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Abstract
Men’s sexual violence against women is pervasive and is commonly committed against young women by intimate partners. 
Limited research has examined occurrence rates of intimate partner sexual violence among university students separated 
by various tactics and sexual acts. Using surveys with convenience samples of 142 Canadian university women and 441 
Canadian university men, we examined women’s self-reported intimate partner sexual violence victimization and men’s self-
reported perpetration rates in their most recent heterosexual intimate relationship in the past year. We examined a detailed 
breakdown across different tactics (i.e., verbal coercion, intoxication, and threats of harm/physical force) and sexual acts 
(i.e., nonpenetrative sexual contact; oral, vaginal, and anal penetration). Thirty-three percent of women reported at least one 
victimization experience, and 16% of men reported at least one perpetration experience. The most common tactic reported 
was verbal coercion for both women’s victimization and men’s perpetration, and the most common sexual act reported was 
vaginal penetration for women’s victimization and oral sex for men’s perpetration. We also examined contextual features and 
perceptions of the effects of perpetrators’ most memorable incidents. These most memorable incidents often occurred either in 
their own or their partner’s home and involved alcohol consumption. Most men reported no significant effects of their sexual 
violence on their relationships and sometimes normalized their behavior. We briefly discuss the implications of our results 
for future research and interventions.
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Introduction

Intimate partner sexual violence (IPSV) exists at the inter-
section of intimate partner violence and sexual violence. 
Because the research on these two topic areas has developed 
largely independently, IPSV is often overlooked (Bagwell-
Gray et al., 2015; Logan et al., 2015). In the intimate part-
ner violence literature, sexual violence is examined mainly 
in the context of otherwise violent relationships and has 
received little attention compared to physical and psychologi-
cal partner abuse (Logan et al., 2015; Moreau et al., 2015). 
In the general sexual violence literature, sexual violence is 
examined regardless of the victim–perpetrator relationship 
(Logan et al., 2015). This literature has often broken down 
sexual violence rates by the relationship between the victim 

and perpetrator (e.g., strangers, acquaintances, and intimate 
partners) and has provided mounting evidence that a substan-
tial proportion of sexual violence is perpetrated by intimate 
partners (e.g., Smith et al., 2017). However, fewer studies 
have examined the occurrence of sexual violence specifically 
among women and men in intimate relationships. Those that 
have examined sexual violence in this particular relational 
context have examined mostly overall occurrence rates in 
national and convenience samples with little to no breakdown 
across different tactics and sexual acts. As a result of these 
gaps, we do not yet know the “full extent of the nature and 
scope of [IPSV]” (Logan et al., 2015, p. 112), especially 
among university students.

Sexual Violence Occurrence Rates and Contexts

While not all researchers have made a clear distinction, we 
label previous rates of lifetime or since age 14 sexual vio-
lence as “prevalence” and rates of new occurrences during 
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a specified time period (e.g., past year or month) as “inci-
dence.”1 We use the term “occurrence” to refer more broadly 
to either type of rate. Occurrence rates vary depending on the 
timeframe and type of sexual violence; however, research 
has consistently found significantly higher perpetration rates 
among men and higher victimization rates among women 
(Burczycka, 2020; Sutherland et al., 2014; VanderLaan & 
Vasey, 2009). Given this gendered nature of sexual vio-
lence, we focus only on women’s victimization and men’s 
perpetration.

Sexual violence is most commonly committed against 
young women under age 25 (Brennan & Taylor-Butts, 
2008; Conroy & Cotter, 2017), making university students 
an important group to focus on. Most university sample 
research has examined women’s self-reported victimization. 
National studies of U.S. university women have found that 
about 43 to 54% reported having experienced some form of 
sexual violence by someone ever or since age 14 (Koss et al., 
1987; Sutherland et al., 2014). Based on their review of past 
research using large, representative samples of US under-
graduate women, Muehlenhard et al. (2017) concluded that, 
although risk varies depending on campus, year in school, 
race, and so on, “one in five (20%) is a reasonable estimate 
of the percentage of [U.S.] undergraduate women sexually 
assaulted while in college” (p. 566).2 Comparatively fewer 
studies have examined university men’s self-reported per-
petration. Studies using large, representative samples of US 
university men have found that about 15 to 25% reported 
having committed some form of sexual violence against 
someone ever or since age 14 (Koss et al., 1987; Sutherland 
et al., 2014).

National U.S. studies with both university and general 
samples have consistently found that a substantial proportion 
of the sexual violence that women experience is perpetrated 
by intimate partners (Krebs et al., 2007, 2016). The most 
recent U.S. national prevalence rates suggest that 16.4% of 
U.S. women have experienced sexual violence by an intimate 
partner during their lifetime (Smith et al., 2017). Similarly, 
45.1% of U.S. women victims of sexual violence reported 
that the perpetrator was a current or former intimate partner 
(Smith et al., 2017). Research has also found that more than 
half of university men’s self-reported sexual violence perpe-
tration occurred within a steady or casual dating relationship 
(Abbey et al., 1998; Gidycz et al., 2007, 2011). While most 
of these studies with university men combined steady and 

casual dating relationships or did not clearly define dating 
relationships, subsequent research (albeit with a community 
sample) found that more perpetrators were in a committed 
relationship with the victim compared to a casual one (Weg-
ner et al., 2014).

Sexual Violence in Intimate Relationships

Limited research has measured sexual violence specifically 
among women and men in intimate relationships (e.g., in 
relationship at least one or three months, in committed and 
sexual relationship, or living together and parenting a child; 
Brousseau et al., 2011; Goetz & Shackelford, 2009; Rapoza & 
Drake, 2009; Salwen & O’Leary, 2013; Starratt et al., 2008). 
Only two of these studies were specific to university students 
and found that roughly 31% of women reported being victim-
ized by their current partner and 27 to 36% of men reported 
perpetrating against their current partner (Brousseau et al., 
2011; Rapoza & Drake, 2009).3 The only Canadian national 
representative study to have examined sexual violence in 
university dating relationships, to our knowledge, found 
that 28% of women reported having experienced sexual vio-
lence from a dating partner in the past year and 11% of men 
reported having perpetrated (DeKeseredy & Kelly, 1993).

