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Abstract
This review examines the barriers experienced by Black female students following incidents of
sexual violence. Research revealed that nondisclosure amongst college students is linked to the
student feeling fear, embarrassment, doubt, uncertainties, and unfamiliarity of resources and
services. In contrast, Black females experience additional barriers that impede their decision to
report the incident formally. Research on Black female student's barriers after sexual assault
revealed the following themes: experiences, cultural-specific barriers, support. This systemic
review concludes by recommending colleges and universities to develop culturally grounded

campus prevention initiatives for Black female students.

Keywords: underreported, sexual assault, sexual violence, cultural barriers, systemic

barriers, disclosure, students
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Introduction

The national attention given to sexual assault allegations against Brett Kavanaugh, Robert
Kelly, Harvey Weinstein, Bill Cosby, and Donald Trump reignited the MeToo Movement (Tam
et al., 2020). Sexual assault refers to any nonconsensual sexual completed or attempted contact,
including penetration and touching, incest, and statutory rape (Clery Center, 2020). The
movement went viral and developed into the #MeToo movement. The movement raised concerns
as to why the survivors waited to disclose the incident. To address the growing concern, the
federal government has made an effort to combat the issue. However, this response has failed to

address the stagnate reports from Black female students™ (U.S. Department of Ed, 2020).

According to the Department of Justice (2018), 80% of sexual violence cases are not
formally reported (e.g., local law enforcement, campus police/ security, Title IX) (Barlow,
2020). The nondisclosure has led to Black women victimization rates are similar to the rates of
White women (McMahon & Seabrook, 2020). Literature also revealed that victims were more
likely to informally disclose incidents (McMahon & Seabrook, 2020). Research revealed that
nondisclosure amongst college students is linked to the student feeling ashamed, embarrassed,
self-blame, fear of retaliation, did not have proof of incident, unsure that a crime occurred, and
believed the incident would not be taken seriously by the police. In contrast, Black females
experience additional barriers that impede their decision to file a formal report (U.S. Department

of Ed, 2020; Tillman et al., 2010; McMahon & Seabrook, 2020).

Objective

The objective of this systematic review was to identify the unique barriers experienced by

Black female students that impede them from formally reporting incidents of sexual assault to



campus officials. The review also identified the informal supportive measures used following an

assault.

Significance

Under the Obama Administration a stance was taken against sexual misconduct on
college campuses by reforming Title 1X guidelines to address sexual assaults on college
campuses. The Obama Administration enforced new requirements for enforcement, compliance,
and investigations (ED, 2011). The United States commended the reform and urged the
administration to emulate legal proceedings, so the accused can have due process (Foundation

for Individual Rights in Education, 2017).

The Trump Administration responded to the request for additional changes by making
significant changes to the Title X guidelines. However, the changes sparked concerns across
college campuses. Aligning Title IX investigations more closely to legal proceedings has
increased the fears of survivors and heightened their fears around reporting. Sexual assaults were
already underreported, but the new guidelines are stressful, humiliating, and frustrating for
survivors (Brodsky, 2017). This deterrence allows the misconduct to go unchecked and the
institution is limited on the actions that can be taken against an alleged respondent (Brodsky,

2017).

The Negative Impact

Research shows that one in four Black female students experience sexual violence while
attending college (Zounlome et al., 2019). Zounlome found that African American females
experienced sexual aggression at a significantly higher rate compared to Caucasian females on

college campuses (Zounlome et al., 2019). Fisher and Sloan noted that 5% of college women



survived being victimized while in college; unfortunately, of the survivors, only 2% formally
reported the incidents (Fisher & Sloan, 2003). Data collected in a study revealed that several
reports are disclosed late, and the survivors are at a higher risk of experiencing lifelong
psychological effects (Ruggiero et al., 2004). According to Ullman (1999), disclosure can
connect survivors to supportive services and resources in addition to ensuring that everyone has

access to due process.

