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 Title: UK University Students’ Perceptions and Negotiations of Sexual Consent 

Abstract:  

There is a growing recognition of the importance of trying to understand how sexual 

consent is understood and negotiated, yet research in this area is still developing. In 

particular, there is a need to better understand how young adults, a group significantly 

more likely to be victims of sexual assault, negotiate sexual consent across a range of 

cultural settings. Utilising semi-structured interviews, this research explores 20 British 

University students’ perspectives and behaviours regarding sexual consent. Through 

thematic analysis, three key themes were identified: consent is often assumed in sexual 

settings; consent is understood to be important, but often taboo to discuss; and consent can 

be negotiated in complex ways. These findings highlight the importance of understanding 

the realities of how consent is being enacted and understood and have implications for 

campaigns which aim to reduce instances of sexual assault on campus. 
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Introduction  

Statistics show that 20% of women and 4% of men have experienced sexual assault (Rape 

Crisis England and Wales, 2019). Sexual assault includes a wide range of both contact (e.g. 

forced physical contact) and non-contact (e.g. exposure to sexual material) sexual offences 

with an unwilling victim, performed using force, threats or when the victim is incapacitated 

and cannot consent (Campbell, 2008). Approximately 90% of victims know their perpetrator, 

which can act as a barrier for reporting and acknowledging sexual assault (McGregor, 2005) 

– consequently, actual instances of sexual assault may be higher than reported statistics. 

The National Crime Survey found 83% of victims did not report their experience of sexual 

assault to the police (Office for National Statistics, 2019). Furthermore, sexual assault 

impacts victims in numerous ways; it is detrimental to mental and physical health, and can 

impact their lifestyle post-assault (Rainn.org, 2019). 

Research indicates that individuals aged 16-24 years are significantly more likely to 

be a victim of sexual assault (Office for National Statistics, 2019). College and university 

students fall under this age category, with one in four respondents of the NUS ‘Hidden 

Marks’ survey reporting that they had experienced some kind of sexual assault whilst being 

a student (NUS, 2010). Certain aspects of student lifestyle, such as drinking or hooking-up 

culture (Bogle, 2008), may contribute to higher rates of sexual assault (Duval et al., 2018; 

Muehlenhard et al., 2016; Testa and Livinston, 2009). Women and transgender students’ 

risk of sexual assault have also been found to be disproportionately higher than men and 

cisgendered students (Cantor et al., 2015; Krebs et al., 2007). Consequently, there have 

been pressures on universities to address the problem of sexual assault on university 



3 
 

campuses (Jozkowski et al., 2018), and a need to conduct research on university/college 

campuses (Moylan and Javorka, 2020). 

Consent is integral to understandings of sexual assault, yet it is not as widely 

researched (Beres, 2007). Whilst sexual assault has been broadly defined as sex without 

consent, there is not an agreed definition of what sexual consent is. Exemplifying this, in a 

sample of U.S women with a history of sexual victimisation, Cleere and Lynn (2013) found 

75% of participants failed to acknowledge their experience as a sexual assault, despite 

meeting legal definitions and participants discussing a lack of consent involved. Similar 

variations in definitions of sexual assault are present in student populations (Haugen et al., 

2018), raising  important questions about how university students understand sexual 

consent. 

Intricacies of sexual consent 

Sexual consent is ambiguous, and understandings of consent differ on an individual level 

(Muehlenhard et al., 2016; Righi et al., 2019). There is agreement that sexual consent is 

about a mutual and un-coerced agreement to engage in sexual activity (Beres, 2007). 

However, difficulties arise in how individuals should reach this mutual agreement. Consent 

can be given explicitly, implicitly, verbally or non-verbally (Willis and Jozkowski, 2019). 