Even more limited is research that has looked at the spe-
cifics of what sexual violence looks like in university stu-
dents’ intimate relationships. Brousseau et al. (2011) and 
DeKeseredy and Kelly (1993) conducted the only studies to 
our knowledge to have examined different categories of IPSV 
(rather than just overall occurrence rates) among university 
students. These studies found that, according to victimiza-
tion and perpetration reports, nonpenetrative sexual contact 
and intercourse because of verbal pressure and arguments 
were the most common experiences and rape and attempted 
rape (penetration obtained by taking advantage of a person’s 
intoxication, threats, or physical force) were less common. 
However, we do not yet know the rates for each tactic inde-
pendent of the sexual act and vice versa, or for each combi-
nation of tactic and sexual act. Although Brousseau et al. 
extended earlier research by modifying the original Sexual 
Experiences Survey (Koss et al., 1987; Koss & Oros, 1982) 
to measure oral and anal sexual violence separately, they only 
reported the rates that occurred through threats and physical 
force: 0.5% of women victims and 0.5% of men perpetrators 
reported each.

1 Since age 14 is a common timeframe in the sexual violence literature 
and is meant to distinguish adolescent and adulthood experiences from 
childhood experiences (Koss et al., 2007).
2 This review included only studies that defined sexual assault as 
including sexual acts obtained by force, threats of force, or incapacita-
tion (not verbal or psychological coercion).

3 Both studies included both members of each couple in their sam-
ple. In Brousseau et al. (2011), only one member of each couple was 
required to be a university student. In Rapoza and Drake (2009), most 
participants were students.
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Contextual Features of Sexual Violence Incidents

Contextual features of sexual violence incidents, such as 
alcohol use and location, are important for understanding 
risk. According to both victim and perpetrator reports, alco-
hol use is quite common (Abbey et al., 1998, 2001; Krebs 
et al., 2007, 2016; Lyndon et al., 2007). At least one-third 
of university men’s most serious reported sexual assaults 
involved alcohol consumption, most commonly by both vic-
tim and perpetrator (Abbey et al., 1998, 2001; Lyndon et al., 
2007). However, one national U.S. study found that alcohol 
was present in only 9% of reported IPSV incidents in the 
National Incident-Based Reporting System (which includes 
cases reported to the FBI by participating agencies; Krienert 
& Walsh, 2018). Sexual violence among university students 
most commonly occurs in a home or dorm room, often of 
the victim or perpetrator (Abbey et al., 1998, 2001; Krebs 
et al., 2007). Over two-thirds of university men’s most seri-
ous sexual violence was committed in the home of either the 
perpetrator or victim (Abbey et al., 1998, 2001). Krienert 
and Walsh (2018) found that 82% of IPSV incidents occurred 
in the victim’s residence, many likely representing a resi-
dence shared with the perpetrator given the inclusion of many 
married victims. With the exception of Krienert and Walsh 
(2018), most of this research has not been specific to intimate 
partner sexual violence.

Men’s Perceptions of Sexual Violence

Men often do not rate scenarios as constituting sexual vio-
lence or assault and often (and to a greater degree than 
women) exonerate perpetrators and assign at least some guilt 
or blame to victims (Grubb & Harrower, 2009; Munsch & 
Willer, 2012; Russell et al., 2011). This past research has 
relied predominantly on participants’ interpretations of 
vignettes depicting sexual violence scenarios rather than 
men’s actual experiences. It also has not specifically exam-
ined men’s perceptions of the effects of their own IPSV. 
Abbey and McAuslan (2004) did use open-ended survey 
questions to examine how university men felt about their 
most severe sexual violence perpetration (not specific to inti-
mate relationships) and in what ways their perceptions of the 
incident changed since it happened. They found that some 
felt remorse and learned from the experience (past assaulters 
more so than repeat assaulters).

Current Research

We contribute to the limited research on university women 
and men’s self-reported occurrence rates of IPSV. We report 
on two studies. In the first study, we examined university 
women’s IPSV victimization incidence rates in their most 
recent heterosexual intimate relationship in the past year. 

In the second study, we examined university men’s IPSV 
perpetration incidence rates in their most recent heterosex-
ual intimate relationship in the past year. Both studies were 
designed as pieces of larger programs of research and were 
meant, in part, to screen women and men with IPSV experi-
ences to participate in qualitative interviews (see Jeffrey & 
Barata, 2017, 2019). By examining a more detailed break-
down across different tactics (i.e., verbal coercion, taking 
advantage of an intoxicated partner, and threats of harm/
physical force) and sexual acts (i.e., nonpenetrative sexual 
contact; oral, vaginal, and anal penetration) compared to past 
research, we provide a more in-depth understanding of the 
scope and nature of university students’ IPSV experiences. 
Our research also provides incidence rates from both the vic-
tim and perpetrator perspective. Both perspectives together 
allow for stronger conclusions about the scope and nature 
of university students’ IPSV and may highlight important 
differences in victimization and perpetration experiences or 
reports. We also contribute to the literature on contextual 
features (i.e., location, alcohol use) of IPSV and perpetra-
tors’ perceptions of the effects of their sexual violence, which 
very little research has examined to date in the specific con-
text of intimate relationships. Although our sample may not 
represent all Canadian university students’ experiences, this 
research is an important step in understanding with greater 
precision what university students’ IPSV looks like.

Study 1: Women’s Intimate Partner Sexual 
Violence Victimization

Method

Participants

We received a total of 160 surveys. We deleted the surveys of 
participants who declined to participate on the consent form 
or withdrew, as well as repeats, surveys with no responses, 
and surveys of ineligible participants. Although the original 
study did not have an age restriction, we removed those who 
were not 18 to 24 for the current analysis so that women 
were the same age as men in Study 2 (which did include an 
age restriction; total of 8 removed). Finally, we removed one 
participant who was missing more than 15% of responses 
to the main survey scale—the Sexual Experiences Survey 
(similar cutoffs have been used previously; Anderson et al., 
2017; Buday & Peterson, 2015). We were left with a final 
sample of 142 women.

Participants were aged 18 to 24 (M = 19.4; SD = 1.5). Most 
identified as heterosexual or straight (87.3%) and as White/
European (78.9%). Most were first-year (47.2%) and second-
year (20.4%) students. Most (97.2%) reported being in an 
exclusive, committed intimate/romantic relationship with 
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their most recent partner (2.1% reported being engaged to 
their most recent partner and 0.7% reported being married). 
Most (86.6%) reported that they were not living with this 
partner. Participants reported having been in a relationship 
with their most recent partner for 3 to 62 months (M = 18.5; 
SD = 14.3). Many (62.0%) reported that they were still in a 
relationship with their most recent partner at the time of the 
survey; 36.6% reported that they were no longer in a relation-
ship and 1.4% either did not respond or reported “other.” 
A majority of participants reported having engaged in kiss-
ing (98.6%), sexual touching (93.7%), oral sex (85.2%), and 
vaginal sex (80.3%) with their partner, with fewer reporting 
anal sex (14.1%).

