, supporting the need for increased intervention. 

In 2015, the Association of American Universities (AAU) completed a survey on sexual assault and sexual 

misconduct, and campus climate. The AAU collaborated with 27 institutions of higher education. Almost 

12% of student respondents stated that they had experienced nonconsensual sexual contact through 

physical force, violence, or incapacitation while attending their university. In another recent survey, a 

total of 181,752 students from undergraduate and graduate programs in 33 public and private 

institutions reported similar concerning experiences (Coleman, 2019). According to this 2019 AAU 

survey, 14 to 32% of undergraduate women reported nonconsensual sexual contact by physical force or 

inability to consent. Overall, there was an increase in the incidence of nonconsensual sexual contact 

reported from 2015 to 2019. The results showed that almost 25% of participants suggested that sexual 

assault and sexual misconduct were problems at their institutions and that the most frequently used 

resource and support was counseling (46.8%). Among those who sought counseling did not find it 

valuable and were less likely to report the victimization to campus police and university resources and 

support services (Coleman, 2019).  
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Statement of Problem 

 

Few research studies identify the general risk factors, support, resources, and prevention 

methods for colleges to address students who experience sexual violence. Experts and educators have 

begun education on this topic early in students’ experiences by exploring educational programs in 

secondary education institutions. Few results have shown that many students enter college unaware of 

the complexities of sex and lacking sex education. Muehlenhard et al. (2016) found that many high 

school prevention programs related to sex education are centered on abstaining and the concept of 

“just don’t do it,” thus, making discussion of sex taboo. This taboo poses an issue, particularly regarding 

sexual consent.  

How specific racial groups address and respond to sexual violence is an understudied topic. The 

current study explores how race and gender intersectionality influence African American undergraduate 

women’s perceptions of sexual violence, disclosure patterns, and support-seeking. Race and gender are 

significant in how students navigate the college experience when managing interpersonal relationships 

and feelings of isolation (Ariza & Berkey, 2009), and developing individual and social identity. The 

traumatic experience of sexual violation compounds these identity and personal growth issues for 

college students; sexual violence is a formula for adversity for these students. DuMonthier et al. (2017) 

studied sexual violence statistics and showed that women of color, particularly African American 

women, were most at risk of experiencing sexual violence. However, according to Washington (2001), 

they were also the least likely to report the violence. The results further suggested that nearly 32% of 

women of color and 20% of African American women are raped sometime in their lifetimes. 

Furthermore, 38% of African American women are estimated to have experienced sexual 

violence other than rape, including “being made to penetrate, sexual coercion, unwanted sexual 

contact, and noncontact unwanted sexual experiences” (DuMonthier, Childers, & Milli, 2017, p. 

xix). The question is, why do these experiences go unreported by African American women? If 
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African American women are at equal or higher risk of sexual violation, why are they not seeking 

resources? Charleswell (2014) suggested that African American women fear reporting due to the 

historically extensive sexual victimization in the United States. The history of trauma for African 

American women who were sexually violated during slavery and the Civil Rights/Jim Crow Era has 

created perpetual fear and mistrust around disclosure and help-seeking practices. Evidence 

supports that African American female students are at risk on college campuses, and without 

research, administrators could continue to struggle with how to support this group of students.  

Statement of Purpose 

 

The aim of this study was to understand African American women’s perceptions of sexual 

violence, whether they experienced or not, and the influences on help-seeking and disclosure patterns. 

Researchers have shown that sexual violence is a significant issue on college campuses (Cleere & Lynn, 

2013) and that colleges and universities across the nation have found ways to support individuals who 

report these incidences (Edwards, et al., 2015). However, the results also showed that among women, 

African American women are the least likely to disclose, not only on college campuses but also among 

the general public. A possible reason for the lack of disclosure is that society has continually neglected 

African American women's traumatic history regarding sexual violence. Stereotypes of African American 

women’s sexuality have persisted since slavery and could be barriers to help-seeking behaviors 

(Rosenthal & Lobel, 2016).  

Individuals responsible for policy implementation and resource development should also 

understand intersectionality and how it triggers African American women’s experiences. The goal is for 

participants to voice the African American female experience, how they are taught to manage their 

sexual interactions, how race and gender influence their perceptions, and how these perceptions and 

experiences play out in the college environment. Researchers have been limited in how they 

conceptualize and understand the experiences of African American women (Harris & Linder, 2017). In 
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understanding the complex social positions of African American women, administrators might better 

serve this population. The results of this study could support equitable messaging such that African 

American female college students can relate to the lived experiences described in the study. 

Furthermore, they may envision themselves using the services provided to students. The results could 

better equip administrators to support African American women and understand how to engage them in 

conversations about sexual violence while considering the intersectionality of race and gender. 

This study was aimed to explore African American undergraduate women’s perceptions of 

sexual violence, the role that African American history and culture within the United States contribute to 

their understanding, and their willingness to acknowledge acts of sexual violence. The results could 

inform institutions and administrators tasked with creating policies and support services that carry an 

understanding of African American female students’ thinking, feelings, and emotional interpretations of 

sexual violence. The following research questions are the focus of this study: 

• How do African American undergraduate women define and describe sexual violence? 

• What influence do sex education and sex-role socialization have on African American women's 

perceptions of sexual violence? 

• What barriers influence African American women's disclosure and help-seeking patterns 

regarding sexual violence? 

• How do history and culture influence African American women's attitudes and behavior 

regarding sexual violence? 

Relevant Definitions 

 

Sexual violence and the increasing uses of the term have many definitions, particularly in higher 

education. As colleges and universities grapple with creating prevention methods, education, and 

support for students, the definitions are essential to consider. Being consistent with language and 

definitions is crucial because many individuals define specific actions differently, and race and gender 

likely play a role in defining the terms. For this research, the definitions are provided from multiple 
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sources and are referenced accordingly. Throughout the study, I use the term sexual violence and break 

down the components of sexual violence; however, I use it broadly in some contexts. The approach is to 

start broad and break down terminologies, definitions and acts in colleges and universities. Because the 

study was concentrated on a specific group within the college setting, the definition of sexual violence is 

used from the DOE Title IX guidance. Title IX is sex and gender-based law aimed at protecting individuals 

within any educational program or institution that receives federal funding (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2015). The DOE’s Office of Civil Rights (OCR) a rule that “No person in the United States shall, 

on the basis of sex, be excluded from participation in, be denied the benefits of, or be subjected to 

discrimination under any education program or activity receiving Federal financial assistance” (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2015). The Title IX law covers a range of protections related to sex and gender 

discrimination. For example, sexual harassment, which the OCR (2020) defined as “Any instance of quid 

pro quo harassment by a school's employee; any unwelcome conduct that a reasonable person would 

find so severe, pervasive, and objectively offensive that it denies a person equal educational access; any 

instance of sexual assault, dating violence, domestic violence, or stalking” (p. 30033). Race, gender, and 

intersectionality definitions are provided due to the distinct experiences that come with those identities 

related to sexual violence. 

Sexual violence is the physical, sexual acts perpetrated against a person’s will or where a person 

is incapable of giving consent. This includes rape, sexual assault, sexual battery, and sexual 

coercion (Office for Civil Rights (. , 2015).  

 

Rape is the penetration, no matter how slight, of the vagina or anus with any body part or object 

or oral penetration by another person's sex organ without the victim’s consent (Office on 

Women's Health, 2019). 

 

Sexual assault is any sexual activity or contact occurring without consent. Sexual assault 

happens by physical force or threats of force, and when the attacker gives the victim drugs or 

alcohol as part of the assault. Sexual assault includes any sexual contact with someone who 

cannot consent, such as individuals who are underage per state laws, have an intellectual 

disability, and are unconscious as from drugs or alcohol or unable to respond, as when asleep, 

and any sexual contact with someone who does not consent. Rape, attempted rape, sexual 

coercion, fondling, or unwanted touching above or under clothes. Sexual assault can also be 
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verbal, visual, or non-contact. It is anything that forces a person to join in unwanted sexual 

activities or attention (Office on Women's Health, 2019). 

 

Sexual battery is sexual acts that do not involve penetration and are usually less severe offenses. 

This crime often is defined as unwanted sexual touching of intimate body parts without consent 

or through fraud. It also includes patting a person’s buttocks, grabbing or fondling a woman’s 

breast, touching the individual’s genital area, forcing someone to touch an intimate part of the 

offender’s body, or forcing a kiss on the mouth (Baldwin, n.d.). 

 

Sexual coercion is unwanted sexual activity associated with nonphysical pressure, such as 

repeated requests for sex, lies and promises to trick a person into having sex, threats to end a 

relationship or spread rumors to push someone to have sex, authority figures using their 

influence to force people into having sex. (Office on Women's Health, 2019). 

 

Disclosure means to make known, a revelation or uncovering a thing that is kept hidden 

(Disclosure, 2020). 

Intersectionality is the intersection of race, gender, and other categories and the outcomes of 

these interactions as they relate to power. Intersectionality encourages scholars to examine 

how various systems of oppression interact to create political and cultural structures that shape 

oppressed individuals (Crenshaw, 1991). 

 

Race is a person’s self-identification with one or more social groups. An individual can report as 

White, Black or African American, Asian, American Indian and Alaska Native, Native Hawaiian 

and Other Pacific Islander, or some other race (Race, 2018) 

 

Gender the cultural differences expected societally and culturally of men and women according 

to their sex. A person’s sex does not change from birth, but their gender can. (McLoed, 2014)  

 

Sexual violence occurring on college campuses is increasing, and statistics demonstrate that 

African American women are at higher risk for sexual violation. Specifically, 21% of African American 

women than 19% of all other women are subjected to sexual violence on campus (DuMonthier, Childers, 

& Milli, 2017). Moreover, African American women are the least likely to disclose their experience 

(Harris J. , 2017); therefore, it is vital to dissect African American female college students' perspectives 

to understand how sexual violence affects their lives. The aim of the study was to explore their 

perspectives as guided by three theoretical frameworks Black feminist thought, sex-role socialization, 

and historical trauma.   
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Theoretical Perspectives 

 

1Black feminist thought framework, sex-role socialization theory, and historical trauma theory 

guide this study and provide meaning to African American female students' experiences and 

understanding of sexual violence. These three theories are focused on history and the intersectionality 

of race and gender as salient in the identities of African American women in the United States. These 

perspectives provide a framework for understanding the complexity of African American women’s 

attitudes and perceptions regarding sexual violence. Each theory is briefly discussed in this chapter and 

more thoroughly in the literature review.   

The use of Black feminist thought theory exposes the daily experience of African American 

women, who uniquely occupy multiple oppressed identities, most commonly race, class, and gender. 

However, African American women are oppressed as a part of each of these groups due to the 

complexities of their intersectionality. The convergence of race, class, and gender oppression, deriving 

from slavery in the United States has shaped all subsequent relationships that African American women 

have held with each other and the African American community (Hill Collins, 2000). To fully understand 

how African American women have learned to navigate through institutions of White supremacy, it is 

essential to acknowledge the historically oppressive and discriminatory experience threaded in African 

American women’s history (Hines, 1992). African American women had to learn to manage several 

expectations, such as promoting temperance, being well-mannered, cleanliness of person and property, 

and sexual purity (Dickson, 1987); these expectations are also referred to as respectability politics. 

Respectability is essentially the behavior that women, particularly African American women, took on 

because they expected to be judged. These behaviors were culturally inherited in that African American 

girls are taught from elders to behave in ways that appeal to White Americans (Harris P. , 2003). This 

                                                           
1 It should be noted that I use of the terms African American and Black as racial identities interchangeably as reflected in much 

of the scholarly research and to honor terminology used by participants throughout the study. 
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concept directly links to the sex-role socialization theory, which is the second theoretical framework 

discussed in this research.  

Sex-role socialization is an additional theoretical perspective used in this study to explore the 

expectations placed on African American women regarding sex-role conformity. From early age, children 

portray stereotypes regarding gender roles that are perpetuated within their culture (Halpern & Perry-

Jenkins, 2016). Researchers have described the adverse effect that sex-role socialization can have during 

childhood and later as an adult; specifically, the influence sex-role socialization has on African American 

women’s self-image, self-esteem and self-advocacy. African American women navigate a society that 

does not value them as women and as African Americans. They have often found themselves battling 

the sex-role stereotypes imposed by the dominant White culture as well as African American culture 

(Myers, 1989).  

Historical trauma is a third perspective used in this study to explore the trauma of sexual 

violence toward African American women. Historical trauma is a framework for understanding how past 

events continue to influence current generations (Derezotes, 2014). Sexual violence throughout African 

American women’s history is without question a prominent, traumatic, and devastating experience as 

most notable through slavery and the Civil Rights/Jim Crow era. Historical trauma is defined as trauma 

shared by a group of people that spans multiple generations and directly influences members of the 

identified groups’ experience over time (Crawford, 2013). Using a qualitative approach allows 

participants to have their voices expressed, and in this study, the participants’ understanding of sexual 

violence learned through their lived experience, and the influence of previous generations' experience 

was addressed. Keegan (2009) described qualitative research to examine the world through the personal 

experiences of the participants. The experience of African American women in the United States is 

complicated and should be viewed holistically. A qualitative research approach using narratives offers a 

strategy to capture this group's holistic experience and perceptions.  
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Significance of Study 

 

The notable conversation around violence against women has evolved from a private matter to 

a national audience. The broader discussion is partly due to recognizing the sexual violence on college 

campuses and the role of such violence as a part of a comprehensive system of power that affects all 

women. As the public recognizes this systematic issue for women of all races, ethnicities, and cultures, 

how sexual violence is received, acknowledged, and supported is unique for each race and culture. 

African American women’s experiences are often missing from narratives because of the lack of 

understanding and acknowledgment of intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1991). Navigating the college 

environment can be challenging, regardless of a student’s connection with an identity group. However, 

previous research findings suggest that African American female students often feel isolated, have 

adjustment issues (Jones, 2001), and experience difficulty with interpersonal connections as they 

navigate African American female cultural expectations in the college environment (Fries-Britt, 2001).  

Understanding how African American female students make meaning of sexual interactions, 

particularly interactions considered sexually traumatizing, is critical. It is well-documented that sexual 

violence is significant on college campuses and that African American women are the least likely to 

disclose to on-campus officials (Harris J. , 2017). Through this research, participants can voice the African 

American female experience, how they were taught to manage their sexual interactions, how race and 

gender have influenced their perceptions, and how these factors affect them in the college 

environment. The violence that many women experience is often shaped by other identity dimensions, 

such as race and class. Ignoring differences among groups contributes to inadequate support and a lack 

of balanced resources. Lastly, the results build on the narratives of the African American female college 

student experience by illuminating parts that have been invisible for so long. Findings from this study 

can equip universities better to engage African American women in discussion on sexual violence while 

considering the intersectionality of race and gender.  
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Discerning the perceptions of the African American female college student's perspectives is vital 

given the increased occurrence of sexual violence on college campuses, coupled with statistics 

demonstrating that African American women are at higher risk for a sexual violation while being the 

least likely to disclose. The literature review is an in-depth discussion of the historical and more recent 

sexual violence climate for African American women on college campuses. An emphasis is on topics and 

areas of consideration that are currently not found in the literature. The topics explored in this chapter 

include the (a) history of sexual violence against African American women, (b) history of sexual violence 

on college campuses, (c) sex education and sex-role socialization, and (c) sexual assault on college 

campuses. The review also contains explorations of the theoretical frameworks, Black feminist thought, 

sex-role socialization, and historical trauma. These frameworks provide a lens to understand how 

African American women learn to navigate traumatic experiences, whether they experienced them. The 

presentation of the theories followed by the literature review supports readers in connecting the 

limitations and approaches needed to uncover and understand African American women's perspectives.  

Theoretical Applications 

 

Black Feminist Thought 

 

The feminist movement in the United States has opened doors and created opportunities for 

women worldwide; however, the initial efforts of feminists did not include African American women’s 

perspectives. Feminism initially served to continue the oppression towards black women while providing 

liberation for white women. Hooks (1995) argued a simplistic definition of women’s liberation as a 

dismissal of race and class as factors that, in concurrence with sexism, determine the extent of 

discrimination, exploitation, oppression against individuals. The Black feminist movement was created 

as a vehicle of support for African American women who felt invisible and ignored. African American 
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women felt they were racially oppressed within the women’s movement and sexually oppressed in the 

Black liberation movement. Hooks (1995) addressed the notion that Black women are lowest in social 

status and are subject to oppression in the form of sexism, racism, and classism. This perspective 

suggested that it is improbable for African American women to concentrate on one identity without 

intersecting or influencing their experiences (Hill Collin, 1985). An African American woman cannot focus 

only on being a woman because the experience of her womanhood is guided by race, sexuality, income, 

and her body. African American women’s political and economic positions in society provide them with 

distinctive experiences and different views than those of other groups. These positions are 

demonstrated by the type of work, unpaid and paid, that they traditionally performed (Lourde, 1995). 

The understanding of the history of the communities in which African American women have lived and 

their relationships with others have bought scholars of the Black feminist thought to suggest that 

African American women, as a group, experience a world different than those who are not Black and 

female (Hill Collin, 1985).  

Black feminist thought has given narrative to African American woman whose experience and 

reality remain unseen by most of society—grounded in the understanding that African American women 

as a group hold no power or status to act as oppressors because there is no institution that they can 

exploit or oppress (Kennedy, 1995). This point is crucial because it supports the notion that Black 

women and their experiences were and, in many ways, continue to be non-existent. An important 

feature of Black feminist thought is that it is a representative of Black women’s lived experiences and 

realities; that is, it is an authentic experience, not an interpretation. Regarding sexual exploitation and 

sexual violence, African American women have been voiceless and invisible since arriving on the 

American continent (Hein, 2017). During the slave era, the narrative of the promiscuous slave woman 

was attached to African American women. There was a myth that African American women desired to 

be sexually dominated (Kennedy, 1995), and that they encouraged White men to take liberties with 
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African American female bodies. White men viewed African American women as their property and 

economical investment for baring children to have more slaves. White men also viewed African 

American women as leverage over the African American men (Gump, 2010). When African American 

women have sought support and understanding from their female peers regarding sexual violence, they 

were historically met with racial stereotypes, such as the narratives created by White men (Harris J. , 

2017). 

Regarding racism and the African American culture, Black men are the primary recipients of the 

African American community’s concerns. Early critiques of rape law have demonstrated the 

discriminatory practice of protecting White women against Black men (Brownmiller, 1975; Harris, 2017), 

and how practices failed to recognize the devaluing of African American women. A heightened focus on 

the discrimination toward African American men disregards African American women and has created a 

culture in which protecting African American men is more critical than African American women 

(Crenshaw, 1991).  

 A key concept in Black feminist thought is the recognition of intersectionality, which was 

introduced to the framework in the early 1990s. To make the connection, exploring the historical 

oppression of African American women from each identity group, to which, the feminist efforts 

concerning the experiences of women and alternatively, anti-racist efforts that speak to the efforts of 

people of color. Crenshaw (1991) suggested that women of color are marginalized within both identities 

because they are faced with situations where they must respond to one identity over the other.  

Sex-Role Socialization 

 

Sex-role socialization is “societal norm regarding the expected and acceptable differences in 

behaviors, attributes, abilities and personality between men and women” (Brown, Blackmon, & Shiftlett, 

2018, p. 675). Sex-role socialization is the process by which people learn to behave according to the 
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standards of their culture. These behaviors are taught and reinforced in a variety of ways. They are 

cognitively ingested through observations, reinforcement from parental figures, teachers, television, 

and peers (Birns, Cascardi, & Meyer, 1994). Birns et al. (1994) asserted that men and women develop 

sex-role attitudes through direct, indirect, verbal, and nonverbal messages regarding appropriate 

behaviors designated to their assigned sex or gender. Balkwell et al. (1978) found that men and women 

are socialized into sex-specific behaviors from birth. For example, men are instructed, encouraged, and 

rewarded for being in control, aggressive, and other behaviors that demonstrate dominance. In 

contrast, females are encouraged to be submissive, respectful, nurturing, and interpersonal.  

According to the sex-role socialization framework, sex-roles develop as individuals understand 

the designed expectations for their behavior based on their sex. Endendijk et al. (2018) indicated that 

the development begins with parents or guardians who reinforce and communicate based on a child’s 

sex. Essentially, parents provide the foundation of gender differences observed in adulthood. As these 

children grow older and migrate to other environments, such as school or play circles, the messaging 

they have received is reinforced by peer groups. In addition to parental figures and peer groups setting 

the tone for sex-role socialization (Endendijk, Groeneveld, & Mesman, 2018), environmental factors 

reinforce sex-role stereotypes, including television, music, books, and social media (Birns, Cascardi, & 

Meyer, 1994; Nutt, 1999).  

The focus of sex-role socialization is further narrowed by examining the expectations that racial 

groups have for gender-roles and how whiteness affects gender-roles. The deepness of African 

American history includes exposure to White American gender norms while simultaneously 

acknowledging the established gender-roles created within the African American culture. The 

uniqueness of sex-role socialization for African American women is threaded through the African 

American experience and differs from White women's sex-role socialization. African American women 

have traditionally been expected to hold the more conventional White American female gender roles, 
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such as nurturing and caregiving, while concurrently holding ethnic-racial gender roles as African 

Americans, emphasizing economic independence and being a financial contributor to the household 

(Malson, 1983). For example, during slavery, African American women and men were held to similar 

expectations regarding labor and punishment. These expectations remain the same even after slavery 

ended, and African American women work to supplement their spouses' income. These pressures of sex-

role and racial socialization have influenced African American women to take on roles such as the leader 

and strength of the African American community and traits such as resilience, assertiveness, and self-

reliance, while remaining nurturing and passive. The social tasks of African American women are 

contradictory and exhausting. The conflicts within these roles send messages that African American 

women can never be hurt, harmed, or victimized.  

 African American girls and women have simultaneous membership in multiple stigmatized 

groups based on their racial-ethnic background and gender. These memberships contribute to African 

American women's constant battling of oppressive stereotypes while navigating their environments 

(Brown, Blackmon, Rosnick, Griffin-Fennell, & White-Johnson, 2017). Sex-role stereotypes regarding 

African American women have varied from the oversexualized and promiscuous, referred to as Jezebel 

(Donovan, 2011), to the overly nurturing and self-sacrificing figure, known as Mammy (West, 1995). The 

influence that these sex-role stereotypes have had on African American women has been crippling, 

particularly regarding self-image, self-esteem, and self-advocacy. Washington (2001) asserted, “Many 

Black women and girls are socialized from one generation to the next to view themselves as 

spiritually and mentally indomitable and capable of overcoming any obstacles placed before them” 

(p. 1269). In her research, Washington found inappropriate sex-role socialization has led to the 

sexual victimization of some African American women, citing that they have been taught to 

keep it inside and cope (2001). In other studies, African American women who had a high level of 

knowledge regarding African American history and a low level of conformity to sex-roles developed 
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greater sexual assertiveness surrounding sexual interactions. Essentially, African American women who 

are aware of their cultural history and reject societal and culture gender-norms are more confident in 

self-advocation.  

 

Historical Trauma 

 

Historical trauma has become an increasingly used concept in sociology, public health, and 

social work fields. According to Mohatt et al. (2014), historical trauma refers to a complex and collective 

trauma experienced over time and across generations by a group of people who share an identity, 

affiliation, and circumstances. Afri (Mohatt, et al. 2014). Historical trauma operates through a layering of 

narrative, including trauma as a concept represented in stories, history as socially endorsed memory, 

and an internal logic linking past to present suffering or resilience (Crawford, 2013).  

The concept of historical trauma came from Dr. Maria Yellow Horse Braveheart in the 1980s. 

Braveheart studied the experiences, past and more recent, of Holocaust survivors and recognized 

similarities with the American Indian experience. Brave Heart (2011) aimed to make the American Indian 

experience more widely known to the public and understand how the history continued affecting 

current members of that group. The theory evolved to include other significantly traumatized racial and 

ethnic minority populations. According to Mohatt et al. (2014), “Historical trauma refers to a complex 

and collective trauma experienced over time and across generations by a group of people who share an 

identity, affiliation, or circumstance” (p.129). Trauma is a clinical and social term often used to describe 

experiences that produce harm, both physical and emotional. It has recently been used to organize and 

represent individuals’ relationships with their past (Crawford, 2013). Sotero (2006) describes 

psychosocial development as the physical and psychological stressors from the social environment. 

