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 Routine Activities and Sexual Assault: 
An Analysis of Individual- and 

School-Level Factors 

 Amy I. Cass, PhD 
 California State University, Fullerton 

 The efficacy of routine activities theory is examined to explain sexual assault on the col-
lege campus. Although many research studies have utilized routine activities theory to 
predict sexual assault using individual-level factors, little is known about the effect of 
school-level factors on a student’s risk of sexual assault. Based on interviews from 3,036 
randomly selected students and surveys from 11 randomly selected colleges in the United 
States, a hierarchical linear model was created to predict student victimizations by school 
characteristics. For the individual, results reveal that being female, drug use, and marital 
status are statistically significant for predicting the probability of a sexual assault. At 
the institutional level, however, none of the variables are significant in predicting sexual 
assault among college coeds. Policy implications for prevention measures on college 
campuses are discussed. 
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 Although female victims of violence have increasingly received research atten-
tion during the past 30 years, only recently have college women been consid-
ered a group whose victimization warrants special attention (Koss, Gidycz, & 

Wisniewski, 1987). Recent survey estimates provided by Fisher, Cullen, and Turner (2000) 
revealed that for every 1,000 women attending institutions of higher education, there may 
well be 35 incidents of rape in a given academic year. Thus, for a campus with 10,000 
women, the number of rapes could exceed 350. Projecting such figures over the nation’s 
female student population of several million, they suggest that rape victimization is a 
problem of considerable proportion in the United States (Fisher et al., 2000) and likely to 
be underestimated since this type of crime is the most underreported of all major crimes 
(U.S. Department of Justice, 2000a). 

 The long-term negative consequences often associated with victims of sexual assault, 
such as depression, guilt, social isolation, loss of self-esteem, distrust of others, and sub-
stance abuse problems, further highlight the need for move research into the etiology of 
this crime. It is important to also recognize that the university system itself is a victim of 
this offense. Any form of violence on campus would ultimately interfere with the student 
body’s potential for development and learning. In addition, high rates of violence within 
institutions of higher education could greatly damage the positive image of that institu-
tion, resulting in difficulties keeping current students as well as recruiting new students, 
faculty, and staff. 
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 Thus, it is essential to examine the college campus specifically in efforts to establish 
effective policy implications that could be of use to individuals and institutions. Previous 
research into victimization often combined on- and off-campus sexual assaults (Fisher 
et al., 1998); thus, much of the current literature fails to ascertain exactly where the assault 
actually occurred. Considering the risk of rape has been found to be more pronounced on 
campus than off campus 1  (Fisher, Sloan, Cullen, & Lu, 1998), the current research restricts 
the analyses to sexual assaults that occur on campus grounds, hence allowing the charac-
teristics of the campus itself to be studied as well as its students. 

 The current research examined the individual routine activities of college students to 
see if certain lifestyle factors put them at particular risk of victimization. This research also 
examined whether structural characteristics of institutions of higher education put students 
at greater risk of sexual assault. The examination of contextual factors like size of student 
enrollment, acreage of the campus, and university prevention strategies are important for 
they allow campuses to ascertain whether their rape rate is typical (compared to analogous 
campuses). If a campus that would structurally have a low rate of rape has a very high rate 
of rape, that institution could identify what other factors were related to this increased risk 
and attempt to eradicate the problem more directly. 

 EXISTING LITERATURE 

 Routine activities theory, proposed by Cohen and Felson (1979), posits that a crime will 
occur when a motivated offender, a suitable target, and an absence of capable guardians 
all converge in one time and space. According to Henson and Stone (1999), the college 
campus may be the most typical environment for the convergence of these three elements. 
They contend that “young people and their portable possessions will, in general, always 
be incapable guardians and suitable targets, respectively, and a reserve army of motivated 
offenders will always be found among the ranks of college students” (Henson & Stone, 
1999, p. 305). The glaring question now is why are college campuses popular places in 
which offenders, targets, and ineffective guardians all converge? 

 Proximity 

 The college campus is a small subsection of a larger community in which students 
meet and socialize with each other in class, in the library, at parties, and/or at other 
schoolwide events. The campus brings students in close proximity with other students 
who are most likely to victimize them since roughly 80% of victimizations committed 
against students are by fellow students (Siegel   & Raymond, 1992). Thus, proximity 
may explain why women who are highly involved in campus life (they were members 
of a greater number of organizations/clubs or athletes) have higher rates of sexual 
assault (Mustaine & Tewksbury, 2002); why students who regularly party on cam-
pus in the evenings increase their exposure to victimization (Fisher et al., 1998), and 
why campuses with higher numbers of full-time students have higher rates of crime 2  
(Fernandez & Lizotte, 1995). Students who spend more time on campus may increase 
their exposure/proximity to potential offenders and, as a result, increase their risk of 
victimization. 

 Proximity to offenders may also explain why married women are less likely to report 
sexual assault victimization (U.S. Department of Justice, 2000a). In fact, Belknap (1987) 
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concluded that marital status was the strongest predictor of sexual assault, whereby mar-
ried females had the lowest sexual assault rates. It is possible that married women engage 
in routine activities that place them less frequently in the proximity of motivated offenders. 
Marital rape, of course, is the exception to this. 