Procedure

Upon approval by an institutional research ethics board, 
we recruited a convenience sample of Canadian university 
women between October 2013 and January 2014 to com-
plete an online survey through the Psychology Department 
Participant Pool and advertisements posted around campus. 
We advertised the study as pertaining to “women’s intimate 
experiences in dating relationships with men,” including 
“sexual experiences that may have been unwanted or dis-
tressing.” Participants must have identified as women and 
their most recent dating relationship must have: (1) been 
with a man, (2) been exclusive/monogamous, (3) occurred 
at least partially within the past year, and (4) lasted at least 
3 months. After viewing a consent form, agreeing to partici-
pate, and self-identifying as meeting the eligibility criteria, 
participants were directed to the survey. Instructions twice 
reminded participants to answer relationship and sexual vio-
lence questions only about their most recent past or present 
relationship that met the criteria noted above. Those who 
participated through the Psychology Department Participant 
Pool (n = 89) received 0.5 bonus grade toward an eligible 
Psychology course and those who responded via email to 
our advertisements posted around campus (n = 53) received 
a $5 electronic gift card.

Measures

The survey included: (1) background questions about age, 
sexual orientation, ethnicity, university information, and 
sexual and dating history and (2) the Sexual Experiences 
Survey-Short Form Victimization (SES-SFV; Koss et al., 
2007). The SES-SFV contains seven root items describing 
sexual acts that the respondent may have experienced with-
out consent (nonpenetrative sexual contact; attempted and 
completed oral, vaginal, and anal penetration). Each root 
item was followed by five possible tactics that may have 
been used against the respondent to obtain the sexual act 
(verbal coercion, taking advantage of intoxication, threats 

of harm, and physical force). Participants use a 4-point 
scale (0 to 3+) to indicate how many times each tactic was 
used to obtain each sexual act in the past year. The SES-
SFV measures sexual acts committed by “someone” and “a 
man.” Because we were not given permission by the SES 
authors to make wording changes, we added bolded instruc-
tions to the beginning of the scale asking participants to 
answer only about the same relationship/partner that they 
answered the previous survey questions about (i.e., their 
most recent past or present relationship that was with a 
man, exclusive/monogamous, occurred at least partially 
within the past year, and lasted at least 3 months). Our 
relationship eligibility criteria meant that some (i.e., those 
who had broken up with their partner within the past year 
and those who started dating their partner within the past 
year) would have been responding to the SES about less 
than a full past year.

The SES is the most widely used measure of sexual vic-
timization and respondents do not find it to be overly dis-
tressing (Davis et al., 2014; Edwards et al., 2009; Johnson 
et al., 2012; Logan et al., 2015). The SES-SFV has been 
found to have adequate two-week test–retest reliability and 
good predictive validity and to demonstrate comparable 
results when used in-person and online (Johnson et al., 
2017). We do not include a Cronbach’s alpha score because 
it is an inappropriate reliability assessment for the SES 
(Canan et al., 2020; Koss et al., 2007).

There are many ways to score the SES (see Davis et al., 
2014; Koss et al., 2007). Because we were most interested 
in understanding rates of different types of IPSV, we opted 
to separate both tactics and sexual acts. We also report 
rates for each combination of tactic and sexual act and, to 
allow for comparability across other studies, we provide 
rates of the categories recommended by Koss et al. (2007, 
2008; see Table 2).

Data Analysis

We analyzed descriptive statistics of the background and 
SES questions using Microsoft Excel. We calculated all 
incidence rates based on the number of participants who 
responded positively (i.e., reported one or more incidents) 
to one or more of the relevant SES items. We treated miss-
ing values on the SES as nonendorsement of IPSV (i.e., the 
modal value of 0; Anderson et al., 2017; Strang & Peterson, 
2013); 49 participants were missing values on the SES, but 
all completed at least 85%. As noted above, we removed 
one participant from the original sample who was missing 
more than 15% of responses on the SES (Anderson et al., 
2017; Buday & Peterson, 2015). We report incidence rates 
as percentages of victims in the sample and percentages of 
the total sample.
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Results

Intimate Partner Sexual Violence Victimization

Forty-seven (33.1%) participants reported at least one experi-
ence with IPSV in their most recent heterosexual relationship 
in the past year.4 The most common tactic was verbal coer-
cion, followed by use of intoxication, and then threats of harm 
or physical force (see Table 1). Thirteen (27.7% of victims, 
9.6% of sample) reported having experienced more than one 
type of tactic. The most common sexual act was vaginal pen-
etration, followed by nonpenetrative sexual contact and oral 
sex, and then anal penetration. Of the SES victim categories, 
sexual contact was the most common, followed by attempted 
coercion, attempted rape, rape, and coercion (see Table 2).

Study 2: Men’s Intimate Partner Sexual 
Violence Perpetration

Method

Participants

We received a total of 597 surveys. We deleted the surveys 
of participants who declined to participate on the con-
sent form or withdrew, as well as repeats, surveys with no 
responses, and surveys of ineligible participants.5 We were 
left with a final sample of 441 men.

