
Early Identification of Grooming and Targeting
in Predatory Sexual Behavior on College Campuses

Brian Van Brunt, EdD,1 Amy Murphy, PhD,2 Lisa Pescara-Kovach, PhD,1 and Gina-Lyn Crance, EdD3

Abstract

Institutions of higher education have an opportunity through prevention programs, education, and early intervention to

reduce the occurrence of sexual violence within their student population. This article outlines grooming and targeting

behaviors used in sexual predation in an effort to better inform those working in student conduct, the student affairs

department, law enforcement, prevention education, and counseling/health services.
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Introduction

Sexual violence is a broad term used to describe sexual
abuse and sexual assault. Issues of sexual violence on

college campuses are certainly not a new topic. Multiple
U.S. agencies such as the Department of Justice, the Federal
Bureau of Investigation, the Center for Disease Control, and
the Department of Defense (Centers for Disease Control
2016a, 2016b; Department of Defense 2015; Morrison et al.
2004; O’Toole 2000; U.S. Department of Education 2001)
have addressed sexual violence education, intervention, and
prevention in many forms.

The AAU Campus Climate Survey on Sexual Assault and
Sexual Misconduct (Cantor et al. 2015) reported that 11.2% of
undergraduate and graduate students experience sexual assault
or rape that involves violence, incapacitation, or physical force.
Other studies have found approximately 30% of college-aged
men self-report the use of physical violence with an intimate
partner, beginning at the age of 14 (Edwards et al. 2013); 1/2–2/
3 of sexual assault incidents are associated with alcohol or other
drugs (Abbey, 2002; Abbey et al. 2001; American College
Health Association, 2008; Knight et al. 2002; Krebs et al. 2007;
Little et al. 2009; Zapp 2014), with verbal coercion as one the
most frequent tactics used by college-aged males who perpe-
trate sexual assaults. Research suggests that 67–83% of these
men admit to using coercion as a tactic (DeGue and DiLillo
2004; Kosson et al. 1997).

In recent years, sexual violence on college campuses has
been the focus of increased scrutiny and resulting prevention
efforts (Murphy and Van Brunt 2016; Van Brunt et al. 2015).

Given the vast scope of the problem, additional research and
exploration on the motivations and causes of sexual assault
would be helpful to reduce predatory behavior. One facet is
understanding the rise of sexual predation on campus, namely
those individuals who prey on others to meet their own sexual
needs and/or exert a sense of power and control through
sexual assault and rape.

Predators use coercion and grooming behaviors to lower
the defenses of the target and increase their vulnerability to
sexual violence (Armstrong et al. 2006; Humphrey and Kahn
2000; LaViolette and Barnett 2000; Meloy and Fisher 2005;
Sokolow et al. 2015). Predators seek to lessen a victim’s
ability to advocate for personal safety and disempower them
from bringing concerns forward to authorities (LaViolette
and Barnett 2000; Teranishi-Martinez 2014). These behav-
iors also occur in social settings where the targets are softened
through environmental factors such as unrestricted access to
mass quantities of alcohol, parties with limited exits or
lacking quiet, safe places to check in with supportive friends,
and the saturation of misogynistic or sexually charged post-
ers, music, or visual displays (Armstrong et al. 2006; Hum-
phrey and Kahn 2000; LaViolette and Barnett 2000).

Understanding the motivation, tactics, and techniques used
by predators is critical to focusing prevention efforts to be more
effective moving forward. In terms of narrowing down these
efforts, Fedina, Holmes, and Backes (2018) indicate the ‘‘high
prevalence of unwanted sexual contact and coercion suggests
that prevention efforts focus on the dynamics of these two
forms of victimization’’ (p. 90). In this next section, we will
explore some of the motivation and tactics used by predators.
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A Predation Model

There are a variety of models that consider steps a preda-
tor takes on the pathway to sexual violence (Lanning 2010;
Olson et al. 2007). While most of these models are based on
studies of child molestation, the stages offer insight into
sexual predation for the purposes of this study. First, perpe-
trators of sexual violence are intentional in the selection of a
victim based on perceived vulnerabilities and access (Arm-
strong et al. 2006; Lanning 2010). Next, they develop a de-
ceptive trust with the victim, and in some cases, the victim’s
family or friends, through the exchange of personal infor-
mation, shared activities, and positive comments (LaViolette
and Barnett 2000; Teranishi-Martinez 2014).