According to Mcclain (2019) psychosocial development suggested that  



 16 

 

We all encounter a certain crisis that contributes to our psychosocial growth at each 

of Erikson’s stages of psychosocial development. Whenever we experience such 

crisis, we are left with no choice but to face it and think of ways to resolve it. Failure 

to overcome  such crisis may lead to significant impact on our psychosocial 

development. (Mcclain, 2019, p. 288)  

Historically, some social and cultural groups have been distinctively subjected to epochs of 

collective violence; for example, Native American genocide, African Americans’ Slavery and Jim Crow 

experiences, Jewish holocaust experiences, and South African apartheid. Members of these groups have 

described or labeled the aftereffects of these experiences as posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD). PTSD 

is a psychiatric disorder that can occur in people who have experienced or witnessed traumatic events, 

such as a natural disaster, a serious accident, a terrorist act, war or combat, and rape or other violent 

personal assault (Kazdin, 2000). Degruy (2017) further described the conditions for PTSD as (a) exposure 

to death or threatened death; (b) actual or threatened severe injury; (c) actual or threatened sexual 

violence in the form of direct exposure by witnessing or indirect learning that close others such as family 

or friends have been exposed. Repeated or extreme exposures to these types of events are also a 

stressor (Degruy, 2017). Individuals differ concerning the experiences and triggers that can create PTSD. 

The symptoms displayed also vary across people (Herman , 1992). Many African American’s experienced 

PTSD resulting from slavery and traumatic events that occurred during the Jim Crow era, most notably, 

women who were sexually violated (Degruy, 2017). However, how African American women managed 

their trauma was coined by Hine (1995) as cultural dissemblance, i.e., a mechanism of coping with daily 

experiences.  

Crawford (2013) urged the exploration of the idea of shared traumatic memory for a group, 

even though some members have not directly been a part of some experiences (Crawford, 2013). 

Scientific rigor on this topic requires that behaviors argued to result from slavery be obvious in slaves’ 

descendants but absent in those whose ancestors were not enslaved (Gump, 2010). Therefore, some 

behaviors, attitudes, and ideologies of the African American culture are likely a direct result of slavery, 
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even past slavery. When dissecting trauma, slavery and racism are primary examples of the 

phenomenon, and apparent links exist to transmit trauma from one generation to another (Brave Heart, 

2011).  

An important construct in understanding historical trauma is collective memory. Collective 

memory involves a traumatic relationship with the past in which a group identifies as a victim through 

recognition of a shared experience of violence (Crawford, 2013). The traumatic events that lead to 

historical trauma are collective experiences imposed on a group that has a shared identity by outsiders 

with destructive intent; affecting many members of the group; resulting in psychological and social 

distress which affects multiple layers within the culture, which include the individual, family, and 

community (Evans-Campbell, 2008). The traumatic experiences that many cultural and social groups 

experienced centuries ago have residual effects in contemporary times. African American women have 

experienced sexual violation for more than 200 years, and the results are in the collective memory of 

the culture. Narratives and continuing victimization show that African American women have used 

similar survival techniques, transmitted through generations. 

The most critical aspect of historical trauma is that the traumatic events or experiences of a 

particular group or culture are transmitted to succeeding generations through physiological, 

environmental, and social avenues resulting in an intergenerational cycle of trauma (Derezotes, 2014). 

Collective trauma contributes to an array of psychological issues for individuals to negotiate, such as 

denial, depersonalization, isolation, substance abuse, fixation on trauma, survivor guilt, and unresolved 

grief (Sotero 2006). 

Review of Research 

 

History of Sexual Violence among African American Women 
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The historical nature of sexual violence toward African American women has existed for 

hundreds of years, spanning back to the slavery in the U.S. Before the Civil War, enslaved women were 

raped and sexually victimized by White men for several reasons, including objectification for breeding 

purposes and because they were stigmatized as sexually promiscuous (Davis, 1971; Brownmiller, 1975; 

Crenshaw, 1991). Sexual victimization continued to be an issue during post-slavery in decades from the 

1930s to 1950s when more women were forced to seek employment (Smith V. , 1998) outside the home 

during a heightened racial climate (Donovan & Williams, 2002). This long-standing history of sexual 

abuse and trauma has arguably shaped a culture of silence and fear among this group of women. For 

every African American woman who reports a rape, at least 15 do not report (Bureau of Justice 

Statistics, 2009). 

Limited research exists concerning African American women and sexual violence; specifically, 

little information is available concerning descriptions of their experiences and issues concerning the 

reporting of incidents. However, the available information consistently shows that they are one of the 

most at-risk groups; Black women are at a higher risk of experiencing some form of sexual aggression 

than their White female peers (Gross, Winsett, Roberts, & Gohm, 2006; Cantor et al., 2015; Harris, 

2017). Another study conducted by the University of Pittsburgh School of the Health Sciences (2017) 

found that “minority groups are at considerably higher risk for sexual assault in college than peers in 

majority groups” (p.1). The Institute for Women’s Policy Research (2017) reported that sexual violence 

affects Black women at high rates than other women; more than 20% are raped during their lifetimes. 

Although the information is scarce, results support that the experiences of sexual violence for African 

American women likely differ from those of White women. Women of color are differently situated in 

society from an economic, social, and political perspective than racially privileged women, and 

intervention efforts neglect to acknowledge that women of color are less likely to have their needs met 

(Crenshaw, 1991). Many scholars have connected the Black feminist thought framework to the history 
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of sexual violence among African American women (Crenshaw, 1991; Davis, 1971; Hill Collins, 2000; 

Hine, 1995; Hooks, 2000) and can address the intersectionality of their experience (Crenshaw, 1991). 

For African American women, the college experience is less about alcohol, athletics, and parties, 

which are factors associated with college campus sexual assaults (Harris J. , 2017). For women of color, 

particularly African American women, sexual violence is rooted in social injustices, such as racism, 

sexism, and embellished stereotypes (Harris J. , 2017). In her article Davis (1971) described acts of sexual 

violation against Black women as terroristic. Many scholars attribute African American women's 

hesitancy to disclose sexual violence to the historical lack of acknowledgment of the trauma these 

women have faced in the United States (Linder, 2017). Despite a lack of reporting, a growing body of 

research describes African American women as significantly at risk for sexual violence; thus, their 

experience has not been adequately captured or recognized as distinct from White women (Lourde, 

1995). Where systems of race, gender, and class domination converge, intervention strategies based 

solely on the experiences of a dominant group of women who do not share the same class or racial 

backgrounds of the non-dominate group are of little help due to the differences in experiences of race 

and culture (Crenshaw, 1991). 

Black feminist thought addresses sexual violence toward African American women and how 

identity complexities affect support-seeking and disclosing their victimization (Hill Collins, 2000). African 

American women have struggled for gender and sexual equality within and outside of the African 

American community, resulting in a unique form of alienation. African American women have mistrust 

about discussing sexual trauma. There is an assumption that White Americans are racist in their 

thinking, attitudes, and behaviors toward African American women, whether conscious or unconscious 

(Whisnant, 2017). Even African American men have been met with distrust and suspicion from African 

American women due to assumptions of sexism and heterosexist normativity. The thought is that even 

African American men have an equal agenda concerning gender (Smith, 1998). Hine (1995) stated,  
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I suggest that rape and the threat of rape influenced the development of a culture of 

dissemblance among Black women, by dissemblance I mean behavior and attitudes of 

Black women that created the appearance of openness and disclosure, but actually 

shielded the truth of their inner lives and selves from their oppressors. (p. 380).  

According to Charleswell (2014), Black women are more hesitant than others to disclose sexual assaults 

due to inappropriate sexuality socialization. Sexual socialization is defined as sexuality learned through 

social avenues, including individuals’ cultures and society’s perceptions of their culture. Crenshaw 

described the sexual socialization of African American women as a distinctive characteristic of how 

racism affects them concerning experiences with sexual violence. In the history of how African American 

women have been portrayed since the early years of the slave trade, White men used racist stereotypes 

of African “animal” sexuality, promiscuity, and sexual prowess to justify the sexual exploitation of 

African American women (Meyerowitz, 1995). Charleswell (2014) found that Black women's sex-role 

socialization has resulted in some survivors of actual or attempted acquaintance rape having difficulty 

defining their experiences as violence, and consequently, they were reluctant to disclose their 

victimization. Arguably, stereotypes regarding African American female sexuality have existed since 

slavery and remain prevalent in contemporary time as a barrier to help-seeking. Potentially, persistent 

victimization has led African American women to accept some victimizing actions and behaviors as 

normal, even when they are acts of violence.  

Another expressed reason for non-disclosure is African American women’s sense of protecting 

their culture and African American men. The historical portrayal of rape in the United States as the Black 

offender-White victim and stereotype has contributed to societal perceptions that African American 

men are threats to the purity of White womanhood (Crenshaw, 1991). Historically, African American 

women have had to protect and shield African American men from White supremacy and imprisonment. 

This narrative is crucial to the African American woman’s experience; it demonstrates the push-pull of 

their two identities, which leaves the African American woman secondary because the primary 

beneficiaries in the African American culture are African American men (Crenshaw, 1991). However, 
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when African American women are the victims of sexual violence, particularly within the community, 

they are often forced to prioritize the African American culture over their other accompanying 

identities. The priorities often derive from a lack of support and belief in their experiences. Charleswell 

(2014) stated that African American women “have allowed themselves to be perpetual victims” (p.1) by 

adopting the philosophy of being the “strength of the Black man and community.” Alternatively, Hill 

Collins (1985) suggested this idea is an example of the sexual oppression that African American women 

have had to manage within the African American culture. As Crenshaw (1991) discussed, “The historical 

experiences of Black men have so wholly occupied the dominant conceptions of racism and rape that 

there is little room to squeeze in the experiences of Black women (p1273).  

Traditionally, the African American community has adopted the mantra of “family business.” 

Charleswell (2014) found that Black female survivors expressed a sense of protectiveness regarding the 

Black community. Due to stereotypes and micro-aggressions placed on the African American 

community, one of the themes Charleswell found was that the survivors did not want to air “dirty 

laundry” that might give African Americans, as a group, negative publicity. Hine’s (1995) argued that 

African American women historically had no power to change or eliminate the negative images created 

about them or African American culture, and further suggested that dissemblance is a way for African 

American women to manage the daily scrutiny, i.e., they have had to create an alternative self. The 

psychological survival strategy is created as a protective shield during early years of sexual trauma and 

could be generationally transferred through narratives and the messaging of African American women, 

particularly if the sexual violence persisted in their lives (Hardaway, Ward, & Howell, 2019). Hardaway et 

al. (2019) described African American women as having developing resistance strategies to combat 

sexual victimization and a culture of silence that discouraged disclosure of sexual violence.  

History of Sexual Violence on College Campuses 
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Historical perspective is essential to understanding the complexities of sexual violence and how 

higher education has managed it. Before the early 1900s, postsecondary education was primarily 

attended by and designed for White males. The integration of women into higher education began in 

1833 at Oberlin Collegiate Institute. The integration of women into the post-secondary environment was 

challenging, and many women struggled to find their place in these male-dominated environments 

(Jessup-Anger, Lopez, & Koss, 2018). Male dominance and hypermasculinity have played a large role in 

women’s experience with sexual violence. Kirkpatrick and Kanin (1957) were some of the first scholars 

to research women’s experiences with sexual violence on college campuses. Kirkpatrick and Kanin 

surveyed 291 female college students and found that more than half had experienced some form of 

“erotic aggressiveness,” which they defined as ”attempts at necking, petting above the waist, petting 

below the waist, sex intercourse, and attempts at sex intercourse with violence or threats of violence” 

(p. 53). Building on Kirkpatrick & Kahn’s work, Koss & Oros (1982) established one of the first 

assessments of the sexual violence climate on college campuses, the Sexual Experience Survey (SES). 

This survey was intended to expose what was then called hidden rape by using less ambiguous and more 

direct questioning than prior surveys. In 1985, this survey was distributed nationally; however, due to 

low accountability and little guidance, universities did not use the information gained (Jessup-Anger, 

Lopez, & Koss, 2018). Although progress has been made in understanding the magnitude of the sexual 

violence on college campuses, most of this foundational work has not included women of color.  

Over the past several decades, women have organized against the almost routine violence that 

shapes their lives. Drawing from the strength of shared experience, women have recognized that the 

political demands of millions speak more powerfully than a few isolated voices. Kirkpatrick and Kahn 

(1957), Koss and Oros (1982), and Brownmiller (1975), who first introduced the concept of rape as men 

exerting power over women and not about sexual desires, started a wave of women’s consciousness-

raising groups. Although these groups were needed and essential for research, the results originated 
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mostly from the voices of White women. That is, these consciousness-raising groups were primarily 

gathering on college campuses and comprised of highly educated White women (Jessup-Anger, Lopez, & 

Koss, 2018). These groups were grounded in the feminist movement and allowed women to share actual 

experiences of oppression to raise the consciousness of other women. Thus, the voices of women of 

color were absent, particularly those of African American women, who, ironically, were the originators 

of the consciousness-raising groups from which the White-dominated groups evolved. African American 

women have been gathering in groups to discuss issues of sexual violence since the early 1800s (Harris J. 

, 2017) for example, the National Association of Negro Women (NACW). 

Sexual Assault on College Campuses 

 

In the last few years, higher education has experienced more concerns and higher sexual 

violence levels and assault on campuses. The effects of sexual violence are detrimental to the survivor’s 

success in the college environment. Wasco (2003) explored the psychological effects of sexual violence, 

specifically PTSD, which includes damage to individual self-worth and esteem, anxiety, depression, and 

self-blame. In addition to the multiple mental health effects of sexual violence, Wasco also explored 

other problems that surface as complications with sexual health, such as dysfunction, promiscuity, 

pregnancies, abortions, reproduction issues, abusive relationships, and on-going sexual victimizations. 

Understanding sexual violence allows institutions to better meet the needs of students through 

intentional services and education.  

According to Truman & Langton (2014), 11.2% of all students experience rape or sexual assault, 

including undergraduate and graduate students. They also report that 23.1% of undergraduate female 

students have reportedly experienced rape or sexual assault through physical force or violence. Truman 

& Langton (2014), and government organizations, including the U.S. Department of Justice and the DOE 

that collect on sexual violence, have stated that 1 in 4 female college students in the United States and 
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Canada experience attempted or completed sexual assault (Cantor, et al., 2015; Coleman, 2019). This 

statistic has struck a chord nationally with programs and sexual assault campaigns; programs are 

quoting the 1 in 4 statistics to educate communities on college sexual assault. A more specific study 

conducted by AAU at 27 United States institutions found that prevalence rates across campuses varied 

from 13% to 30% (Cantor, et al., 2015; Coleman, 2019). According to the AAU, college students are more 

at risk of experiencing sexual assault than their nonstudent counterparts.  

A significant criticism of information presented regarding sexual violence on college campuses is 

promoting a single narrative. Harris & Linder (2017) discussed that the standard narrative of sexual 

violence is “sexual violence occurs when a male student assaults a female student” (p. 7), and is typically 

associated with alcohol as the factor that influences disclosure. Harris and Linder pointed out that 

significant factors are missing from the narrative: identity, history, and acknowledgment of power. 

Populations of survivors from minority groups often experience sexual violence at higher rates but are 

not visible when using the narrative that only refers to the dominant culture (Edwards et al., 2015; 

Gross, Winsett, Roberts, & Gohm, 2006). In the overall reporting of sexual violence on college campuses, 

campus community struggle with underreporting and student disclosing of sexual violence. Regardless 

of race, most female students do not report due to traditional rape myths; if the female student knew 

her perpetrator, she is unlikely to report (Cleere & Lynn, 2013)  

Researchers have provided little information about African American women’s sexual violence 

on college campuses. In 2011, Lindquist et al. conducted one of the first studies exploring college 

campus sexual assault among African American women at historically Black colleges and universities 

(HBCUs). They found that 14 % of female students reported attempted or completed sexual assaults, 

which is slightly lower than the national trend of 20 % of female students experiencing sexual assault 

(Truman & Langton, 2014). Scholars and victim support service workers have long considered African 

American female students silence (Park, 2015); why are African American women not reporting? 
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Lindquist et al. (2011) also supported that participants were hesitant to report sexual violence incidents. 

Donovan (2007) found that college students perceived a Black victim of sexual assault to be less 

believable and more responsible for her assault than a White victim, which could explain why female 

students from a variety of HBCUs reported feeling more comfortable talking with friends and family than 

university officials (Lindquist, Crosby, Barrick, & Krebs, 2015). The disclosure numbers were significantly 

lower for reporting to formal supports such as law enforcement and victim support services. Little effort 

has been directed toward exploring why African American women are more resistant to talking and 

reporting their victimization to more formal supports; however, Black feminist thought and historical 

trauma theory contribute to this topic. One of the research questions for this study concerns the effects 

of history on African American women’s perceptions of sexual violence and an indicator of future 

behaviors.  

Summary 

 

The lack of information and acknowledgment of African American women's multiple oppressed 

identities complicate understanding sexual violence toward African American women, even for African 

American women. Crenshaw (1991) argued that society needs to understand better the distinctive ways 

that sexism and racism affect African American women's lives and how that has contributed to the 

culture of silence and denial. This study examined African American female college students’ 

perceptions of sexual violence. The researcher explored the influence that the history of the African 

American experience has on their attitudes and how colleges and universities can create more 

intentional services that can support them through traumatic experiences such as sexual violence. 

Persisting stereotypes regarding African American female sexuality could be considered barriers to help-

seeking and could affect how African American women have learned to define victimization and 

violation. Understanding African American women's historical and present-day experiences could help 
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administrators implement intentional practices and support services to encourage African American 

female college students to report and seek assistance. African American women, specifically at 

predominately White institutions (PWIs), experience hostile campus climates (Hardaway, Ward, & 

Howell, 2019), which translates to isolation and alienation (Harris J. , 2017). Results concerning exploring 

violence against African American women in college settings are under-developed (Hardaway, Ward, & 

Howell, 2019) and often only described through the lens of whiteness, neglecting the relevancy of 

intersectionality of African American women (Harris & Linder, 2017). To fully understand African 

American women's experiences and how they perceive acts of violence towards them, exploring how 

the oppression of race and gender have influenced them is essential.   
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

 

The purpose of this study was to examine African American female college students’ 

perceptions of sexual violence. The aim of this study was to explore how historical trauma and 

intersectionality contribute to the culture of silence around traumatizing sexual experiences of African 

American women. The goal of this study was also to explore the influence that historical trauma and 

African American culture have on African American women’s attitudes regarding sexual violence and 

how colleges and universities can create more resources that support African American women who 

have experienced or aware of someone who has experienced sexual trauma. A growing body of research 

describes African American women as significantly at risk for sexual violence. A study conducted by the 

University of Pittsburgh School of the Health Sciences (2017) found that “minority groups are at 

considerably higher risk for sexual assault in college than peers in majority groups” (p.1). The aim of this 

study was to explore how historical trauma contributes to the culture of silence around traumatizing 

sexual experiences of African American women. If administrators understand the historical and present-

day experiences of African American women, they could implement practices and support services to 

encourage African American women to report and seek assistance.  

Sexual violence can have a crippling effect on a college student and influence their progress 

inside and outside the classroom. The outcome may be especially true for African American women who 

experience barriers in the college environment (Mellins, et al., 2017). However, with the appropriate 

services and supportive measures, African American women may feel safe and comfortable disclosing 

and seeking help from university officials (Harris J. , 2017). The purpose of this study was to allow 

participants to use their voices to illustrate their lived experiences and how that has influenced their 

perception of sexual violence. Keegan (2009) described qualitative research to examine the world 
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through the participant's personal experiences. Using a qualitative approach allowed the researcher to 

understand the participants thinking, feeling, and emotional interpretation.  

The following research questions are the focus of this study: 

1. How do African American undergraduate women define and describe sexual violence? 

2. What influence do sex education and sex-role socialization have on African American women's 

perceptions of sexual violence? 

3. What barriers influence African American women's disclosure and help-seeking patterns 

regarding sexual violence? 

4. How do history and culture influence African American women's attitudes and behavior 

regarding sexual violence? 

The interpretive approach is grounded in the idea that there is no one truth to be discovered 

and that knowledge is temporary and relational (Keegan, 2009). Merriam (2002) describes the purpose 

of qualitative interpretive research as understanding how individuals make sense of their lives and 

experiences. The goal of this study an in-depth understanding of African American women’s attitudes 

and behavior around sexual violence and to explore how those attitudes and behavior manifest 

themselves in daily interactions. From a social constructionist viewpoint, “we construct our world, 

rather than perceiving reality, by interpreting the world in terms of our past experience and the context, 

we are in” (Keegan, 2009, p. 20). 

Phenomenological Research 

Phenomenology is a qualitative research method used to describe multiple individuals' shared 

lived experiences as they experience a phenomenon (Creswell, 2013). The purpose of a 

phenomenological study is to condense individuals’ experiences with a phenomenon to a textural and 

structural description that reveals the true essence of the experience. Interpretivist research, a form of 

phenomenology, is used to investigate how individuals make sense of their experiences. For this study, 

the approach was used to genuinely grasp African American female college students’ perceptions of 
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interactions that can be sexually traumatizing. The aim was to discover the influences that affect 

perceptions of sexually violent interactions, and remnants of historical trauma present in those 

influences. Creswell (2013) explained phenomenology as describing a phenomenon and an 

interpretation of the lived experience. The participants expressed their perceptions of sexual violence 

using personal zoom-recorded interviews, reflecting on how they experienced, learned, or lacked 

knowledge about sexual violence. A prominent perspective within Black feminist thought is the 

recognition of intersectionality and the multiplicity of the African American women’s experience. The 

phenomenological method supports a holistic view of the participants and gives meaning to the data 

(1998). 

Hermeneutical phenomenology approach 

 

To fully capture phenomena perceptions of sexual violence, the hermeneutical phenomenology 

approach was used. According to Laverty (2003), hermeneutical phenomenology supports questioning 

beyond understanding a phenomenon and allows a grasp of the meaning of the individual’s experiences. 

In this study, the objective is to comprehend participants’ definitions and understandings of sexually 

traumatizing experiences and understand how they make sense of those experiences. Hermeneutic 

phenomenology is concerned with the living world or human experience as it is lived and “the different 

ways that being in the world are connected” (Kakkori, 2010, p. 25). Laverty (2003) stated, “The focus is 

toward illuminating details and seemingly trivial aspects within an experience that may be taken for 

granted in our lives, with a goal of creating meaning and achieving a sense of understanding” (p. 24). In 

the African American community, sexual violence is normalized; hermeneutical phenomenology was 

used to reveal and explore the significance of individual perceptions in interpreting the act. 

Hermeneutical phenomenology (Rosfort, 2019) allowed me to question beyond the participants' 

experience and unravel how it has influenced them as individuals. Phenomenology is the inquiry of 
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African American women's experience and perceptions of sexual violence; hermeneutical 

phenomenology explores how those perceptions influence how they view themselves and what guides 

their decision making. 

Study Site and Participants 

 

  Participants of this study all attended a large, public research institution in a larger city in the 

Northeast. Triumph University had 29,732 students enrolled in fall 2017, with approximately 12 % 

identifying as African Americans and 51 % identifying as females. The recruitment process for 

participants was a purposeful sampling approach to ensure different class standings (i.e., second-year to 

fifth-year senior year standing). The purpose of selecting participants across academic standings was to 

understand the distinctions of participants’ developmental levels. The sample size also allowed 

participants with a variety of experiences with campus involvement. Participants’ campus involvement 

ranged from highly involved student leaders to students who worked off-campus and rarely had time for 

engagement. Intentional outreach to student organizations, particularly those with high participation by 

African American female students, was initiated during the spring of 2020. Additionally, as a student 

affairs professional, I utilized professional contacts to solicit potential participants who fit the study 

criteria. These professional contacts included individuals working in the offices in the Division of Student 

Affairs. I provided these professional contacts with the purpose of the research study, details regarding 

the type of participants sought, i.e., African American, female, undergraduate, and instructions for 

anyone interested in the study to email directly and complete a five-question interest form. In criterion 

sampling, the researcher has criteria that participants must meet to qualify for the study (Mertens, 

2015). I utilized student affinity organizations that serve African American female students on campus. A 

brief description was provided and asked to be distributed to students who meet the standard criteria. 

There was a preliminary questionnaire that interested parties had to complete to verify that they met 
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the requirements of the study. The criteria to participate in this study are: self- identify as African 

American, self-identify as female, and actively enrolled in undergraduate courses at a four-year 

institution. 

Pilot Interview 

 

Light, Singer, and Willett (1990) argued that many features of a study cannot be determined 

without exploratory research using pilot studies. For this study, a pilot interview was conducted to 

understand better how participants might interpret and respond to the topic and the terms used within 

the study. During the pilot interview, the researcher conducted a 50-minute interview with two different 

formats. The interview was with a current African American, female, undergraduate student. This 

student was recruited using the researcher's professional contacts to elicit potential participants who fit 

the study's criteria. I started the interview by having the participants introduce themselves, explaining 

the study's purpose, and the specific role that the participants played in the interview. The participants 

were asked to answer all questions as honestly as possible and be themselves throughout the 

interviews. The established vignettes were sent to participants 24 hours before the interview. The 

purpose of sending the vignettes was to give the participants time to review and read through the 

scenarios.  

The pilot interview revealed several aspects of the interview protocol that could be adjusted to 

enhance the participant's interview experience. The first lesson learned from the pilot interview was to 

make more time for rapport building. After the initial introduction, the researcher immediately began 

with the vignettes, giving the participant no time to provide insight into who they were and what 

perspective they were bringing to the study. After the pilot interview, several questions were added, 

allowing the participants to express themselves through introductions and talk about their campus 

experience. This procedural change allowed for further rapport building and more time for the 

participants to adjust to technology.  