Participants were aged 18 to 24 (M = 19.0; SD = 1.3). 
Most identified as heterosexual, straight, or attracted to 
women (74.4%; many others responded “male”) and as 
White/European (78.0%). Most were first-year (66.7%) 

Table 1  Incidence of women’s 
intimate partner sexual violence 
victimization in the past year

a Attempted or completed
b Threatened harm or actual physical force

Sexual act Tactic

Verbal coercion Intoxication Physical  forceb Total (any tactic)

Sexual contact
 No. SES-SFV items 2 1 2 5
 n 13 15 3 24
 % of total n (142) 9.2 10.6 2.1 16.9
 % of victims (47) 27.7 31.9 6.4 51.1

Oral  sexa

 No. SES-SFV items 4 2 4 10
 n 18 11 2 24
 % of total n (142) 12.7 7.7 1.4 16.9
 % of victims (47) 38.3 23.4 4.3 51.1

Vaginal  penetrationa

 No. SES-SFV items 4 2 4 10
 n 14 12 4 24
 % of total n (142) 9.9 8.5 2.8 18.3
 % of victims (47) 29.8 25.5 8.5 55.3

Anal  penetrationa

 No. SES-SFV items 4 2 4 10
 n 3 4 3 10
 % of total n (142) 2.1 2.8 2.1 7.0
 % of victims (47) 6.4 8.5 6.4 21.3

Total (any sexual act)
 No. SES-SFV items 14 7 14 35
 n 31 22 9 47
 % of total n (142) 21.8 15.5 6.3 33.10
 % of victims (47) 66.0 46.8 19.1 –

4 This overall rate was first reported in Jeffrey and Barata (2017) to 
describe the sample from which we recruited women to participate in 
interviews. The result reported there was slightly different because our 
data cleaning process was more stringent in the current study since our 
main purpose was to report IPSV incidence rates.

5 We removed all surveys of 23 participants who had first indicated on 
the eligibility page that they were ineligible and then accessed the sur-
vey a second (or third) time, this time indicating that they were eligible 
and completing the survey.
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and second-year (21.1%) students. All participants reported 
being in an exclusive, committed intimate/romantic rela-
tionship with their most recent partner (none reported that 
they were married or engaged). Most (93.9%) reported that 
they were not living with this partner. Participants reported 
having been in a relationship with their most recent partner 
for 3 to 120 months (M = 14.9; SD = 14.3). Fifty-eight per-
cent reported that they were no longer in a relationship with 
their most recent partner at the time of the survey; 40.8% 
reported that they were still in a relationship and 1.1% 
reported “other.” A majority of participants reported hav-
ing engaged in kissing (95.0%), sexual touching (91.4%), 
oral sex (82.5%), and vaginal sex (79.1%) with their part-
ner, with fewer reporting anal sex (13.4%).

Procedure

Upon approval by an institutional research ethics board, we 
recruited a convenience sample of Canadian university men 
(from the same university as Study 1) between September 
2016 and October 2017 to complete an online survey through 
the Psychology Department Participant Pool and advertise-
ments posted around campus. We advertised the study as 
pertaining to “men’s experiences in dating relationships with 
women,” including “sexual behavior that [they] may have 
engaged in without consent.” Participants must have identi-
fied as men, been aged 18 to 24, and their most recent dating 
relationship must have: (1) been with a woman, (2) been 
exclusive/monogamous, (3) occurred at least partially within 
the past year, and (4) lasted at least 3 months. After viewing a 
consent form, agreeing to participate, and self-identifying as 
meeting the eligibility criteria, participants were directed to 
the main survey. Instructions twice reminded participants to 
answer relationship and sexual violence questions only about 

their most recent past or present relationship that met the cri-
teria noted above. Participants who participated through the 
Psychology Department Participant Pool (n = 409) received 
0.5 bonus grade toward an eligible Psychology course and 
participants who responded via email to our advertisements 
posted around campus (n = 32) were placed in one of two 
draws for a $40 electronic gift card.6

Measures

The survey included: (1) background questions about age, 
sexual orientation, ethnicity, university information, and 
sexual and dating history; (2) the Sexual Experiences Sur-
vey-Short Form Perpetration (SES-SFP; Koss et al., 2007); 
and (3) questions to assess contextual features of perpetra-
tors’ most memorable IPSV incident and their perceptions 
of the incident’s effects. The SES-SFP is formatted in the 
same way as the victimization version but asks about acts 
that the respondent used against someone in the past year. 
In addition to adding instructions to the beginning of the 
SES to prompt men to think only about their most recent 
past or present relationship that met the eligibility criteria 
noted above, we also made minor wording changes to the 
SES items (i.e., “someone” and “a woman” changed to “my 
partner” and gender neutral pronouns changed to “she” and 
“her”; M. Koss, personal communication, July 2015). Our 
relationship eligibility criteria meant that some (i.e., those 
who had broken up with their partner within the past year 

Table 2  Incidence of women’s intimate partner sexual violence victimization in the past year using SES-SFV categories

Victim category No. SES-SFV 
items

n % of total n (142) % of victims (47)

Non-victim – 95 66.9 –
Sexual contact (nonpenetrative sexual contact 

through verbal pressure, taking advantage 
when intoxicated, threats of harm, or physical 
force)

5 24 16.9 51.1

Attempted coercion (attempted oral, vaginal, or 
anal penetration through verbal pressure)

6 20 14.1 42.6

Coercion (oral, vaginal, or anal penetration 
through verbal pressure)

6 13 9.2 27.7

Attempted rape (attempted oral, vaginal, or anal 
penetration through taking advantage when 
intoxicated, threats of harm, or physical force)

9 16 11.3 34.0

Rape (oral, vaginal, or anal penetration through 
taking advantage when intoxicated, threats of 
harm, or physical force)

9 14 9.9 29.8

6 We deleted participants’ identifying information within several 
months of their participation (in order to help protect confidentiality). 
Although it is unlikely that men who completed the survey for credit 
completed it a second time for payment (or vice versa), we were unable 
to fully prevent this.
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and those who started dating their partner within the past 
year) would have been responding about less than a full past 
year. The SES-SFP has been found to have good two-week 
test–retest reliability and predictive validity, and to demon-
strate comparable results when used in-person and online 
(Johnson et al., 2017).

We asked those who reported any experiences on the SES 
to answer the following closed-ended follow-up questions 
(adapted from Abbey et al., 2001) about their most memora-
ble experience: Where did the experience occur? How much 
alcohol did you consume during the experience or within 
one hour prior? and How much alcohol did your partner con-
sume during the experience or within one hour prior? A final 
open-ended question stated: “Please describe, using the text 
box below, how this experience affected your relationship 
with your partner. If it did not affect it at all, please describe. 
Consider, for example, whether the experience affected: (1) 
your sexual relationship with her; (2) how you feel/felt about 
her or how she feels/felt about you; (3) how you and/or she 
feel(s)/felt about the relationship itself; (4) your commitment 
to her or hers to you.”

Data Analysis

We analyzed descriptive statistics of the background, SES, 
and closed-ended contextual features questions using 
Microsoft Excel. We scored the SES-SFP in the same way 
as the SES-SFV in Study 1. Only 18 participants were miss-
ing values on the SES, and all completed at least 85%. Thus, 
we did not remove any participants for missing more than 
15% of responses (Anderson et al., 2017; Buday & Peter-
son, 2015).