Grooming continues by desensitizing the victim to negative
attitudes and behaviors such as vulgar sexual language, por-
nographic images (Carr and VanDeusen 2004; Sinkovic et al.
2013), the use of substances to lower defensiveness and
negatively impact protective thinking (EverFi, 2013; Schwartz
and DeKeseredy 1997), and dismissive and misogynic treat-
ment of women to create an unsafe environment (Armstrong
et al. 2006; LaViolette and Barnett 2000). Activities are often
reframed to place a positive spin on what has occurred and/or
the victim is isolated physically and mentally from those who
would offer safety and support (Humphrey and Kahn 2000;
Teranishi-Martinez 2014). These steps either expand access to
the victim so that sexual activity can occur or alter how the
victim views the sexual behavior, so it is not recognized as
sexual violence or abuse.

Motivation: Power and Control
or Sexual Gratification?

While there is a temptation in the field of sexual assault
prevention and victim advocacy to assert that sexual assault is
not about sex, but rather about power and control, we would
suggest this applies a limiting view of what many conduct or
student affairs offices are experiencing. Title IX offices and
counseling centers, as well as feminist and social justice
frameworks, have often cited societal norms, gender roles, and
issues related to power and oppression as root factors of sexual
violence (Davis et al. 2006). Attackers disregard the agency of
others and seek to achieve sexual gratification. In the same
way, a person may steal because they desire something, some
rape to find sexual gratification, although with a nonconsenting
other. Cahill (2001) points out the paradox of rape ‘‘that is the
assailant has had sex with the victim, but the victim has not had
sex with the assailant, and the experience is sexual, but it is not
sex itself’’ (McPhail 2016, p. 320).

This rather myopic end, achieving sexual gratification from
those who they feel are easiest to obtain it from (Murphy and
Van Brunt 2016; Seegers 2010; Van Brunt et al. 2015; Zuck-
erman 1994, 2007), necessitates additional research and ex-
ploration. It would be reasonable to theorize the desire for
sexual gratification may become an addictive drive for the
student, leading to an increase in assaultive behavior.

Research suggests that perpetrators of sexual violence are
influenced by stimuli in the environment that trigger a
pleasurable neurochemical response similar to the experi-
ences of drug addicts (Toates et al. 2015). Sussman and
colleagues (2011) describe process addictions as those that
comprise a series of potentially pathological behaviors that
expose individuals to ‘‘mood altering events’’ by which they

achieve pleasure and become dependent. These process
addictions can impact those with or without pathology.
Those who trend toward pathology or psychopathy are more
vulnerable to these addictive processes than the general
student population. These experiences are repetitive in na-
ture and the individual often ruminates on the topic with
little success redirecting focus on other topics (Gordon
2002; Grant et al. 2006; Sussman et al. 2011). These pat-
terns of behavior follow a path of least resistance to meet
their sexual needs.

An additional motivation may be an underlying insecurity
and clinging to the desperate short-sighted ‘‘need’’ for sexual
gratification and great fear at the prospect of not getting it
(Healey and Beauregard 2015; Sussman et al. 2011; Zuck-
erman 2007). In more extreme scenarios, ‘‘findings suggest
that both persistent deviant sexual interests and persistent low
self-esteem are important predictors of sexual homicide’’
(Healey and Beauregard 2015; p. 1225). There is additional
evidence that violent sexual fantasy and low self-esteem are
related to sexual homicide (Arrigo and Purcell 2001; Hickey
1997). A current example of this phenomenon can be found in
the growth of the involuntary celibate, or ‘‘incel,’’ movement,
which has provided examples of misogynistic ideologies and
horrific assaults and shootings.

A recent article describes some of these thoughts of
young males who are unsuccessful at finding sex, ‘‘They
berate themselves for not feeling like they’re dateable and
become highly angry at the stereotypical, attractive men and
women (Chads and Stacys) who seemingly are able to ef-
fortlessly date and mate’’ (Louie 2018, p. 1). These indi-
viduals feel as if sex is owed to them. They express a desire
to take it any way they can find it, including sexual assault.
This further highlights the power of group influence and
how these dominant group norms become shared ideologies.
‘‘Groups do not just inherit worldviews or suffer indoctri-
nation. They also fantasize together. Ideology is group
dream, the interaction of individuals suffering with shared
traumas and fantasmic resolutions to inner crisis’’ (Piven
2017, p. 116).