 Recreational Activities 

 A second explanation for why college campuses are prime locations for the convergence 
of the three elements of routine activities theory is that the college environment provides 
an atmosphere of participation that includes recreational activities that heighten the risk for 
victimization (Jensen   & Brownfield, 1986; Sampson & Lauritsen  , 1990). For instance, the 
“culture of alcohol” that exists on campus has often been linked with victimization. Fisher 
et al. (2000) concluded that women who frequently drink enough to get drunk increased 
their risk of victimization. Schwartz and Pitts (1995) found that women who go out drink-
ing often and women who are friends of motivated offenders (men who get women drunk 
in order to have sex with them) are more likely than other women to be sexually assaulted. 
Moreover, one study revealed that one in four undergraduate male students admitted to get-
ting a woman drunk in order to have sex with her (Tyler, Hoyt, & Whitbeck, 1998). Thus, 
it appears that “[college] women who drink more heavily are more likely to be suitable 
targets” (Schwartz et al., 2001, p. 645). 

 Other drug use, besides alcohol, has also been linked to victimization. Fisher et al. 
(1998) found that students who regularly used recreational drugs increased their exposure 
to violent victimization, and Mustaine and Tewksbury (2002) concluded that women 
who bought drugs and women who spent a greater portion of time using drugs in public 
increased their risk of sexual assault. In sum, it appears drug and alcohol consumption are 
routine activities that create opportunities for violence (Felson, 1997) since they create 
vulnerability in targets and increase exposure to motivated offenders. 

 Another recreational activity that has been linked with victimization on campus 
is membership in a Greek organization. Considerable amounts of research indicate 
that sorority women are more likely than nonsorority women to be sexually victim-
ized (Kalof, 1993). Statistics reveal that one in four sorority girls have been victims 
of attempted rape and that 17% have been victims of a completed sexual assault 
(Copenhaver & Grauerholz  , 1991). It is possible that Greek members are more likely 
to engage in routine activities (such as drinking) that make them suitable targets for 
motivated offenders. 

 Institutional Factors 

 Much of the research that has examined sexual assault on campus has focused on charac-
teristics of individuals, not characteristics of the campus or educational institution. This 
is a severe limitation considering environmental factors create opportunities for criminal 
events. College campuses may be customary settings for the convergence of the elements 
of routine activities theory because with the increasing number of young people attending 
institutions of higher education, there is an increase in the supply of potential offenders 
and targets on campus who are no longer supervised by their parents. Research has found 
that the larger the student enrollment on campus, the higher the rate of sexual assault on 
campus (Fernandez & Lizotte, 1995). These large institutions may provide more targets 
and more anonymity for potential offenders, and they may be more difficult to guard than 
campuses with fewer students. 
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 The size of the campus in regard to acreage, however, may also be important when 
examining risk of sexual assault. Geographically larger campuses may have more spaces 
available for offenders to meet unguarded targets, and, much like population size, they 
may be more challenging to guard than geographically smaller campuses. Previous litera-
ture, however, has found the acreage of the campus to be insignificant in predicting violent 
crime on campus (Volkwein, Szelest, & Lizotte, 1995), but that research did not look at 
types of violent crime specifically, such as rape. 

 In addition, crime prevention strategies and programs utilized by educational insti-
tutions may be relevant when examining the occurrence of sexual assault on campus. 
Unfortunately, much of the research on the effectiveness of sexual assault prevention 
programs examined the effectiveness of only one or a few strategies at a single school 
(Day, 1995). In addition, much of this literature never measured the actual reduction in 
the incidence of sexually aggressive behavior on campus (Breitenbecher, 2000). Instead, 
evaluation of sexual assault programs focus on the reduction of rape myths or changes in 
attitudes toward women and rape. Thus, it is not known whether institutional programs are 
effective in actually reducing the rate of rape on campus. Using a multilevel logit   model, 
however, Fisher et al. (1998) found that having a mandatory rape, alcohol, or drug aware-
ness program had little effect on violent victimization in general on campus. 

 The effectiveness of strategies like awareness programs is limited, but what about other 
popular environmental strategies, such as escort services, extra lighting, better landscapes, 
and increasing campus patrol? Few studies have empirically measured the effectiveness 
of these strategies in reducing the rate of rape on campus, but it has been found that the 
number of full-time security personnel had little impact on violent victimization on cam-
pus (Fisher et al., 1998). Furthermore, it has been argued that these strategies often put 
the burden of responsibility on women themselves, and, unfortunately, if institutions train 
women to blame themselves for their own victimization, they create an absence of capable 
guardianship on campus (Schwartz, DeKeseredy, Tait, & Alvi, 2001). In addition, consid-
ering that these strategies focus on preventing assaults against one individual at one place 
in time instead of changing the underlying conditions favorable to sexual assault, they 
would unlikely eradicate the sexual assault problem on campus (Day, 1995). This plight is 
exacerbated by the fact that these programs tend to focus on rapes committed by strangers 
as opposed to the more common assailants whom the victim knows. 