Survivors may experience an array of symptoms culminating from suicidal ideation,
avoidance behavior, sleep deprivation, loss of appetite, denial, anger, shame, difficulty
maintaining relationships, and experience PTSD (posttraumatic stress disorder) symptoms
(Ruggiero et al., 2004; Cordero, 2020). The victims may also acquire physical injuries and health
issues as a result of the incident. This includes, but is not limited to, sexually transmitted
infections (STIs), Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV), and unwanted pregnancy (Petrakt et
al., 1997; Cordero, 2020). The untreated trauma can have a ripple effect on a survivor’s life and
may contribute to the person developing depression, drug and alcohol abuse, and complaints of
chronic pain (Petrakt et al., 1997). Knowing this information, it is imperative that social work
practitioners dismantle societal and structural barriers that impede survivors from making a

formal report, so they can gain access to free supportive measures.

Theoretical Framework

The current review draws from the rational choice theory which is applied to the
survivor’s ability to decide if and whom they will disclose information to following a sexual
assault (Amadea, 2017). The decision can be based on the survivor’s prior experience, systemic
racism, and cultural-specific barriers. The underlying assumption of the rational choice theory is

that survivors avoid formally reporting incidents because of prior experiences, systemic racism,
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and cultural mandates. In contrast, survivors preferred disclosing to informal supports verses

formal reporting to avoid scrutiny, retaliation, and revictimization (Satz & Ferejohn, 1994).

Figure 1. Rational Choice Theory Diagram

Preferences
(often identical
with emotions)
Emotions / Behavior

\ Beliefs /
(often identical

with emotions)

Method

Search Strategy

A review protocol was created prior to conducting the systematic literature review,
following the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA)
guidelines (Moher et al, 2020). Information was collected from multiple publications about the
unique barriers experienced by Black females on college campuses following sexual violence
and IPV (Intimate Partner Violence) in the United States. The literature search was conducted
using the EBSCOhost database, because the database is a host of records covering various
subject areas. EBSCOhost included full text of scholarly journals, reports, news, reviews,
electronic books, books, and encyclopedias. Articles that included information on publications

on specific groups like Hispanics, Asians, and African Americans were included in the search.

The literature review was conducted between October 1, 2021 and April 30, 2022.

Studies were identified by searching all hosts within the major search engine EBSCOhost. To



conduct the review, the PRISMA 2020 Checklist was used throughout the process to guide the

parameters for the review (Moher et al, 2020).

To answer the research question, three groups of search terms were used to identify all
available literature. In addition to the search terms, the conjunction word “or” was used to
identify parallel words within the group of terms. Lastly, the conjunction word “and” was used to
ensure each search area was included in the search. The first group of terms used in the
EBSCOhost database was sexual assault, rape, sexual violence, sexual harassment, and sexual
trauma. The second group of terms used identify the population described in the research
question the terms were as follows: students of color, African American students, Latino
students, Lanita students, Hispanic American students, Asian students, Native American
students, and minority students. The third group of terms focused on the geographic location of
the study; therefore, the terms college students, university students, undergraduates, graduates,

and higher education were used in the final section.

Search Results

The search initially yielded 4,648 results; however, the search was narrowed by
excluding publications. The search originally identified publications from the years of 1971 to
2020; therefore, the publication years were changed to show the results between 2015 and 2020
to identify more recent literature. By changing the search to reduce the timeframe of the
publication years, 1,764 publications were removed. The search was then limited to include peer
reviewed journal publications and to exclude publications where full text was not available. This
adjustment removed 1,492 publications from the search results. English was selected as the

preferred language which excluded one article from the results. The search limited publications



to female gender and female population, which removed an additional 1,196 publications.

Limiters placed on the initial search reduced the results to 239 publications.