We conducted a quantitative content analysis (Krippen-
dorff, 2004; Weber, 1990) on the final open-ended question 
that asked participants to describe how their most memora-
ble experience affected their relationship with their partner. 
Of the 70 participants who reported some type of IPSV 
on the SES, 57 (81.4%) responded to the final open-ended 
question. (We excluded 45 participants who responded to 
the open-ended question but did not report any IPSV.)7 To 
develop the initial coding scheme, the first author repeatedly 
read the data and used an inductive approach to identify the 
reported types of effects that participants’ most memora-
ble IPSV incident had. Together, both authors examined 
the data and refined the coding method and scheme. We 
defined the different types of effects according to the follow-
ing five mutually exclusive categories: (1) positive effects 
(participant reported that there were positive effects of his 

IPSV on his relationship and/or on his partner); (2) negative 
effects (participant reported that there were negative effects 
of his IPSV on his relationship and/or on his partner); (3) no 
effects (participant reported that there were no effects of his 
IPSV on his relationship and/or on his partner); (4) effects 
on self (participant reported that there was any type of effect 
of his IPSV on himself); and (5) unclear/irrelevant (partici-
pant’s response was unclear regarding effects of his IPSV on 
his relationship or partner or response was not relevant to 
the question). Positive and negative effects were sometimes 
based on our own interpretations; that is, not all participants 
explicitly labeled or described certain effects as positive 
or negative.

During this process, we also divided each participant’s 
response every time they reported a new type of effect so that 
each segment could be coded separately (i.e., coding units; 
Krippendorff, 2004). Thus, the categories above were also 
mutually exclusive at the level of the coding unit, but a partic-
ipant’s complete response could have included multiple types 
of effects (e.g., positive and negative) and this was captured 
in our reporting of the results at the participant level. The 
complete, intact participant responses were still visible dur-
ing the coding process to provide context (i.e., context units; 
Krippendorff, 2004); that is, sometimes it was necessary to 
see a full response to understand the meaning of one of its 
segments/coding units. Next, both authors independently 
coded the coding units into one of the five categories and 
then came to a final consensus by resolving disagreements. 
We then further clarified definitions and added examples to 
the coding scheme to maximize mutual exclusiveness of the 
five categories.

Below, we report frequencies of participants who 
reported each type of effect at least once based on our cod-
ing consensus. We report frequencies of our own (i.e., the 
authors’) coding because we have a level of expertise about 
men’s sexual violence that independent coders would not 
have and because we carefully discussed the data that were 
less clear. However, a second aim of this analysis was to test 
whether the coding scheme could reliably be used in the 
future. To this end, two undergraduate research assistants 
independently coded the pre-divided coding units using 
our coding scheme. Following Krippendorff (2004), we 
tested interrater reliability with this new set of coders who 
had not been intimately involved in developing the coding 
scheme and thus had not formed an implicit consensus or 
understanding of the codes that other researchers would not 
be able to replicate. We analyzed interrater reliability using 
Krippendorff’s alpha in SPSS version 25 (using a macro 
developed by Hayes and Krippendorff; De Swert, 2012; 
Hayes & Krippendorff, 2007). Interrater reliability was 
good (Krippendorff’s alpha = 0.90). Moreover, the research 
assistants’ coding results were very similar to ours, with 

7 Most of these 45 simply answered that this question was not appli-
cable to them, but some answered as if some event had or had not 
impacted their relationship (possibly unreported IPSV).
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only 14% of the coding units coded differently from our 
results by one or both of the research assistants.

Results

Intimate Partner Sexual Violence Perpetration

Seventy (15.9%) participants reported at least one instance 
of perpetrating IPSV in their most recent heterosexual rela-
tionship in the past year. The most common tactic was verbal 
coercion, followed by use of intoxication, and then threats 
of harm or physical force (see Table 3). Sixteen (22.9% of 
perpetrators, 3.6% of sample) reported having used more than 
one type of tactic. The most common sexual act was oral sex, 
followed by nonpenetrative sexual contact, vaginal penetra-
tion, and anal penetration. Of the SES perpetrator categories, 
sexual contact was the most common, followed by attempted 
coercion, attempted rape, rape, and coercion (see Table 4).

Contextual Features of Perpetrators’ Most Memorable 
Incident

The vast majority of perpetrators reported that the most mem-
orable IPSV incident occurred either in their own home or 
dorm room (45.7%) or in their partner’s home or dorm room 
(31.4%). Others reported that it occurred in a car (7.1%), in 
a bar or at a party (not including at their own or their part-
ner’s home/dorm; 4.3%), at a hotel/motel (2.9%), or outside 
(1.4%); the remainder did not respond (7.1%). More than 
half of perpetrators reported that the most memorable event 
involved alcohol consumption by the perpetrator (55.7%) or 
victim (52.9%), and usually both (50.0%). Of those 39 who 
reported that they had consumed alcohol, 30.8% reported 
1 to 2 drinks, 23.1% reported 3 to 4, 20.5% reported 5 to 6, 
and 25.6% reported 7 or more. Of those 37 who reported that 
their partner had consumed alcohol, 37.8% reported 1 to 2 
drinks, 27.0% reported 3 to 4, 24.3% reported 5 to 6, and 
10.8% reported 7 or more.

Table 3  Incidence of men’s 
intimate partner sexual violence 
perpetration in the past year

a Attempted or completed
b Threatened harm or actual physical force

Sexual act Tactic

Verbal coercion Intoxication Physical  forceb Total 
(any 
tactic)

Sexual contact
 No. SES-SFP items 2 1 2 5
 n 28 16 6 36
 % of total n (441) 6.3 3.6 1.4 8.2
 % of perpetrators (70) 40.0 22.9 8.6 51.4

Oral  sexa

 No. SES-SFP items 4 2 4 10
 n 30 16 12 44
 % of total n (441) 6.8 3.6 2.7 10.0
 % of perpetrators (70) 42.9 22.9 17.1 62.9

Vaginal  penetrationa

 No. SES-SFP items 4 2 4 10
 n 21 13 7 32
 % of total n (441) 4.8 2.9 1.6 7.3
 % of perpetrators (70) 30.0 18.6 10.0 45.7