 Nonetheless, it is still critical to examine these strategies because knowledge about the 
campus environment is a prerequisite for solving the campus crime problem. Moreover, 
few programs and strategies on campuses have used a theoretical model to guide their 
prevention efforts 3  (Yeater & O’Donohue, 1999), and few studies have used theory to 
evaluate the effectiveness of these efforts. A theory that could inform these strategies could 
be valuable in establishing better prevention techniques and evaluation of these techniques. 
The current research will examine prevention strategies using routine activities theory as a 
guide. It is hypothesized that programs and techniques that reduce the number of suitable 
targets and motivated offenders, as well as those that increase the appearance of capable 
guardians, will create lower sexual assault rates on campus. 

 METHOD 

 The present study tested routine activities theory using data from  Understanding Crime 
Victimization Among College Students in the United States 1993–1994,  which was 
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 collected by Bonnie S. Fisher, John J. Sloan III, and Francis T. Cullen. 4  The data included 
telephone interviews with 3,472 students from 12 postsecondary institutions in the United 
States. Thus, unlike much of the existing research on sexual assault, this data set was large 
and nationally representative. 5  

 Each student was asked about their experiences with victimization on campus, and each 
institution was sent a survey addressing aspects of campus security and law enforcement 
characteristics as well as crime prevention programs and services available on campus. 
After missing data were deleted, this analysis focused on a sample of 3,036 students from 
11 postsecondary schools with an enrollment of over 1,000. 

 The Dependent Variable 

 The dependent variable measured whether a student was sexually assaulted. The survey 
questionnaire asked the participant, “Since you first enrolled and while you were on the 
campus, did someone force or coerce you to engage in unwanted sexual acts?” Although 
this question does not specifically address the issue of penetration, the survey had defined 
rape for unsure respondents as forced sexual intercourse that includes both psychologi-
cal coercion as well as physical force. Forced sexual intercourse was further explained 
as vaginal, anal, or oral penetration by the offender(s) and includes incidents where the 
penetration is from a foreign object, such as a bottle. 

 Of the total 3,036 students in the sample, 113 (3.7%) had been sexually assaulted on 
campus since enrolled. Fifteen of the sexual assault victims were male 6  and 98 female. 
Further, there was great variation in the number of documented sexual assaults during the 
1993–1994 school year across the 11 postsecondary institutions (Table 1).       

 The Model 

 To examine the factors related to sexual victimization, this research utilized logistic hier-
archical linear models (HLM) 7  to test routine activities theory at both the individual and 
the institutional level. Since students are nested within schools and circumstances at both 
levels undoubtedly affect victimization, HLM, which can account for the potential bias 
of clustered data, was essential. Unlike standard regression models, HLM allowed for the 
prediction of student victimizations by school characteristics while taking into account the 
variance at both the student and the school level (Arnold, 1992). 

 Level 1 regression equations were first tested without level 2 variables to predict sexual 
assault as a function of student characteristics within each school. In the second step of the 
analysis, school characteristics were added in order to estimate the effect of each school-
level characteristic on the average sexual assault across all schools. By adding the school 
characteristics, the research was able to determine what school characteristics were associ-
ated with higher or lower log odds 8  of sexual assault. 

 The Independent Variables 

 The independent variables were demarcated into level 1 and level 2 variables. The first three 
level 1 measures included the number of days (7 a.m. to 6 p.m.) per week on campus since 
school began, the number of nights (6 p.m. to 12 midnight) per week on campus since 
school began, 9  and whether the student was enrolled full time or part time at the  university 
or college. This last variable will be referred to as student status (full-time student = 1; 
part-time student = 0). Using past literature as a guide (Fernandez & Lizotte, 1995; 
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Fisher et al., 1998; Mustaine & Tewksbury, 2002), the current research hypothesized that 
increasing the frequency of routine activities on campus and spending more time there 
would increase the likelihood that a target would come in close proximity to a motivated 
offender, thus increasing the risk of assault. 

 The fourth measure was marital status (married = 1; not married, which included being 
single, divorced, or widowed = 0). Considering that married females have been found 
to have the lowest sexual assault rates (Belknap, 1987), this research hypothesized that 
married students would engage in routine activities that place them less frequently in the 
proximity of offenders and would consequently report less sexual victimization. 

 Employment status since school began (unemployed = 1; employed = 0) was the next 
individual-level variable included in the model. This variable has been sparingly tested in 
the literature, but some research has shown that unemployed women are more likely to 
report sexual assault (Avakame, 1999). Thus, it was hypothesized that the routine activity 
of work would put a potential target in close proximity with capable guardians, in effect 
reducing the risk of sexual victimization. 

 The last three individual-level variables included the recreational activities of Greek 
membership (Greek member = 1; not Greek member = 0), drug use, and alcohol use. The 
participants were asked the likelihood of regularly taking recreational drugs (e.g., mari-
juana, hash, cocaine, speed, LSD, heroin) and regularly drinking three or more alcoholic 

TABLE 1. Frequency of Sexual Assault per Institution During 1993–1994
School Year

School 1 School 8
N = 290 9 N = 237 10
ug = 1,212 ug = 1,546

School 2 School 9
N = 293 5 N = 258 26
ug= 9,056 ug = 2,241

School 3 School 10
N = 290 13 N = 269 10
ug = 13,931 ug = 2,465

School 4 School 11
N = 289 9 N = 260 3
ug = 5,174 ug = 5,187

School 5 School 12
N = 281 16 N = 285 4
ug = 20,006 ug = 22,892

School 6
N = 284 8
ug = 8,352

Note. N = sample size collected from that institution; ug = number of undergraduates 
enrolled at that institution.
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beverages anytime during the next year. These variables were measured using a 10-item 
scale with 1 being definitely not likely and 10 being definitely likely. 10  It is well estab-
lished in the literature that drug and alcohol use places individuals at higher risk of sexual 
victimization (Fisher et al., 1998; Mustaine & Tewksbury, 2002) and that sorority members 
are at heightened risk of assault (Copenhaver & Grauerholz  , 1991; Kalof, 1993); thus, 
this research hypothesized that Greek members were more likely to be suitable targets of 
sexual assault and that students who consume substances more regularly would be at an 
increased risk of victimization. 