Titles and abstracts were screened with the purpose of identifying publications to answer
the research question. All 239 publications were screened, and 226 publications were excluded.
The reasons for exclusion included relevance (n=91), population (n=112), and the geography
(n=53) of where the study focused. Populations that were excluded included, sexual minority
groups, men/males, adolescents, and children. The review specifically focuses on students in
higher education, so if the study was outside of a college setting, then the publication was
excluded. The new search results narrowed to 13 results; however, 4 additional publications were

identified during the review.

The full text of all 17 results was assessed for eligibility. The review excluded 9 results
for numerous reasons. Publications were excluded for the following reasons relevance to the
subject matter (n=3), publication did not focus on colleges and universities (n=1), the articles

population did not meet the criteria (n=5), and full text was not available during the time of the
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review (n=1). Of the 4,648 results 8 publications are included in the systematic literature review.

Figure 2 represents the stepwise approach to identifying key articles for the review.

Information was extracted from each article on the characteristics of the victim(s)
(including age and vulnerability of participants), type of method used to collect data, type of
outcome measures (barriers experienced when disclosing assault, how the experienced effected
the person’s day-to-day life, informal supportive measures used, and reported mental health
problems). The extracted information was used to identify the parallels within each study. The

extracted data was used to compose the literature review (see figure 3 below).

Figure 3. Categorization of articles on college student disclosure and campus sexual violence resources and services

Disclosure Resources/ Services
Informal Formal Barriers to Mental Informal Formal

References Disclosure  Disclosure  Disclosure Health Measures Measures
Cheng et al. (2016) X X X X
Cordero et al. (2020) X X X
Halstead et al. (2017) X X X X X
Fidina et al. (2020) X X X X
Lewis et al. (2019) X X
Spencer et al. (2020) X X X X X
Ollens et al. (2016) X X X X X X
Patterson-Silver Wolf et al.
(2018) % X %
Zounlome et al. (2019) X X X X X X




Limitations

EBSCOhost offers extensive literature on sexual violence; however, limits were set in the
database to pinpoint the most relevant and recent literature. Using the PRISMA 2020 Checklist
and limiters available within EBSCOhost, limiters were set to only produce literature within the
last five years and identify publications that could address the PICo question. Figure 1 explains

the limits set to gather the most relevant and recent literature available within the database.

Initially, the research question looked to address IPV, sexual violence, and stalking.
However, the reviewer was unable to identify literature on stalking and IPV specifically aimed
towards Black females students. As a result, the research question was adjusted to broaden the
results. Regardless of the limitations identified, the literature identified for this review provides
valuable information to address the research question. Further research is needed on the topic, so
higher education institutions can better understand the barriers experienced by Black females and

develop ways to respond to the issue.

Evolution

Many researchers noted limitations when completing research within their publications
and made recommendations for future research. This subject area has recently received attention
in the form of studies, literature reviews, and metanalyses. However, there is a need for
additional research on the barriers that impedes Black females from reporting sexual violence to
authorities. This additional research can provide institutions with alternative methods to address

underreporting on college campuses.



Review of Literature

At this time, there is limited literature to address underreporting by Black female
students; nevertheless, scholars are starting to explore barriers experienced by Black female
students that discourages them from filing a formal report. Although the search produced limited
literature, the reviewer identified parallel literature on an intersection of cross-cultural barriers
and cultural-specific barriers that impedes Black female students from reporting to individuals
with authority. The literature reviewed suggest that Black females are reluctant to report to
authority because of personal experiences, current events, cultural limitations, perception of
sexuality, and systematic racism (Lewis et al., 2019; Cheng et al., 2013). The literature explored
the cross-cultural barriers that students experience when disclosing and/or attempting to disclose
(Zounlome et al, 2019). Contemporary realities that exhibit authority as a system that impose
distress within marginalized communities were also explored (Cheng et al., 2013). Lastly, the
study identified systemic racism as an essential factor for nondisclosure by Black female

students (Ollen et al., 2017).