This assertion that sexual predatory behavior is some-
times simply about achieving an orgasm should not be seen
as diminishing the heinous, cruel, and devastating impact
of the crime. While a controversial and new concept in
need of future research and more data, there is evidence
that this understudied phenomenon could be driving a
larger percentage of motivations for attacks than previ-
ously indicated (Abbey and Jacques-Tiura 2011; Franklin
et al. 2012; Marshall and Barbaree 1990; McKibbin et al.
2008; Murphy and Van Brunt 2016; Ward and Beech
2006).

Violence and ecstasy have historically been linked across
various studies of violence (Piven 2017). The experiences of
those in violent conflicts often include descriptions sexual in
nature and describing the pleasure of harm as orgasmic.
While tightly interwoven with issues of misogyny, aggres-
sion, and power, Piven points out that ‘‘remorse does not
cancel out pleasure and in some cases even heightens it. The
forbidden makes pleasure more alluring, more seductive’’
(2017, p. 110). McPhail (2016) describes ‘‘rape as a sexual
act, upon and by specific bodies, with sexual consequences
for the survivor. However, acknowledging rape as a sex-
ual act in no way blames the victim.’’ P. 321.
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The authors concede this is not the only way sexual
predatory behavior occurs. The driving force in some cases
may be the desire to exert power and control over others.
There may be a sexual gratification in the embarrassment,
degradation, and harming of another person. In this study,
the nonconsensual nature of taking something from
someone becomes the motivating factor and the sexual
assault or orgasm is simply a secondary outcome. To fol-
low the theft analogy, there are times when people steal
things when monetary gain is not the motivating factor, but
instead the thrill of the act, the thwarting of societal values,
or the illicit nature of breaking a rule or hurting another
person becomes the central motivation (Cahill 2001;
McPhail 2016).

It is essential to more fully understand the motivations of
those who commit sexual assault to more effectively target
these behaviors, thoughts, and ideas for reduction. Our inten-
tion is not to simply argue against the common conception that
sexual assault is about power and control and not about sex, but
rather to more fully understand the motivations of those who
seek to take from others and leave harm and devastation in their
wake. There is debate among criminology, psychology, and the
feminist perspectives. There seems to be a willingness to
consider sexual predators outside of the college environment as
committing crimes for the sake of their own sexual gratifica-
tion, but there seems to be less willingness to acknowledge the
behaviors of college students as criminal in the same way.
Thus, interrelated to issues of privilege and power and control,
it is important that we not disregard the criminal nature of the
behaviors and the motivation of sexual gratification in our
work with college students.

For example, if a college male rapes an unconscious
college female at a party, who is incapacitated by alcohol, it
may very well be the motivation for this behavior is simply
obtaining sexual gratification in the easiest way possible. It
may also be that the student is not primarily interested in
having an orgasm, but rather is excited by the prospect of
the degradation, dominance, and the theft of something from
someone without their consent. An example of this can be
found as the level of pornography has become more ac-
ceptable, both legally and culturally, the level of brutality
toward, and degradation of women has intensified ( Jensen
2004).

The degree of habitualization, increased novelty, and
sensation seeking becomes a larger concern in terms of in-
creased violence in pornography. In other words, the power
and control differential in the scenario may be the primary
factor rather than the sexual fulfillment (Murphy and Van
Brunt 2016; Sanday 2007). Understanding the motivation,
whether about power and control or sexual gratification, is
essential to informing prevention, Title IX investigation, and
conduct processes moving forward.

Four research-based risk factors emerged from our study
that are useful to those working in the college areas of law
enforcement, conduct, counseling, health services, and
prevention education to better identify and intervene to
prevent sexual assault. The list of factors is not meant to
indicate the ability to predict that an individual will be
sexually violent, but rather the list of factors is provided to
outline behaviors and attitudes that are related to sexual
violence as behaviors of concern to be addressed (Murphy
and Van Brunt 2016).