 32 

 

   A second lesson learned from the pilot interview was to give more time to the vignettes. During 

the pilot interview, the researcher asked broad questions regarding the vignette and quickly discovered 

a richness in allowing participants to dissect each vignette individually. As a result, the researcher 

continued to send the vignettes 24 hours in advance but allowed participants to respond to a set of the 

same questions after every vignette. This process allowed the participants to express themselves and to 

talk about their experiences or someone else’s experience of sexual violence.  

The third lesson learned from the pilot interview was the need for more clarity concerning 

commonly used terminology. During the pilot interview, the researcher noticed multiple topics where 

the participant struggled to understand the question or clarify terms. As a result, the researcher inserted 

brief definitions into the script for the participants to use in their responses. 

Lastly, the pilot interview confirmed that the order of interview questions supported answering 

the study's research questions. Conducting the pilot interview was beneficial to the data collection 

process. The changes had a direct effect on participants and researcher's comfort and openness during 

the dialogue. 

Data Collection  

 

University employees, including counselors, violence prevention coordinators, housing 

personnel, and student leaders at Triumph University, were contacted via email (Appendix A) and 

informed them of the purpose and procedures of the study. I then requested that they send the 

information to students who might fit the criteria of an African American, undergraduate, female, 

actively enrolled in a research study. Participants who expressed interest were sent a participant 

outreach email (Appendix B) outlining the study, including the participant form that confirmed the 

participants' academic status, major, race, and gender. The participants also confirmed that they were 
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available for a 90-minute, zoom video conference interview on African American women’s sexual 

violence perceptions.  

Once selected, participants received an email with the date and time of their interview, a copy 

of the IRB approval form (APPENDIX C), and instructed to sign an informed consent form, which included 

permission to be audio recorded (Appendix D). Participants selected a pseudonym to be used in place of 

their given name in written material throughout the research process to ensure confidentiality. Efforts 

to ensure anonymity also included pseudonyms for the institution where all participants attend. Before 

the interview, participants were sent an email with a link to the Zoom video conference and a copy of 

the vignettes to review. 

In line with a semi-structured interview protocol, I began each conversation with a brief 

introduction and background of her experience on the topic, the purpose of the research, the study 

structure, and the interview format (APPENDIX E). The researcher also provided a trigger warning to all 

participants and informed them at any time during the interview; they could take a break or discontinue 

the discussion. Additionally, the researcher confirmed that participants were okay with being recorded 

and ensured that all information would remain confidential and that all identifiable information would 

be removed before publishing the results. A list linking the participant's actual names to their 

pseudonyms was kept separate from the interview data in a password-protected external hard drive. 

Furthermore, all of the records from this study were kept private and destroyed upon publishing the 

final results of this study. After introductions and basic logistics, participants were encouraged to tell the 

researcher about themselves and their experiences. Most of the initial interview questions were basic 

demographic inquiries regarding students' academic and campus life experiences. During this portion of 

questioning, the students were asked their definition of sexual violence and its reporting.  

Vignettes 
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Keegan (2009) urged the use of a wide range of data collection techniques; this could be 

journaling, drawing, providing visualization, and anything that can build an understanding of the 

participants in the study and their relationship to the topic. The individual interview was facilitated using 

two forms of data collection: reality-based scenarios (vignettes) and direct interview questioning. The 

use of the vignette technique is beneficial when discussing topics that are more difficult in content. Due 

to this subject's sensitive and complex nature, scenarios can provide participants with support in 

speaking around a difficult topic. Hughes (1998) found that scenarios or vignettes can provide a 

balanced view of the social world when paired with other data collection techniques.  

Participants were initially presented with reality-based scenarios and asked direct questions 

regarding the details provided in the scenario. This is a typical process for using the vignette technique. 

Hughes (2008) described vignettes as situational stories that help participants reference essential 

aspects of a study regarding their perceptions, beliefs, and attitudes. This method provides participants 

with narratives to understand how they apply their existing definition of sexual violence. There were five 

scenarios presented to participants, with questions focusing on identifying sexual violations occurring in 

the scenario, determining if there were any sexual violations and whether they might disclose the 

events or encourage someone else to report. Hughes (2004) describes the importance of developing and 

constructing vignettes to ensure that internal validity is present within the vignettes. Establishing 

validity ensures that the vignettes are informed by research, consultants, personal and professional 

experiences. All five vignettes were created using many factors, such as the connection to the research 

questions, current research, literature, and professional experience. I drew from professional experience 

as a student affairs professional. I used a combination of real stories of women who had reported an 

experience of sexual violence on a college campus and de-identified details such as names, locations, 

and environments. In addition to that, I drew on the current literature and research that described the 

experience of college-age women who experienced sexual violence. After the vignettes were developed, 
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they were reviewed and critiqued by several professional experts and students. Hughes and Huby (2005) 

considered the participants, relevance, realism, and timing of the vignettes to create internal validity.  

The vignette technique is not a commonly used approach and is not without limitations. Some 

evidence has shown this approach useful when discussing difficult topics (Hughes R. , 2008). However, 

some scholars consider the method ineffective due to the absence of feedback and interactions in 

realistic situations (Parkinson, 1993). Hughes (2008) further describes the criticism of vignettes' use as 

having selective focus on specific events. Due to the sensitive and complex nature of sexual violence, 

scenarios can provide participants with support in speaking about stressful topics. Hughes (1998) found 

that scenarios (vignettes) can provide a more balanced approach to social events and settings when 

paired with other data collection techniques. The vignettes served the purpose of providing participants 

with experiences that happen in real-life college situations to allow them to recognize elements of 

sexual violence. The vignettes also allowed participants to talk freely about their experiences of the 

scenarios and what they might do if they were the vignette's character. The data collected from the 

vignettes spoke to participants' understanding of sexual violence, and their perceptions of how being an 

African American woman influenced their response and decision making around sexual violence. Hughes 

& Huby (2004) stated that vignettes encourage participants to openly express ideas about what they 

might do or express if they had been in that scenario. 

The individual interviews were aimed to be dialogic, allowing participants comfort when giving 

their perspectives on a topic. The questions were semi-structured to allow for fluidity in the discourse. 

This approach can enable participants to expand on their experiences. The approach in one-on-one 

interviews is to capture the participants' behavior, thoughts, opinions, and meanings (Keegan, 2009). 

Follow-up and clarifying questions were asked as needed to delve deeper into specific topics and 

examples. The interview concluded with the researcher offering genuine remarks and providing 
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information about member checks by the participant. Additionally, each participant was sent a follow-up 

email expressing gratitude for their contribution. 

Data Analysis 

 

Data analysis consists of sense-making from detailed and relatively large sets of information. 

The process involves reducing raw information, examining data to discern elements of meaning from 

irrelevant content. Moreover, it involves identifying patterns and ultimately developing context for 

communicating the participants’ lived experiences (Patton, 2002). In this research, the following 

procedures were used to analyze data: 1) organizing and preparing data, 2) reviewing raw data, 3) 

coding and compiling in a codebook, and 4) reviewing and establishing the emerging themes.  

The first step involved organizing and preparing the data for analysis (Creswell, 2013). During 

this phase, I used rev.com to transcribe information gathered during each participant's video-recorded 

interviews. Once the interviews were transcribed, I read the transcript and listened to the recording to 

accurately capture the participants’ words. Following this procedure, copies of the work were sent to 

the participants to review for errors, omissions, or clarifications. The participants reported no errors or 

needed revisions after each reviewed their transcript.  

The second step involved carefully reading the transcripts to become more familiar with the 

participants' responses (Creswell, 2013). Data were analyzed using ATLAS-ti qualitative data analysis 

software. ATLAS.ti is a software used to organize text, graphics, and other data collected. The use of 

ATLAS.ti aided in the coding, annotating, and comparing information. It also helped organize information 

and group similar concepts.  

In the third step, I intensely read through the interviews multiple times, developing substantive 

codes (APPENDIX F) that described the participants' thoughts, beliefs, and perceptions regarding sexual 

violence toward African American women. Maxwell (2005) described substantive codes as “categories 
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taken from participants’ own words and concepts” lead to a sense of what has happened (p. 97). When 

categorizing codes, I took an inductive approach by infusing theory such that the data guided the 

research. Glaser and Strauss (1967) cautioned researchers to be general concerning the phenomena 

under study. The theories explored in this research are historical trauma, Black feminist thought, and 

sex-role socialization. These theoretical approaches allowed exploration of African American female 

college students’ perceptions of sexual violence and the roles of history, gender, and race in their 

perceptions. 

The final step in the analysis process was developing detailed descriptions and themes 

(APPENDIX G). that represented the participants' experiences (Creswell, 2013). Qualitative research 

relies heavily on detailed descriptions and themes to represent the participant’s experiences (Creswell, 

2009). The results include quotations, examples, and stories told by the participants as used in the 

sense-making of their perceptions of sexual violence. Based on grouping related stories and perceptions, 

the researcher uncovered patterns and established themes. After establishing the themes, they were 

sent to each participant for review and feedback. 

 

Validity 

 

In the current study, I implemented several procedures to promote confidence in the study’s 

credibility. Establishing credibility supports that results represent the phenomena under study (Guba, 

1981; Shenton, 2004). The original interview protocol prescribed that the interviews be held in a private 

location, selected by the participants, using a sound machine to ensure participants could speak openly 

without interruptions. The process was intended to set-up minimal disruption and background 

obstruction. However, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, all interviews were conducted via Zoom, a video 

conference service. Interviews were video-recorded, with participants’ consent, transcribed using online 
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transcription software, and later reviewed by the researcher for accuracy and correct transcription. This 

process was essential to bring context to some of the individual responses. The interviews were 

transcribed and coded into themes. These themes were then used in a textual portrayal that Creswell 

(2013) described as each participants’ experience of the phenomenon. The interpretive portion of the 

analysis is introduced as the findings are explored using the participants' perceptions and lived 

experiences. 

The data collected were authentic and accurate representations of the participants’ voices. 

There were three validation strategies used to collect, analyze, and accurately describe the data: 

triangulation, member checking, and rich, thick descriptions. Triangulation is the use of multiple sources, 

investigation methods, and theories to supporting evidence or data (Creswell, 2013). I utilized two data 

collection strategies, the vignettes and one-on-one interviews, to support the methodological 

triangulation strategy.  Each participant’s response to a vignette and an interview question were 

organized such that all participants’ corresponding responses were grouped. This method ensured the 

organization of related data and created ease in the coding process. This organization also enabled the 

researcher to develop a more authentic experience for the reader. The reader can gain a contextual 

perspective of the participants’ perceptions of sexual violence and how they have made sense of their 

perceptions. After organizing the data, commonalities within the participant’s responses were identified 

and were arranged as emerging themes. Feedback was solicited from participants on the established 

themes found from the data set; this is considered member checking (Creswell, 2013).  

Positionality 

 

As the researcher in this study, I must recognize biases throughout the process. Moutstakas 

(1994) discussed the epoche, as conceptualized by Husserl as the freedom from ideas and beliefs. I 

considered several things regarding the role of the researcher and positionality within the setting of this 
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research. According to Creswell (2007), the bracketing process in phenomenological research is a 

researcher’s revealing of their experiences with a phenomenon and intentionally setting these aside 

during the research process.  

My first bias aligned with my profession. I am conscious of positionality as an African American 

woman and former administrator at the institution where the study took place. In my role, I managed 

intervention efforts for students experiencing a crisis; this includes sexual violation. In this work, I 

listened to the accounts of sexual violence and the survivors’ experiences after the violence. Many of 

the African American women I worked with had difficulty conceptualizing their experiences. Bryant-

Davis (2010) and Harris (2017) demonstrated that African American women have not typically felt 

comfortable discussing or reporting sexual violence issues.  

A second bias aligned with personal experiences of sexual violence. It is crucial to disclose that I 

identify as a survivor of sexual violence. The specific experience did not occur as an adult nor on a 

college campus. However, it took me years to speak about the violation due to fear and self-blame as a 

survivor. The prevalence of silence regarding sexual violence in the African American community is 

astounding, and African American women survivors deserve to be heard. I am confident that my 

experience did not obstruct my ability to remain clear of assumptions and biases. The combination of 

personal experiences with sexual violence and work with students who experienced sexual violation 

compelled me to delve deeply into the experiences of African American women and amplify their voices. 

As a researcher and survivor, I value and respect the experiences participants shared, and these reports 

inform my future work as a student affairs practitioner. 

IRB Process and Ethical Considerations 

 

Before contacting participants and collecting data, I received approval for the research protocol 

from the University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) for the Protection of Human 
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Subjects (Appendix D). After receiving IRB approval, I initiated outreach to key student affairs 

professionals in the university using an introductory email, a description of the study, and a copy of the 

IRB approval. I asked these contacts to forward the email to students matching the study criteria 

outlined in the email. Interested students were instructed to complete an online form confirming their 

interest and availability. I scheduled the 90-minute interview with those students who consented. The 

first 15 minutes were dedicated to discussing the purpose of the research project and the nature of the 

interview process and communicating that all participants' identities would be kept confidential.  

The reasonably foreseeable risk for this study was psychological. The aim was to explore the 

participant’s perceptions of sexual violence. Some of these participants might have been sexually 

violated and may have known others who had been. Sexual trauma can cause individuals to experience 

emotions, including anxiety, stress, fear, guilt, and embarrassment. To minimize risk, participants were 

made aware of the topic to be discussed before the interview. They were notified that their 

participation was voluntary at the beginning of each interview session and the study's conclusion. 

Participants were made aware they could stop interviews at any time. Additionally, I informed the 

participants that I could discontinue the interview if they voiced or exhibited signs of extreme distress. 

On-campus and off-campus resources were made readily available to participants should they become 

triggered during the interview. These resources included on-campus counseling services, information 

regarding Title IX services, and information about university endorsed off-campus rape crisis centers. All 

participants were informed about the withdrawal process as part of the informed consent.  

  

 

 

 

 



 41 

 

CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS 

Introduction 

 

The goal of the study was to explore how the intersectionality of race and gender influences African 

American female students' perceptions of sexual violence, disclosure patterns, and support-seeking. 

African American undergraduate women interviewed for this study reinforced many of the perceptions 

presented by previous researchers, including hesitation to report and seek help as related to historical 

stereotypes, mistrust in authorities, such as police, administrators, and campus security, and the 

residual trauma transmitted by previous generations. Although similar conclusions were drawn about 

African American women's perceptions and decision-making, each person’s experiences are unique and 

powerful. Throughout this section there is an introduction of 15 participants in the participant profiles, a 

detailed description of the emerging themes, and a summary of the findings. The voices of women are 

shared concerning their understandings of sexual violence and trauma.  They related how they have 

navigated being an African American woman at Triumph University and society. The following research 

questions guided the finding of this study: 

1. How do African American undergraduate women define and describe sexual violence? 

2. What influence do sex education and sex-role socialization have on African American women's 

perceptions of sexual violence? 

3. What barriers influence African American women's disclosure and help-seeking patterns 

regarding sexual violence? 

4. How do history and culture influence African American women's attitudes and behavior 

regarding sexual violence? 

 

Participant Profiles 

 

This study consisted of 15 women who identified as African American and were at the time of 

the interview, undergraduate students at Triumph University. The participants were 19 to 24 years old, 
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with academic status spanning sophomore (i.e., second-year students) to senior (i.e., fifth-year students; 

Table 4.1). The participants' academic majors encompassed various disciplines, thus, supporting robust 

perspectives from the research (Table 4.1). The participants provided self-reported information using a 

five-question survey to qualify for the study, and they returned it to the researcher before beginning the 

interviews.  

Table 4.1 

Participant Information 

Pseudonym Age Year Major  

Alex 22 Junior Political Science and Africana Studies 

Alexis 22 Senior Spanish and French 

Danielle 22 Junior Psychology 

Ivy 21 Junior Criminal Justice 

Jade 23 Senior Spanish 

Jessica Fox 20 Junior Nursing 

Kesha 22 Junior Criminal Justice 

Latesha 20 Junior Psychology 

Lauryn 21 Senior Strategic Communication 

Lily 19 Sophomore Biochemistry 

Michelle 20 Junior Health Profession 

Renee 22 Senior African-American Studies 

Robyn  24 5th year Senior Exercise and Sports Science  

Samrawit 20 Junior Public Health 

TB 22 Senior Psychology 

 

Alex 

 

Alex presented as a confident graduating senior from the Northeast, with a double major in 

political science and Africana studies. Raised in a middle-class household, Alex identifies as a mixed-race, 

Black woman whose parents identify as Puerto Rican and Black. Alex expressed the importance of 

engaging in programming opportunities on campus, especially within the Black community. She is 

considerably involved in student organizations and recently joined a historically Black Greek sorority. 
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She currently holds executive leadership roles in several organizations, including as president. Alex 

described a lack of African American representation on the Triumph campus, particularly in classrooms, 

and attributed this low representation to her many campus engagements. 

Alex spoke about women as those individuals who take care of everything and everyone. She 

spoke about the African American community and taking on the emotional labor for the community. 

Alex proudly proclaimed that she chooses not to ascribe to those gender norms and wants to push 

others to think differently. 

Alexis 

 

Alexis is a 22-year-old rising senior majoring in Spanish and French. Alexis comes from a two-

parent household but acknowledges that she has been raised and surrounded by independent and 

strong women, which profoundly affected her. Regarding relationships, Alexis’ parents and other family 

members taught her about future relationships. She viewed her parents’ marriage as a partnership and 

noted the importance of her voice being respected as an equal. Alexis has studied abroad twice, in Paris 

and Spain. She believes that more Black students should take advantage of traveling to other countries. 

She has made it a goal to encourage more Black students to participate in international experiences and 

learn from other cultures. Although Alexis appreciates and wants to continue international travel, being 

in other countries and cultures has made her keenly aware of the precautions that Black women must 

take where ever they go. Alexis recognizes the lack of diversity in her primary major and mentioned she 

is often the only Black person in her classes. She seeks to change that.  

Danielle 

 

Danielle she was born and raised there in a large city in the Northeast. She is 22 years old and a 

junior psychology major. She was raised with both parents and a younger sister. Danielle recently 

transferred from the local community college and expressed that she has not found her place within the 



 44 

 

university community; however, she is involved in a student organization geared for second-generation 

students. Danielle’s parents are immigrants, and she has a closer relationship with the women in her 

family, i.e., mother, aunt, and sister. It has been difficult for Danielle to make friends at Triumph 

University because she feels that people are already connected or migrate to specific groups.  

Ivy 

 

Ivy is a criminal justice major who plans to graduate at the end of Fall 2020. Ivy has plans to 

become a lawyer and has taken every opportunity to gain experience in the law. Ivy is 21 years old and 

was born and raised in Philadelphia; however, she moved to a close suburb when she was in the 8th 

grade. Ivy has a strong relationship with her mother, who became a single parent during her adolescent 

years. Ivy’s mother has stressed the importance of education and instilled in her confidence that she 

could do whatever she wants. Ivy cares deeply about social injustice, African American history, and 

culture. Ivy expressed that she felt drawn to participate in this research because she believes in the work 

and is passionate about supporting Black women.  

Jade 

 

Jade is a 23-year-old senior majoring in Spanish with a minor in Chinese, accompanied by a 

French certificate. She speaks proudly about her multiracial background of African American and 

Mexican American and is acutely aware of her blackness and how she fits within society. Jade is 

passionate about issues affecting Black and Brown people. One of Jade's passions is language 

acquisition, and she prides herself on learning different languages and cultures. She has a goal to 

surpass Dr. Maya Angelou’s achievement of 10 languages learned; she has currently learned four 

languages. Jade is an only child and has strong family connections on her mother's and father's sides. 

She has a close relationship with her parents and considers them her best friends. Jade is very 

empathetic and is emotionally in tune with trauma. Jade spoke extensively about her experience of 
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bullying beginning at a young age and continuing into high school and attributes what she has learned 

about being a woman to those experiences and her parents.  

Jessica 

 

  Jessica grew up in a small, predominately white area in New England and is an out of state 

student. Jessica was intentional when selecting to attend Triumph. She believes it is close enough to 

escape home when needed and see family as needed. She also chose Triumph for its diversity on-

campus and surrounding community. Triumph offered Jessica ways to meet people from different 

cultures, which were not options in her hometown. Jessica is a 22-year-old junior studying nursing with 

a public health minor. Jessica was raised with both her parents, who are immigrants from Ethiopia and 

Eritrea. Being a child of immigrants has had a significant influence on Jessica and how she represents 

herself as a woman. She places high emphasis on being independent and equal to her male 

counterparts, although she did not often witness this in her household. Jessica expressed that helping 

and solving problems with others is vital to her and why she enjoys nursing.  

Kesha 

 

Kesha identifies as an African American/Black woman, but her heritage is Haitian. Originally 

from New York, she moved to Pennsylvania at an early age and was raised by her mother, who is 

Haitian. Kesha acknowledged how hard her mother has had to work as a single parent and an 

immigrant. Kesh is 22 years old, a junior majoring in criminal justice. Kesha is involved in several 

organizations on campus, including political campaign groups and organizations promoting volunteering 

and community service. Kesha is a transfer student from a PWI. She recognizes that Triumph University 

is also a PWI but feels a much deeper and broader connection to the Black population on this campus. 

Kesha stated that the most prominent thing she has learned about being a woman was from her mother 

and grandmother: "you don't need a man to survive if God gave you a brain use it."  
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Latesha 

 

Latesha is originally from the Northeast, but she and her family moved to a nearby state when 

she was in high school. She is a 20-year-old speech-language pathology major going into her junior year. 

Latesha's parents are both immigrants from Guyana in South America. Latesha and her twin are her 

parents’ only children together; however, her parents have other children separately, and she has six 

other siblings. Latesha is a very mild-mannered woman and expressed that it is important to push 

herself out of her comfort zone to develop and form relationships with others. Latesha is involved with 

several on-campus organizations promoting Caribbean student awareness, including a dance team. As 

stated earlier, Latesha has a quiet demeanor, which she believes is often the opposite of others’ 

expectations; the mismatch with these expectations gives Latesha a sense that she does not fit in with 

others. Regarding being a woman, she feels the most memorable message received from her mother 

and grandmother was being well put together and that the appearance of a young lady is important.  

Lauryn 

 

Lauryn is from a suburb of a large city in the Northeast; she is a graduating senior majoring in 

strategic communications. Lauryn is 21 years old and identifies as Black and Jamaican (her father 

immigrated from Jamaica). Lauryn’s Jamaican/Caribbean roots are important to her. She is a member of 

the university's Black public relations society and has served as a resident assistant (RA) for two years. 

Lauryn acknowledged a significant number of Black students on campus but found it hard to locate 

spaces where Black students feel comfortable. Lauryn described that from a young age, she was 

tokenized in academic settings; she was the representative for her race and found it difficult when not 

with people who looked like her. Lauryn has enjoyed her RA position because she can be around people 

like her; thus, she has continued as an RA since her sophomore year. Lauryn truly enjoys the position, 

precisely because it has given her leadership opportunities. Additionally, she has felt pride in being a 
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Black person and a Black woman because of the other Black women and Black people who were leaders 

as RA's before her. Ultimately, Lauryn finds comfort in being with and relating to people of color, 

specifically Black people. Regarding being a woman, Lauryn attributed learning the most from her 

friends and grandmother. Her grandmother encouraged and demonstrated independence and financial 

stability. 

Lily 

 

Lily is a 19-year-old sophomore student majoring in biochemistry on the premedical track. Lily is 

proud of her ethnically diverse background, with ethnic identities as Chinese and Trinidadian. Lily was 

born in the United States but moved as an infant to Trinidad to live with her grandmother until two 

years old. Lily has dual citizenship in the United States and Trinidad and splits time in both places. She 

has primarily attended school in a large Northeastern state, where she and her family live while in the 

United States. Lily is involved in the university's programming board overseeing off-campus initiatives. 

She has enjoyed her experiences on campus but does recognize that she has experienced 

microaggressions in the classroom. In her family life, she grew up in the church and acknowledged that 

she grew up with strong and opinionated women. The expression of feelings was encouraged among 

women in her family, which has shaped how Lily navigates the environment. Lily advocates for herself 

and others and is not afraid to speak out about the wrongs she witnesses. Lily described her friend 

group as ethnically and culturally diverse and highly involved in campus life. 

Michelle 

 

Michelle is a 20-year-old Junior majoring in health professions. She is originally from a large city 

in the Northeast but moved to northern Virginia when 12 years old. Michelle is familiar with Triumph 

University; her father has worked at the university since her birth. Michelle has a close-knit family 

consisting of her mother, father, and younger brother. Michelle's family is Christian-centered and has 



 48 

 

been involved in church her whole life. Within her household, it was instilled the two most important 

things are family and education. Michelle’s parents have emphasized to their children the building of 

generational wealth, which their parents did not encourage. Michelle is in a program at the university 

called plus one (+1), a Master's Program in Higher Education. She has the goal of attaining a doctoral 

degree in education. Michelle is significantly involved on campus and credits this exposure to her 

passion for working in higher education. Currently, Michelle is an orientation leader, RA, and vice 

president of the student government. Michelle finds joy in being a positive light for students and, more 

specifically, women of color. She is encouraged by creating positive experiences for others as well as 

herself. When asked about what she has learned about being a woman from her family, she referred to 

her grounding in a Christian perspective of a virtuous woman, supporting men, and being strong.  