Anal  penetrationa

 No. SES-SFP items 4 2 4 10
 n 6 10 5 13
 % of total n (441) 1.4 2.3 1.1 2.9
 % of perpetrators (70) 8.6 14.3 7.1 18.6

Total (any sexual act)
 No. SES-SFP items 14 7 14 35
 n 51 26 14 70
 % of total n (441) 11.6 5.9 3.2 15.9
 % of perpetrators (70) 72.9 37.1 20.0 –
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Perpetrators’ Perceptions of the Effects of the Most 
Memorable Incident

Of the 57 perpetrators who responded to the question about 
the effects of the most memorable incident, almost 60% made 
at least one statement explicitly reporting that the incident 
had no effects on their relationship and/or their partner or 
that their relationship went on as usual or did not change. 
Others reported negative or positive effects on their relation-
ship and/or partner, or effects on themselves. See Table 5 for 
percentages, examples, and illustrative quotes. Many reported 
multiple types of effects. Some reported a negative effect on 
one part of their relationship but a positive effect on another 
part; for example: “Our sexual relationship had a break…
improved ability to talk things through.” Others reported that 
the incident did not affect their relationship but then went 
on to describe a positive or negative effect; for example: “I 
don’t think it affected any of…these things listed. We just 
realized that we should not take advantage of one another 
when we have had too many drinks.” Perceived effects (both 
within and across our five coding categories) may have varied 
depending on tactic and sexual act, but we did not examine 
these differences in the current analysis. Although 32 par-
ticipants provided responses that were unclear or irrelevant 
with respect to effects on their relationships or partners (the 
purpose of our content analysis), it is worth noting that many 
of these responses worked to minimize and normalize IPSV 
(as did explicitly reporting no effects). For example, they: (1) 
explicitly minimized (“not serious,” “not a crime,” “not THAT 
big of a problem” [emphasis original]); (2) blamed their part-
ner (“she was stubborn”); (3) claimed not to remember the 
incident; and (4) contrasted to more extreme violence (“It was 
gentle urging. Not full physical force.”).

Discussion

Previous work has established high rates of sexual violence 
on contemporary university campuses and that a substan-
tial proportion of this violence is perpetrated by intimate 
partners. We add to the limited existing research measuring 
the occurrence of sexual violence specifically among uni-
versity students in intimate relationships (Brousseau et al., 
2011; DeKeseredy & Kelly, 1993; Rapoza & Drake, 2009). 
One-third of the women in our sample reported at least one 
victimization experience in their most recent heterosexual 
relationship in the past year. This was roughly double the rate 
of men’s self-reported perpetration. Some have suggested 
that disparities between women’s victimization rates and 
men’s perpetration rates are likely due to men’s nondisclo-
sure (Kolivas & Gross, 2007; Koss et al., 1987; Strang et al., 
2013). For example, men may view some of their past experi-
ences as consensual even if coerced (the SES asks specifically 
about sexual acts that occurred or were attempted without 
consent). This raises concerns about the focus on consent in 
sexual violence measurement and sexual violence prevention.

Sexual violence rates are difficult to compare across stud-
ies given measurement differences. Our victimization rate 
was very similar to that found in two recent studies that exam-
ined university women’s sexual violence by a current part-
ner; however, our perpetration rate was comparatively low 
(Brousseau et al., 2011; Rapoza & Drake, 2009). These dif-
ferences could be due to measurement differences (e.g., both 
past studies examined sexual violence at any time throughout 
the relationship whereas we asked about the past year). Our 
perpetration rate was more similar to DeKeseredy and Kelly’s 
(1993) Canadian nationally representative sample (11% of 
university men reported perpetrating against a female dating 
partner in the past year).

Table 4  Incidence of men’s intimate partner sexual violence perpetration in the past year using SES-SFP categories

Perpetrator category No. SES-SFP items  n % of total n (441) % of perpetrators (70)

Non-perpetrator – 371 84.1 –
Sexual contact (nonpenetrative sexual contact through 

verbal pressure, taking advantage when intoxicated, 
threats of harm, or physical force)

5 36 8.2 51.4

Attempted coercion (attempted oral, vaginal, or anal 
penetration through verbal pressure)

6 34 7.7 48.6

Coercion (oral, vaginal, or anal penetration through 
verbal pressure)

6 15 3.4 21.4

Attempted rape (attempted oral, vaginal, or anal penetra-
tion through taking advantage when intoxicated, threats 
of harm, or physical force)

9 22 5.0 31.4

Rape (oral, vaginal, or anal penetration through taking 
advantage when intoxicated, threats of harm, or physi-
cal force)

9 20 4.5 28.6
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Our study is the first to provide a detailed breakdown of 
university women and men’s IPSV across different tactics 
and sexual acts. Despite the disparity between the overall 
victimization and perpetration rates in our studies, the gen-
eral patterns were very similar. Together, these studies paint 
a consistent and detailed image of what university students’ 
IPSV looks like. Both women and men reported that verbal 
coercion was the most common tactic, followed by use of 
intoxication and threats of harm or physical force. Previ-
ous research that has not provided as detailed a breakdown 
across tactics and sexual acts still confirms this general pat-
tern among victims and perpetrators in intimate relationships: 
women more commonly experience and men more commonly 
use verbal and psychological pressure compared to threats or 
physical force (Brousseau et al., 2011; DeKeseredy & Kelly, 
1993; Salwen & O’Leary, 2013; Wegner et al., 2014). The 
breakdown of rates for each type of sexual act was also quite 
similar between women and men in our two studies, with 
nonpenetrative sexual contact, oral sex, and vaginal penetra-
tion relatively evenly distributed among victims and perpetra-
tors, and anal penetration comparatively less common. Using 
the SES victim and perpetrator categories, the patterns were 
also the same: sexual contact was the most common, followed 
by attempted coercion, attempted rape, rape, and coercion.