Contributing Factors

Cultural-Specific Barriers
Culture of Silence

Black women often experience sexual violence from individuals within their racial group.
Black women adhere to an implicit cultural mandate to protect Black men (Paul et al., 2013). The
concept of this mandate is to protect the men from legal prosecution and public negativity. Wiest
(2006) mentioned that Black women are less likely to report victimization if the offender is a male
within their racial group because they feel a desire to protect. This behavior has been more

prevalent within the African American community. Historically, Black women have relied heavily



on their community for refuge to evade bringing undesirable attention to their community and
family (Fedina et al., 2010). Because Black victims feel that they are responsible for upholding the
image of Black men, they usually have a fear of reporting, because of possible retaliation within

their ethic group (Paul et al., 2013).

Distrust

Black women reported that they did not report their sexual assault because they distrust the
criminal justice system, law enforcement, and social services (McMahon and Seabrook, 2020).
Prior negative experiences, racism, and classism is primary to blame for this distrust (McMahon
and Seabrook, 2020). In No One Saves Black Girls’ (2019) the author revealed that historical
events and the current tension between Blacks and the legal system contributed to this fear
(Zounlome et al., 2019). The current tension is linked to the increasing reports of violence at the
hands of law enforcement and history of injustice towards blacks in the U.S. (Zounlome et al.,

2019).

Systemic Racism

The studies reviewed showed that Black women contemplate filing reports and following
up on reports with law enforcement and formal systems (Fedina et al., 2020). Historically Black
women experienced maltreatment when they turn to curtain systems for assistance (e.g., medical,
legal). As a result, they fear being revictimized (McMahon and Seabrook, 2020). Recent studies
indicate that this group is often revictimized when reporting sexual violence by medical providers
and law enforcement when they reported incidents of sexual violence (McMahon and Seabrook,
2020). Survivors reported being asked questioned about their physical response to the violence,

their behavior choices, and prior sexual history (Zounlome et al, 2019).
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Black women reported experiencing mistreatment when they interacted with law
enforcement and social services providers following an assault (Halstead et al., 2017). Some
literature reported that Black women reported experiencing biases during their encounter with law
enforcement (Zounlome et al, 2019). To avoid revictimization Black women avoid engaging with
these community-level barriers (Patterson-Silver Wolf et al., 2019). Research reveals that potential
reporters felt that these agencies lacked cultural-specific literature and resources because of
inadequate training; therefore, the agencies do not understand their needs (Halstead et al., 2017).
The literature suggests that Black women need for cultural-specific resources and concerns
regarding mistreatment following an incident of sexual violence is significantly different than of a
White woman (Zounlome et al. 2019). Because of the disconnect with providers, many survivors
are reluctant to receive services that are offered by a predominately White staff (Patterson-Silver
Wolf et al., 2016).

Informal Support

Black women drastically underreport incidents of sexual assault to authority (e.g. campus
police/security, Title IX, local police); however, research suggests that they informally disclosed
these incidents (e.g. family, friends, clergy members) (Hakimi et al., 2018). The utilization of
informal supports is typically the preferred method of disclosure because the response is more
likely to be positive by individuals within the Black community (Holland, 2020). Although this is
the preferred method for disclosure, this method does not prevent the victim from being outcasted
by members within their community (Zounlome et al. 2019).

Survivors also reported using spirituality and religion in lieu of disclosing formally and

informally (Hu, 2020). This method is used by the survivors as a coping mechanism and to avoid
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disrupting social harmony (Hu, 2020). Survivors voiced a fear of losing their support system if
they disclosed or formally reported the incidents of sexual assault (Spencer et al., 2020).