 In addition to these individual-level variables, this research also controlled for demo-
graphic characteristics, such as gender (females = 1; males = 0) and age (in years). 
Research has demonstrated that females, compared to males, are more often victims of 
sexual assault and that a sizable number of victims are between the ages of 16 and 19 
(U.S. Department of Justice, 2000a). Since the rate of sexual assault for Whites is lower 
than the rate of sexual assault for African Americans (U.S. Department of Justice, 2000a), 
the race of the victim (White = 1; non-White, which included Blacks, Native Americans, 
and Asian Americans = 0) was also controlled. Lastly, considering that college women are 
most likely victimized during their first year on campus (Meilman & Haygood-Jackson, 
1996), this research controlled for student standing (freshman = 1; nonfreshman = 0). 

 Table 2 provides the descriptive statistics for these independent variables. The table 
shows that of those who were sexually assaulted, 87% were female and 86% White. The 
age range of the assaulted students was 19 to 48, with a mean age of 22. The majority 
of the victimized students were full-time students (96%), single (97%), above freshman 
standing (79%), not a Greek member (86%), and employed at the time of the survey 
(72%). These students averaged roughly 6 days a week on campus and 5 nights a week on 
campus. In terms of likelihood of drinking and using recreational drugs, these students’ 
mean scores were 5.3 out of 10 (alcohol) and 2.8 out of 10 (drugs).     

 In the logistic HLM analysis, all the individual-level variables were fixed. For example, it 
was assumed that being married, female, or employed at one university was going to have the 
same effect on sexual assault as being married, female, or employed at another university. This 
same reasoning was applied to all the level 1 variables. The variables were also fixed because 
in preliminary analyses, HLM had difficulty converging to a final solution. Furthermore, all 
these variables were group-mean centered because it allowed for better interpretation of the 
intercept when the intercept became the dependent variable at the between-school level. 

TABLE 2. Descriptive Statistics for Individual-Level Variables in the Analysis

Level 1 Dummy Variables % Level 1 Continuous Variables Mean

White 85.8 Age 22.0

Female 86.7 Alcohol usea 5.3

Married 2.7 Drug usea 2.8

Greek member 14.2 Days on campus 5.8

Freshman 21.2 Nights on campus 4.5

Full time 95.6

Unemployed 28.3
aThe scale ranged from 1, which was definitely not likely to use, to 10, which was 
definitely likely to use.
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 The level 2 variables examined the structural characteristics of the campus. Using pro-
grams and techniques designed for crime prevention at the 11 institutions, routine activi-
ties theory interventions were created to include motivated offender interventions, suitable 
target interventions, and capable guardian interventions. 11  

 Table 3 shows that the suitable target intervention indicators included the availability of 
a self-defense class, the availability of off-campus escort services during the day, and the 
availability of off-campus escort services in the evening. 12  The three indicators had a reli-
ability of .81, and one component explained 72.69% of the variance in all the variables. 13  
It was hypothesized that these measures would make a potential target of rape less suitable, 
thus decreasing the rate of rape on campus.     

 The motivated offender intervention indicators included whether a campus had a fenced 
boundary, perimeter barriers to block pedestrians, a key card access at the campus entrance 
for vehicles, security checks at the campus entrance, and closed roads to limit automo-
bile access. The five indicators had a reliability of .70, and one component explained 
54.11% of the variance in all the variables. 14  This intervention was somewhat difficult 
to theoretically rationalize because routine activities theory simply assumes offender 
motivation. However, this research took a social control perspective in that it focused on 
what decreased the likelihood of a motivated offender from committing an offense. It was 
hypothesized that these measures would deter motivated offenders from committing rape 
because they increased the perceived effort of the crime and thus ultimately serve to lower 
the rate of rape on campus. 