Although men in more casual relationships also more 
commonly use verbal and psychological compared to phys-
ical forms of sexual violence, the pattern appears more 
pronounced in intimate relationships. Wegner et al. (2014) 
found that committed relationship perpetrators were more 
likely than casual relationship perpetrators to use verbal 
pressure. This may be because men can obtain sex from 
an unwilling partner without using more forceful tactics 
(Abbey et al., 2004) and because sex among intimate part-
ners may create assumptions of future consent or of obli-
gation to continue to engage in further sexual relations 
(Ewoldt et al., 2000; Shotland & Goodstein, 1992; Wegner 
et al., 2014). Some of the responses to our open-ended 
question about men’s perceptions of the effects of IPSV 
supported these contentions, as did our follow-up inter-
views with women and men (see Jeffrey & Barata, 2017, 
2019). For example, perpetrators sometimes discussed sex 
as an assumed or expected part of relationships that should 
occur regularly (e.g., Study 2 open-ended response: “I got 
mad because she hadn’t given me a blowjob in 2 months”; 
see also Jeffrey & Barata, 2019). Our interview research 
with women further suggested that men may not need to 
escalate to physical force or violence in intimate relation-
ships because women already often feel guilty, like a “bad 
girlfriend” or like they are not “sexually pleasing” their 
partner when they decline sex, especially over time (Jeffrey 
& Barata, 2017, p. 921).

Unlike the more commonly used original SES (Koss 
& Oros, 1982), the SES-SFV and SFP also allowed us to 

examine oral and anal penetration separately. This was 
important because oral sex was the most commonly reported 
sexual act in our sample of perpetrators and anal penetra-
tion—although the least commonly reported by victims and 
perpetrators alike—was not trivial (18.6% of perpetrators, 
21.3% of victims). Ours are the first studies to our knowledge 
to report the rates of university women and men’s IPSV for 
anal penetration in their current or recent relationship across 
different tactics. Although not directly comparable due to 
measurement differences, the rates of anal penetration by 
threat or force were considerably higher in our study com-
pared to in Brousseau et al. (2011): 6.4% of victims vs. 1.5% 
and 7.1% of perpetrators vs. 1.7%. Anal sex is commonly 
portrayed in pornography and increasingly so since the late 
1980s (Jensen & Dines, 1998; Sun et al., 2008). Moreover, 
pornography consumption has been linked with both men’s 
sexual violence (Koss & Dinero, 1988; Simons et al., 2012; 
Vega & Malamuth, 2007) and young women and men’s expe-
riences of anal sex (Johansson & Hammarén, 2007; Rogala 
& Tydén, 2003). Qualitative researchers have also found that 
young women and men commonly reported experiences with 
anal sex—usually in dating relationships—because “men 
wanted to copy what they saw in pornography” and because 
men coerced and persuaded (Marston & Lewis, 2014, p. 3). 
The rates of IPSV for anal penetration in our study are espe-
cially concerning given the evidence that anal rape has nega-
tive consequences—such as anxiety, depressive symptoms, 
and negative effects on sex life—above and beyond those of 
vaginal rape (Pinsky et al., 2017). Neuwirth and Eher (2003) 
also found that anal rapists were more violent than vaginal 
rapists during their crime. Longitudinal research is needed to 
examine whether (intimate partner) sexual violence for anal 
penetration is on the rise.

It is not clear whether most oral sex IPSV experiences 
in our samples involved cunnilingus or fellatio because the 
SES combines the two. However, given current dominant 
male-centered versions of heterosexuality (Jeffrey & Barata, 
2020), the latter is more likely. Though not separated by rela-
tionship type, cunnilingus was much less common than fel-
latio in young adults’ recent sexual experiences, especially 
when not accompanied with fellatio or intercourse (Vannier 
& O’Sullivan, 2012). Moreover, men may assume women’s 
responsibility for performing oral sex (e.g., Jozkowski & 
Peterson, 2013).

Past research among university women and men has found 
that sexual violence incidents often involve alcohol use by 
the perpetrator and/or the victim (Abbey et al., 1998, 2001; 
Krebs et al., 2007, 2016; Lyndon et al., 2007). However, 
most of this work has either focused on casual relationships 
or has not distinguished between relationship types. A study 
with community men found that, compared to perpetrators 
of committed relationship sexual violence, perpetrators 
of casual relationship sexual violence drank more alcohol 
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during the incident and were with women who drank more 
alcohol (Wegner et al., 2014). This may be because per-
petrators who do not know their victims well “encourage 
them to drink heavily because intoxicated victims are less 
likely to notice danger cues, are more likely to agree to be 
alone, and to engage in some consensual sexual activities” 
(Wegner et al., 2014, p. 1363). While most previous research 
analyzed alcohol use in men’s most severe sexual violence 
incident, we opted for most memorable since we were also 
asking men to describe the effects of this particular incident 
in detail and wanted to increase their recall. Regardless, the 
rates of alcohol involvement in our sample may suggest that 
men use intoxication to coerce sexual acts that they already 
know their partner might not otherwise engage in. Unlike all 
other sexual acts in Study 2 (for which most men used verbal 
coercion), intoxication was most commonly used for anal 
penetration. Likewise, according to women’s reports in Study 
1, their partners most commonly used intoxication for both 
anal penetration and sexual contact. Past research has also 
noted the “excuse-giving properties” of alcohol, whereby 
men attribute responsibility for sexual violence to their own 
and the woman’s alcohol consumption (Abbey et al., 2001; 
Wegner et al., 2015). Indeed, in our follow-up interviews 
with perpetrators, some men blamed alcohol and used it to 
position sexual violence as one-time, out of character events 
(Jeffrey & Barata, 2019).

Past research among university women and men—that 
has, again, not distinguished between relationship type—
has found that sexual violence most commonly occurs in 
a home or dorm room, often of the victim or perpetrator 
(Abbey et al., 1998, 2001; Krebs et al., 2007). Krienert and 
Walsh (2018) found that 82% of reported IPSV incidents in 
the National Incident-Based Reporting System occurred in 
the victim’s residence (many likely representing a residence 
shared with the perpetrator). Our study extends these findings 
to university men’s IPSV. IPSV most commonly occurred 
in men’s own home or dorm room. This may suggest that 
men feel an even greater sense of control or entitlement in 
their own spaces (or that more sexual encounters in general 
occur there).