Methodology

In the development of these four risk factors, the authors
conducted a literature review across the fields of criminol-
ogy, psychology, and education related to sexual assault,
predation, and sexual violence. This literature review attends to
one central research question: What risk factors related to
grooming and targeting attitudes and behaviors are prevalent in
the research on sexual violence? Two primary sources were
used to guide the literature review and develop key search
terms: Uprooting Sexual Violence in Higher Education: A
Guide for Practitioners and Faculty (Murphy and Van Brunt
2016) and The Dirty Dozen: Twelve Risk Factors for Sexual
Violence on College Campuses (Van Brunt et al. 2015).

To augment the research, the authors conducted an online
literature search for key phrases, including ‘‘sexual assault,’’
‘‘sexual gratification,’’ ‘‘college rape,’’ ‘‘alcohol and sexual
assault,’’ ‘‘sexual violence,’’ ‘‘sexual perpetration,’’ ‘‘by-
stander intervention,’’ ‘‘college sexual assault statistics’’ and
‘‘motivation for rape.’’ A sample of the literature reviewed
from a variety of fields included the following: psychology
(Mouilso et al. 2013; Osland et al. 1996; Seto and Barbaree
1997), criminology (Craissati et al. 2002; Harris et al. 2003;
Helmus and Hanson 2007), and education (Carr and Van-
Deusen 2004; Murphy and Van Brunt 2016; Van Brunt et al.
2015). Searches for literature occurred in several electronic
databases, specifically JSTOR, PsycINFO, PsycARTICLES,
Psychology and Behavioral Sciences Collection, SAGE
Journals Online, Wiley Online Library, Academic Search
Complete, ERIC, Project MUSE, and SocINDEX.

The authors conducted a thematic analysis of 150 articles
and books from the literature review. They found four
common areas of overlap with more than 30 articles or books
supporting each as a risk factor for sexual assault. These four
factors are as follows: males using alcohol to facilitate sexual
assault, a misogynistic and objectifying worldview, obtaining
a vulnerable target, and group support for this culture (pri-
marily all-male organizations such as fraternities and athletic
teams).

Risk Factors

When exploring risk factors, it is helpful to identify patterns
or constellations of behaviors to better understand personality
and the tendency to act violently. There are perpetrators who
prefer intoxicated, incapacitated victims. Others master the art
of coercion and yet others rely on force to subdue the victim
(Zinzow and Thompson 2015). Understanding the varied root
causes and motivations for those who engage in sexual assault
provides insight and targeted guidance on how and where to
identify, intervene, and prevent violence.

As a cautionary statement, the manifestation of a single
behavior is not particularly useful. It is patterns of behavior,
such as inappropriate or out-of-control anger, repeated rule
breaking, poor coping skills, equal opportunity hating, and
prior use of violence, which should be considered in any
risk assessment for sexual violence (Van Brunt et al. 2015).
The central research goal of this article was to develop a set
of risk factors related to the motivations, techniques, and
behaviors related to sexual predation.

(1) The interplay between males and alcohol. Men make
up the majority of perpetrators ( Jewkes et al. 2002;
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Zapp 2014). This is not to say that women cannot be
sexual perpetrators, but more to clarify that the vast
majority of sexual assaults occur at the hands of men.
The broadness of this risk factor certainly impacts its
overall utility in terms of application; it would not be
feasible to round up half the campus population as
potential sexual predators. However, it is useful to
understand that the majority of these crimes occur
with men being the aggressor and women being as-
saulted when allocating limited prevention and edu-
cation resources. In addition, members of all-male
organizations such as fraternities and athletic teams
have less healthy attitudes and behaviors related to
sexual assault regarding victim blaming, rape myth
acceptance, and consent (Bleeker and Murnen 2005;
Forbes et al. 2006; Jewkes et al. 2002; Zapp 2014).

Most of the incidents of sexual assault in the college
environment, 50–75%, are associated with alcohol or
other drugs (Abbey et al. 2001; American College
Health Association, 2008; Krebs et al. 2007; Zapp
2014). When looking at alcohol as a correlative factor
in sexual assault, it is useful to understand that alcohol
and other drugs may be used directly by the perpetrator
to reduce the victim’s defenses, impact their memory
and recall, or work as a psychological pre-emptive
defense against the perpetrator’s own shame and guilt
(Grazian 2007; West 2001).