 The capable guardian intervention indicators included the number of full-time sworn 
police officers, the number of full-time sworn patrol officers, and the number of full-
time supervisors above patrol. The total number of undergraduates enrolled divided the 
three indicators. These indicators had a reliability of .90, and one component explained 
96.80% of the variance in all the variables. 15  It should be noted that capable guardian-
ship is the element of routine activities theory that has been least developed in research. 
Since Cohen and Felson (1979) never established direct measures of capable guardians, 

TABLE 3. Variables in Routine Activities Theory Interventions

Motivated Offender Suitable Target Capable Guardian

Fenced boundary for 
 campus

Off-campus escort services 
 available during the day

Number of full-time sworn
  police officers employed

Perimeter barriers to block 
 pedestrians

Off-campus escort services
 available during the 
 evening

Number of full-time sworn
 patrol officers employed

Key card access at the
 entrance for vehicles

Self-defense classes 
 available to students

Number of full-time 
 supervisors above patrol 
 employed

Security checks at entrance

Closed roads to limit auto 
 access

Note. This research would have liked to have added the indicators of whether a college 
had a rape awareness program, alcohol awareness program, or general crime prevention 
program available, but there was no variation in these variables, as they were present in 
all schools.
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successive research has simply assumed guardianship measures from the victim’s social 
characteristics (Schwartz et al., 2001). The current research focused its guardianship 
measures on campus police departments because their key function and responsibility 
is to provide guardianship to students. It was hypothesized that these measures would 
increase the perceived risk of apprehension for the offender, thus decreasing the rate of 
rape on campus. 

 The size of the institution, in regard to both acreage and total undergraduate enrollment, 
was also examined using routine activities theory as a guide. It was hypothesized that 
geographically large campuses would have more spaces available for the convergence of 
the three elements of routine activities theory and that large population institutions would 
provide more targets and more anonymity for potential offenders and thus the number of 
sexual assaults on campus would increase. Lastly, because the community in which the 
campus is located could affect rates of crime on campus, the current model examined the 
impact of the city/county crime rate per 100,000 people. 16  Although Fernandez and Lizotte 
(1995) found that crime rates for the community in which the campus was embedded had 
little effect on campus crime rates, their research used data from official crime statistics 
instead of victimization surveys. 

 Table 4 demonstrates that in the sample, the average number of undergraduate students 
enrolled at the schools was 8,369.3. The average acreage of the campuses was 394.8 acres, 
and the average city/country crime rate was 6,533.4 crimes per 100,000. The mean number 
of motivated offender and suitable target interventions used among the schools was 2.27 
and .73, respectively. Lastly, on average, there were 4 officers per 1,000 students at the 11 
institutions. 17  All the level 2 variables in the analysis were grand mean centered (the level 
1 variables remained group-mean centered).   

 RESULTS 

 Table 5 shows the level 1 random-coefficient regression model of victimization before 
adding the level 2 variables. In this analysis, the intercept, or the average number of victim-
izations, was statistically significant ( p  < .001). Being female ( p  < .001) and the likelihood 
of using recreational drugs ( p  < .001) was also statistically significant.     

 After the level 2 variables were added to the model, the intercept, being female, and 
drug use remained statistically significant. In addition, being married became statistically 
significant ( p  = .051). Table 6 shows that being female increased the odds of sexual assault 

TABLE 4. Mean Values for Institutional-Level Variables in the Analysis

Variables Mean

Number of undergraduates 8,369.3

Acreage of campus 394.8

City/county crime rate per 100,000 people 6,533.4

Motivated offender intervention 2.27

Suitable target intervention 0.73

Capable guardian intervention 0.004
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by a factor of 7.39 and that being single increased the odds of sexual assault by a factor 
of 3.57 when controlling for the other variables in the model. Furthermore, for every unit 
increase in the likelihood of engaging in recreational drugs, the odds of a student being 
sexually assaulted on campus increased by a factor of 1.18.       

 None of the routine activities interventions or school characteristics at the institutional 
level had a significant effect on victimization. This result is likely due to the fact that there 
were only 11 schools in the analysis. With so few cases at the institutional level, there is 
little statistical power. Put another way, it is difficult to find statistically significant effects 
with few degrees of freedom. Nonetheless, it is still important to discuss the findings 
regarding acreage of the campus and total number of undergraduates enrolled as they relate 
to routine activities theory and sexual assault. 

 It was found that a 1-acre or a one-student increase would not reveal a substantial 
change in the number of sexual assaults on campus. However, for every 100-acre increase 
in the size of the campus, a student’s risk of sexual assault increased by a factor of 1.35, 
net of the other variables. Furthermore, for every additional 10,000 undergraduates to the 
campus, the expected odds of being sexually assaulted decreased by a factor of more than 
half when controlling for the other variables in the model. 

 The finding regarding the acreage of the campus fits within the routine activities frame-
work in that smaller campuses may have fewer sexual assaults because they have fewer 
spaces for the convergence of the three elements necessary for victimization. Furthermore, 
it may be easier for capable guardians to “cover” small campuses. Thus, geographically 
smaller campuses may be better protected than larger ones. 

 The finding regarding student enrollment, however, is contradictory to routine activities 
theory and past research (Fernandez & Lizotte, 1995) in that a smaller population would be 
expected to reduce the odds that a motivated offender would encounter a suitable target in 
an unguarded setting conducive to sexual assault. Thus, it seems that a smaller number of 

TABLE 5. Level 1 Only Random-Coefficient Regression Model of Victimization

Fixed Effect Coefficient SE

Intercept –3.73* 0.14

Days on campus 0.04 0.09

Nights on campus 0.06 0.06

Alcohol use 0.04 0.03

Drug use 0.20* 0.04

Married –0.79 0.48

Age –0.01 0.02

Unemployed –0.33 0.22

White 0.14 0.31

Greek member 0.01 0.30

Female 1.95* 0.29

Nonfreshman –0.42 0.27

Full-time student 0.28 0.42

* p < .001.
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undergraduates on campus increased incidents of assault, while attending a geographically 
small college decreased incidents of assault. 

