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Previous research has shown that gender roles and situational context ambiguity affect the ability of people to 
recognize sexual assault. This study attempted to address how these concepts combine when identifying consent. 
Based on the past research, we hypothesized that college students would find it more challenging to understand 
sexual consent when presented with ambiguous, modified case-by-case scenarios than when presented with clear 
verbal or nonverbal situations surrounding consent. Each participant was presented with three hypothetical 
scenarios of sexual assault in which the ambiguity of the scenarios had been manipulated. A chi-square test of 
independence was conducted to measure the results of whether the participants correctly identified the presence of 
consent. Since only one of the three scenarios yielded significant results, the hypothesis was not entirely 
supported. This study attempted to further our understanding of intersectionality in identifying consent, but further 
research is needed to understand students’ reasoning behind their beliefs and choices about the presence of sexual 
consent. Despite failing to reject the null hypothesis, these findings still prove useful in evaluating and measuring 
the effectiveness of sexual assault education programs. 
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At the University of Minnesota, affirmative consent is 
defined as “Informed, freely and affirmatively communicated 
willingness to participate in sexual activity that is expressed by 
clear and unambiguous words or actions,” (Marisam, 2015). 
This definition of consent applies to everyone regardless of the 
person’s sex, gender identity, sexual orientation, or gender 
expression. If this provides a clear-cut description of what 
sexual assault is, why do some college students fail to 
understand and identify sexual consent in intimate situations? 
Why are sexual assault and rape prevalent on college 
campuses? Studying why there is an inability for many college 
students to identify consent is important as research can provide 
a   deeper   knowledge   of    how   and   why   disconnects   in  
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communication and intentions occur. Further research of how 
college students identify consent could potentially lead to 
improved education programs, campus policies, and state laws. 
 Even though the previous definition of affirmative 
consent lays out how consent should be obtained, in practice, 
many people do not follow the legal definition. Many gender 
differences exist in how men and women indicate consent and 
non-consent. Jozkowski, Peterson, Sanders, Dennis, and Reece 
(2014) found that several themes emerged: college students felt 
women were responsible for performing oral sex, men’s 
consent can be aggressive, and men utilize deception to obtain 
consent. These differences between gender and themes found 
by Jozkowski et al. may explain how misunderstandings, 
misinterpretations, and even criminal actions, in the case of 
deception, can result in situations involving sexual consent. It 
was also determined by Jozkowski et al. that men tend to rely 
on more nonverbal strategies than women, while women report 
more verbal strategies in indicating consent during sexual 
activities (Jozkowski et al., 2014). These strategies also 
support gender stereotyping with an aggressive male and 
passive female. One question raised by this study is whether the 
results of this study would be different in the case of a 
homosexual relationship instead of a heterosexual one.  
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 Substantial amounts of research have been conducted 
on consent in heterosexual relationships. Eaton (2014) found 
men reported more overall support for heteronormative beliefs 
in relation to verbal sexual coercion variables. These verbal 
sexual coercion variables can be defined as a way of exerting 
dominance by threatening to break up, saying everyone is 
doing it, or by stating it is unfair and their partner owes them. 
The support for these heteronormative beliefs by men 
demonstrates how gender roles, lack of explicit consent, and 
sexual coercion influence potential intimate partner violence. In 
addition to verbal coercion being perceived as a means of 
consent, situational factors, when combined with the degree of 
rape myth acceptance, lead to confusion and misunderstanding 
surrounding the recognition of sexual consent. Rape myth 
acceptance is the acceptance of attitudes and beliefs that are 
generally false but are widely and persistently held that serve to 
deny and justify male sexual aggression against women. As 
stated in Frese, Moya, and Megías (2004), the less stereotypic 
the rape situation is, the greater the role belief in rape-myth 
acceptance played in interpreting consent, and the more likely 
“No” was to be interpreted as “Yes” by participants. The 
perceptions of victim and perpetrator responsibility and 
intensity of trauma played a role in making judgments of the 
rape situation. When the rape situation contained ambiguity in 
this context, sexual consent was more challenging to identify. 
 Additionally, in a study conducted by Franiuk (2007), 
researchers provided college students with a variety of 
scenarios involving different amounts of ambiguity and were 
then asked to determine if sexual assault was present or not in 
the scenarios. The results displayed that students have difficulty 
correctly identifying more ambiguous situations as examples of 
sexual assault (Franiuk, 2007).  

Overall, the previous literature surrounding consent 
has shown that gender roles and situational context containing 
ambiguity influence perception of consent and how it is 
recognized. In our experiment, we predict, based on these two 
insights, that college students will find it more challenging to 
understand sexual consent when presented with ambiguous, 
modified case-by-case scenarios than when presented with 
clearer verbal or nonverbal situations surrounding consent. 
(Using the terminology of past research, we define 
“ambiguous” as the quality of being open to more than one 
interpretation and uncertainty of meaning or intention; that is, 
lacking direct, explicit consensual cues that are readily evident 
to those judging whether consent exists.  However, the 
scenarios are not ambiguous with respect to University policy, 
which provides an unambiguous determination of the presence 
of consent in the scenarios.)  We will manipulate the scenarios 
and measure whether the person correctly identified if consent 
was present or not in the scenario. The scenarios will explore 
verbal consent and no verbal consent, heteronormativity 
through changing from a heterosexual to a homosexual 
relationship, and the role of intoxication of the subjects of the 
scenarios, respectively, and whether they each influence 
students’ perceptions of consent. Examining the influences of 
alcohol was added as it is commonly involved in campus sexual 

assaults cases. The aim of the study is to discover more about 
what influences college students’ understanding of consent.  
 