In fact, male perpetrators often engage in victim
blaming as a rationale for the assault and to reduce
reporting (Bieneck and Krahe 2011; Krahe et al.
2007). These data around sexual assault and drugs
and alcohol may also provide evidence of the ‘crime
of opportunity’ argument, that finding an uncon-
scious woman can be seen as similar to the theft of
something valuable because it was left unattended.
To avoid similar victim blaming implications in this
article, allow us to be very clear: anyone, whether
clothed or naked, intoxicated or inebriated, is not
responsible for a violent attack. This responsibility
lies solely on the perpetrator.

(2) The predator worldview. Sexual assault perpetrators
are identified as having higher levels of anger and
hostility toward women, lower levels of empathy, and
are more likely to hold traditional gender-role stereo-
types (Seto and Barbaree 1997). In addition, perpe-
trators demonstrate ‘‘cognitive distortions about
women’s motives that support rape myths, and the
desire to dominate and control women’’ (Abbey and
Jacques-Tiura, 2011). These hardened perspectives
related to traditional gender roles create justifications
and entitlements, foster anger and hostility toward
victims, and create a fertile ground for predatory be-
havior. When an attacker lacks empathy for a victim
and instead sees the target as something ‘‘less than’’ or
in a subservient, obedient, and compliant role, the as-
sault is justified in the predator’s mind. This becomes a
moral disengagement from responsibility.

Perpetrators of assault often possess hardened
points of view around themes of control and jealousy,
possess objectification and depersonalization toward
the target, and hold hostile and misogynistic beliefs
about women (1998; Teranishi-Martinez 2014). They

see others as property and express the need to control
others’ behaviors, social environment, and access to
information (Teranishi-Martinez 2014). Violence
against women is seen as permissible, reasonable,
and a justified action given their status as less-than,
second-class objects or property, as if sex is some-
thing owed to the perpetrator.

These attitudes and beliefs are reinforced and
nurtured with toxic masculinity (Carr and VanDeusen
2004; Kilmartin 2000; Rozee and Koss, 2001). These
traits embolden the attacker and provide justification
for their behavior, allowing them to become further
distanced from alternative perspectives, critical
thinking, and taking responsibility for their actions.
Their behavior becomes morally justified to account
for their conduct and they see their actions as serving
a worthy purpose or attributing blame for their neg-
ative behavior to the other party (Bandura 1999;
Kohlberg 1973). They defend their actions with
statements such as ‘‘I am just giving her what she
wants’’ or ‘‘She asked for it.’’ These red flag phrases
are examples of moral disengagement and justifica-
tion to better rationalize their behavior.

Frequent consumption of sexually explicit material
reinforces these traits and contributes to the predator’s
understanding of the world around him (Carr and
VanDeusen 2004; Jewkes et al. 2002; Malamuth et al.
2000; Oddone-Paolucci et al. 2000). In the research,
this exposure is moderately correlated with a variety of
negative outcomes, including increased sexual vio-
lence perpetration and endorsement of rape myths
(Carr and VanDeusen 2004; Jewkes et al. 2002; Ma-
lamuth et al. 2000; Oddone-Paolucci et al. 2000).
Jensen (2004) shows that as pornography has become
more acceptable in society, both legally and culturally,
the level of brutality toward, and degradation of, wo-
men has intensified. This consumption bolsters the
perpetrator by feeding into misogynistic ideologies,
objectification and the depersonalization of women
as solely objects of sexual gratification.

While these studies are compelling and useful to
understand how repetitive reviewing of material re-
inforces negative and degrading views of others,
pornography consumption does not cause rape ( Jen-
sen 2004). The argument here is frequent consump-
tion of pornography that depicts women as objects
and deserving of degradation and brutality further
strengthens the predatory mindset.

(3) Vulnerability and devaluing of target. In research on
grooming and child sexual abuse, the identification and
selection of a target are often based on perceived vul-
nerabilities and ease of access along with attractiveness
and appeal (Lanning 2010). On the college campus,
vulnerable populations include those who are at risk
for loss of status or opportunity if they report or chal-
lenge the offender (Boswell and Spade 1996; Godenzi
et al. 2001; Sanday 2007).