 It is possible that the findings pertaining to acreage and student enrollment may be a 
reflection of the close relationships formed or not formed within the student body. For 
instance, in terms of undergraduate enrollment, it may be that the smaller the student 
population, the more the students know and trust each other and feel safe in each oth-
ers’ presence. Consequently, students may keep their guards down when partying or 
participating in other activities and as a result be more vulnerable to sexual assaults. This 
interpretation is quite probable considering most students are victimized by other students 
with whom they are familiar (Day, 1995). Many unwanted sexual experiences on campus 
occur in the context of the “normal” social setting (typically parties), and this “normalcy” 
presents a false sense of security among college students (Ward, Chapman, Cohn, White, 
& Williams, 1991). It is only logical that when this normalcy is coupled with close peer 
relations, women are more trusting and unsuspecting of others. 

 Examining the victim–offender relationship may also be important when exploring 
campus acreage. Geographically large schools may have higher rates of sexual assault 
because there are more isolated spaces on campus for such crimes, but there is a problem 
with this reasoning. Isolated spaces are more reflective of sexual assaults perpetrated by 

TABLE 6. Conditional Random-Coefficient Regression Model of Victimization 
(Group Centered)

Fixed Effect Coefficient SE

Intercept – 3.90* 0.16

Number of students – 0.00 0.00

Acreage 0.00 0.00

Crime rate 0.00 0.00

Motivated offender 0.06 0.11

Suitable target 0.64 0.35

Capable guardian –13.04 34.24

Days on campus 0.04 0.11

Nights on campus 0.06 0.06

Alcohol use 0.04 0.03

Drug use 0.17* 0.04

Married –1.26** 0.65

Age – 0.02 0.03

Unemployed – 0.34 0.22

White 0.19 0.32

Greek member 0.02 0.33

Female 2.00* 0.29

Freshman – 0.47 0.27

Full-time student 0.43 0.53

* p < .001. ** p = .051.
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strangers and not the more common assaults perpetuated by dates/acquaintances inside 
residence halls or fraternity houses (Schwartz & DeKeseredy, 1997). Thus, it is critical for 
future research to examine the relational distance between a victim and an offender. 

 DISCUSSION 

 All the significant findings for the individual-level factors are consistent with the literature 
in that women are typically the victims of sexual assault (Fisher et al., 2000; Scully, 1994), 
drug use places women and men (Tewksbury & Mustaine, 2001) at greater risk of sexual 
assault (Fisher et al., 1998; Mustaine & Tewksbury, 2002; Schwartz et al., 2001), and 
single individuals are at greater risk of sexual victimization (Belknap, 1987; Tewksbury 
& Mustaine, 2001). 18  

 Unlike much of the extant research (Martin & Hummer, 1993; Schwartz & Pitts, 1995), 
however, the current research found that alcohol use and Greek membership did not signif-
icantly affect an individual’s risk of sexual assault. Alcohol consumption and membership 
in a Greek organization may have failed to be significant in this research because the mea-
sures were too simplistic. The likelihood of drinking alcohol and the simple membership in 
Greek life may not alone increase one’s risk of attack. Using data from 674 college women 
enrolled in 12 southern postsecondary institutions, Mustaine and Tewksbury (2002) made 
the same conclusion. They argued these findings provide support for Miethe and Meier  ’s 
(1990) claim that proximity or exposure to offenders has more impact on victimization risk 
than target attractiveness or guardianship. 

 Proximity to offenders, however, often refers to physical proximity, not relational 
proximity. As alluded to earlier in reference to campus acreage and undergraduate enroll-
ment, an underlying factor for sexual assault may be the close relationships formed or not 
formed within the student body. Simple alcohol use or Greek membership may not be as 
important as how intimately close individuals are to their drinking peers or Greek friends. 
For instance, some theorists argue that when individuals belong to a small number of sig-
nificant groups, with strong social bonds, the members are encouraged to focus on what 
is good for the group by “denying them the experience of moral doubt” (Unger, 1976, 
p. 143). College campuses are made up of such intimate groups; thus, it makes sense that 
college women do not like to define someone they know who victimized them as a rap-
ist (Fisher et al., 2000). Unfortunately, with these small cohesive groups, individuals are 
unquestioning of fellow group members with whom they know and trust. Women feel safe 
in the presence of their companions, yet we know that it is those companions who pose 
the greatest risk to them. In summary, the closeness of a group of individuals may be more 
imperative in cases of sexual assault than the simple attractiveness of an intoxicated target 
or a sorority girl. 

 Furthermore, although the current research only examined 11 institutions of higher edu-
cation, it confirmed what other research has found regarding campus security. Programs 
and strategies utilized by colleges and universities to try to reduce motivated offenders and 
suitable targets and increase capable guardians do not seem to reduce sexual assault rates 
on campus. Such a conclusion is almost inevitable considering that most campus preven-
tion strategies focus on nighttime, outside attacks by strangers and not the more frequent 
date or acquaintance sexual assaults (Day, 1995). 