METHOD 
 
Participants 
 The experiment was composed of a sample of 31 
students from the University of Minnesota who were obtained 
through convenience sampling of students enrolled in two lab 
sections of a research methods course during the time the 
experiment was conducted. Participants were randomly selected 
to participate in the control condition (n=18) or the 
experimental condition (n=13). The mean age for the sample 
was 21 and the age range was 15 years. Participants were not 
compensated for their involvement in this experiment. The 
racial demographics of the participants were largely white 
(68% Caucasian), with smaller proportions of other races 
represented (10% Asian, 10% other, 6% Biracial, 3% African 
American/Black, and 3% Indian/Subcontinental). In addition, 
this experiment had a greater number of female participants 
(n=19) than male participants (n=12).  
 
Materials 
 Each participant received two sheets of paper: one 
consisting of opened-ended questions asking for their age, 
gender, year in school, and race and the other consisting of 
three short scenarios created by the authors of this study. Each 
scenario included a multiple-choice question that asked, “Is 
consent present in this situation?” and participants were given 
the options to circle “Yes,” “No,” or “I do not know.” The 
control group read scenarios depicting sexual assault in which it 
was unambiguous if consent was properly obtained according to 
the definition of consent given by the University (see Appendix 
A). The experimental group read scenarios depicting sexual 
assault in which it was ambiguous if consent was properly 
obtained (see Appendix B). The scenarios were altered versions 
of those used in an experiment by Franiuk (2007). SPSS and 
Microsoft Excel were used to analyze the resulting data. 
 
Procedure 
 Before the start of the experiment, 20 packets for each 
condition were made and distributed randomly (40 packets 
total). Once each participant had been seated, an informed 
consent form was read to them. Upon giving informed consent, 
each participant was randomly given one of those 40 scenario 
packets to complete. Participants had 10 minutes to complete 
and turn in their packets. After the study, a debriefing 
statement was read to the subjects.  
 

RESULTS 
 

The independent variable was the condition 
participants were assigned to and the dependent variable was 
the participant’s response to each scenario. The inferential 
statistic used to test the hypothesis was the chi-square test of 
independence.  The  proportion  of  participants  who  correctly  
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FIGURE 1.  Bar graph depicting the participant responses within 

scenario 1. 
 
 
identified consent (according to the definition at the University 
of Minnesota) as not being present in scenario 1 was found to 
significantly differ between the control group and the 
experimental group (χ2(2) = 8.972, p = 0.011). The data 
indicate that more participants in the control group (88.89%) 
correctly identified consent as not being present in scenario 1 
more than in the experimental group (46.15%).  
 The proportion of participants who correctly identified 
consent as not being present in scenario 2 was not found to 
significantly differ between the control group (100%) and the 
experimental group (100%). In addition, the proportion of 
participants who correctly identified consent as not being 
present in scenario 3 was not found to significantly differ 
between the control group (55.56%) and the experimental 
group (92.31%) (χ2(2) = 7.386, p = 0.061). The results for 
all these findings are displayed by bar graphs in Figures 1, 2, 
and 3.  

 
DISCUSSION 

 
The results obtained from this study did not entirely 

support the hypothesis that college students find it more 
challenging to understand sexual consent when presented with 
ambiguous, modified case-by-case scenarios than when 
presented with clear verbal or nonverbal situations surrounding 
consent. While scenarios for both the experimental and control 
conditions could be viewed as being ambiguous, we defined the 
presence of consent according to the definition provided by the 
University of Minnesota (Marisam, 2015), which ultimately 
helped us to determine ambiguity. Ambiguity was defined as 
the quality of being open to more than one interpretation and 
uncertainty of meaning or intention. Scenario 1 did produce 
significant results and did support the hypothesis, but this may 
be because students find it easier identifying verbal consent, 
whereas scenarios 2 and 3 examined the role of gender 
stereotyping and the presence of alcohol, respectively. The 
study of homosexual interpersonal relationships in scenario 2 
provides  an  example  of   heteronormativity.   As  the  results 

 
FIGURE 2.  Bar graph depicting the participant responses within 

scenario 2. 
 

 
FIGURE 3.  Bar graph depicting the participant responses within 

scenario 3. 
 

 

related to scenario 2 were the same across both groups, the 
manipulation was likely not strong enough. Due to the 
consensus, a consideration that gender stereotyping may not be 
as prevalent of a factor when determining consent should be 
considered. Surprisingly the results found scenario 3 of the 
control group to be more ambiguous than scenario 3 of the 
experimental group. As for why the results were insignificant, 
and opposite from what the hypothesis predicted, in scenario 3, 
this could be because of issues in our research design, such as 
the manipulation not being strong enough. 