Renee 

 

Renee is a 22-year-old from the New England area. She is a graduating senior majoring in African 

American studies with a minor in Spanish. Renee described a great relationship with her parents, who 

were amicably divorced when she was a high school freshman. Renee has an older sister and feels like 

her parents have been excellent role models and positive influences on both of them. Renee is 

interested in working for a non-profit organization that focuses on youth development. At the time of 

this interview, the world was experiencing a global pandemic due to the Covid-19 virus. She expressed 

concerns about her future career and finding employment. Renee is interested in pursuing a master's in 

conflict and peace studies but wants to participate in the Peace Corps before embarking on the masters. 

Renee described herself as significantly involved in Black Triumph, and phrase commonly used on 

campus by the Black student community. Some organizations she is involved in are the Black student 

union, NAACP, and a few other affinity-based groups. She has also been an RA for the past two years. 

Overall, Renee feels that she has had a positive experience at Triumph University as a Black woman. 

When reflecting on what she learned about being a woman, she credits her mother for teaching her 
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about the anatomy of a woman. Still, she has never talked in detail about this with her family but finds 

comfort with her friend group. 

Robyn 

 

Robyn is an exercise and sports science (physical therapy) major from the Mid-Atlantic. Robyn 

has a passion for dance and has been practicing since middle school, where she attended a performing 

arts school. Her original plan was to double major in biochemistry and dance, but she learned that the 

plan was impossible during her first semester. Robyn struggled with managing the multiple demands of 

college life and decided to take a semester off after her first year. After going through a transitional 

period of finding her place in college, academically and socially, she returned to Triumph University. 

Robyn's passion is to help others better themselves and assist in their healing. Robyn will be graduating 

with a degree in physical therapy and is happy she switched to this field. Robyn was raised by her 

mother, whom she believes is a single hard-working parent who has always provided for Robyn’s needs. 

Robyn declared that her mother is her hero and closely mirrors the examples set by her mother. As a 

woman, she has learned to have an independent mind, have a life plan, and rely on herself, all things her 

mother instilled in her. While she has learned strength and dependability from her mother, one idea she 

holds close is that Black women are not invincible even though sometimes they have to work as if they 

are. Robyn recognizes that Black women must make sure to take care of themselves and be cautious. 

Samrawit 

 

Samrawit is a 20-year-old junior from a large city in the Northeast, majoring in public health. 

Samrawit's parents are from a small country in Northern Africa. Samrawit is connected to her family’s 

culture; she described that her parents kept the family active in their cultural community. For example, 

they participated in weekly language lessons, and as the children grew older, they attended programs 

and activities that promoted her culture and educated the broader community. Samrawit has struggled 
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with finding a balance between her multiple identities, being American, African, and a woman. As 

Samrawrit has grown into womanhood, she has had several experiences that challenged the cultural 

background she was taught and has been vocal throughout her life. Samrawit admitted that her family 

and their circle view her as rude and having a bad attitude. These views and other perspectives from 

their culture have encouraged her silence. Samrawit goal is to be empowered and to be comfortable 

with her voice even if it is contrary to what the traditional norms of her African culture promote. On-

campus, Samrawit feels she is still finding her place; although she is involved in organizations and is a 

RA, she is still learning to navigate the environment. Even though she admits to navigating her on-

campus life, she believes attending Triumph University has helped her feel comfortable standing her 

ground and not caring what others' perceptions of her are. 

TB 

TB is a 22-year-old psychology major from a Northeastern state. TB is a graduating senior with 

the goal of becoming a school psychologist. After she graduates, she plans to obtain a master's in school 

psychology. TB is heavily involved in many aspects of her church and is passionate about developing 

youth. She takes pride in serving as a minister leader for the young adult ministry, which serves as a 

place for fellowship and mentoring for young adults in the church. At Triumph University, TB maintains a 

job, but that is the extent of her involvement with campus life. TB has many positive people surrounding 

her, such as immediate family and church family; she expressed they have profoundly affected her as a 

woman. For a significant portion of her life, TB has been surrounded by strong women who were single, 

unmarried, or in complicated and unsuccessful relationships. She believed that the women figures in her 

life had taught her to be strong and not do everything they had but to be better than they were.  

Emergent Themes 

 

The data were organized to facilitate the grouping of results into emerging themes. These 

themes illustrate the participants’ voices and perspectives and address the research questions. The 
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following themes were not presented in a hierarchical format or based on frequency. Many of the 

themes overlap and cannot be discussed as fully independent. The themes were constructed and 

developed as guided by the four research questions and the theoretical framework. The themes are: 

consciousness of sexual violence (RQ1), sex education and sex-role socialization (RQ2), systematic and 

cultural structures are barriers to disclosure (RQ3), personal interactions and experience (RQ4), 

institutional responsibility and intersectionality (RQ3). Additionally, self- definition and Black 

womanhood is the major theme that emerged from participant interviews but is not connected to any 

of the research questions. 

Theme One: Consciousness of Sexual Violence 

One of the research questions for this study is how African American women perceive and 

define sexual violence. All participants were asked to define sexual violence; they were then presented 

with vignettes to explore the application of their definition. The use of vignettes enabled participants to 

demonstrate their definitions and describe sexually violent actions. Through this technique, I discovered 

that most of the women in the study had some form of understanding of the term and were able to 

identify behaviors associated with it. Based on what the participants stated in interviews and responses 

to the vignettes, the following sub-themes emerged: affirmative consent, familiarity vs. understanding, 

and recognition of societal influences. 

Affirmative Consent. One of the more prominent themes within this section is the participant's 

recognition of affirmative consent. All participants in this student could, in some form, identify sexual 

violence and listed many nonconsensual behaviors consisting of physical and verbal interactions, 

including inappropriate touching to rape. The responses varied, but most participants had an 

understanding of the term. Samawrit’s definition of sexual violence focused on the physical and 

cognitive aspects of sexual violence, “My understanding of sexual violence would be any type of physical 

or emotional, or even mental abuse done onto somebody sexually without it being consented.” Another 
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participant, Alex, reflected on how individuals can often become focused on the physical nature of the 

act,  

My understanding of sexual violence, often, I feel like it can be misconstrued as just 

physical sexual violence, like someone touching you when you don't want to, or 

assaulting you in some way sexually, whether that's rape or groping you. But I think it 

should also include the verbal, and people saying things that aren't necessarily so 

welcoming. 

Both Samrawit and Alex have a deep understanding of sexual violence and can speak to the nuances 

that are often put aside, such as verbal harassment and violence.  

Renee, a two-year RA, gives an in-depth definition of sexual violence as,  

So, I would say that it's any sort of sexual encounter where one party is. It's non-

consensual. So, one party doesn't want it to happen or is feeling uncertain about the 

situation, and then the other person, either knowingly or unknowingly, still continues to 

force themselves in that situation. So, I would say that, but also it could be something 

along the lines of I would say because I know a lot of internet stuff could happen too. 

So, say that there is ... having someone's nudes and then breaking up and then 

something happens, and then they're like, "Oh, okay. Well, I'm going to share this in 

spite. "Or something like that. 

Familiarity vs. Understanding. Another subtheme that emerged when asking participants to 

define sexual violence was familiarity vs. understanding. Many of the participants had a familiarity with 

the term but were not confident about their understanding. The understandings varied from 

participants expressing confidence and surety about the meaning to those who felt unsure and less 

confident.  Latesha fully acknowledges her lack of awareness on the topic, and although she has an idea 

of what sexual violence means, she recognized that her parents had sheltered her. Latesha admits that 

she has not known anyone who has experienced sexual violence but is growing her knowledge on the 

topic.  

I think I'm starting to gain a better understanding. If I'm being totally honest, I never was able to get a 

sturdy understanding of the vastness of it. In my opinion, I'd have to say it's unwanted. It is people 

misinterpreting people's body language, or they're not reading people the right way, they're more in 
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their head versus how they are impacting the other person. And I think it's a selfish act, sexual violence. 

That's how I see it personally. 

As did Latesha, Alexis knew a definition of sexual violence but expressed hesitation when asked to state 

it. While Alexis knew a definition of sexual violence, she was hesitant about her level of knowledge when 

stating, “I feel like sexual violence, I guess, would be any violation because it's not just rape. It's not just 

assault. It's you are making me feel uncomfortable, and I don't like it.” In contrast, Samrawit exemplified 

a participant with a deep understanding of the definition and can confidently discussed it. Samrawit 

expressed this understanding in her life context,  

I remember growing up I used to think sexual violence was just rape. But moving 

forward, in my years, I'm learning more about the topic. I learn the difference between 

sexual harassment and sexual assault and how it all kind of falls into place in certain 

things like being groped on the bus would be considered sexual assault, and there's 

more things that we kind of just excuse. So, it was definitely something that I learned 

just recently, the difference 

 

Societal Influences. The last subtheme that emerged when participants were asked to define 

sexual violence was the recognition of societal influences. A few of the participants drew on societal 

influences. One of these is Title IX, the law that provides secondary and higher education institutions 

guidance concerning sexual violence; another is the Me-Too movement, a social movement created to 

advocate for female survivors who speak out (Me Too. Glossary, 2020). Michelle, a first-year RA, 

discussed her responsibility as a student leader to report instances of sexual violence. When asked 

directly about her definition of sexual violence, she explained, 

So, I know that it falls under Title IX, and it's very serious. If I'm not mistaken, everyone 

who works for Triumph University in some formal capacity, working with students, is a 

mandated reporter. And I just know that, from my book, I have a jaded perspective 

considering that I work so heavily in student affairs. So, I just know that from the 

student affairs perspective, it's taken very seriously, and as an RA, we were given 

specific protocols, orientation you were given specific protocols, so as a whole, I know 

the system is set up to support survivors as best as possible. 

Kesha, who is not a student leader on-campus but is interested in politics and activism, defined sexual 

violence broadly; however, she mentioned consent. Kesha remarked,  
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Terms that come to mind. Consent. Just everything that would kind of fall under what 

people don't think falls under that topic. There are just so many different things. I could 

go on and on, but stories pop out, or certain phrases will pop out to me, or I'll think of 

certain instances where I may have been in an uncomfortable situation.  

 

Kesha also mentioned that the Me-Too movement guided her definition, 

What also comes to mind is the Me-Too movement that's recently been circling 

around and something that people have been really trying to push for people to 

understand how that movement works and what its mission is. That's something that 

I think of.  

 

 In summary, the three subthemes supported that all participants know about sexual violence, 

whether it is awareness of affirmative consent, familiarity vs. understanding, or their recognition of 

societal influences. The findings in this section showed the varying levels of participants' understanding 

and confidence in their knowledge of sexual violence. 

 Theme Two: Sex Education and Sex-Role Socialization 

 

The sex education and sex-role socialization theme unpack how direct and indirect education 

and messaging have influenced participants' perspectives on womanhood and sexual violence. Many of 

the study women speak to having no formal education from parents or school regarding sex but having 

learned about it from friends. Few studies show that many students enter college lacking sex education 

(Edwards & Alexander, 1992) and awareness around sexual interactions (Brown, Blackmon, & Shiftlett, 

2018). Mellins et al. (2017) showed a consistent rate of sexual violence for women before entering 

college. Additionally, they found that undergraduate women who learned about sex through a curricular 

approach rather than an abstinence-only approach were less likely to experience sexual violence. 

Muehlenhard (2016) found that many high school prevention programs related to sex education are 

centered on abstaining and the concept of just don't do it, making discussion of sex taboo. However, 

there is increasing recognition that education is not the only method, nor should it be the primary sexual 

violence prevention method. Education plays a significant role in women becoming aware of their 
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bodies. In this research, the women spoke about the different ways they learned about sex, 

womanhood, and sexual violence. Several of the women in this study are children of immigrants and 

provide rich insight into how their culture has affected them. They also speak to the indirect messaging 

they received about being a girl and appropriate gender behaviors. This theme also illuminates how 

reinforced gender norms contribute to sex-role socialization and are directly connected to sexual 

violence.  

SexSexSexSex    EducationEducationEducationEducation. The women were asked how they were first introduced to sex, who taught them 

about intimacy, and what they expressed. There were various responses, but the women primarily 

expressed having learned about sex from friends, informally. Michelle, Lily, and Ivy were the only 

women who expressed learning about sex from parents; however, they received varying and distinctive 

messages. Like many African American women, Michelle described the conversation with her mother 

regarding sex and its grounding in biblical ideology. 

My mother. I remember it started off with periods. I was like, "Mommy, what's a 

period?" And then she didn't answer my question." But then we began to have more 

conversations about sex, because she was basing it, again, on the Bible about being 

virtuous, and the idea behind sex is to wait until marriage and things of that nature. The 

way she also talked to me about it was more on her regrets versus the positives. 

So, my notion for a long time was just like, "Oh, it's bad. The Bible says it's bad. I'm going 

to wait for my husband." So that was definitely the mentality I had about it for a long 

time. But I guess once I got to school, I understood that there were positive experiences. 

And I feel like that's something that's not often encouraged. Well, at least from my 

experience, I feel like it was very just Bible orientated, like "This is not okay.” 

 

When it comes to African American women and sex education, an intersectional approach should be 

taken. Brown et al. (2018) found that African Americans' decision-making is not based on a singular 

identity. When determining how to navigate situations, African American women must consider their 

multiple identities, such as race and gender. These considerations are why education and messaging are 

essential. Thomas and Speight (1999) found that the combination of education and messaging 

concerning racial pride and parental encouragement about body positivity and sexual engagement are 
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crucial in sexual development. Michelle was instructed to wait until marriage to have sex, which 

reinforced that engaging in sex was bad. This message indirectly informs a survivor that sexual violence 

is bad and possibly their fault. Hughes et al. (2004) found that African American women who are 

survivors of sexual assault have lower self-esteem levels due to cultural victim-blaming. African 

American women often receive messages suggesting that sex and sexuality discussions are 

unmentionable, immoral, and inappropriate (Brown, Webb-Bradley, Cobb, Spaw, & Aldridge, 2014). Ivy 

and Lily’s experiences showed the comfort they had with their mothers and how honest conversations 

made them feel empowered to speak up and out about sexual experiences. Lily learned from her 

mother,  

I did have the birds and the bees talk with my mom, and there was also this book that 

she used to get from the library. It was called the All About Me book, I believe, and that 

also explained sex, reproductive health, and stuff like that, but I did have the birds and 

the bees talk with my mom more than once.  

 

Murray et al. (2007) found that through a prevention program for African American families, sex 

education paired with racial socialization was linked to positive self-esteem, which influences women’s 

sexual interactions. Ivy’s sex education experience comes from her mother, with whom she has a strong 

and open relationship. Her mother was teenaged when she had Ivy, and that early dynamic has guided 

the conversation; abstinence was not a focus, precaution and safety were prominent. Ivy related,  

I think I might've had the conversation with my mom. She had me at 16, so you can only 

imagine breaking generational curses. You had the whole conversation about if you are 

going to have sex, you need to use protection, STDs, HIV, babies. But I lost my virginity 

to my first love at 17. And I knew I felt so comfortable I told my mom about it because 

she was like my best friend.  

 

Many of the women received sex education within a formal school setting. Much of the 

reinforced content concerned developmental changes in their anatomy. Many women expressed that 

although they had formal education on the topic, peer-sharing of experiences, good or bad, provided 

the education. Lauryn explained,  
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Honestly, I think I was taught in school most about it. I remember having one or two 

conversations with my mom, and that was about it. Even still, that was more like the 

general anatomy part. I think I learned more about that in school and specifically from 

my friends. 

 

Danielle’s take away from her sex education in the school setting was to use condoms; she feels like 

most of her education came from school peers. Danielle, like many others, learned from peers who were 

already sexually active. “There were also those kids who were at the school, in middle school. Most of 

them had been having sex since literally 6th grade.” Latesha gave details regarding her sexual education: 

I would say it was initially school and middle school. Like end of eighth grade, they 

started talking about changes of your body and periods and pregnancy, but nothing too 

deep. Especially in school, it never really got past you go through this process through 

your body, and that's it. It wasn't really about the safety too much and protection. 

That's school wise. It wasn't really deep school-wise, but home wise from family; it was 

not that deep as well. It was more like what not to do versus what you should be doing. 

 

In this study, most women attributed their sex education to their friends and described it mostly 

as an empowering experience. Many of them expressed feeling openness and camaraderie with their 

peers concerning this topic. They spoke about the freedom and shared learning experiences they have 

had with their friends. Samrawit comes from a close community connected to her ethnicity. She 

describes within her culture that most parental figures do not provide sex education beyond enforcing 

abstinence and gender-role shaming. The real education comes from the older children within the family 

and peer group.  

Samrawit described learning about sex:  

I think I first learned about it like I said, kids at the playground and stuff like that, the 

older grades. So, when I was in fourth grade, if they were in eighth grade and stuff like 

that, they would tell us about the stuff that you can do when you're a teenager. And just 

all of that, and the whole relationships and dating thing, but it was really a lot of stuff 

that my peers were teaching me from what they've seen from their parents or what 

they experienced. 

What Samrawit describes is the essence of sex-role socialization. Children are taught how they should 

perform and interact within their gender and how the male and female sex interacts with each other 
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(Balkwell, Balswick, & Balkwell, 1978). Alexis attributed her openness about sex to dialogues with her 

friend group on the topic. Alexis and her peers question the sex-role stereotypes that they have learned 

and work to redefine sex for themselves; Brown et al (2018) asserted that dialogue encourages African 

American women to make informed decisions concerning sexual behaviors. Alexis expressed how she 

and her friends have found power in discussing subjects about sex that are taboo. 

Alexis described the interactions with friends: 

Honestly, me and my friends talk about sex a lot. A lot of friends I have, we talk about 

sex and orgasms because a lot of people, which was unbeknownst to me when I was in 

high school, for example, but a lot of women have sex and don't orgasm at all and they 

think that's okay. We talk about it because you should be getting something out of the 

deal, too. So, we talk about it in that way and like, we talk about getting vibrators and 

things like that. I feel now we're very much more open and ready to talk about sex as 20 

year old or 21, whatever, year old women, but intimacy is a little different in that 

intimacy is more about you and your soul and how you feel. So, I feel you can have 

intimate conversations with your friends because intimacy can also be platonic, but just 

I feel living life and realizing what I like and what I don't like through relationships, 

through people I meet makes it easier to discern this is sex, this is intimacy, and this is 

how it can be. 

 

Renee and Alex also referred to this self-teaching and exploration that women have to learn 

about sex. Renee states that she educated herself by reading the literature and engaging in 

dialogue with friends. “I think as far as when it comes to being sexually active and things like 

that, that's stuff I just learned either from talking with my friends, or reading books, or the 

internet, things like that.” Another participant, Alex, spoke about sex role socialization and 

how different genders are taught in different manners. African American women are often 

taught to concentrate on academic achievement and prowess and worry less about sex, 

specifically premarital sex and relationships with men (Thomas & Speight, 1999). Alex 

described this dynamic,  

Like that's something that I had to learn from my friends more, just because my parents, 

like they had that type of idea that it's just like, "You're good at school. You're going to 

get your degree." And I feel like even though it's kind of like you're taught to accept 
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certain behaviors when it comes to like catcalling or whatnot. There're certain things 

that your parents just don't want to talk about. And my friends have experienced that as 

well with just kind of like you have to learn on your own and compare your experiences 

with your friends versus like, "Hey mom, this happened like whatever." Just because you 

don't want to be deemed irresponsible.  

 

In addition to learning about sex, it was essential to understand whether the women had been 

taught about sexual violation and, if so, at what age and what manner was it taught. It was not 

surprising that most women had learned about sexual violence from friends, primarily after they have 

had the experience. Some women in the study considered the media's influence as underlying a rise in 

the awareness of sexual violence over the past 10 to 15 years. The participants were asked how they 

learned about sexual violence. Danielle explained that peers influenced the teaching by her parents,  

 

Your parents teach you that, and then your friends essentially reinforce it by telling you, 

"Oh, this happened to my sister, and then this happened," or "Oh, this happened to my 

cousin." So then, you pick those things up, like okay. This shouldn't happen. This 

definitely shouldn't happen. And okay, this, this could happen, but it won't happen. And 

on like, both sides.  

 

Renee also emphasized what she had learned from peers,  

 

I think it's something I heard about as ... Like from my friends. So, like with experiences, 

hearing of their experiences with their partners or in different situations and 

relationships. I feel like that's where I learned about it and heard. I was like, "Oh, yeah. 

It's(sex) not a great thing that happens for fun. It could also be a really traumatizing 

experience and a bad thing that happens. 

Ivy discussed what she had learned through the media,  

So, I think when I first started hearing a lot more about sexual violence, it was when 

Oprah gave her speech, and she talked about the Me Too movement. And then you 

saw a lot of women that were there, the public standing up to it. That's when I 

started seeing more of it being talked about because I didn't hear really a lot... I 

didn't hear anything personally from our family about sexual assault at the time. I 

remember watching TV, and then that popped up, and then it was a discussion. 

Jade is the only participant who expressed learning about sexual violence or the negative interactions 

within an intimate relationship in high school. Jade described this experience as  
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Going to seminars about sexual assault and rape in high school. Like when I talked about 

the drinking and putting a drink down and picking it back up. About date rape drugs, I've 

learned about that. Unwanted touching, I think that's the number one thing. I think 

even like when younger, too. Unwanted touching doesn't have to be someone who is 

randomly off the street, someone you meet. Just like also with family and friends. I think 

there's a statistic. 

Lily and Samrawit expressed frustration and disappointment about the lack of education and dialogue 

regarding sexual violence. Lily does not feel like sexual violence is discussed, especially within the 

African American community on campus, but she has heard stories on campus and friends about other 

women's situations. Samrawit supported Lily assertion that on campus, there is no dialogue concerning 

sexual violence. She stated,  

There's no talk about STDs. There were no talks about non-consensual sexual activities 

and stuff like that, and looking back on it and hearing a lot of people who were sexually 

assaulted at the hands of their parents. They set them up with somebody or a babysitter 

and stuff like that. People kind of tend to look past that because they want to keep up a 

certain image instead of talking about the fact that they were a victim of it. 

 

SexSexSexSex----Role SocializationRole SocializationRole SocializationRole Socialization. Sex-role socialization is the set of characteristics, including attitudes, 

personality traits, abilities, interests, and behaviors defined as appropriate for each sex and gender. This 

socialization contains gender norms that society attaches to individuals at birth and reinforced 

throughout their lives. Sex-role socialization exists in cartoons and books that entertain children with 

characters in clothing and attire assigned to each gender, religious traditions, household chores, 

responsibilities, workplace job assignments, and placement (Birns, Cascardi, & Meyer, 1994). Most of 

the women in the study reflected on these kinds of media representations when asked how they 

learned about being women in their family setting. There is some evidence that sex-role socialization 

has a direct connection to sexual violence. From these images, young boys learn they should be firm and 

aggressive and not take no for an answer while engraining in young girls to be ladylike as delicate, 

passive, and pretty, but most importantly, not assertive. Robyn reflected on how her aunts etched in her 
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the importance of being classy about how she carried herself; behaving any other way would be her 

acting “fresh.” 

Many of the women recognized and provided examples of what they were taught and expected 

behaviors to portray because they were girls. These attitudes and behaviors can influence women to 

believe they are at fault for victimization and create barriers to disclosure. Samrawit disclosed that she 

was a survivor of sexual violence and described her experience with sex-role socialization within her 

family as a journey. She spoke of being labeled as having a poor attitude or shamed for being assertive. 

She described, 

My mom would always tell me I was the one who had a bad attitude and who always 

tell people about themselves when I was a child, four years old, six years old. But then, 

as I got into ages 11 to 17, 18, I was kind of just the one who didn't want to be perceived 

as rude.  

 

Samrawit, during her teenage years, was sexually violated and never disclosed the incidents. She did not 

want to be perceived as rude or unlike what women should be, and these fears kept her from speaking 

out to her parents about the situation. Samrawit stated, “for me, sexuality and stuff like that weren't 

encouraged to talk about. I didn't feel comfortable telling my mom about situations that I've been 

through.” Her story implies the relationship between sex-role socialization and the dynamic of silence.  