Black women rely heavily on their community and faith because they experience major
barriers when reporting (Halstead et al., 2017). Based on the literature, disclosure can have
negative consequences on victims and bring negative attention to the ethnic group (Zounlome et
al. 2019). Disclosure can put a victim at risk of losing their community, which may be their only
refuge (Tam et al., 2020). However, the effort to protect their culture and community often allows
incidents of sexual assault to go unaddressed. Many of the identified barriers are the result of
racism and classism within the United States (Spencer et al., 2020). The unfair treatment that
people of color experience, because of systemic racism, created an alliance within communities
and now the victims within the culture to protect the accused by not disclosing incidents of sexual
violence (Holland et al., 2020).

Cross-Cultural Barriers

Acceptance of rape myths and sexual stereotypes are linked to reasons why victims do
not disclose assault (Halstead et al., 2017). The minimization of a survivor’s trauma appears to
delegitimize the experiences of survivors (Cheng et al., 2016). Women reported being questioned
about their attire, behavior, and sexual history (e.g., multiple sex partners, virginity, familiarity

with accused) when disclosing an incident involving sexual violence (Spencer et al., 2017).

This negative interaction is used to discourage victims (Zounlome et al. 2019). They are
often labeled (e.g., promiscuous, jezebels, loose, fast) to shift the blame to the women and
suggest the undesirable behavior was warranted (Cheng et al., 2016). The labels suggest the
victims were deserving of undesirable behavior because she did not follow the “traditional

gender roles” (Cheng et al., 2016). Ideally women are supposed to present “socially appropriate
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behaviors” (e.g., suitable attire, speech, behavior) and reframe from exhibiting sexuality;
consequently, when the desired behavior is not displayed, the incidents are categorized to

indicate the women is at fault.

Summary of Findings

The prevalence of sexual violence is high amongst college campuses. The national
attention given to sexual assault allegations and the growing concern for change prompted the
federal government and some states to make significant changes to combat the issue. The
changes provided an outline to ensure complainants receive a timely effective response following
disclosure (U.S. Department of Ed, 2020). These changes are noteworthy and applauded, but the
response has yet to address the stagnate reports from Black female students (U.S. Department of

ED, 2020).

It is necessary that higher education institutions work to demolish the barriers that
impedes reporting by Black female students. The findings presented within this review reveal
essential information that can be used to assist with addressing nondisclosure within the college
population. After review, recommendations for researchers and colleges were made to improve

efforts focused on addressing this issue.

This review evaluated cultural-specific barriers experienced by Black female students on
college and university campuses when reporting sexual violence. This study also examines the
cross-cultural barriers experienced on college campuses. Cross-culturally the findings suggest a
phobia of formally reporting to authorities. Findings suggest students prefer disclosing
informally and using informal supportive measures. However, cultural-specific barriers amplify

the phobia of reporting for Black female students.
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A systematic approach was used to gather relevant literature to answer the research
question; however, it is possible that some of the relevant in the literature were not discovered
during the search. Therefore, the findings may have influenced the discoveries presented in the
review. Findings presented in this review are based on studies conducted within the United
States with samples that were predominately Black female students. Future research should take
this into account and attempt to narrow the scope of the review to focus on a specific ethnic

group for a more ethnic specific finding.

Strengths/ Weaknesses

It is important to note that the literature used for this review explored the barriers and
supportive measures following incidents of sexual violence. The publications revealed multiple
barriers that could be addressed with the development of programs and training. The review
noted that Black female students are more likely to experience sexual violence; however, the
publications used did not investigate the reasons why the data was higher for the group. The
publications also failed to efficiently address if the barriers were more relevant for Black female
students that identify as a sexual minority (e.g., heterosexual, cisgender, and non-intersex

individuals).

Limitations

Although the review makes an important contribution, limitations were noted and should
be considered when interpreting the findings of the study. Although the literature used studies
that were conducted at multiple institutions the information cannot be generalized, especially
because campus climates and cultures differ widely between universities and regions. The

publications used for this review did not include an intersection study to identify the participants
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sexuality, which may contribute additional barriers and experiences of negative perceptions and

discrimination within the campus community.