The results were not consistent with past research, as 
in past experiments students have had difficulty identifying 
sexual consent in ambiguous situations (Franiuk, 2007). One 
possible reason that our results may have differed from Franiuk 
(2007) was that the current study only addressed three 
scenarios while Franiuk (2007) assessed eight scenarios.  

There are several potential limitations of this study.  
One limitation in this study is that only students from the 
University of Minnesota were used as subjects in the 
experiment, which may limit the generalizability of the results 
to other students at other universities that are of a different size 
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or in a different geographical and political climate. 
Additionally, the University of Minnesota is a fairly liberal 
campus and students are required to complete online courses as 
freshman surrounding concepts such as alcohol (AlcoholEdu) 
and sexual assault (Haven). These online courses are interactive 
programs used to educate students about the negative effects of 
alcohol and issues surrounding sexual assault, stalking, 
relationship violence, and sexual harassment. Perhaps not all 
universities offer these types of programs, which could explain 
why our findings were different from studies at other 
universities. For scenarios 2 and 3, the manipulation was not 
strong enough. These limitations explain why the findings were 
inconsistent with the past literature.  

The next logical step for future research would be to 
conduct a similar study, but with additional questions and/or a 
larger sample size. To further expand on existing research, 
studies could be completed that further analyze and attempt to 
determine participant reasoning behind why they believe 
consent is or is not present. One factor that could be researched 
further is if believing the presence of alcohol automatically 
means consent is not present. Another potential area of 
research could investigate whether a verbal yes or no is 
required for obtaining sexual consent.  

The conclusion based on the results of this research is 
that college students mostly do not find it more difficult to 
identify the presence of consent when presented with 
ambiguous situations than when presented with non-ambiguous 
situations, but it depends on the situation and an improved 
research design is needed. Future research in this area remains 
important in discovering more about how people decide consent 
is necessary to help improve sexual assault education programs, 
state laws, and campus policies across the nation. Overall, 
research in this area will hopefully provide a deeper knowledge 
of how and why disconnects in communication and intentions 
occur. 

 
 

APPENDIX A 
 
Control Scenarios: 
 
1. Tina and Jeff are studying for their chemistry final on Jeff’s bed. They 

are friends and seem to be attracted to each other. Jeff kisses Tina, and 
she kisses him back. As they start to take off each other’s clothing and get 
more intimate, Jeff asks Tina if she wants to have sex. Tina responds, “I 
don’t know.” Jeff starts to have sex with Tina.   
 

Is consent present in this situation? 

• Yes 

• No 

• I do not know 
 
Explain your answer choice: _________________________________________ 
 
2. Susan and Larry have gone on a couple of dates and get along very well. 

They have kissed a bit after each date but have not gone any further 
physically. One night at the end of a date, Larry invites Susan into his 
apartment. They begin kissing on his bed and start to go further. Their 
clothing is off and Susan tells Larry that she does not want to have sex. 
He ignores this, gets on top of her, and has sex with her. 

Is consent present in this situation? 

• Yes 

• No 

• I do not know 
 
Explain your answer choice: _________________________________________ 
 

3. Noella and Jane meet at a party and seem to hit it off. Noella has had a lot 
of alcohol to drink and is not capable of driving home. Jane offers to 
drive her home because she has had very little to drink. Upon arriving, 
Noella invites Jane up to her apartment. Noella is clearly intoxicated. 
While in the house Jane kisses Noella and asks, “Do you want to have 
sex?” She replies, “yes.” Jane has sex with Noella.  

 
Is consent present in this situation? 

• Yes 

• No 

• I do not know 
 
Explain your answer choice: _________________________________________ 

 
 

APPENDIX B 
 
Experimental Scenarios: 
 
1. Tina and Jeff are studying for their chemistry final on Jeff’s bed. They 

are friends and seem to be attracted to each other. Jeff kisses Tina, and 
she kisses him back. They start to take off each other’s clothing and get 
more intimate. Jeff starts to have sex with Tina. 

 
Is consent present in this situation? 

• Yes 

• No 

• I do not know 
 
Explain your answer choice: _________________________________________ 
 
2. Steve and Larry have gone on a couple of dates and get along very well. 

They have kissed a bit after each date but have not gone any further 
physically. One night at the end of a date, Larry invites Steve into his 
apartment. They begin kissing on his bed and start to go further. Their 
clothing is off and Steve tells Larry that he does not want to have sex. He 
ignores this, gets on top of him, and has sex with him. 

 
Is consent present in this situation? 

• Yes 

• No 

• I do not know 
 
Explain your answer choice: _________________________________________ 
 
3. Noella and Jane meet at a party and seem to hit it off. Noella has had a lot 

of alcohol to drink and is not capable of driving home. Jane offers to 
drive her home because she has had very little to drink. Upon arriving, 
Noella invites Jane up to her apartment. Noella is clearly intoxicated. 
Jane has sex with Noella.  

 
Is consent present in this situation? 

• Yes 

• No 

• I do not know 
 
Explain your answer choice: _________________________________________ 
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