There is an intense focus on the image that young girls and adult women must portray in the 

African American community. From a very young age, African American girls are taught to monitor body 

and skin exposure, stay quiet, and not to assert themselves around adults. Michelle reflected on the 

subliminal messages she received as a child regarding sex-role socialization, 

So as a child, I have to hold up an image of cleanliness and things like, if I was wearing 

leggings as a kid, my grandma would be like, "Oh, you need to cover your butt." Things 

like that or very subliminal messaging. When I was a teenager, I got a lot of things about 

like, "Oh, your clothes are too short. Oh, you're showing too much leg. Oh, you're 

showing too much shoulder." I remember as a kid, my mom was like, "If you're going to 

be wearing a tank top dress, you have to wear a sweater on top of it." Even if the 

sweater didn't go with the dress, I had to wear some form of jacket on top of it. So, 

these very subliminal messaging about covering myself. 
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Alexis added another element to sex-role socialization within the African American community: 

its protection of men. She described African American families as being “abuser center” and gives the 

following example,  

Even at a young age in the house, if there's a family gathering, it's covered-up, not let's 

kick the weird uncle out of the house. It's like cover-up, don't make anybody look at you. 

You don't want anybody looking at you. Or if I do wear a short skirt, it's like, "Why are 

you wearing that? Do you want somebody to look at you?"  

 

Alexis described an extension of the Jezebel narrative; by displaying certain traits or behaviors, 

Jezebel was seen as seducing, and men could not help their desire. It creates the false narrative that by 

not “covering up” or wearing the short skirt, you were being “fast” and asking for sexualized attention. 

Don't be too fast. They say that a lot, fast. Not to shame my mother and my parents or 

the people who I grew up around, because they're trying. All they want to do is protect 

you. I feel like Black women are definitely more sexualized even in school or at home, in 

general than a white woman or a white girl who might seem innocent or sweet or kind 

or whatever. 

 

Behaving contrary to sex-role expectations leads to labels such as fast or “fast tail girl;” these 

terms, mostly used in the African American community, have never been formally defined but were 

names African American girls and women do not want to be labelled. There is an argument that the 

term fast or fast tail girl is derived from Mammy and Jezebel's historical stereotypes. Jezebel and 

Mammy may be the extremes through which the fast-tailed girl appears. Mammy being this obedient, 

desexualized, responsible figure for the Black community, and the Jezebel, the more promiscuous, 

seductive, immoral woman. Both characters were developed during slavery by White slave owners to 

justify the degradation of African American women (Watson, Robinson, Dispenza, & Nazari, 2012). In 

hindsight, these images are not true, and they are harmful; however, African American women accepted 

the more favorable Mammy images over time. Mammy is clean, responsible, God-fearing, and, most of 

all, virtuous. 
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On the contrary, African American women have worked to distance themselves from the Jezebel 

image; this is where more modern-day colloquial such as fast or fast tail girls derive (West, 1995). 

Hughes et al. (2004) found that among African Americans, sexual assault survivors acknowledged that 

historical African American women's stereotypes of being sexually loose were internalized by 

participants and identified as an important reason they were raped. Alex expanded on how these 

historical images affect African American women in the present day. Alex explained,  

There's a lot of desensitization that happens or ignoring of a lot of things that happens, 

just because of that historical hyper-sexualization. That idea of a Jezebel. Even within 

that asexual archetype of being a mammy and sexual violence that happens there. But if 

we were to use those archetypes how people do today, and you look at that, we still 

don't regard sexual violence as what it is. If we take that dichotomy of a Jezebel or a 

mammy, it's either one or the other. And one you're a mother, this is what you're 

supposed to do. And then the others just like... Well, I mean, she is promiscuous. 

 

The use of the terms fast or fast tailed girl might be African American women’s way of creating 

dissemblance (Hine, 1995) and protection. It could be considered a form of showing love (Edwards & 

Alexander, 1992); however, that does not negate its origins, the internalization of racism and sexism. 

In summary, the participants felt comfort and support when talking to peers about sex and 

sexuality. This comfort was not as prominent when engaging parents in the same kinds of conversations. 

Additionally, many women in this study mentioned learning about sex in school; however, most felt 

their education was inadequate and superficial. Sexual violence can occur as early as middle school for 

many, excluding incidences of child abuse (Mellins, et al., 2017). Many of the study participants 

reinforced this when explaining they had learned from peers who engaged in sex. Education on sex and 

sexual violence is crucial to present at an early age; as Mellins et al. (2017) found, undergraduate 

women with adequate sex education were less likely to experience sexual violence. The women in this 

study described the sex-role socialization that shaped how they approached womanhood and drew 

connections to the issue of sexual violence 
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Theme Three: Systematic and Cultural Structures are Barriers to Disclosure 

 

Women determine if they will speak about their assault based on the details of the incident and 

how they have interpreted the experience (Smith & Cook, 2008). The vignettes' purpose was to bring 

participants into real-life situations and address their perceptions of the individuals in these scenarios. 

The vignette approach allowed the researcher to gain a deeper understanding of how the participants 

navigated specific interactions. Direct interview questioning allowed the participant to elaborate and 

provide rich details in their perceptions, stories, and experience. As participants processed each 

scenario, they were asked two questions consistently, “Were there any elements of sexual violence 

within the scenario?” and if so, “What is the likelihood of the victim reporting the incident?” In the 

processing the question about reporting, the women described in-depth what they believe the barriers 

are to disclosing and help-seeking. The participants described African American women's perceived 

image, their mistrust for authority, and the complexities of balancing multiple oppressed identities as 

barriers to reporting and help-seeking.  

African American Women's StereotypicAfrican American Women's StereotypicAfrican American Women's StereotypicAfrican American Women's Stereotypical Imagesal Imagesal Imagesal Images. The women in this study had a heightened 

sense of awareness of the historical and present-day stereotypical images from society concerning 

African American women. Participants considered these images barriers to feeling comfortable with 

disclosing experiences. The women talked extensively about how African American women's societal 

and historical images affect women’s believability within African American culture and institutional 

systems. Lily described why she believes survivors of sexual violence are less likely to report, “the fact 

that people generally don’t think African American women are credible.” Kesha also described the 

feeling that the images of African American women are not highly regarded. She explained, 

I feel like because people perceive Black females, we're the bottom of the scum, so they 

really won't believe you. And we're females, and I feel like men protect men. Like if it's 

someone that they know, they probably would be like, we're not reporting this. 
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The participants’ responses are a compilation of personal interactions and experiences that they have 

heard from friends or family members, and perceptions and ideologies transmitted through 

generational teachings. Renee believed that navigating these experiences is often challenging due to 

stereotypes of African American women. 

I think one of the biggest things is there's always this skepticism behind believing Black 

people, and especially Black women. There's all the different negative stereotypes and 

all these preconceived misconceptions that exist about Black women, and sexuality, and 

things like that. So I think that when added onto racism, and I'm not saying that the 

people involved are racist. Still, there are always those implicit biases that people have 

that they may not realize will affect how they react to situations or how they talk about 

a person or talk to somebody who shares their story. 

Many of the women in the study compared African American women’s experiences with those 

of White women. They perceived that in society, White women were taken more seriously than African 

American women. Donovan (2007) found that college students perceived a Black victim of sexual assault 

as less believable and more responsible for the assault than a White victim. Danielle talked briefly about 

feeling like African American women are not taken seriously. She expressed, 

I feel like all these things with a Black woman; people don't really see it as a big deal. 

Once it becomes a white woman, now everyone is like, heads are going to roll because 

how could you do that to a woman? But Black women have been going through that for 

years, for centuries even. Nobody cared.  

 

Harris (2017) explained that African American women were leaders in discussing and speaking on sexual 

violence issues spanning back to the early 1800s; however, once White women in conscious-raising 

groups adopted the format, African American women and their issues were overshadowed and became 

invisible. Alexis considered how those concepts influenced her perspectives on the societal views of 

African American women. Alexis remarked, 

I feel like that is very white woman-centered (the image of sexual violence). I feel like 

when they say women have all of these structures in everything, but even with the Me 

Too movement, it was started by Black women, but somehow, some type of way, white 

women hijacked it, and now it's like white women. Not to say that it's a bad thing that 

we're drawing attention to sexual violence no matter who it is, but there's something to 

be said when we (Black women) start something, and they hijack it, and now it's about 
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them when what about us? It was supposed to be about us. So, I just feel through 

history, Black women have always been there. We have always been there fighting 

alongside white women and trying to do better for all of us, but I just feel no matter 

what we do, we're always swallowed up. We're not the agents in our own history. 

 

The image of African American women widely held in society underlies their internalizing of these 

negative images, often leading survivors to fault themselves for the violation (Hughes, Euna Oh, 

Spanierman, & Heppner, 2004). Many of the women identified with internalizing self-blame and how 

that is a barrier for victims. TB described this barrier as coming from within the self, “I guess that barrier 

of considering like, Oh my goodness, what is somebody else going to say about me? The social barrier 

also of what other people may say, depending on the situation.” Jessica and Alexis also discussed self-

blame and internalizing societal standards after being victimized. Jessica described her self-blame, 

I feel like they'll be afraid of their reputation how people will perceive them moving 

forward. Will they believe me? Or is it just in my head? I don't know if they'll believe me, 

what has happened. Also, guys will always get the praise. Girls will always be called a ho, 

but at the end of the day, the action of ... There should be justice for what has 

happened. 

Alexis expressed similar sentiments, 

So, I feel like a lot of times; you're ashamed after something like that happens. Even as a 

victim of rape, you're ashamed that, "Oh, people will think I'm dumb. People will think 

I'm dumb for leaving with him." Things like that. And so, there's a bit of shame to it like, 

self-blame, you're basically blaming yourself. 

 

Many of the participants discussed the rape myth and how it serves as a barrier to disclosing. Ivy 

introduced the fear of victim-blaming that comes with rape myth culture when she remarked,  

Because sometimes, when victims blame themselves, then they don't go out to seek 

help because they feel, "Well, maybe I did this or I put myself in this situation." And so 

they kind of just take it as, "Okay, this is my fault." 

 

Lonsway and Fitzgerald (1994) defined rape myths as ‘‘attitudes and beliefs that are generally 

false but are widely and persistently upheld’’ that ‘‘serve to deny and justify male sexual aggression 

against women’’ (p. 134). Both Robyn and Michelle discussed how they witnessed fellow students 

perpetuate rape myths in the college environment. Michelle gives a specific example at a college party 
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and witnessing her peers perpetuate rape culture. “I heard of an incident, and I remember the dialogue 

that people had around it was like, ‘Oh, well, she's always sloppy at parties. She knows better than to 

get drunk with a group of men.’" Michelle recalled wondering why that discussion happened and why no 

one cared if the student was harmed. Robyn added that some language used to describe college-age 

women encourages victim-blaming and silence. Robyn gave an example of a friend who experienced 

victim-blaming: 

I have a friend that's very loose, and it's you know, she’ll get DM’s and messages from 

guys that she's never talked to a day in her life. But because they all have said, oh, I had 

sex with her, you know she going have sex with you because that's the person she is. 

That's a misconception like she does have choice. She has an option like she's her own 

person; she can make a choice.  

Protection of African American Culture.  Several theorists suggested that African American 

women might uncertain about disclosing their sexual assault because their perpetrator was an African 

American man (Bryant-Davis, Ullman, Tsong, Tillman, & Smith, 2010). Hill Collins (2000) suggested that 

this uncertainty is a conspiracy of silence. She further explained that it stems from routine violence 

targeted toward African American women. For several reasons, African American women put effort into 

protecting African American men while silencing themselves. The protection of the African American 

culture, in particular Black men, has been a barrier to Black women since slavery. Pollard-Terry (2004) 

described this cultural phenomenon as “Black people are expected to protect, not expose, the black 

community”.  Alex talked at length about the need to protect Black men from structures and systems of 

oppression. She described the thinking that many African American survivors might have:  

We want to protect the people that we love despite what goes on, just because we 

know that if we do report them, it's just putting them in a system that isn't going to 

treat them well, is going to treat them as subhuman.  

 

She provided more in-depth perspectives when she stated, 

We don't necessarily try to make it seem like we're trying to bring the Black men down 

and how everyone talks about, well, you face so much with police brutality and like 

susceptibility to just having some type of violence occurring towards you just for being 
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black, that in these occasions, when someone is doing so well, you don't necessarily 

want to bring them down. Or someone just won't believe you, and you don't want to be 

that person to ruin someone's promising career or whatnot. Or you don't even question 

it, and you kind of just ignore it and try to act like some things like that haven't 

happened. 

Washington (2001) stated that many African American women have an allegiance to Black men, even 

those who have caused continual harm to African American women. This allegiance aims to protect 

Black men from the perceived and actual unfair treatment. The act of protecting Black men can create 

silence among women who had sexual assault experiences. Alex continued by describing these women's 

thought processes when considering whether to disclose trauma. She introduced another element of 

African American culture that serves as a barrier to reporting; the potential to be dismissed. Alex 

explained,  

It's another barrier. Because it's not just one of those things where it's, "I'm going to go 

report this. “We have to think about the other repercussions of reporting them by 

saying that this'll be something that will put someone else in a situation where they 

might be gone for so long. Or even just familial pressures where it's just, "It's okay. It's 

not that serious."  

 

African American women silence themselves to protect African American men, and their silence 

can also protect themselves. Lily mentioned a shared reality for African American women when they 

consider support-seeking options after trauma. Underlying these conflicted feelings are the pressures of 

choosing one identity over the other. In the moment of trauma and violation, they have made their 

womanhood secondary to their Blackness.  

I feel like as an African-American woman; you wouldn't want to, one, have to face the 

backlash or the things that come around accusing a white man of rape, but also with a 

Black man, it's somebody of your own race. You know how much Black men are 

incarcerated right now, and you probably wouldn't want him to become another 

statistic and go to jail, so you would be a little scared to report it. 

The participants focused on African American culture and the perpetuation of overly sexualized 

images of African American women. These women unpacked some of the power of messages from 

family, friends, and media and what those messages taught them about sexual violence and the silence 
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in African American women develop at a young age. TB described how she, as an African American 

woman learned from the media some portrayals of women who looked like her. She internalized the 

messages that musical artists portrayed African American women in lyrics and videos and reflected on 

how she once questioned her body image and appearance. TB described,  

So, if I see a woman with wider hips and I look at myself in the mirror and see you know, 

I got a big butt, so those messages show to me, you know, men are going to be looking 

at me this same way, they see those features. 

 

TB described hypersexualized images of African American women, paired with the historical stereotype 

of being loose and promiscuous (Pollard-Terry, 2004; Patton & Ward, 2016; Rosenthal & Lobel, 2016), as 

leading to the belief that the African American female body is accessible to anyone for anything 

(Tillman, Bryant-Davis, Smith, & Marks, 2010). Alex and Robyn described how African American culture 

can often contributes to the victimization and silencing of African American women. Robyn specifically 

described how hip hop culture perpetuates African American women's objectification, and Alex 

reinforced how objectification is a barrier to reporting. Robyn stated, 

If we look at our culture, if you look at hip hop culture, something that shapes our 

culture, sexual violence isn't talked about, because sexual acts are so broadcasted in hip 

hop, you know, Girls with big butts wearing tight clothes, guys hands all around them. 

So, it's like, other people look at that. And it's like, oh, that's a part of their culture, but 

it's not a message. 

Similarly, Alex described,  

I think it is just when you talk about the idea of the hyper-sexualization of Black women, 

like one in general—seeing Black women as just bodies instead of people in general, like 

sexual bodies at that. And least likely to report just because of resources and knowing 

the resource comfortability and intimidation that is there. And then who actually is 

committing that violence and the power that they have over them, in general.  

 Samrawit discussed her immigrant parents’ native culture and how her upbringing influenced 

her perspectives on sexual violence. Samrawit described the battle with her parents to acknowledge the 

prevalence of sexual violence, particularly in their culture. She recanted that ”I remember we would get 

into heated arguments for hours talking about whether a girl deserved to get raped, or if there was 



 70 

 

something that she could have done to prevent the situation.” Samrawit expressed that her culture and 

community contributed to her silence as a survivor of sexual violence. In her words, Samrawit stated,  

It definitely pushed me to be more silent. In the community that we grew up in, there's 

big issues of sexual violence and alcoholism. Just because I guess they're coming from a 

different culture where it's not as big as an issue. It's prevalent, but no one really 

reports it back home, so when they come here, they think that's okay. And literally, a 

couple of weeks ago, I got into an argument where I wasn't talking to my dad for a good 

couple of days because he refused to admit that his friends were sexual assaulters and 

harassers. He refused to see it. 

In summary, these women showed the complexities of reporting sexual violence incidents and 

the thought process that many African American women consider while navigating these traumatic 

experiences. The women also described how they are empowered and encouraged by other African 

American women in their lives, such as mother, grandmothers, best friends, aunts, and sometimes 

unknown African American women. These are the women with whom they are most comfortable when 

disclosing. Representation matters and is a driving force for African American women sharing their 

experiences. African American women have mistrust when speaking to others about sexual violence. 

African American women assume that White Americans are likely racist in their attitudes and behaviors 

toward African American women, whether conscious or unconscious (Whisnant, 2017).  Few researchers 

have investigated African American woman’s experiences with sexual violence. The women in this study 

believed that the contradictory images of African American women as the strong matriarch of the 

family, and liars with low credibility and the loose “Jezebel,” create barriers to disclosing trauma. The 

resistance is prominent if the disclosure is to someone who does not look like them or understand the 

experience of being Black. 

Theme Four: Personal interactions and Experiences 

This particular theme gives voice to the participants’ personal experiences with sexual violence. 

Many women expressed having experienced or knowing someone who has experienced sexual violence, 

including street harassment or “catcalling,” sexual assault, and other forms of sexual violence. The 
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participants shared feelings and emotions when discussing sexual violence and how the interactions and 

incidence shaped their perspectives when navigating life as an African American woman. A shared 

experience was street harassment, which is part of the following theme. 

Experiences with Street Harassment (Catcalling). Street harassment, often referred to as 

catcalling, is a form of sexual harassment, including verbal, physical, and psychological harm to 

individuals in public spaces. Street harassment as sexual harassment has habitually been unaddressed 

and unreported (MacMillan, Nierobisz, & Welsh, 2000). Street harassment is one of the forms of 

harassment for which women, in particular, have ambivalence. Women have acknowledged that these 

behaviors are inappropriate; however, they have learned to cope because they feel powerless in these 

interactions (Laniya, 2005). In the vignette "street behavior, Latrice had been verbally and physically 

harassed by a stranger while walking to campus. The participants reacted intensely but in varied ways to 

this vignette. Jessica reacted to the vignette strongly and expressed that she had experienced these 

behaviors. Jessica remarked,  

Oh my god. This happens all the time. People catcalling. If I was in Latrice's position, I 

would not tell the police because you would never find him again... Yeah. This is 

definitely sexual violence. That's sexual assault. He touched her at that point, and it's a 

random stranger. 

 

 All women in the study described experiencing street harassment; some had more aggressive 

experiences than others. 

Ivy also talks about her experience with catcalling. 

 

I can honestly relate to this one in particular. Yeah, I mean, I've never had nobody smack 

me on the butt or anything, but I've had incidents where I may have been walking, and 

guys did the calling out, and then somebody might grab my arm or something. Then I'll 

return like, "Don't touch me. I don't want to be touched." And then the person will be 

like, "Oh my fault." ... And I'll brush it off and keep walking. 

Ivy related ignoring and disregarding these behaviors; this was a typical thought process for many of 

these women. One of the significant points made was the fear and uncertainty (MacMillan, Nierobisz, & 
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Welsh, 2000) they feel when navigating these situations. Alexis included the uncertainty of not knowing 

how the harasser might respond if she did not engage,  

 It scares me because of what could happen, what you could do to me. Just that, because 

 someone who catcalls, I feel like you know what you're doing when you do it, and you  know 

that the girl's not going to like it.  

 

Michelle echoed similar sentiments regarding the fear of men during these interactions: 

I feel like we learned to take a lot from men because we don't know how men are going 

to react. I feel like it tends to be like, if I react, he's going to be like, "Who do you think 

you talking to?" And get very aggressive, or continue to push himself up against you, or 

you can be called names, and then you just don't want to have to deal with those things 

if you ignore a catcall or ... Because no one wants to walk down the street and be called 

a female dog. 

Alexis and Michelle described African American women’s fear when encountering men during street 

harassment. Much of their fear is grounded in not wanting to be victimized (Riger & Gordon, 1981). Both 

women express that during these interactions, it is the unknown that it makes them unsettled. Alex 

described the protective strategies women often have used to feel safe; as she described, 

There are instances where someone asks for your number, and you end up just giving your 

number because you know that you're going to get home safer if you give your number  away. 

You are fearful that someone's going to go that extra mile? You don't know when someone will, 

just because it happened so often. 

 

Catcalling street harassment is a particular form of sexual harassment that combines several 

violent behaviors, including assault and stalking. Herman (1992) asserted that these behaviors cause 

trauma, leading to helplessness, fear, and embarrassment. The participants in this study stated they 

were victims of these acts on college campuses, with most of the incidents going unreported. When 

asked if they felt like catcalling was sexual violence, many could identify why it was, but others struggled 

to explain and even normalize the behavior. Through the street behavior vignette, the women could 

delve deeper into their understanding of sexual violence and expressed some of their personal 

experiences.  

Jessica detailed her personal experience with catcalling near the campus. 
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Even me myself, I've walked down this street, and there is a lot of guys who just catcall, 

even from across the street, further away. You don't even give them the slightest 

attention, but they still run after you. I feel like catcalling is the norm now because it 

happens so much. People just laugh it or shrug it off. I remember this guy was ... My 

friend's boyfriend, actually. He was like, "Oh, don't act like you girls don't like it. Don't 

you want to be complimented?" It's like, "What? No, that's not a compliment. That's 

actually very disrespectful. 

Most of these women acknowledged that the actions demonstrated in the street behavior vignette were 

sexually violent. Ultimately, they found catcalling to be a form of sexual violence. However, a few 

women struggled with how they compartmentalized these types of interactions. They acknowledged the 

behaviors as violations but were hesitant to label them sexually violent.  Charleswell (2014) found that 

sex-role socialization contributed to survivors of actual or attempted sexual violence, difficulties with 

defining experiences as violence, and were reluctant to disclose victimization. Initially, Ivy contemplated 

whether catcalling was sexual violence. Eventually, she concluded that it was violence and that she had 

initially struggled with acknowledging it because she was desensitized to the behavior. While dissecting 

the street behavior vignette, she reflected on her experiences,  

Now, if I'm relating myself to her, I get pulled on the arm. It wasn't like another intimate 

part. I know that if somebody just touched my arm and grabbed me, I let it go, but I'm 

not even sure how I would react if someone were to touch my boob or my butt. It's kind 

of like, is there a difference?  

When asked if she felt there was a difference in being touched on specific body parts without consent, 

she elaborated,  

Because that's a stranger touching you when you're walking. No matter if they touch 

you, I guess on your arm, your leg, whatever. It's like, that's an uncomfortable feeling. 

Would I report something like this to the officers, even though I feel uncomfortable? I 

would say no if I'm being honest because I don't think they would do anything. 

 

Ivy continued with why this behavior was more complicated to acknowledge: 

Yeah. I think I was contemplating. Because I'm like this ain't the first time somebody 

grabbed my arm and say, "Hey, beautiful, come here." like I've been at work, and a guy 

tried to kiss me at my job, then I had to report it to my supervisor. So, it is not my first 

encounter with dealing with people who should keep their hands to themselves. I think 

also when you go through things more than once you start to be like... You get... I'm not 

going to say used to it, but it's like you don't know how to react, and it's weird. 
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Catcalling is a common experience for many women, and some men have experienced it also. 

However, long-standing historical stereotypes may increase the level of attention given to African 

American women’s bodies. Washington (2001) described that the Jezebel stereotype portrays African 

American women as sexually promiscuous; the trope was developed during slavery to rationalize rape 

and harassment that slave masters perpetrated on Black women. Although the Jezebel stereotype was 

created more than 200 hundred years ago, according to Alex, the image and perceptions are current and 

magnified by the African American culture.  

So, for hypersexualized Black women, they try to use that term, steatopygia, so when 

you have the TNA (titties and ass), you're more likely to be catcalled or to be 

pursued. And it's not just one of those, she said no, or she ignored me, I will go 

further. And there's definitely that fear of safety and uncertainty lies there. 

Because I think this is one that you can definitely say 100%, for Black women, that is 

something where we're desensitized to just because it's a reality. I remember being 

younger, maybe just getting into high school a bit before. And that's something that 

you experienced from grown men where it's just, we've been sexualized from such a 

young age because of certain features that you may or may not have. And it's 

something that you've had to deal with for so long that you kind of just accept it.  

 

Experiences with Sexual Assault and HarassmentExperiences with Sexual Assault and HarassmentExperiences with Sexual Assault and HarassmentExperiences with Sexual Assault and Harassment.... The AAU and the U.S. Department of Justice and 

DOE stated that 1 in 4 female college students in the United States and Canada experience attempted or 

completed sexual assault (Cantor, et al., 2015). Fifteen women participated in this study, and of the 

fifteen, four had been victims of sexual violence other than catcalling. A few expressed that participation 

in the study gave them the courage to speak out about their experience when they had previously 

disclosed only to friends; one participant expressed feeling supported by her parent and reflected on 

that experience. All but one participant knew of someone else, a friend or family member, who was a 

survivor of sexual violence. 