Finally, ours is the first study to our knowledge to have 
examined men’s self-reported effects of their own IPSV on 
their relationships or partners. Most men in our study made 
at least one statement suggesting that their most memora-
ble IPSV event did not affect their relationship or partner. 
Moreover, many unclear or irrelevant responses worked to 
minimize and normalize IPSV, as did explicitly reporting 
no effects. Men’s minimizing language here was very simi-
lar to that used by a subset of perpetrators in our follow-up 
interview study (Jeffrey & Barata, 2019). Although many 
women also minimize and justify their partners’ sexual vio-
lence and report neutral effects, other women (or the same 

women concurrently) report negative effects on their relation-
ships including: arguments; altered views of their partner 
(e.g., seeing him as immature, not caring about her feelings, 
or as enjoying being in control); diminished romantic feel-
ings or commitment; and ending the relationship (Jeffrey & 
Barata, 2017; Livingston et al., 2004). Men’s reported nega-
tive effects in the current study were similar (e.g., decreasing 
partner’s trust in him, leading to an argument, hurting the 
relationship), but uncommon. Our findings are concerning in 
light of abundant evidence for the extensive health and social 
consequences of sexual violence (e.g., Collibee & Furman, 
2014; Dworkin et al., 2017; Goodman et al., 1993; Orchowski 
et al., 2020). Our findings with men are also consistent with 
previous research with women showing that a small subset 
report future positive effects of sexual violence on their rela-
tionships, often because of a conversation that resolved the 
issue (Jeffrey & Barata, 2017; Livingston et al., 2004). Some 
university men in Abbey and McAuslan’s (2004) study also 
similarly reported having learned from a past instance of 
perpetrating sexual violence.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

Our findings should be taken in light of several limitations. 
First, we used convenience samples of women and men who 
volunteered to participate. There is potential for selection 
bias in our samples given that those who participate in sexu-
ality research tend to be more sexually experienced and have 
more positive sexual attitudes (though this does not appear to 
be the case for survey research; Dawson et al., 2019). How-
ever, there is no evidence to suggest that victims participate 
in sexual violence research at higher or lower rates than non-
victims when informed about the study topic (Rosenthal & 
Freyd, 2018). We also did not include comparison groups of 
women and men with sexual violence experiences in nonin-
timate relationships (e.g., strangers, friends, casual dates). 
Future research that uses large representative samples and 
that compares sexual violence in different relational contexts 
is needed. Research on men’s victimization and women’s 
perpetration is also needed (e.g., Krahé et al., 2003), espe-
cially in intimate relationships. Second, several participants 
in Study 2 clearly misunderstood the open-ended question 
about IPSV effects and did not appear to be answering about 
an incident of sexual violence. Although we did not include 
these in our counts of positive, negative, and no effects, it 
is possible that other responses that were included also did 
not pertain to incidents of sexual violence. Moreover, many 
provided answers that were unclear/irrelevant with respect to 
perceived effects. Nevertheless, our difficulty recruiting men 
for our follow-up interview study suggests that open-ended, 
anonymized survey questions might be one of the only ways 
to hear from many perpetrators. A series of direct open-ended 
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questions, rather than one lengthy question with examples of 
considerations, might work better for future research. Future 
research should also examine both partners’ speech and inter-
pretations about the same incidents.

Our definition of an intimate relationship included those 
who had been in a relationship for a minimum of three 
months, which may not be considered by some to be very 
longstanding. However, the mean relationship length in both 
of our samples was over one year, which may be fairly high 
for this age group. Our particular relationship criteria also 
mean that some responding to the SES (i.e., those who had 
broken up with their partner within the past year and those 
who started dating their partner within the past year) would 
have been responding about less than a full past year. Because 
of this, it is possible that our findings underestimate past-year 
incidence rates. Relatedly, our eligibility criteria excluded 
students in nonexclusive or nonmonogamous relationships. 
While we recognize that these relationships can be equally 
intimate, committed, and longstanding, we used the terms 
“exclusive/monogamous” as a way to help potential partici-
pants understand that we were not looking for those in casual 
relationships. Our decisions here were also meant to provide 
a very clear operational definition of intimate relationship 
(especially given the general lack of specificity in the litera-
ture) and to facilitate future research comparisons (Logan 
et al., 2015).

Finally, we focused on the contextual features of men’s 
most memorable sexual violence incident unlike past research 
that has focused on most severe (Abbey et al., 1998, 2001). 
This means that we are unable to make clear comparisons 
regarding alcohol use and location between IPSV incidents 
in our sample and sexual violence against any woman since 
age 14 in previous research (Abbey et al., 1998, 2001). It 
also means that we cannot identify which experiences on 
the SES participants were referring to when answering the 
follow-up questions. Nevertheless, we used this language to 
help increase recall since we were asking men to provide 
open-ended details about their perceptions of the effects of 
this incident. This language has been used in at least one past 
study asking men to describe an instance in which they had 
been tempted to use force in a sexual relationship (Schewe 
et al., 2009).

Implications for Practice

Our findings broken down across different tactics and sexual 
acts offer an in-depth understanding of the nature and scope 
of IPSV among university students. They have important 
implications for future education and prevention. We found 
high incidence rates of IPSV for anal penetration and involve-
ment of alcohol and intoxication tactics. Education and 

prevention efforts should target these issues. For example, 
prevention and/or healthy sexuality education efforts might 
challenge men and boys to think critically about pornography 
and portrayals of anal sex. Campaigns, especially for first-
year university students, might target the culture of heavy 
alcohol consumption on university campuses and link this 
with the issue of sexual violence. Given previous work sug-
gesting that perpetrators often intentionally target intoxicated 
women (Graham et al., 2014), these campaigns must work 
to disrupt the “excuse-giving properties” of alcohol (Wegner 
et al., 2015, p. 1022). This would also be important spe-
cifically for IPSV involving alcohol, given our findings here 
suggesting that men may use alcohol to coerce sexual acts 
that they know their partner would not otherwise engage in, 
and our findings elsewhere that men sometimes use alcohol 
to excuse their behavior (Jeffrey & Barata, 2019). In other 
words, campaigns cannot send the simple message that alco-
hol causes sexual violence.

Given the occurrence rates in this research, interven-
tions should incorporate education about sexual violence 
scenarios between intimate partners and consider how pre-
vention strategies and help-seeking may look different. Our 
findings also have implications for campus prevention and 
safety resources, which often target outdoor, stranger rape 
scenarios (e.g., emergency call posts, night walking services; 
Jeffrey et al., 2020). Campuses must provide programs and 
resources that target acquaintance and intimate partner sexual 
violence (e.g., Senn et al., 2015) and sexual violence occur-
ring in private spaces (Jeffrey et al., 2020). Our findings also 
demonstrate that IPSV among university students most com-
monly involves men’s verbal and psychological tactics and 
that perpetrators often do not perceive their IPSV to be harm-
ful and normalize their behavior. This too is an important site 
of intervention and suggests that we must encourage men to 
critically reflect on their own behavior and how even seem-
ingly mild IPSV can harm women.
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