Gaps in Literature

The reviewer noted difficulty locating articles specifically related to Black female
students disclosure of sexual violence during the search; therefore, some words were
supplemented (e.g., sexual violence, Black female students) and parallel literature (e.g.,
publications on sexual violence in general, included literature on sexual minority) to answer the
research question. Recommendations were made for future research and reviews to address the

literature gaps.

Implications and Recommendations

Recommendations for higher education are offered to promote disclosure amongst Black
female students that include research, literature, and education. A practical based response is
recommended to promote sensitivity towards these cultural-specific barriers, including the
recommendation for a trauma-informed response. These implications will address barriers and

foster a community for healing.

Present literature suggests developing best practices specifically designed for Black
female students. This development should include a training on how to respond to disclose from
Black females. It is imperative that literature and resources are designed precisely for this
population following an assault. These resources and literature should be relatively available
across the campus, and contra to the Department of Education’s 2020 rule, every person that

works on the college campus should have the same training, to promote a culture of acceptance
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Training for faculty, staff, and campus police is needed across college campuses to
improve in-person reactions during disclosure. Training should be updated regularly to improve
the efficiency of the campus and address the evolution within each group's culture and campus
community. The change can incorporate a positive prosocial response following a disclosure
which is critical, because the sense of community within the institution could increase. The
positive response by campus officials could change the perception of campus climate and result

in more Black females reporting incidents and utilizing supportive measures.

A trauma-informed response should be incorporated within the training, so students are
not discouraged by negative responses when reporting. The U.S. Department of Education made
significant changes to the Title IX rule in May of 2020 to enhance the response and prevention
efforts on college campuses. However, colleges and universities across the U.S. have an ethical
responsibility to continue improving the campus environment, so the campus is an environment
where Black females can thrive. Furthermore, future research is needed to examine Black
females reactions after reporting to campus officials under the new Title IX guidelines. Future
research is needed on the topic, so there is a better understanding what services that Black female

students need following incidents of sexual violence.
Conclusion

As institutions of higher education, states, and federal government continue to take steps
to address nondisclosure for Black female students, additional research is needed to highlight the
gaps in disclosure. The literature review suggests Black females experience comparable barriers
when disclosing, but Black female students noted several cultural-specific barriers. Higher
education institutions can address the issue by ensuring every student receives literature and

resources specifically designed to address their unique barriers. Finally, the changes implications
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can potentially increase the reports of sexual violence among Black female students and reduce

mental health issues related to the assault or violence experienced in a relationship.

Relevance to Social Work Practice

To address underreported cases of sexual violence on college campuses social workers
are advised to take a stance against the systems that impede Black female students from
reporting incidents of sexual violence. As advocates against social injustice, social workers need
to dismantle the systems of oppression (NASW, 2020). The profession has worked to abolish
oppression that has been ingrained within American institutions, systems, and policies; however,
there’s significant work needed in this specific area (NASW, 2020). As first responders, social
workers focus on the victim’s overall health, mental health, and survival to sponsor an
environment conducive for healing (Coker et al., 2000). The social work profession has worked
to advocate for individuals that are marginalized, and it is vital that the profession continue to
work towards developing and implementing an alternate forum for adjudicating and addressing

sexual misconduct (Coker et al., 2000).
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Appendix B

Figure 3 Categorization of articles on college student disclosure and campus sexual violence resources and services

Disclosure Resources/ Services
Informal Formal Barriers to Mental Informal Formal
References Disclosure  Disclosure  Disclosure Health Measures Measures
Cheng et al. (2016) X X X X
Cordero et al. (2020) X X X
Halstead et al. (2017) X X X X X
Fidina et al. (2020) X < X X
Lewis et al. (2019) X
Spencer et al. (2020) X X X X X
Ollens et al. (2016) X X X X X X
Patterson-Silver Wolf et al.
X X X

(2018)
Zounlome et al. (2019) X X X X X X
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