Samrawit was one of the women who disclosed that she was sexually assaulted; she reflected 

on her personal experience with sexual violence and her journey as a second-generation American. She 

discussed remaining connected to her native culture and educating and challenging her immigrant 
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parents who had traditional perspectives from their culture. She expresses that her first experience with 

sexual violence was in her earlier years, in middle school. 

Some of them (sexual violence) were high school, middle school. And then sexual 

harassment that was still happening in college and sexual assault issues and stuff like 

that still happening in college. It kind of took me a while to come to terms with that. It 

was hard to understand what it was. But just learning more about the different terms 

and stuff like that and seeing where it's present in your past and stuff that you're just 

like, "Oh, that did happen to me. That's crazy." I didn't know that it was something that 

happens to other people and that it's wrong. 

 

Samrawit described that she initially did not know or understand that she was violated. Within the 

conversation, she expresses that sexual violence and alcoholism is a huge problem in her culture that 

goes unacknowledged. She further explains having relied on her older sister as support because her 

parents lacked understanding of the topic.  

She's two years older than me, but she just has a better relationship with my mom 

because she was more outspoken growing up. So, when situations happened to me that 

my sister knew about, she would get into an argument with my mom about 

understanding sexual violence. She was bringing up my experiences. So, my mom found 

out and kind of empathized with me through that, but it wasn't like I ever felt 

comfortable enough to tell her. Because I guess I always just imagined that she would 

tell me things like, "Oh, that's your fault," or "You shouldn't have been there. You 

shouldn't have been doing this. Instead of actually trying to be there and support me. 

 

Ivy reflects on how the vignettes caused her to reflect on her experience; she describes internalizing and 

downplaying the action. Ivy acknowledges that she compartmentalizes these experiences; for example, 

she also struggled with determining whether street harassment was sexually violent.  

 I always looked at things; it could have been worse; it could have been this. So, I never 

 acknowledged the fact that, yeah, it wasn't penetration or somebody didn't tie me up, but I 

 still didn't want that to happen, or you still shouldn't have done this. 

 

Renee also briefly mentioned the realization she came to about her experience. 

I don't know why. I think especially for me in my situation; it was hard for me to even come to 

terms with the fact that it was sexual assault when it first happened. So I think that's part of the 

reason why it's so hard. I hold myself to that higher standard. It would be like, "Oh, it's not that 
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big of a deal. You know? It's nothing." But now, looking back at it, I could think about it and be 

like, "Yeah, that was not cool, and it was definitely an issue." You know? 

Robyn and Lauryn detailed experiences of supporting others in their lives who were survivors of 

sexual violence. Robyn reflected on her grandmother's disclosure of being sexually violated by another 

member of her family with whom Robyn has a good relationship. Robyn discussed the difficulty in 

processing her grandmother’s sexual assault when she first learned of it. Robyn described it affected 

“how you interact with that person.” Robyn discussed how her grandmother's lack of knowledge and 

resources were passed down to her. She spoke about not being taught about sexual violence or how to 

seek support if it happened to her. She reflected on how the experience of her grandmother’s assault 

and lack of knowledge passed down affected her perspectives on sexual violence, disclosure, and trust. 

I think of my grandmother, you know, I have to put her as a young woman in the 

time period that she, you know, grew up in. And then also in the area that she grew 

up as she grew up in North Carolina. You know, my grandmother would tell you, 

“when I was younger, I picked tobacco.” So, there wasn't a lot of knowledge for her, 

who was teaching them that, you know, when you come from when your mother 

could have been in slavery, and then you grow up in a Jim Crow era, you know. In 

slavery, you had, you know, the masters raping the slaves. And we all know that 

that's very clear, but they didn't have any anybody to report to. So that sense of 

reporting got lost because, in our history, we never had someone to report to. So, 

reporting just isn't something that's upheld in our community. It’s not something 

that a lot of people go down, and you know, teach generations and generations, I 

think now has gotten better. 

 

Lauryn narrated the experience of supporting a friend who had been sexually assaulted during her first 

year of college. 

I mean, I think that I haven't thought about the sexual violence that happened to my 

friend in a really long time. I honestly haven't talked to her in a while, and I 

remember feeling so angry because we had all gone to separate parties, and I'd 

always been a homebody. I was never the kind of person to really want to go out 

anyway. I remember coming back and just being so bored, and my friends had gone 

to a separate party, the three of them. Because my one friend wanted to leave, she 

left by herself. 
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Lauryn told a story in which she and others assisted a friend who had been sexually assaulted at a party. 

She described a night where they were all together at a party but eventually separated. Lauryn 

described the pressure and guilt that her friend group had for not being there when their friend was 

assaulted. She summarized,  

There was a lot of oddly placed guilt that the people who had went to the other party felt. We 

still talked about it today that we were like, well, maybe we should have went with her to that 

party. Maybe we should have checked in more or something like that.  

 

Lauryn continued to reflect on the personal trauma she felt while managing the situation. Lauryn and 

several other young women involved took on many responsibilities to protect and support their friend. 

She described,  

It's weird thinking about it. I was shaking when it was happening. It took us a while to 

convince her to even get help in general. I had went online and found, through the 

university's website. There was a place that we could go to that was similar to a 

nursing facility or something like that. My friend and I went, and it was the middle of 

the night, and it was empty where the location was supposed to be. There wasn't 

anything there. We were in the middle of the city. We had no idea where we were. 

We didn't know the steps after that. Then my friend and I were traumatized. Because 

we were like, well, crap, we're now in the middle of a city, in the middle of the night 

and we don't know what we're going to do to help her, and we don't know how 

we're going to get back home. It was a lot. 

Lauryn's experience with sexual violence introduces another consideration: supporting the friends of 

survivors. Resources and services tend to be concentrated on the victims. However, the students in this 

study stated that they are more likely to seek support from their peers than administrators. 

Administrators must ensure that resources are multidimensional and everyone involved in sexual 

violence situations, whether a survivor or the person assisting survivors, has access to institutional 

support.  

In summary, sexual violence is prevalent, and administrations often are unaware of the levels at 

which students experience it. The results of previous studies suggested that 20% of African American 

women are raped during their lifetimes, and 38% of them experience some form of sexual violence 
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other than rape, including penetration, nonconsensual touching, and sexual coercion (DuMonthier, 

Childers, & Milli, 2017). Within this study, almost all women had experienced sexual violence, 

including sexual harassment.  

 

Theme Five: Intersectionality and Institutional Responsibility 

This theme concerns the participant's attitudes towards their institution's responsiveness to 

African American women on campus and sexual violence. The three subthemes emerged: mistrust in 

systems and processes, lack of representation, and diverse messaging and educational efforts. The 

participants shared stories of feeling marginalized and how that contributed to a lack of trust and faith 

in the institution. The women spoke about how a lack of representation across campus influences their 

self-perceptions within the university. In addition to representation, the women felt that educational 

efforts and messaging from the university are geared for White American students. Students of color, 

specifically African American women, do not view themselves as having access to resources. Crenshaw 

(1991) developed the term intersectionality and theory explaining that African American women are 

economically, socially, and politically situated differently in society than racially privileged women. She 

asserted that intervention efforts should reflect and acknowledge African American women's position if 

they genuinely aimed to provide support (Crenshaw, 1991). This study also provided concrete actions for 

their institution to support African American women, survivors, and other minority groups.  

Mistrust in systems and processes. In the 2019 campus climate survey administered by AAU, 

46% of survivors sought services and resources from counseling but did not find these valuable. 

Moreover, African American women were less likely than White women to report victimization to 

campus police and other university resources and support services (Coleman, 2019). Furthermore, much 

of the research concerning African American women’s disclosure patterns included barriers to reporting, 

such as their lack of trust in White spaces, police, and other resources created to support survivors 

(Pollard-Terry, 2004; Tillman, Bryant-Davis, Smith, & Marks, 2010). Much of African American women’s 
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experiences and feelings are grounded in historical or generational trauma, and also in a lack of 

awareness of systems (Brave Heart, 2011). Many women told stories they heard regarding reports of 

sexual violence to their institution; the outcomes contributed to their discomfort with reporting. 

Danielle described her beliefs about many institutions' views of African American women; i.e., 

institutions do not take African American survivors seriously and hide or silence them using formal 

processes. Danielle stated this while reflecting on the experience of a friend. She related,  

I would not report to administration and police, because sometimes administration will  want to 

do in-house, so that it won't get out. They'll try to do mediation or something, and it's not like 

they'll punish the other party. They won't punish the other party, but just make it seem like it's 

your fault, try to turn it around. 

 

Danielle’s explained her beliefs about why students are more likely to report to friends than to the 

administration. She continued with 

You want them to go the police, but you know if there's no proof, no anything, the 

police are just going to be like, "Well, I mean, next time it happens, just let us know." 

So, you're like, "I'm going to wait until it happens next time to let you... what?" That's 

mostly why people just tell their friends; they're the ones who comfort them. And 

they eventually get over it, even though it's still there. 

Michelle, a highly involved student leader, has a slightly different perspective than most women in the 

study. Michelle felt comfortable seeking assistance from her university’s support services because of her 

campus relationships. However, she did recognize that her experience is distinct and that many of her 

African American female peers do not have those connections and are not comfortable seeking help 

from the administration. She spoke her mind, 

For me, I would feel comfortable reporting to my administrators because I have built 

a relationship with them. It's professional, but it's also a mentoring thing. But I also 

know that they would support me emotionally through these things. But I feel like a 

lot of Black students don't have that on campus. I also think it's a lack of being taken 

seriously. I feel like that's just a fear, like if I were to approach someone and be like, 

"This is what happened." And they're like, "Oh, did it really happen?" And that's not 

the dialogue that needs to be had. So, I feel like those two are definitely hindrances 

for Black women. 
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Michelle spoke to the ethics of care given to student leaders by the administration. Michelle’s 

perspective is not a surprise because some student leaders have been given extensive training and 

access to support their peers. Michelle acknowledged that her comfort comes from knowing and having 

direct connections with the staff of color.  

My direct supervisor is black. So, I feel like if I were to report something to him, he 

would take it very seriously. Whereas if like other people don't have that same 

support. So, I feel like it's often just like seeing someone like you who understands 

your experience is helpful. 

 

Ivy is not as involved on campus as Michelle, and she described her experience from the other end of 

the spectrum. Ivy does not feel confident in the resources offered because of a lack of representation. 

She does not believe that the support services are likely to help her as an African American woman. Ivy 

explained that 

They don't know how they're going to help you or what resources to give you. But I know if 

somebody else (White women), walked in you would have remorse. You will almost be like, 

"Well, what can I do?" You would be so much more welcoming than you are to us. And I think 

just being a college student and a Black woman on campus, you just don't get the same 

treatment.  

 

Many of the women told stories they heard from other students, and narratives passed around the 

campus. Samrawit and Lily shared stories of other student's experiences with campus authorities that 

contributed to a lack of trust with the university. Samrawit retold a story: 

I remember there was one case where somebody did report it to Triumph police, and 

they refused to give the girl a rape kit. It's certain things you're not even supposed to 

allow to happen. But for us, it's kind of just like, "Oh, no one's going to listen to us. 

Similarly, Lily recounted a campus narrative:  

Well, I know at Triumph when I was a freshman, I heard a lot of people saying that 

Triumph police do not take race allegations seriously. I heard that before I even 

started there. That was something that I heard that they didn't take reports of sexual 

violence, sexual assault, rape, anything like that; they never took it seriously. So, I 

think that makes it a lot harder, especially if you're going to go in there and then 

they're going to try to make it seem like it’s your fault, which is often what happens a 

lot of the time or make it seem like it was something that you did. I think that 

discourages people a lot from reporting cases in general because I don't feel like 

they're going to listen to me and believe what I have to say. 
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Samrawit and Lily took the discourse in a critical direction when dissecting trust and the use of 

university resources. Often, within this study, the women spoke about experiences and stories passed 

down by friends and classmates regarding the treatment of students when utilizing campus services. 

Narratives such as these are often half-truths that have infiltrated campus culture and contribute to be a 

disconnect between students and university administration. Regardless of the truth in these stories, 

university leaders have apparent issues with a lack of clarity, awareness, and education surrounding 

services and support systems. Campus administrators must immerse themselves in the experiences and 

perceptions about students' experiences to support them better. An overall impression from 

participants is that students want more transparency and university officials to show more care and 

compassion for students who have been sexually traumatic experiences. 

One of the questions asked of women in this study was, “What do you perceive the role and 

responsibility of a college/university is in addressing sexual violence?” The participants were open about 

their thoughts on the university’s role in addressing sexual violence issues. A few of the women 

expressed that a university should be open and transparent with their stance and clarify to the 

community how these issues will be addressed.  

Alex and Danielle opinionated that the university should take a firm stance in addressing sexual 

violence; they pointed out several process-related actions that could demonstrate this stance. Alex 

suggested that by not taking a position and not providing timely responses, the university communicates 

that it does not take sexual violence reports seriously. Danielle believed that students feel more 

comfortable to report if the university is transparent about incidents. She stated,  

Not make it known like who did it, but make it known that somebody has gotten sexually 

assaulted on campus, that please, people be aware that anyone who sexually assaults anyone 

will be kicked off the school, regardless of anything.  

 

Lily believed that more education concerning the university’s sexual violence stance would be helpful:  
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I feel like they need to have conversations with all their students, whether that's an 

online thing that they do that's mandatory or a thing you attend. There needs to be a 

conversation on what it is, what the university's stance is on it, and if it happens to 

you, what you should expect to happen. 

Some of the other women in the study expressed that the university could do a better job showing 

compassion and care. Renee spoke to the notion of showing care and compassion regardless of the 

administrators’ personal beliefs. Creating safe spaces for students regardless of the situation is about 

recognizing the difficulty in speaking about these harmful experiences. 

Renee remarked,  

I think the administration could do a better job of just being compassionate and 

understanding when some things may happen and at the very least rather than 

passing judgment immediately, being able to give them a chance to say whatever 

they need to say, and being understanding even if they may not believe that this was 

a situation of sexual violence. The fact that they came to this avenue or they came to 

me to talk about it or to report it means that they feel some type of way about it. 

 

For Alex and Alexis, it is about an administrator going beyond offering services and being a part of the 

community and demonstrating care outreach. Alex explained this as, “I think that care needs to be there 

instead of just saying that you have an office, and the office doesn't do much. Or maybe having more 

resources for students who might be intimidated.” Alexis described that administrators should 

sometimes put aside processes and procedures and care for the student first. This concept is essential, 

particularly for African American women, who have felt disregarded and invisible in American culture. 

When they display trust and the courage to speak out, follow-up care and support are especially 

important. 

So, I feel like I want them to care less about, you know, liability because I feel like a 

lot of times when I... Or from situations that I know, the school doesn't want to be 

liable. Especially if the assault happened on campus. I want to worry less about red 

tape. And I want you to ask me if I'm okay and I want you to, you know, talk to me 

about me. And not just ask me, "Oh, what were you wearing?" Or ask me about the 

assault. Ask me about me as an individual. Make me feel like a person. Not just like a 

case number that you have to get through, you know what I mean? 
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Lauryn was severely affected as a bystander intervening for a friend who was assaulted, and she 

advocates for universities to consider support services offered to friends and bystanders who might 

have residual trauma from experience.  

Specifically, in the issue, the violence that happened against my friend, she felt like, 

okay, well, they were saying that this is only between us, but I had four other friends 

who were there when that happened to me or in the aftermath of what happened to 

me. To us, we were just like, oh, okay, they're handling it. I felt like, when it came 

down to it, we had to function however we could.  

 

Overall, the women yearned for their institution to show greater transparency and clarity on how sexual 

violence issues are addressed on-campus. The underlying concern is that the women in this study 

believed that the university should take a firmer approach to educate the community on the 

institutional philosophy. 

Lack of RepresentationLack of RepresentationLack of RepresentationLack of Representation. Another question asked of the participants was, “What can administrators do to 

increase support of African American women around issues of sexual violence?” There was no hesitation 

from any of the participants to express that they were more likely to report and seek guidance from 

individuals who look like them and those sensitive and knowledgeable about African American women's 

experiences. Representation and cultural competency among university faculty and administrators was 

a theme threaded throughout the data. When asked if they felt comfortable seeking help from an 

administrator, staff, or faculty at their institution after experiencing sexual violence or knew someone 

who had, many participants stressed the importance of representation. Latesha described feeling more 

comfortable with seeking help from an administrator of color. Lily, Ivy, and Alex discussed intimacy and 

connection related to the importance of representation and disclosure. Lily expressed,  

I feel like it would be a lot easier to disclose to somebody who is, one, a woman, but two, 

 probably of the same racial identity as you. It would be easier for me to disclose to a 

 woman, but it would be easier for me to disclose to a Black woman. 
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Alex likened the experience to comfortability with family or therapists. She explained,  

Comfortability, in general, is when you see someone that looks like you, it reminds you  of just 

family, and you feel more comfortable to open up and talk. Like when some people would talk 

about like if they want to go to therapy, they prefer to have a therapist  that looks like them. 

Because they know that they'll understand what you go through compared to just like, say it's a 

white male or woman.  

 

Ivy expressed a lack of faith in objectivity and openness when reporting sexual violence to someone who 

is not African American. She explained these doubts,  

I would say nine times out of 10, if you're reporting this to someone who's not a 

Black person in those positions, you always get the short end of the stick because 

you're just looked at as a Black woman. People will look at you as blaming you maybe 

for what's going on or don't want to take it as seriously. That's why I always say; 

there's always some implicit racial bias behind people who usually aren't of color, 

because it's like, when you report your experience, these people might be looking at 

you like, they just look at you like you're just not a person or something. 

Alexis addressed the lack of variety and intentionality that universities have when addressing sexual 

violence toward Black women. Her thoughts directly align with Black feminist thought and 

intersectionality. She stated,  

These institutions basically, I feel they're very racism-based. They're based on, okay, 

this one system is supposed to fix, help all of us, all the women here. The white 

women, Black women, Latinos, it was supposed to help everybody, and I feel that's 

not possible because we literally need different things.  

So, I feel like a lot of problems that many universities run into is that they want to 

treat all basically, all the victims the same, you know. They're all victims of sexual 

assault. And not realizing the importance of race or gender identity or things like 

that.  

Diverse Messaging and Educational Efforts. All women in the study acknowledged the 

university's effort to educate the community on sexual violence. Alex spoke about having materials, 

marketing, and messaging centered on identities, i.e., concepts students of a particular group can 

identify and relate to their experiences. In Alex’s words,  

 We know that there's this disparity when it comes to sexual violence and reporting. 

Here are the resources that we will provide for you because we say we're a diversity 



 85 

 

university, but this is us trying to be inclusive and taking that action step instead of 

just trying to have a label without actually doing something to have that label. 

 Another example these women mentioned was an online course to educate college students on 

definitions, accessible resources, and general information regarding sexual violence. The women felt 

that this educational approach was useful, and peers needed encouragement to take the course 

seriously. Danielle talked about her experience with the online modules and enhancing the course 

experience: 

The videos, literally, I let it sit there and play out while I do other things, and I'm just like, click, 

click, click. You know the right answers. They need forums so that people can talk, speak out, 

and whatnot.  

The women felt that spaces designed to encourage dialogue and courses that included 

compulsory discussion about the topic were desired approaches. Many women also felt more likely to 

disclose and talk with peers and administrators who were African American women. The need for 

culturally sensitive resources was a common sentiment and matches results in recent literature. Many 

women wanted opportunities to learn and talk through these issues; for example, Ivy recommended a 

university course focused on African American women and sexual violence. Also, Danielle suggested 

forums where students talk about their experiences on campus. Danielle described,  

I feel like they could have forums where people could talk about their experience on campus. 

That way, the school can learn from that and update their policies towards people who sexually 

assault or towards African American women or even women in  general and whatnot. 

 

Samrawit and TB encouraged the use of the established safe spaces for students in the university’s 

Diversity, Inclusion, and Leadership office.  

I think forming a group. Um, I would say something like first thing that comes in my 

mind is like IDEAL, forming a Group for women to or a safe haven for women to 

come to just be able to talk to understand that somebody may be able to connect 

with their situation. Having a meeting place, essentially having a direct line, a 

physical person to talk to on campus will be great. 
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Samrawit found a disconnect between students and administrators and suggests there should be some 

way to bridge this gap. Her suggestions included,  

 I just feel like there's not like a bridge between going to administration if there was some 

 type of group or even the ideal office, just kind of having an open space for people to feel 

 comfortable. Kind of like a support group just to build up your strength to be able to feel 

 comfortable to move forward.  

 

Consistent with offering group meetings and sessions, Lauryn proposed that the university utilize staff, 

faculty, and peers from across the campus to serve as mentors and liaisons. The plan could allow the 

university to build trust with the community. Alex and Jessica thought that the university could use a 

dedicated staff member and a center to support all students concerning gender and racial equity. Alex 

explained how services might be extended,  

So, whether that's having a rape resource center on campus that is open 24/7. 

Because okay, if you have it open between the nine to five school days, Monday 

through Friday, what about the weekend? What about those resources that people 

need, especially at Triumph University being exactly where we are?  

Jessica added to this topic with  

Maybe if they hire someone that is also an African-American. So those women can 

feel more comfortable talking to someone that looks like them. The African-

American administrator that they hire can send emails to those who are also African-

American and tell them, "You can always reach out to me. I'm always going to be 

here to support you. 

One of the goals for exploring African American female college students’ perceptions of sexual 

violence was to generate strategies for supporting and providing resources. On this topic, the 

participants were vocal and creative thinkers about ways the university could support students in 

managing traumatic experiences. A few expressed complete comfort and willingness to seek help from 

an administrator if someone they knew needed help. Others, however, recognized that this topic 

deserves more attention and dialogue and that there is a general mistrust of authorities such as local 

police and on-campus security, administrators, and faculty. Almost all of the women spoke to the lack of 
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representation and felt more inclined to speak or report to someone at the university if they were the 

same race and gender.  

Theme Six: Self- Definition and Black Womanhood 

 

In this theme, the participants delved deeply into African American women’s history and their 

struggles navigating the oppressed identities of race and gender. The women in the study illustrated 

how historical trauma influenced their self-perception as African American women in society. This 

theme bears the reflection and growth of these women and provides a view of their journeys into Black 

womanhood.  

 Stereotypes regarding African American female sexuality have existed since slavery and remain 

prevalent; these stereotypes are considered a barrier to help-seeking (Rosenthal & Lobel, 2016). The 

women in the study had a strong awareness of African American women’s history in the United States. 

They spoke openly about how that has affected their perceptions as they navigated sexual experiences. 

Most women spoke about the trauma of slavery and African American women developing 

shields and coping mechanisms to protect themselves and their families (Davis, 1971). TB considered 

that perceptions of her body and skin color forced her to build a protective psychological guard, 

grounded in awareness and dissemblance (Hine, 1995). TB explained,  

I understand that the features that I have as an African American woman may be easily 

 appealing to somebody to want to, I guess go the extra mile, and you know, say whatever 

 it is that they want to say. So, the experience of being an African American woman and 

 potentially being violated. Violated sexually is definitely a unique one.  

 

Kesha’s comments reinforced TB’s perspective, 

At a young age, we (African American women) are taught to be young women. We don't have 

time to be little girls and play Barbie dolls. Like once we start growing boobs, we get hit on by 

guys and everything, or if our butt is too big, we get hit on. And I feel like the culture makes us 

grow faster than what we're supposed to be like we don't have time to mature, we're already 

young women. 
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Trauma experts have supported the idea of shared traumatic group memory. However, individuals who 

were directly part of some experiences are affected by the group memory of trauma (Crawford, 2013). 

The participants' reflections keenly demonstrate the concept of shared group memory throughout the 

interviews. Ivy discussed the similarities between historical events and how they relate to present-day 

realities. She asserted the importance of viewing both history and current day events together, as she 

stated,  

Somebody might say, “well, that's a crazy comparison. How you bringing up slavery the 1800s to 

2020?” But the reality is you see the same things, it's just done in a different way today, but it 

still is happening.  

 

Derezotes (2014) discussed the transformation process and posttraumatic growth. Posttraumatic 

growth is evolution and development occurring after a traumatic experience. Clark-Hine suggested that 

African American women have deliberately developed resilience through a culture of dissemblance. As 

Derezotes stated,  

Resilience is a process in which a person learns to adapt successfully to suffering and 

may include the elements of simple recovery, resistance, and future reconfiguration. 

Resilience may be promoted through such personal qualities as coping skills, 

intelligence, and optimism.  

Many women reflected on the enduring images that African American women have had to combat over 

centuries. Ivy, Kesha, and TB addressed the objectifying of the African American woman’s bodies and 

how this objectification is reinforced within American culture. Ivy explained,  

Black women were always used as a sex object; we were always objectified. We were 

always put down to a certain extent. It's like you were basically not a woman. It was 

like you were stripped of basically who you were as an individual.  