 It would seem, then, that schools are currently not doing enough to protect their stu-
dents. In defense of the schools, it is true that the possibility of attack by strangers creates 
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the most intense feelings of vulnerability in individuals, and it is considered to be the most 
pressing crime problem (Sampson, 1987). Unfortunately, most victims are assaulted by a 
motivated offender who is supposed to be acting in the role of a capable guardian; he is 
supposed to be preventing harm rather than inflicting harm. 

 Of course, schools should not eliminate the prevention measures currently in place. 
Schools should keep the techniques they already have, if only to ease the minds of a large 
female student population. Underlying changes, however, need to be made in the conception 
of danger for women. The conception of danger needs to digress away from the stereotypi-
cal notions of strangers lurking in unlit parking lots and move toward partners and friends in 
accustomed, residential spaces (Day, 1995). Institutions need to consider prevention in the 
context of the nature of sexual assault and start implementing strategies tailored to prevent 
date or acquaintance attacks. Day (1995) suggests that schools can become better guard-
ians by encouraging reporting, adopting noteworthy and explicit policies, and educating the 
student body on the scope and seriousness of sexual assault on campus. One strategic action 
she recommended was to suspend a fraternity following a sexual attack. This disciplinary 
action, if highly publicized, may deter motivated offenders as well as simultaneously alert 
potential suitable targets. It could also demonstrate to the student body that school person-
nel take date and acquaintance sexual assault seriously and possibly increase the chance 
that students will one day be more serious about rape. In addition, the social stigma waged 
against rape and rapists on campus could have ramifications that reach far beyond the 
boundaries and time dimensions of the short-lived collegiate experience. 

 LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

 Although these findings offer an enhanced understanding of sexual assault on the college 
campus, they must be considered in light of the study’s limitations. It should be reiterated 
once more that the low number of institutions surveyed could have affected the results. 
The school-level variables and routine activity interventions in this research could have 
been more influential if there were more schools added to the sample. The cross-sectional 
design of this survey also raises questions with predictability in terms of time sequencing. 
Since the independent and dependent variables were collected at the same time, it was 
impossible to determine causality. 

 Further, the motivated offender and suitable target intervention indicators in this 
research were limited because they focused on sexual assaults perpetuated by strangers 
as opposed to dates and acquaintances who typically have infinite access to the campus 
and its students. It is probable that routine activities theory had little predictive ability in 
the current research because all forms of sexual assaults were aggregated. Routine activi-
ties theory may be a better predictor of sexual assault by strangers considering that, with 
stranger rape, a motivated offender can be in no way a capable guardian. 

 Additionally, the current analysis was unable to control for the location of the school. 
Baron and Straus (1987) reported that urbanization is of great importance in incidence of 
rape, even more so than the degree of social disorganization in the community, the magni-
tude of economic inequality, unemployment, and gender inequality. Women who reside in 
urban communities report higher rates of sexual assault than women in rural communities 
(U.S. Department of Justice, 2000b), and urban campuses, compared to rural campuses, 
have been found to have higher rates of all forms of campus crime, including sexual assault 
(Fernandez & Lizotte, 1995). 
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 Lastly, the current sample included only 15 male victims of sexual assault. In effect, 
the findings and conclusions of this research are limited with regard to college men. 
Tewksbury and Mustaine (2001) were able to test routine activities theory and male sexual 
victimization and found it to be successful. Their analysis, however, included only males. 
Future research should try to include a large sample of both women and men in order to 
test the same proximity and activity variables on both genders. Such an examination would 
provide a more complete awareness regarding the root of sexual assault as a feared crime 
of violence (Tewksbury & Mustaine, 2001). 

 In terms of future research, student body familiarity or relational distance needs to 
be examined more closely to determine its effect on sexual assault on campus. Research 
by Ward et al. (1991), however, suggested that dichotomizing by stranger versus date/
acquaintance rape may not be enough considering that 100% of the “stranger” rapes in 
their study were perpetrated by men whom the victims directly met just prior to the sexual 
assault. These offenders were not the stereotypical fearsome strangers but, rather, friendly 
strangers whom the victim agreed to interact with in a “normal,” nonthreatening social 
situation, usually parties on campus. Thus, future research regarding sexual assault on col-
lege campuses may need to include the category of party sexual assault in which the victim 
and offender are strangers but belong to the same social situation. 

 CONCLUSIONS 

 This research demonstrated that routine activities theory may not be the best theory to 
explain sexual assault on the college campus. For one, all the routine activities interven-
tions at the institutional level were insignificant. Indicators of routine activities theory 
at the individual level, however, were successful when predicting sexual assault. Being 
female, single, or a drug user increased a student’s risk of sexual victimization. Yet 
femaleness is not a routine activity. Further, marital status may not be so much a routine 
activity as it is a demographic control. Moreover, because this is a sample of college stu-
dents, and most of the sample is single, it limits the testing of the marital status variable. 
Drug use is clearly a routine activity, but it is a risky behavior in and of itself. Thus, the 
individual routine activities variables may be weak. 

 Routine activities theory is also limited in explaining sexual assault considering that 
it cannot provide distinct categories for the empirical testing of intimate sexual assault 
(a motivated offender will also be a capable guardian). Routine activities theory seems 
better equipped to deal with stranger violence, not the more frequent intimate violence. 
In fact, Felson and Cohen (1980) make specific reference to this claim: “As activities 
take people away from their households or their primary groups, the circumstances favor-
able for direct-contact predatory violations, especially involving strangers, will probably 
occur with greater frequency” (p. 397). 