Power differentials contribute to this dynamic
where refusal of sexual advances or negative atti-
tudes to reporting can increase the vulnerability of the
target population. Examples include students par-
ticipating in elite activities and receiving scholar-
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ships, faculty competing for tenure or appointments,
international students relying on student status for a
visa, or members of selective social organizations. In
these cases, the perpetrator knows that participation
in these selective types of programs and activities is
critically important to the target and can be used to
gain access to targets as well as to manipulate what is
required of the target to maintain status.

Here, the predator may also seek to make the target
more vulnerable by attacking their self-esteem and
access to safety and support. This may occur through
the use of disparaging remarks, infantilizing behavior,
or insulting or objectifying language to reduce the
target’s humanity and sense of self (Armstrong et al.
2006; LaViolette and Barnett 2000; Teranishi-
Martinez 2014). The term in popular culture here is
‘‘negging.’’ The predator may seek to use physical
threats, social shaming, or intellectual insults to create
a sense of power and control.

Researchers have shared examples of statements
demonstrating the entitlement of perpetrators and the
desire to link themselves permanently to their partner
such as ‘‘I’ll never let you go’’ and ‘‘If I can’t have
you, no one will.’’ (Teranishi-Martinez 2014). This
limits the individual’s ability to make safe choices.
This isolation of the target has long been seen as a
mechanism to decrease their access to help and support
and create such a sense of fear and danger that com-
pliance becomes a more likely outcome (Teranishi-
Martinez 2014).

The development of the #metoo movement is a
positive example of how to reduce the vulnerability of
the victims and increase awareness of predatory be-
havior by identifying offenders and creating safety for
victims to be supported more broadly at a societal le-
vel. The moment began with Tarana Burke, a civil
rights activist who coined the phrase in 2006 (Chuck
2017). It was revitalized by the October 2017 hashtag
#metoo on Twitter and the publication of the Decem-
ber Time Magazine person of the year (Time 2017).

(4) Building coalitions and seeking a favorable com-
munity. Grooming behaviors have often been con-
ceptualized as a process one individual does to
another. Some research has found that perpetrators of
sexual violence also identify environments (families,
groups, and institutions) where vulnerabilities make it
easier to perpetrate sexual violence (McAlinden
2006). The predatory behavior includes identifying
elements within the environment that serve to legiti-
mize the sexually abusive activities and reduce the
defenses of community members by decreasing their
sensitivity to what they observe or experience ( Joz-
kowski and Wiersma-Mosley 2017).

The norms of the group begin to reflect less
healthy activities and experiences, or the group may
have a legacy of behaviors where sexually violent
activities are more accepted (Grazian 2007; Menning
2009). The perpetrator may have special status within
the group or community that increases their access
and influence, fostering the process of icon intimi-
dation (O’Toole and Bowman 2011). Icon intimida-
tion occurs when a person’s status, fame, or power

may influence how their actions are seen. The per-
petrator’s status allows them to further manipulate the
norms and rules within the community in their favor
to continue their predation. This can result in settings
where reporting is discouraged or even disregarded.

Grooming behaviors for sexual assault may also
be seen in the social settings created by high-risk
fraternities as documented in a study by Boswell and
Spade (1996). Environments are created with an un-
equal mix of gender participating in events, gender
segregation throughout the event, and men treating
women less respectfully with degrading jokes and
conversations. The climate of a party nurtured by the
host creates a fertile hunting ground for predators by
limiting access to safe and quiet locations that thereby
constrain bystander intervention opportunities and
access to support and safety (Humphrey and Kahn
2000; Murphy andVan Brunt 2016). As stated ear-
lier, extreme alcohol use in group settings increases
conformity to group norms by reducing inhibitions
and individual judgment, and by increasing group
bonding ( Jewkes et al. 2002). In more extreme
cases, an individual or group uses substances to
facilitate sexual assaults and to excuse the perpe-
trator’s behavior.

Discussion and Application

As college personnel become more familiar with behav-
ioral and situational risk factors for sexual predation, the
opportunity to design or strengthen prevention education
and intervention exists. These prevention efforts should
foster early awareness and identification of predatory be-
haviors, include social norming campaigns to address myths
and misconceptions, and serve to inform sanctions as part of
the Title IX or student conduct process.