 

TB and Kesha reflected on the unfortunate reality that the objectifying of their identities makes them 

vulnerable to violation and harm.  
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 As much as the women in the study recognized the effects of historical oppression on African 

American women, they could reflect on how they might reshape that image. Michelle echoed these 

ideas when stating,  

You try to think that these things happen, but they do happen, to think that the 

experiences of a Black woman are very different from that of a white woman. It's 

sad, but it continues to be the reality of the world we live in. I hope that it changes. 

But it's day by day; we take those steps.  

 

A key element of Black feminist thought concerns African American women's ability to break through 

mainstream interpretations and show their true essence; Hills Collins (2000) deemed this ability as an 

act of self-definition. Self-definition is the growth of knowledge to act with resistance. In Ivy’s 

contemplation, she admitted that she was resistant and suppressed her experiences,  

 I would say, I think you made me reopen my own experiences. And I think I learned a lot 

 just through this interview, things that even when talking and saying certain things like it 

 makes you want to think and process And I think I kind of in a way I was trying to 

 suppress through this interview. And even after this, I plan on talking with my sister and  just to 

let her know how I felt doing it. 

 

These women reflected on similar experiences of how showing up on campus, and supporting and 

empowering other women, changed them. For example, Michelle expressed,  

I feel like I'm failing my community in the sense that like, I'm supposed to be this like leader, I'm 

supposed to be offering support. But I feel like I haven't been offering support. Not because like 

people aren't reaching out to me. I feel like I'm not positioning myself as a person who can be a 

means of support for others.  

 

Samrawit was open and reflective; she admitted that she was hesitant to participate in the study. She 

recognized that sexual violence is a significant issue within the African American community and wants 

to work on it in the future. She attributed participating in this study and speaking out about 

victimization as progress toward that work. She continued with,  

I think that it was just interesting seeing within it how many things I've known about, 

or I've seen or experienced it or had a friend experience it. It reminded me of why I 

wanted to do it. I want to push this conversation forward, that it's not we're putting 

ourselves in those situations, but we're not educated enough to know what to do 
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after it happens. And that we don't understand that we're at a disadvantage already. 

We're the ones with the highest rates of sexual violence, but we're the ones not 

reporting it.  

 Not only did the women in this study reflect on how these experiences have affected them, but 

they have also considered how they can empower other women. They began to evaluate the shared 

responsibility of the community. Alex spoke about her participation in marches, such as the March 

Against Rape Culture, which gave her a sense of solidarity and pushed her to use her platform as a 

student leader. She explained, “I feel like with the platforms that I've had; I'm more likely to. And just 

the understanding of what sexual violence is, I'm not afraid to speak up about certain things, whether 

it's for myself or someone else.” Alice Walker famously coined the phrase, “Womanist is to feminist as 

purple is to lavender.” The phrase suggests that African American women's experiences contributes to 

the collective understanding of the single woman herself. Latesha expressed the desire to have more 

dialogue among women:  

I feel like we are strong people, we do have to talk to each other and communicate more 

because our emotions shouldn't always be suppressed sometimes. We need to connect 

more on our feelings, not be too worried about our perception all the time. Including the 

voices of African American women in the narrative makes the conversation, movement, 

and efforts even stronger.  

 

The goal of exploring African American female college students’ perceptions of sexual violence 

was to capture these college women's voices and experiences.  The women demonstrated their desire to 

embrace the power of being an African American woman and empower other women to explore this 

power. A more in-depth summary of these findings will be presented in the next chapter.  
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION 

Introduction 

This study was aimed to explore the experiences of African American undergraduate women 

and the influences that shape their perceptions of sexual violence. The literature review contains 

significant evidence regarding the issue of sexual violence on the college campus, the efforts that 

universities have made to support those who experience sexual violence, and the effects of sexual 

trauma on students’ success. The results also showed that African Americans women experience sexual 

violence at higher rates but are less likely to disclose their victimization. As derived from a 

phenomenological approach, these results show opportunities to learn more about African American 

women's experiences in the college setting. The study became a forum for participants to illuminate 

their voices (Keegan, 2009), which have often been muted. These experiences were captured through 

discussion of vignettes and direct interview questions; this approach enabled the women in the study to 

speak to authentic experiences and give voice in ways that naturally capture their feelings (Hughes R. , 

2008). The results of this study highlight the understanding, influence, and power that sexual violence 

has had on African American women's lives throughout history. This final chapter serves to bring all 

elements together to present recommendations for future practice. The sections in this chapter that will 

be presented are: 1. Discussion of the six major themes emerged regarding African American 

undergraduate women's perceptions of sexual violence: 2. Limitations of the study and environmental 

context of the study; 3. Recommendation for policy and practice; 4. Recommendation for future 

research; and 6. Conclusion. These findings are discussed, and recommendations are given to support 

African American women regarding sexual violence on college campuses and further discovery 

opportunities. 
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Consciousness of Sexual Violence  

One of the research questions for this study explores African American women's perceptions 

and definitions of sexual violence. There is limited data about African American women who have 

experienced sexual violence; however, much of the available research indicates that African American 

women are sexually assaulted at slightly higher rates than their counterparts but do not report these 

incidents (Washington, 2001). A few studies show that many students enter college, unaware of the 

intricacies of sex and lacking sex education (Muehlenhard, 2016). Some researchers have suggested that 

children, specifically African American children, often receive inaccurate or no sex education. That could 

be a reason for the lack of disclosure and reporting with the African American community. The purpose 

of asking participants to define sexual violence was to determine their current knowledge. The vignettes 

were implemented to observe whether the participants could apply their definition to reality-based 

scenarios and identify whether sexual violence had occurred within a realistic situation.  

Through direct questioning and the vignettes, the following sub-themes emerged: recognition of 

affirmative consent, familiarity vs. understanding, and knowledge through societal influences. 

Participants had an understanding of sexual violence; however, some were more sophisticated than 

others. A common element in all participants' definitions was the recognition of affirmative consent. 

Affirmative consent is a mutual decision among all involved to engage in sexual activity (Fire, 2018). 

Participants described sexual violence using expressions like “consent,” “unwanted touching or 

groping,” or “anything non-consensual.” Participants confidently identified consensual and non-

consensual behaviors in the vignettes. The subtheme familiarity vs. understanding describes the 

participants’ depth of understanding of the definition and its application. The most salient but 

unsurprising observation was that the participants who were student leaders or significantly involved on 

campus were more confident in understanding the term. Some women who were not involved in an 

organization were familiar but questioned their knowledge of the term. The third subtheme found was 
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knowledge through societal influences. A few participants defined sexual violence through societal 

processes and movements focused on sexual violence. They cited Title IX expectations in higher 

education and the Me-Too movement's influences on growing activism on these issues. These results 

demonstrated the effects of pop culture on this generation of students and the positive or negative 

messaging received. The notion that African American women's lack of disclosure is linked to education 

and awareness of sexual violence was unlikely because all participants in this study demonstrated some 

understanding. The question of whether African American women believe the definition of sexual 

violence applies to them is specifically unpacked in later themes 

Sex Education and Sex-Role Socialization 

As in the previous theme, evidence supported that many students enter college unprepared and 

lack knowledge in sex education (Muehlenhard, 2016). Some have asserted that sexual interactions have 

been reported as early as middle school, despite the lack of awareness of the complexities of sex and 

lack of sex education (Muehlenhard, 2016). The results supported that what African American women 

learn about sex, being a woman, and sexual violation are salient to their perceptions. The direct and 

indirect messages and teachings about this topic are paramount to their confidence, understanding, and 

embracing of their sexuality. Learning about sex and the way they learned about it was very important 

to many of the women in the study; it determines to whom they would turn if they had adverse and 

questionable experiences regarding sex. Ivy, who revealed she is a survivor, has an open and honest 

relationship with her mother. Ivy’s mother educated her about sex from an honest and experiential lens. 

This approach led Ivy to feel comfortable confiding in her mother when she had her first sexual 

experience and after she experienced sexual violation. Other women, including Samrawit and Renee, did 

not feel safe to disclose to their parents their sexual violation and described seeking support from 

siblings and friends. Talking and sharing experiences about sex with friends and peers is a natural 

engagement, but most women recognized that the knowledge shared was not the most accurate.  
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Sex-role socialization was very prominent among the participant's experience. The women 

described the direct and in-direct messaging they received about their womanhood and sexual violence. 

Most women connect their perceptions of sexual violence to what they had learned within their family 

structures, African American culture, and other non-American cultures. Inappropriate sex-role 

socialization from cultural attitudes and beliefs have supported double standards of social and sexual 

conduct for boys and girls. For example, treating girls and women as property, encouraging girls and 

women to subordinate their needs to men in the family (Edwards & Alexander, 1992), and requiring 

unquestioning obedience and respect for elders (Abney & Priest, 1995), all could affect individuals’ 

recognition of abuse and comfort with disclosing sexual violence. Many of the participants identified 

with the familiar phrase fast or being fresh, which is an extremely detrimental form of sex-role 

socialization. These stereotypes encourage the beliefs that women can prevent their victimization and 

create a narrative that if women cover-up, show no skin, and do not assert or bring attention to 

themselves, they could curtail sexual attention. That mythology contributes to silence and a lack of 

disclosure, as do inadequate education and inappropriate sex-role socialization among African American 

women. With proper education and disassociation of sex-role socialization, African American women 

could gain more confidence and knowledge about their sexuality. 

Systemic and Cultural Structures are Barriers to Disclosure 

African American women are sexually violated at similar or higher rates than their female 

counterparts; however, the data suggest that they do not report trauma. Although there is truth in 

these data, the results exposed a deeper reality regarding African American women and their disclosure 

patterns. The women in this study present several reasons why they and their peers are reluctant to 

disclose sexual violence experiences. A subtheme that emerged is the mistrust that African American 

women had in White-centered, authoritative spaces and processes. These women expressed a 

significant mistrust for disclosing within formal systems such as campus police and security, university 
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administrators, and university-operated support services. The participants' mistrust is rooted in 

historically racist and sexist stereotypical images of African American women. Many women cited the 

feeling that their credibility and character would be called into question if they disclosed. Black feminist 

thought directly speaks to the notion of racism and sexism amongst other forms of oppressive 

landscapes that produce a sense of alienation and despair among African American women (Hill Collin, 

1985). The women in this study magnify the need for their feelings and perceptions to be expressed and 

understood by leaders to improve disclosure patterns. Although the women admit that they are less 

likely to report their victimization to individuals in authoritative and formal positions, they often disclose 

their trauma to non-authoritative people such as friends, family, and church family. 

Negative images of African Americans affect daily interactions with those in power, but those 

images also shape how African American women view themselves. A few of the participants spoke to 

how negative self-image due to racist and sexist stereotypes is also a barrier to disclosure. How an 

African American woman views herself, how she engages with others, and how others think and relate 

to her are based on representations or stereotypes seen in media (Stephens & Phillips, 2003). A few of 

the women recognized that these negative stereotypes affect African American women's sexual identity 

and often influence their self-worth. The women suggested that some of their friends and people they 

knew blamed themselves for the violation, contributing to their silence. A survivor who manifests a 

characterological self-blame is more likely to describe aspects of her character to explain her 

victimizations (Tillman, Bryant-Davis, Smith, & Marks, 2010). 

A prominent subtheme concerning barriers to disclosure was protecting the African American 

culture and its image. African American women are stereotyped as the anchors of the Black community, 

which could be a source of encouragement and strength to these women, or an undue hardship and 

unfair pressure. Societally, the image is referred to as the "matriarch," which historically was created to 

stigmatize African American womanhood. Several women in the study discussed how some demands of 
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the African American culture contribute to their silence; the most prominent is the protection of the 

African American man. Some of these women considered the historical oppression that African 

American men have experienced for centuries through beatings, killings, wrongful imprisonment, among 

many others. Black feminist thought highlights the keen wisdom and ability of African American women 

to decry the inequality of African American men, even as African American men oppress them. The 

women in the study felt a sense of protection and loyalty for African American men; the feeling of 

"bringing them down" or adding to their oppression feels like a betrayal and contributes to silence. 

Whisnant (2017) stated that African American men have been met with distrust and suspicion from 

African American women due to sexism and heterosexist normativity assumptions. Understanding the 

long history of oppression and the broader consequences of putting themselves and their womanhood 

before their race was a common theme explored by the participants. African American women are not 

silent by choice; several dominating circumstances have muted them. They are silent because that is 

their mode of survival. When they speak, it is to those they trust, individuals who look like them and 

understand Black womanhood. African American women do not necessarily put that pressure on 

themselves; it is often the overall response from African American culture that guides their reactions.  

Personal Interactions and Experiences 

 

Most women expressed experiencing or knowing someone who experienced some form of 

sexual violence, including street harassment, such as catcalling, sexual assault, or some other forms of 

sexual violence. Fifteen women participated in this study, and of the fifteen, four revealed themselves as 

survivors of sexual violence other than catcalling. The researcher did not intentionally recruit or seek 

survivors of sexual violence for this study; however, the prevalence of sexual violence lends the 

expectation that a notable fraction of the women could be survivors. Some of the women were 

comfortable with discussing the trauma they experienced, and others only mentioned it. Within this 
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theme, participants explore the trauma that sexual violence brings, whether as a survivor or through the 

experience of a friend or a family member who is a survivor.  

The issue of street harassment, commonly referred to as catcalling was an emerging subtheme. 

Catcalling is a typical, sexually-based interaction that many women and some men have experienced. 

However, stereotypes attributed to African American women regarding their bodies may increase 

negative attention. The women in this study all mentioned they had been victims of street harassment 

on their college campus, with most of the incidents unreported. When dissecting the catcalling 

phenomenon, the participants acknowledged they normalized the behavior and unconsciously 

disregarded it as inconsequential. However, throughout the interviews, more than half of the women 

admitted to being fearful as they navigated their college campus. The participants described multiple 

protective strategies they used, such as ignoring interactions, giving fake phone numbers to satisfy the 

request, and finding alternate routes to class and home to avoid encounters. The women felt powerless 

when addressing this issue and acknowledged that this behavior had been something they have 

experienced since they were young girls.  

The other subtheme of compartmentalization emerged from the survivors who had been 

violated but suppressed or downplayed the experience. Compartmentalization is a defense mechanism 

where someone suppresses their thoughts and emotions (Degruy, 2017). Often it can help at the 

moment but have lasting effects on future behaviors. A few of the women spoke about suppressing 

their sexual violence experiences because of cultural pressures or self-image. 

Intersectionality and Institutional Responsibility 

 

A goal for exploring African American undergraduate women's sexual violence perceptions was 

to generate strategies to support and provide resources. The participants were opinionated and creative 

about how the university can support them in managing traumatic experiences. A few participants 

expressed complete comfort and willingness to seek help from an administrator if someone they knew 
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needed help. However, others recognized that it is a topic that needs more attention and dialogue and 

that there is a general mistrust in authorities. Almost all women spoke to the lack of representation and 

felt more inclined to speak or report to someone at the university if they were the same race and 

gender.  

Several subthemes emerge within this theme; it is essential to recognize that many of these 

ideas are interrelated to other themes. The first subtheme was the lack of awareness and trust in 

institutional policies and procedures. Many participants shared that many of the resources and support 

services were focused on White culture, i.e., either staff was not diverse or the services and resources 

they presented only catered to the dominant culture. Much of this feeling is grounded in historical or 

generational trauma and inadequate knowledge of systems. Some women recalled narratives they 

heard about sexual violence reports to their institution with stories that contribute to their feeling 

uncomfortable in disclosing. When African American women hear about unaddressed reports of sexual 

violence and other students not taken seriously, they believe the preconception that African American 

women are insignificant. Some of the experiences that guide the participants' perceptions are 

unconfirmed and need more context to determine accuracy. However, having myths infiltrate the 

campus community is harmful to students and university support services. These outcomes support a 

need for transparency, education, and awareness of sexual violence within the community. 

  The participants openly referred to discomfort with reporting to individuals of a face different 

from theirs and did not share similar cultural experiences. This subtheme centers on the need for 

representation and multicultural focused resources. Crenshaw (1991) stated that intervention strategies 

based solely on the experiences of women who do not share the same class or racial backgrounds would 

likely be ineffective (1991). The theory of intersectionality is useful to frame African American women's 

thinking as they navigate sexual violence on college campuses. The theory allows a critique of how 

women of color are left out of the discourses, including policies, practices, and programming 
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surrounding sexual violence (Harris & Linder, 2017). The theory of intersectionality expands educators' 

understanding of sexual violence on college campuses to account for African American women's unique 

experiences (Zounlome, Wong, Klann, David, & Stephens, 2019). The theory is consistent with the 

concept of generational trauma that African American women have experienced and transmitted over 

the years. The women in the study sought dialogue and openness on this topic. They felt that if the 

university did not focus the dialogue on the unique experiences of their diverse student population, 

then the efforts would be ineffective. 

Self- Definition and Black Womanhood 

 

The stereotypical image of African American women in the U.S. has been manipulated, 

tarnished, and tainted for centuries. Within this theme, the participants describe how the images and 

experiences of their female ancestors have been transmitted to them. Logically and scientifically, it 

makes sense that behaviors argued to result from slavery are present in slaves' descendants but absent 

in those whose ancestors had not been enslaved (Gump, 2010). Meaning, it should be expected that 

some behaviors, attitudes, and ideologies within African American culture would be a direct result of 

slavery, even in the present day. It should be expected that the images and even common perceptions 

of African American women derived from slavery are still influential in the present day. The women in 

this study spoke to ancestors not having authority over their own body and having to employ protective 

strategies; they acknowledged the continued struggle of taking on the burden of the African American 

family and ignoring personal trauma and the suffering in silence that they did as a sacrifice for their 

family and community. The women in this study demonstrated a sophisticated knowledge of their 

minds, bodies, and strength from which they came. These results suggested they are moving to build 

upon their strengths. The strengths and actions that guided African American women more than two-

hundred years ago guide the actions of African American women today. Crawford explored the idea of 

shared traumatic memory that comes from a group. However, some individuals who have not directly 
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been a part of specific experiences may still be affected (Crawford, 2013). Through narratives, shared 

experiences, and continuous victimization, African American women, have used similar survival 

techniques that essentially are transmitted through generations. 

A key component of Black feminist thought is as the women learn about themselves and how 

the world views them, they can see things from a different lens than other women and African American 

men. Patterson et al. (2016) stated African American women's knowledge is built through the many 

experiences of living, enduring, and thriving within multiple forms of oppression; this is how African 

American women come to find self-definition. The women in this study recognized their leverage as 

leaders and educated African American women, and know that there is more they want to do. Alice 

Walker famously coined the phrase, "Womanist is to feminist as purple is to lavender." This suggests 

that individual Black women's experiences contribute to the collective understanding of women and 

individual women. By including the voices of African American women in the narrative, the 

conversation, movement, and efforts are even more substantial.  

Limitations of the Study 

 

Although every effort was taken to ensure that the research is carefully administered, there are 

some foreseeable limitations and shortcomings. The planned number of participants was twenty; 

however, some participants expressed a problem securing private locations or a place with a stable 

internet connection. These issues were due partly to the suspension of on-campus instruction and the 

move to on-line interviews. Fifteen students over two months were able to participate in the study and 

provide rich data.  

Another limitation of the study was language choice regarding the terminology around sex and 

gender roles. The use of the term sex was in adherence to traditional sex-role literature and 

perspectives. As this work continues to expand, future research should allow for more inclusive 
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language and literature of gender role socialization, especially in acknowledging the relevance 

intersectionality.  

Other limitations of the study developed during the research study; several national and global 

events significantly affected the researcher and the participants. To give voice to the women who 

participated in this study, I acknowledge the participants' mental and physical strain during the study. 

Below is a brief explanation of a few environmental influences that challenged the participants and 

allowed for deep reflection. 

COVID-19 

During the interviews for this research, the world experienced a global pandemic known as the 

COVID-19; the pandemic affected the study. COVID-19 is an infectious disease caused by the newly 

discovered coronavirus that spread primarily through droplets of saliva and nasal discharge and has mild 

to moderate effects on some and severe consequences on others. 

In January of 2020, the Center for Disease Control (CDC) confirmed the first case in the United 

States; other countries such as China, Thailand, and Japan had already experienced a rise in confirmed 

cases and fatalities from the virus. Within this time, the CDC confirmed the virus was spread through 

human transmission. By March 2020, the virus was spreading at alarming rates, and the World Health 

Organization declared COVID-19 a pandemic; world leaders put travel restriction and suspension all non-

essential activities. The pandemic had an immense effect on higher education as many institutions shut 

down in-person instruction and transitioned to remote and virtual learning. To ensure all participants' 

safety and well-being, study interviews were conducted via zoom, an online video conferencing service.  

COVID-19 affected many students and study participants as they changed their pending plans, 

such as graduation and employment opportunities. One participant disclosed that her mother, a health 

care professional, had contracted COVID-19, and it was transmitted to her. The participant opted to 

continue the interview while battling the COVID-19 virus, a testament to her strength. At this time, there 
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are still no specific vaccines or treatments for COVID-19, and the current confirmed cases in the United 

States are close to 9 million; and the fatality toll is over 225,000,  

Racial Unrest and Violence 

Within the first four months of the year 2020, there were several incidents of violence against 

Black Americans. Although these occurrences have become far more common, for this research, it is 

acknowledged that environmental factors affected participant's perspectives during their interviews. In 

2020, there were three highly publicized murders against Black Americans; for example, in February 

2020, there was the murder of 25-year-old Ahmaud Arbery, who was physically attacked and murdered 

while out running through a residential neighborhood. In March, 26-year-old Breonna Taylor was 

murdered while in her private residence, and in May, 46-year-old George Floyd was murder by police on 

the street in Minneapolis, Minnesota. As a culmination of all of these events, protests, marches, and 

demonstrations all over the United States began, with individuals seeking justice for Floyd, Taylor, 

Arbery, and countless other Black Americans who have lost their lives to racial violence. There have 

been more than 2,000 cities across all 50 states and approximately 60 other countries with 

demonstrators supporting the Black Live Matter movement. The participants acknowledged the unrest 

at the time, and some expressed their distress with having to fight these issues. As an African American 

woman, I could relate and connect with the participants’ feelings. I found that being honest and 

authentic allowed further connection with the women in the study. 

Recommendations for Practice and Policy 

Data from this study led to three primary recommendations for university leadership and 

administrators to consider: institutional response, awareness of policy and procedures, and increased 

dialog about sexual violence. As opposed to a barrier for African American women, these women's 

strength is a source of resilience, and the community should tap this strength. The first recommendation 

concerned the institution's response and care concerning sexual violence. The women in this study 
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expressed a desire for their institution to be more assertive in its response to sexual violence issues. 

Most universities have a policy addressing sexual violence on campus; the DOE requires a policy. 

However, most students are not aware of these policies until they have experienced some form of 

violation. All students, not just African American women, could benefit from educational materials and 

awareness efforts to enforce the policy. Many students want to know their institution's stance on 

addressing these behaviors; these initiatives allow universities to magnify their efforts to build trust 

among students. Additionally, it encourages engagement of the community and reinforces 

accountability. Involving constituents from all levels of campus also contributes to an inclusive 

environment. 

The second recommendation is education and awareness regarding university policies and 

procedures. Part of this approach would include allowing African American women and other 

populations to be at the table when decisions of policy, procedures, and education are made. The 

unique experiences of African American women have been traditionally invisible and have forced them 

to find alternative resources or have none.  

The women in the study also had an interest in dialogue concerning sexual violence and African 

American women's issues rather than online education. Although it was clear that the online module 

was useful, the inclusion of healing circles, dialogue series, and structured forums might create an 

openness that allows students to heal from traumatic experiences (Parkinson & Manstead, 1993). 

Derezotes (2014) described trauma as relational, and because of that, the healing process must be 

relational. Relational transformation involves a dialogue with self, in which the person becomes 

gradually more aware and accepting of all their parts; it also involves dialogue and with others. 

The third recommendation is for institutions to adopt social justice paradigms for sexual 

violence. Prevention approaches to serving students and the social justice paradigm challenges campus 

communities to think and move beyond educating about sexual violence and how it affects a campus 
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community. The paradigm forces acknowledging and dissection of the root causes of sexual violence 

fosters transformational change (Hong & Marine, 2018). Hong & Marine (2018) asserted that the 

traditional approach to educating about sexual violence on a college campus does not “acknowledge the 

prominence of identity, power, or privilege in shaping and defining human interactions and how 

educators perceive or interpret them” (p. 25). The utilization of this model includes the intersectionality 

of African American women and allows for education and resources to be developed according to their 

needs.  