 Additionally, because routine activities theory simply assumes offender motivation, 
research will never be able to explain why so many men are sexual predators. Both feminist 
theory (Schwartz & Pitts, 1995) and male peer support theory (Schwartz & DeKeserdey, 
1997; Schwartz et al., 2001) have come to the aid of routine activities theory in explaining 
motivation of rapists, but routine activities theory will never stand alone when answering 
this fundamental question. 

 Lastly, it seems that routine activities theory argues women should alter their lifestyle to 
avoid victimization, thus restricting women’s mobility and freedom on campus. In addition, 



364 Cass

by not changing one’s activities, a victim is more likely to be blamed for her own victimiza-
tion. Day (1995) noted that university solutions and advice to women tend to take a victim-
centered stance, such as remembering to lock your doors or not walk alone at night. These 
tactics, however, are limited not only because they focus on strangers but also because they 
focus on the victim and what “she” could have done. Research into rape, however, cor-
roborates male peer support theory in which rape is legitimated on campus (Schwartz et al., 
2001). Rape is a socially learned behavior that is not only rewarded but normalized as well 
(Scully, 1994). Thus, women themselves, even with lifestyle change or behavior modifica-
tion, cannot abolish rape. 

 In sum, it might be wise for universities and colleges to focus on programs aimed 
at motivated offenders. To date, only a few programs have actually been designed and 
implemented exclusively for the perpetrators of rape (Berg, Lonsway, & Fitzgerald, 
1999). Thus, instead of focusing on the targets of rape (which will ultimately blame 
them for their rape), programs that focus on motivated offenders need to be created, 
employed, and evaluated, for it is only men who can make the college campus free of 
sexual assault. 

 NOTES 

  1. In a separate study, Fisher et al (2000) found that sexual victimization is more common 
off campus. However, they contend that these victimizations may take place in bars/nightclubs or 
in student residences close to campus. Thus, even if a student is assaulted off campus, she may be 
engaging in activities related to her life as a student at college. 

  2. These crimes included assault, robbery, burglary, and larceny. Rape was not found to increase 
by rate of full-time enrollment. 

  3. Colleges and universities often are guided by what “makes sense” (Yeater & O’Donohue, 
1999). 

  4. Data were collected from March 25, 1994, to June 5, 1994, and provided to me by Inter-
University Consortium For Political and Social Research. 

  5. The students surveyed were enrolled in a full-time or part-time undergraduate, graduate, 
postdoctoral, continuing education program, or certificate program. To determine participant eligi-
bility in the study, they were asked a set of screening questions to make sure they were currently 
enrolled at the institution and taking classes as well as not working as a full-time employee for that 
institution. All 4-year postsecondary institutions with 1,000 or more enrolled students was stratified 
by location (urban, suburban, and rural) and size (1,000 to 2,499, 2,500 to 9,999, 10,000 to 19,999, 
20,000 or more). Then one postsecondary school from each stratum was randomly selected. 

  6. Men were included in the analysis to help with increasing sample size, yet the results 
and conclusions in this research have been overgeneralized to represent the more typical female 
victim. 

  7. The dependent variable in the data was dichotomous. 
  8. The dependent variable for a logistic hierachical linear model   analysis is the log odds of 

an event occurring. For this research, the dependent variable is the log odds of a sexual assault 
 occurring. Because log odds are not interpretable, this research converts log odds to odds. 

  9. There is a limitation in reference to the number of days and nights a week on campus. This 
variable asks about time spent on campus within the past school year, whereas the dependent vari-
able asks about being sexually assaulted on campus since enrolled. Thus, there is a limitation in 
regards to the time frame. 

 10. A check for collinearity was done to determine if alcohol use was collinear with drug use. 
The examination revealed a correlation of only .348, indicating that they are measuring different 
phenomena. 
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 11. Factor analysis revealed that certain measures in Table 2 loaded together; thus, three different 
interventions were created in SPSS using the means of the variables in Table 2. 

 12. Considering that this research is looking at on-campus sexual assault, this research would 
have liked to have looked at the availability of on-campus escort services for limiting the suitability 
of targets, yet there was no variation among schools, for all schools had these programs. Off- campus 
escort services are still important, as they reduce target suitability while bringing students from 
campus to an off-campus location. 

 13. The eigenvalues for the suitable target interventions was 2.181, with the next highest being 
.638. Furthermore, no item loaded less than 0.722 on this factor. 

 14. The eigenvalues for the motivated offender interventions was 2.706, with the next highest 
being .938. Furthermore, no item loaded less than .643 on this factor. 

 15. The eigenvalues for the capable guardian interventions was 2.904, with the next highest 
being .009. Furthermore, no item loaded less than .970 on this factor. 

 16. The city/county crime rate per 100,000 people included both violent and property crime. 
 17. There is a limitation with this interpretation considering that it is impossible to determine 

whether a particular officer held more than one position (police, patrol, supervisor) at the university. 
 18. The researcher ran the same analysis using just logistic regression and found that the marital 

status variable was insignificant. This finding, which is supported in much existing literature, would 
have been lost had it not been for the advantages that logistic hierarchical models provide. 
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