Understanding the common threads of alcohol and sub-
stance use, vulnerable populations, and predatory attitudes
and behaviors across prevention and wellness issues is an
important strategy for improving and sustaining prevention
efforts. For example, a program related to hazing preven-
tion has implications for the organizational environment in
which students participate, and the vulnerability to other
predatory behaviors. Unfortunately, prevention program-
ming and activities on campus are often decentralized and
span across a number of departments and units, including
alcohol and drug prevention offices, student organization
units, wellness departments, human resource functions,
and other student activity areas.

The lack of strategic coordination across the institution
can result in disparate initiatives to educate community
members and missed opportunities for these intersecting
issues of concern. Efforts to better collaborate and cooperate
with programming such as bystander intervention and em-
powerment, mental health awareness, orientation to college,
hazing prevention, risk mitigation, and critical thinking
development could be achieved without additional staff or
resources. In fact, an argument could be made that these
collaborations and partnerships could actually save costs
and valuable staff time.

Prevention education programs must begin early in the
college experience at new student orientation or before.

EARLY IDENTIFICATION OF PREDATORY SEXUAL BEHAVIORS ON COLLEGE CAMPUSES 5

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 B

ri
an

 V
an

 b
ru

nt
 f

ro
m

 w
w

w
.li

eb
er

tp
ub

.c
om

 a
t 0

9/
20

/1
8.

 F
or

 p
er

so
na

l u
se

 o
nl

y.
 



Engaging new students in a prevention education program
that both makes them aware of these risk factors and provides
training in how to identify the behaviors is critical as students
acclimate to their new environments. Creating and delivering
curriculum focused on these risk factors, applicable in and
outside of formal programs, serve to change campus climate
and identify targeted interventions for populations most at
risk. Working with new student orientation staff, prevention
educators may use the risk factors to introduce concepts and
behaviors and revisit these risk factors through programming,
outreach, and education over the course of the student
lifecycle. Particular attention should be paid to student
development theory and the intersection between students’
lived experiences, capacity to absorb and accept the pre-
vention education information, and ability to act on the
information presented, either in their own behaviors or as a
bystander.

Campus police training should include awareness and
deep dive work into the risk factors presented. Investiga-
tions into conduct violations and socially inappropriate
behavior allow campus police to identity potential hotspots
of predatory behavior. There is a long history in the sexual
violence literature of past behaviors indicating future be-
havior (1994, 1995; Kropp et al. 1998). Working with
campus police to identify patterns larger than any involved
in a single violation provides an opportunity to assess in-
dividuals and groups for risk behaviors and then, further,
to collaborate with other student affairs professionals to
develop targeted programs to address the behaviors. Part-
nerships with student activities professionals and Greek
advisors can strengthen prevention education for affinity
groups that display grooming behaviors.

Student Conduct officers play an important role in both
adjudicating violations of conduct and training panels and
hearing boards in decision making and sanctioning. Compe-
tent officers and boards will be trained in the broad range of
sexual violence and underlying behaviors and attitudes that
promulgate predatory behaviors. The use of the risk factors
presented above will assist professionals in attaining a deeper
understanding of the root elements that can be observed in
reports presented by victims and respondents.

Conduct officers and hearing boards may be privy to details
of incidents occurring in the campus environment that may
not immediately present as sexual violence, but, in fact may
involve students using similar or parallel behaviors in different
settings. Conduct officers may use the factors outlined, as
present in their own campus community, to build a foundation
of work beyond any individual hearing, sanction, or remedy.
Targeted work with a specific population is critical for
changing campus cultures that tolerate sexual misconduct.

College health and counseling services serve students
best through integrated wellness initiatives that address
mental health and physical wellness. Early intervention
and counseling upon presentation of these risk factors may
have a high impact in reducing sexual violence. Particularly
helpful is understanding how the risk factors link in pre-
senting symptomology when students present with other re-
lated concerns. Risky dating and alcohol behaviors combined
with lack of empathy and other grooming behaviors are a
strong indicator of future paraphilia.