The social justice paradigm is a holistic approach to understand, acknowledge, and educate a 

community on sexual violence. The paradigm includes (a) hiring of more faculty, staff, and 

administrators of color to address the issue of representation; (b) offering evidence-based training 

regarding identity and cultural differentiation to ensure the social justice frameworks are encouraged 

across the campus community; (c) creating intentional spaces for students as a haven, but also spaces to 

encourage the development of moral courage. Within the study, the women voiced intense concerns 

with a lack of representation and awareness of African American women's issues. Hiring more staff and 

faculty of color is ideal, but it does not eliminate it. All faculty and staff should be equipped to serve 

students regardless of their backgrounds; cultural astuteness is key (Smith, Mustaffa, Jones, Curry, & 

Allen, 2016). Requiring on-going training to educate across the institution could help understand the 

current and historical issues of social justice and inequality.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

The findings of this study provided implications for future theory and research. 

A prominent theme was student reliance on peer support and intervention, particularly for African 

American women. There are opportunities to explore the effects of peer support and interventions for 

African American female college students regarding sexual violence and victimization. The women in this 

study identified other African American women as their support; it begs to question as to what is the 
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mechanism to provide appropriate education and support to those who support others. Moreover, the 

question of what are the long-term effects on the wellness of these women? 

 Another salient theme within the study is the inconsistent education and messaging of African 

American women as sexual beings. Participants in this study expressed a heightened sense of scrutiny, 

question, and negativity, specifically relating to their bodies—this attention stemming from the 

historical and cultural stereotypes of African American women. Through the hermeneutical 

phenomenological approach, there are opportunities to explore the historical, cultural, and familiar 

influence on African American women’s sexual self-acceptance.  The exploration of self and 

environment was something almost all participants reflected on; a fundamental aspect of hermeneutic 

phenomenology is knowing that I am and the experience of not being certain of who I am (Rosfort, 

2019).  

Conclusion 

The purpose of this study was to gain an understanding of African American women's 

perception of sexual violence, whether experienced or not, and to discover what influences their help-

seeking and disclosure patterns. This was important because some results have shown significant sexual 

violence on college campuses, specifically that African American women are the most at risk of violation 

but the least likely to disclose. An aim was to consider the connection between African American 

women's traumatic history with sexual violence and present-day behaviors and attitudes. After 

interviewing African American undergraduate women, several dominant ideas supported some existing 

research. These ideas were lack of trust in systems and processes created and operated by White 

Americans, a strong sense of loyalty and obligation to the African American culture, particularly African 

American men, and negative images and stereotypes about African American women. These 

circumstances serve as barriers to disclosure. Although most of the findings support previous research, 

there were some newly discovered insights.  
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Some evidence supports that African American women are not disclosing sexual violence 

incidents when they actually are. The women in this study demonstrated that they find more comfort 

and acceptance from peers that look like them than support services that are white-centered in their 

approach. This study discovered that African American women are leaning and learning from one 

another, which has been the case for years. African American women are learning about sex and 

negative interactions that result from sex while seeking support and guidance from one another. I want 

to introduce the notion that African American women are not silent; they are discerning, which is a 

crucial trait transmitted from our elders and ancestors. 

Black women have had to develop a larger vision of our society than perhaps any 

other group. They have had to understand white men, white women, and Black men. 

And they have had to understand themselves. When Black women win victories, it is a 

boost for virtually every segment of society. Angela Davis  
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A: PROFESSIONAL CONTACT OUTREACH EMAIL 

March, 2020 

Hello Student Affairs Colleagues,  

 I'm writing because I could use your assistance. I have successfully defended my dissertation proposal 

and I have received my IRB approval.  I am now at the stage where I can start collecting the data (very 

exciting). My topic is African American female students' perceptions of sexual violence. 

I could use your help connecting me with African American-identified undergraduate female students at 

Temple.  Please note that their history with sexual violence is not an identifier for this study, and anyone 

who identifies as African American, female, and is an active undergraduate student at Temple can 

qualify them for participation. Their participation would be a 90-minute interview, and at the 

completion of their time, they would receive a $20 Amazon gift card for their time and participation. 

 Can you please forward the below email (and attachment) to any females that you think would be 

interested and available to participate? Once someone has been identified and interested, please have 

them email me directly to participate. The sample size I'm aiming for is 10-15 participants with varying 

experiences (e.g., different classes, student leaders, non-student leaders, etc.). Please let me know if 

there are any questions or concerns. 

Thank you in advance! 

Shondrika Merritt 

Doctoral Candidate, College of Education 
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Appendix B: DISSERTATION PARTICIPANT REQUEST EMAIL  

 

March, 2020 

 

Dear Student, 

  

I am writing to request your assistance with a research study. Your participation has been requested 

because you identify as an African American undergraduate female student attending Temple 

University.  The research study is an analysis of how African American females perceive, understand and 

define sexual violence. Any individual who meets the criteria of African American, female, 

undergraduate student can qualify for this study. 

  

Participation in the study includes the following: 

• One 90-minute, one-on-one, audio-recorded interview that will take place in a confidential 

location of your choosing 

• Interviews will take place via zoom during the month of March through May 

• The interview will consist of two forms of data collection through reflection and discussion of 

scenarios and individual interview questions 

• You will select a pseudonym to protect your identity before your interview begins 

• You will be asked to review the transcripts of your interviews to ensure accuracy 

• You will receive a $20 Amazon gift card to compensate you for your time 

  

Additional Info: All information will be confidential in accordance with the Temple Institutional Review 

Board (IRB). The consent form containing full details for participation is attached to this e-mail. 

 

To participate in the study, please contact Shondrika Merritt, doctoral candidate in the College of 

Education, at Shondrika.Merritt@gmail.com or submit a Participant Interest Form.  
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Appendix C: IRB APPROVAL 
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Appendix D: PERMISSION TO PARTICIPATE IN HUMAN SUBJECTS RESEARCH  

 

Title of research: Understanding African American Women’s Perceptions of Sexual Violence. 

 

Investigator and Department: Shondrika Merritt, Student Investigator and James Earl Davis, PI, 

Department of Policy, Organizational and Leadership Studies 

 

Why am I being invited to take part in this research? 

We invite you to take part in a research study because you are an African American, female, 

undergraduate college student.  

 

What should I know about this research? 

• Someone will explain this research to you. 

• Whether or not you take part is up to you. 

• You can choose not to take part. 

• You can agree to take part and later change your mind. 

• Your decision will not be held against you. 

• You can ask all the questions you want before you decide. 

 

Who can I talk to about this research? 

If you have questions, concerns, or complaints, or think the research has hurt you, contact the research 

team by phone by calling Shondrika Merritt at 215-817-2101 or email the primary investigator at 

jdavis21@temple.edu.   

 

This has been reviewed and approved by an Institutional Review Board. You may talk to them at (215) 

707-3390 or e-mail them at: irb@temple.edu for any of the following:  

Your questions, concerns, or complaints are not being answered by the research team. 

• You cannot reach the research team. 

• You want to talk to someone besides the research team. 

• You have questions about your rights as a research subject. 

• You want to get information or provide input about this research. 

 

Why is this research being done? 

The purpose of this study is to explore African American female college students’ understanding 

of sexual violence, the role that African American history in U.S. plays in that understanding and their 

willingness to acknowledge acts of sexual violence. 

Universities have taken great strides to improve their support for students experiencing sexual 

violence and have increased the education and awareness strategies for the campus community. With 

that being said, how are we supporting and educating our women of color, particularly African American 

women? With the increased amount of sexual violence occurring on a college campus and the studies 

that demonstrate that African American women are at higher risk of being sexually assaulted, but are 

the least likely to disclose their sexual violation, it is crucial for prevention and support efforts that we 

dissect the perspective of the African American female college student. This qualitative study will 

engage participants in a semi-structured interview to understand in what ways African American female 

students perceive sexual violence and what has influenced this perspective. 

 

How long will I be in this research? 
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We expect that you will be in this research for the completion of the interview which should take 

approximately 90 minutes. 

 

What happens if I agree to be in this research? 

Participants will be able to express and speak to their perspectives on sexual violence through scenario-

based questions and individual interview questions.  The scenarios are reality-based narratives aimed at 

prompting participants to articulate their understanding of sexual violence. The individual interview 

questions will focus on describing the participant’s definition of sexual violence and factors that 

influence their perceptions of sexual violence, more specifically the history of sexual violence amongst 

African American women in the US. Participants will be involved in one personal interview that will take 

no more than ninety minutes. 

 

What happens to the information collected for this research? 

To the extent allowed by law, we limit the viewing of your personal information to people who have to 

review it. We cannot promise complete secrecy. The Chair of my dissertation committee, Dr. James Earl 

Davis, may inspect and copy the data you contribute to this research. 

Data from this interview may be retained as reference for future research. The information collected will 

be coded under a pseudo name and stored on the interviewer’s secured drive on laptop computer. 

 

Warning and Resources 

The purpose of the research is to gain a deeper understanding of African American female college 

students’ perception of sexual violence. The researcher understands that engaging in the topic can be 

difficult for many individuals for a variety of reasons. Participants may discontinue with the study at any 

time before, during or after the interview. 

 

If a participant experiences emotional distress and/or are interested in seeking further support around 

the topic of sexual violence, the following resources are available: 

 

Tuttleman Counseling Services: 215-204-7276, Website: https://counseling.temple.edu/contact-us  

W.O.A.R (Women organized against rape): 24-hour hotline 215-985-3333 

Title IX Coordinator: Andrea Seiss, andrea.caporale@temple.edu , 215-204-3283 
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Signature Block for Adult Subject Capable of Consent 

Your signature documents your permission to take part in this research. 

 

 
  

Signature of subject  Date 

 
 

Printed name of subject 

   

Signature of person obtaining consent  Date 

   

Printed name of person obtaining consent   
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Appendix E: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

Vignettes 

Introduction 

Participant Background 

• Tell me a little about yourself, your family, where you are from and how you grew up. Things 

that you are involved in and that are important to you. 

• What is your academic status here at the university? 

• What is your age? 

• Where are you from? 

• Are you involved in any activities on campus? If so, what are they? 

• What has been your overall experience as an African American woman on campus? 

• What is your understanding of sexual violence? 

• In regards to reporting of sexual violence, what does report mean to you? Who would reporting 

include? 

 

Vignettes 

The first part of our interview will be a discussion around common reality-based scenarios of sexual 

violence that occur on college campuses. I will provide you with the scenarios, give you a few minutes to 

read through them, and then afterward, I will ask you a few questions about your thoughts and 

reflections of the scenarios. When you are reading through them think about if those scenarios meet 

your definition of sexual violence. Think about how you as an African American woman would respond 

to the scenario. What are your overall impressions of the scenarios? 

Aaliyah and Malik (Welcome Back Party) 

Aaliyah and Malik are both sophomore, pre-med students at Tucker Smith College. They first met in 

their freshman biology class and have done mild flirting with each other. Malik is also very well known 

around campus for his involvement and leadership roles. Faculty, administrators and other students find 

him highly respectable and so does Aaliyah. It’s the first week back to school, and Aaliyah and Malik are 

both at the off-campus welcome back party. Aaliyah wants to show Malik she is interested in him, so she 

agrees to play a game where the loser must take a shot. Throughout the game Aaliyah proceeds to kiss 

Malik and rubs on his arms and chest. Malik is enjoying the affection of Aaliyah and is occasionally 

grabbing her waist and buttocks. They both are extremely drunk, but Aaliyah cannot walk and is slurring 

her speech. Malik offers to take Aaliyah home. On the way, Aaliyah vomits on the sidewalk and can 

barely remember what residence hall she lives in.  Once in Aaliyah’s room, Aaliyah kisses Malik and tells 

him he can stay overnight and begins to fall asleep in the bed.  Malik climbs on top of Aaliyah to initiate 
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sexual activity. Aaliyah looks confused, covers her breast with her arms, and falls back to sleep.  Malik 

engages in vaginal sexual intercourse with Aaliyah. 

 

Tori and Johnnie (Dining Hall) 

Tori is a first-year student who lives on-campus. She often eats meals with her roommate and floor 

mates in the Broden Dining Hall. Tori knows Johnnie because he works in the dining hall and they 

mutually engage in flirting behavior but nothing ever progressed beyond the cafeteria. To Tori’s 

knowledge, Johnnie is not much older than her but he is not a student at the school. One evening Tori 

has dinner alone in the dining hall and upon leaving is accompanied by Johnnie who offers to walk her 

home, she agrees. While walking back to her residence hall, Johnnie grabs Tori’s hand and pulls her to 

his chest.  Johnnie tells Tori that he really likes her and proceeds to kiss her, Tori embraces the kiss. 

Johnnie begins to move his hand down Tori’s back to her buttocks. Tori rejects the gesture by moving his 

hand as they continue to kiss. Johnnie aggressively grabs her buttocks again and then proceeds to move 

his hand under Tori’s skirt and into her underwear.  Tori pushes Johnnie away from her and runs to her 

room, leaving him standing where the incident occurred.   

 

Latrice (Street behavior) 

Latrice lives 15 blocks away from the campus, which usually takes her 25 minutes to walk to. On her 

walk there are a group of 20-30-year-old men who whistle, yell things such as “nice ass, sweetie” or “I’d 

hit that”. Latrice usually pays the chants no mind, but recently one of the males decided to approach 

her, smack her on the buttocks and asked for her number. She declined and told the male not to touch 

her again. The male apologized and Latrice continued to walk to her destination. Latrice is shaken up by 

the incident, but doesn’t feel it’s severe enough to report it to administrators at the university. Latrice 

decides to walk a different way, which adds about 15 minutes to her commute. 

 

Brooklyn and Tyler (High School Sweethearts) 

Brooklyn and Tyler have been in a relationship for 4 years, since high school. They met while attending 

an event at their church. They both come from families that practice their religion consistently and they 

are also still very involved. They waited until college to have sex and have been active ever since. No one 

from their church or their family is aware that they are sexually active. Tyler recently lost his mother to 

cancer, and is experiencing financial difficulties, this has caused an increase in his alcohol and drug 
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consumption. The last 3 months have been difficult for Brooklyn and Tyler’s relationship, as Tyler often 

gets easily frustrated and upset with Brooklyn, recently ending in arguments that are verbally 

aggressive. Tonight, Brooklyn and Tyler were both at a mutual friend’s party where they both consumed 

a small amount of alcohol. When they get back to Tyler’s apartment, they lay in bed and begin to touch 

and kiss intimately. Tyler proceeds to undress in preparation for sex but Brooklyn objects stating that 

she is not in the mood and just wants to sleep. Tyler gets visibly upset and continues to kiss and touch 

Brooklyn, to which she continues to reject by saying no and pushing him away. Tyler gets on top of 

Brooklyn and restrains her hands and says “You are my girlfriend, you don’t have a choice but to have 

sex with me”. Brooklyn is shocked at Tyler’s unrecognizable tone, begins to cry but lies still while Tyler 

proceeds with sexual intercourse. Afterwards Tyler falls asleep and Brooklyn is up noticeably distressed 

about the night’s events. Brooklyn doesn’t feel right about what happen, but also knows the stress that 

Tyler has been managing lately.  She is worried about mentioning this incident to anyone, even Tyler. 

 

Tamika and Ashley (First Date) 

Tamika has recently started online dating without much success. She finally meets Ashley on Tinder, 

who is great and is someone she feels she has a connection with. They have been emailing, texting, and 

holding phone conversations for almost a month. Tamika likes and is excited to go on her first date with 

Ashely. Tamika and Ashely share nude pictures of each other for fun. The date goes exceptionally well, 

and Tamika isn’t ready to go home, and neither is Ashley. Ashley invites Tamika over, and they are 

enjoying each other’s company, and there is heavy flirting happening. Tamika and Ashley both consent 

to engaging in oral sex. When Tamika wakes up the next morning, she notices that Ashley has already 

left and has sent her a text. In the text, there was a picture of Tamika’s face sleeping, and it said: “too 

beautiful to wake, talk to you later.” Tamika thinks the text is cute but does not like the way Ashley left. 

Tamika never hears from Ashley and is now dating Keeki. Keeki eventually discloses to Tamika that 

Ashley is a part of a 100-person group chat for singles in their city and is sexually active with many in the 

group. Tamika is now embarrassed and feels that Ashley took advantage of her. She joins the group chat 

and shares the nude photo of Ashley labeled “The Best of Tinder.” 

 

Processing Questions 

1. What were your thoughts on the scenarios?  

2. Using your definition of sexual violence, what were elements in the scenario (if any) that you 

would consider to be sexual violence? 
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3. Using your definition of sexual violence are there any scenarios that you feel were not examples 

of sexual violence? 

4. Are there any scenarios you felt like were common occurrences? 

5. To your knowledge are you aware or know of anyone that has experienced some of the things 

described in the scenarios? If so which elements?  

a. Did they believe that they were sexually violated? 

6. Are there any scenarios that are less likely to occur to African American women? 

7. Reflecting on the scenarios, are there any that you feel are more likely to be reported or not 

reported? If so, who are they likely to be reported to? 

 

Participant Interview Questions 

 

1. Talk to me a little about your family and upbringing things that you have learned from them 

about being a woman? 

a. What about women who you are friends with, what have you learned from them about 

being a woman? 

2. How did you learn about sex and intimacy, who taught you? 

a. When learning about sex, what was expressed to you? 

b. Were you taught about negative interactions with sex/intimacy? If so, please explain 

what you were taught. 

3. Earlier you were asked your understanding of sexual violence, can you expand on that 

understanding? What are specific elements or actions do you believe are included in the term 

sexual violence? 

Next, we are going to talk about messaging, when I say messaging I speak of the different way’s things 

have been communicated to you, or the different ways you have learned about something (media, 

friends, social media, family, history, etc.). 

4. What messaging have you received regarding sexual violence?  

a. Where did that messaging come from? 

b. Do you believe that your understanding of sexual violence is shaped by your racial 

identity?  

c. Do you believe race and/or culture has an impact on women’s perceptions of sexual 

violence? 

5. In general, do you feel comfortable with intervening or reporting sexual violence? 

a. Who would you report those types of incidents to (administrator, police, family, church 

family, etc.)? Why or why not? 

6. What barriers do African American women in college environments have when considering 

reporting sexual violence to campus services (administrators, Police, Title IX, etc.) 

7. As an African American woman, do you ever feel like you have to choose between your racial 

and gender identities? 
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a. If so, in what ways? 

8. Among the African American student culture on campus, is sexual violence talked about?  

a. In what environment does these conversations happen? 

9. What do you believe are some misconceptions surrounding college sexual violence?  

a. What forms of college sexual assault do you believe are not commonly talked about? 

10. Do you perceive that some African American women are unaware of sexual violence due to poor 

knowledge or lack of awareness? 

11. Statistically studies have shown that African American women are at greater risk of experiencing 

sexual violence, but are less likely to report. Why do you think that is?  

12.  Are you aware of individuals who are resistant to other women’s claims of sexual violence? 

a. Why do you believe they are resistant? 

13. What do you perceive the role and responsibility of a college/university is in addressing sexual 

violence? 

a. What can administrators do to increase support of African American women around 

issues of sexual violence? 

14. The interview is coming to an end, do you have any questions or reflections you would like to 

share? 

15. How are you feeling after being asked these questions around sexual violence? 
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Appendix F: CODE CATEGORIES 

 

Code Categories 

Protection 

Strategies 

 

Feeling of 

helplessness 

 

Desensitization 

towards sexual 

violence 

 

Fear and 

protection 

 

Fear of the 

unknown 

 

Disclosure Patterns 

 

Sex 

socialization 

Lack of 

Awareness 

 

Advocacy For 

black women 

 

Hypersexuality 

of Black 

Women 

 

Strong Black 

Women 

 

Black 

women’s 

oppression 

 

Lack of acceptance 

of Sexism 

 

 

 

Self-Definition 

and Black 

Womanhood 

 

Intersectionality 

 

Institutional 

Support 

 

Reality Based 

education 

 

Solidarity of 

experiences 

 

Reinforced 

gender 

norms 

 

Catcalls are 

compliment 

 

 

 

 

 

Representation 

Excusing the 

abuser 

 

lack of trust 

in process 

 

Silenced by 

culture 

 

Judgement 

of women's 

behavior 

 

Clear 

stance on 

Sexual 

Violence 

 

Lack of sex 

education 

 

Fear of 

nothing 

happening 

 

black women 

support for 

each other 

 

generational 

transmissions 

of trauma 

 

Challenging 

cultural beliefs 

of oppression 

 

Lack of Trust 

in 

Institutional 

Support 

resources 

 

Institutional 

Response 

and support 

 

Utilization of 

current resources 

 

On-Campus 

rape culture 

 

Safe spaces 

 

Ethic of care 

 

Support 

Groups or 

group 

dialogues 

Learning 

about sex 

 

Self-blame, 

guilt, doubt 

 

Protection of the 

black men 

 

Clear stance 

on Sexual 

Violence 

 

Transmission of 

trauma 

 

Mistrust for 

police 

 

 

fear of not 

being believed 

 

Judgement 

 

Tangible 

proof and 

evidence 

 

Womanly pride 

 

Being treated 

humanly 

 

Parental 

Dynamics 

 

Variety in 

resources 

and 

education 

 

Being treated 

humanly 

 

Feeling 

overwhelmed 

with trauma 

 

Cultural 

Differences 

 

comfortability of 

spaces/environment 

 

Friends vs 

Parents 

 

Lack education 

around campus 

 

Creating a 

guard of 

protection 

 

Victim blaming 

 

Cognitive 

dissonance 
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Appendix G: CODE CATEGORIES, THEMES & DESCRIPTIONS 

Theme 

• Codes 

Brief description of theme 

Consciousness Sexual Violence  Participants provide their definitions of sexual 

violence. 

Sex education and sex-role socialization 

• Campus Awareness of Sexual Violence  

• Challenging cultural beliefs of oppression 

• Friends vs Parents 

• Hypersexuality of Black Women 

• Judgement of women's behavior 

• Lack of acceptance of Sexism 

• Learning about sex 

• Parental Dynamics 

• Protection Strategies 

• Reinforced gender norms 

• Sex socialization 

• Silenced by culture  

Participants explore how direct and indirect 

education and messaging have influenced their 

perspectives on womanhood and sexual violence. 

Many of the women in the study speak to having no 

formal education from parents or school regarding 

sex but having learned about it from friends. Many of 

the participants are children of immigrants and 

provide rich data on how that culture has impacted 

them. They also speak to the indirect message 

they’ve received throughout their childhood about 

being a girl and appropriate behaviors for the gender. 

This theme also speaks to how reinforced gender 

norms contribute to sex-role socialization, which 

directly connects to sexual violence.  

Systemic and Cultural structures are barriers to 

disclosure 

• Black women’s oppression 

• Disclosure Patterns 

• Complexities of decisions 

• Feeling overwhelmed with trauma 

• Judgement 

• On-Campus rape culture Protection of the 

black men 

• Self-blame, guilt, doubt 

The muted, not silent theme, speaks to the data that 

suggest that African American women do not report 

their trauma. Participants described the complexity of 

reporting incidents of sexual violence and the thought 

process African American women often consider to 

navigate these traumatic experiences. We also 

explore the instances where women often report, but 

it is to trusted individuals such as family and friends, 

not to those who have institutional authority (Police, 

Administrators, etc.) 

Personal interactions and experiences 

• Advocacy For black women 

• Challenging cultural beliefs of oppression  

• Cognitive dissonance 

• Creating a guard of protection 

• Desensitization towards sexual violence 

• Excusing the abuser 

• Feeling of helplessness 

• Fear and protection 

• Fear of the unknown 

• Generational Trauma 

• Support for more than just the victim 

• Transmission of trauma 

The African American Women Survival: Personal 

Experiences theme gives voice to the participant's 

personal experiences with sexual violence. Many of 

the women expressed experiencing or knowing 

someone who has experienced sexual violence in 

various ways, including street harassment 

(catcalling), sexual assault, and/or some other form 

of sexual abuse. Within this theme, participants share 

the feelings and emotions that come up for them 

when discussing sexual violence and how those 

interactions have shaped their perspective navigating 

life as an African American woman. 

Intersectionality and Institutional Responsibility  

• Being treated humanly  

• Clear stance on Sexual Violence 

• Cultural Differences 

This theme directly speaks to the participant's 

attitudes towards their institution's response to 

African American women on campus as well as sexual 

violence. The participants share stories of feeling 
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• Ethic of care 

• Institutional Support 

• Institutional Response and support 

• Reality Based education 

• Representation 

• Solidarity of experiences 

• Safe spaces 

• Support Groups or group dialogues 

• Support for more than just the victim 

• Validating survivors  

• Variety in resources and education 

marginalized and how that has contributed to the 

lack of trust and faith they have in the institution. 

Lastly, the participants provide concrete ways for 

their institution to support African American females, 

survivors, and other minority groups. 

Self- Definition and Black Womanhood 

• Being treated humanly  

• Black women’s oppression 

• Black women not taken seriously 

• Emotional wellbeing  

• Gender vs race balance 

• Intersectionality 

• Strong Black Women 

• Womanly pride 

 In this theme, the participants delve deep into the 

history of African American women and the struggles 

they face navigating multiple identities of oppression 

(Race and Gender). The women in the study 

demonstrate how historical trauma influences how 

they view themselves as African American women in 

society. This theme also explores the women's 

reflection and growth in and demonstrates a brief 

look into their journey into Black Womanhood. 

 