Campus leaders in medical and psychological health
services would be well served by developing treatment

modalities that address sexual health and wellness from the
perspective of exposure to or presentation of the risk factors
outlined above. Approaches should address thoughts, be-
haviors, and perspectives of both victims and respondents,
which may help individuals gain greater self-understanding,
compassion, and self-care. These may include Cognitive-
Behavioral Therapy (CBT), Dialectal Behavioral Therapy
(DBT), and Eye Movement Desensitization and Reproces-
sing (EMDR) (Ellis 2007; Linehan 1993; Luong and Wor-
mith 2006; Shapiro, 2001).

Future Research

To better understand predation on the college campus,
additional research is needed.

A critical, but challenging area to explore would be de-
veloping interviews with those who have sexually assaulted
in the college population to better understand the motiva-
tions driving the perpetrator to an assault. Some challenges
of this type of research would include access to those who
have perpetrated sexual violence, assessing the validity and
potential deception (either implicit or explicit) of those be-
ing interviewed, and the anonymity or the responses for
those who may be currently incarcerated or under legal or
criminal probation or sanctions.

Another option may be a quantitative survey of college
students asking a more direct question to those who have
sexually assaulted others. The challenge of this methodol-
ogy would certainly be the triggering nature of the questions
to victims of sexual assault and the perception of pushing
against the long-held belief that sexual assault is about
power and control, rather than ease of sexual gratification.
In addition, finding a college or university willing to survey
its students who commit a crime would likely experience
negative push back from public relations and the admissions
office. While the data would be useful, the ‘‘Not in My
Backyard’’ issue of location would be a significant hurdle to
overcome.

Another area of study would be addressing the challenge
that most research on grooming behaviors is situated in the
context of child abuse and online activities of child molesters.
The various stages of grooming appear to have implications
for predation on the college campus, but research should
examine the unique nature of college environments and how
the various stages of grooming differ. The use of alcohol and
other drugs in the grooming process, the role of affinity
groups, and the interplay with different college settings would
offer better insight into predation on the college campus. A
better understanding of the contexts and climates in which
sexual predation is able to grow and take hold is an important
element of consideration.

Prevention activities related to predatory behavior can also
be enhanced with more research on protective factors. For
example, the role of empathy development in student devel-
opment programming may offer a protective factor against the
predatory worldview risk factor. Research that considers
vulnerability among various populations on the college cam-
pus and the corresponding protective elements can decrease
the ability of predators to identify and select victims. These
efforts could be focused on bolstering the sense of community
and support within populations new to the college setting and
those presenting with increased vulnerability. Efforts such as
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bystander empowerment and intervention (Burn 2009) and
social norming campaigns (Berkowitz 2004) would be ex-
amples of these prevention and education efforts.

Conclusion

Sexual predatory behavior is a complicated, diverse topic
with a rich research base within criminology, education, and
psychology. The behaviors and attitudes of the sexual pred-
ator should be seen as a varied typology rather than a singular
construct. There are some who seek out victims to exert their
own power and control cravings; others simply seek the path
of least resistance when it comes to sexual gratification by
identifying vulnerable populations and using grooming be-
haviors to reduce defensiveness. The goal of this article is to
help the reader better understand the risk factors associated
with sexual assault and develop a broader awareness of those
individuals who manipulate the definitions of personal agency
and consent, and use alcohol to blur the lines between con-
sensual sexual interactions and rape. Our intent is not to create
an apology or lessen the heinousness of these motivations, but
rather shine light on the motivations of those who manipulate
and take from others.

It is with appreciation, comradery, and a shared vision
that we support the viral spread of the #metoo movement.
We recognize and applaud those silence-breakers, who have
experienced sexual assault, harassment, stalking, and ma-
nipulative behaviors, and their strength coming forward to
share their stories and shed light into the darkness of sexual
predatory behaviors, whether these be particularly egre-
gious, as with rape and domestic violence, or those behav-
iors that create a fertile ground for toxic masculinity and
misogyny, reducing victim confidence or shaming those
who speak out.

We share the societal concern about those icons in our
community, acting from positions of power and popularity,
who abuse their status and intimidate others into submission
and silence. It is our hope that this research brings aware-
ness and continues the work done by others in the field to
better reduce sexual predation on the college campus and in
the wider community.
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