Explicit verbal consent is arguably the most discussed form of consent in popular discourse 

and media depictions of consent, such as verbally stating, “I will have sex with you” and is 

reflective of legal concepts of consent (Munro, 2010), but is unrealistic of how individuals 

actually give sexual consent (Muehlenhard et al., 2016), and can be seen as socially 

unacceptable (Burkett and Hamilton, 2012). Indeed, Humphreys and Herold (2003) found 

most students do not give consent in this way, perceiving it lacks romance and spontaneity. 
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This can lead to potential discrepancies between how students think consent should be 

discussed and how it actually is negotiated. 

Consent can also be defined as an internal state of willingness - both partners should 

perceive the other as internally willing to engage in sex (Muehlenhard et al., 2016). 

However, this is more difficult to negotiate than verbal consent as one cannot see an 

individual’s internal state, highlighting the over reliance of interpreting the internal 

emotions of one’s partner through body language (Powell, 2008). This is further complicated 

when an individual’s external actions do not correspond to their internal willingness e.g. not 

wanting to have sex with a long-term partner but feel obliged to do so (Peterson and 

Muehlenhard, 2007). Indeed, research highlights the variability in external emotions and 

behaviours as cues for sexual consent (Muehlenhard et al., 2016), and the ability to 

misinterpret cues as consent (Jozkowski et al., 2019). 

Negotiating consent through interpreting a partner’s body language with a mix of 

verbal and non-verbal cues is arguably a type of sexual script (Simon and Gagnon, 1986). 

Sexual scripts are cultural ideas of how individuals are supposed to interact in a sexual 

setting, providing a framework for how to process physical and feelings related to sex. These 

scripts are not explicitly taught or passively learned but are imbued with meaning which 

constantly change with new social interactions (Frith and Kitzinger, 2001). Given how little 

sexual consent is openly discussed in educational settings (e.g. Willis, Jozkowski and Read, 

2019) and the reliance of non-verbal cues in popular culture examples (e.g. Willis et al., 

2020), it is logical to understand the complexities involved in negotiating sexual consent.  

Sexual consent plays a vital and influential role in the law as it is used as a criterion 

for the legal definition of sexual assault and rape (Munro, 2010). Therefore, interpretation 
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of consent affects court judgements (Humpreys and Herold, 2007), with hearings normally 

requiring the victim to prove that they did not consent during sex (Block, 2006). This may 

partly explain lower conviction rates for sexual assault and rape due to the need for 

evidence of a lack of consent, alongside the related culture of victim blaming (Bows and 

Herring, 2020; Randall, 2010). Due to the ambiguity of what sexual consent is and how it is 

understood, described above, instances of sexual assault or rape may not make it to court. 

Victims may not label their experience as sexual assault and may even perceive their 

experiences as normal (Deming et al., 2013). Such ambiguity can lead to misinformation on 

what sexual assault is and can subsequently lead to re-victimisation (Littleton et al., 2017), 

highlighting the important need to understand how students conceptualise and negotiate 

consent. 

Negotiation of sexual consent 

Given the hook-up or casual sex culture associated with university students (Bogle, 2008), 

and the increased awareness of instances of sexual assault on US campuses (Fedina et al., 

2018), research has explored how sexual consent is negotiated among student samples. 

Studies document how students prefer to negotiate consent using more non-verbal than 

verbal cues (Beres et al., 2004; Hall, 1998; Hickman and Muehlenhard, 1999), with students 

preferring to assume consent (Humphreys, 2007), although gender itself also plays a role in 

how consent is negotiated. For example, Willis et al. (2019) interviewing U.S. college 

students found passive behaviours are consistent with traditional heterosexual gendered 

sexual scripts in which men normally initiate and consent to sex and women have barriers to 

be overcome (see also Marcantonio et al., 2018b; Wiederman, 2005). 
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Non-verbal behaviours, such as not resisting sexual advances, are indicative of how 

consent is often negotiated by U.S college students (Marcantonio et al., 2018a). Refusal cues 

are also openly looked for by partners to evaluate if the partner is exhibiting signs of “active 

participation” (Beres, 2010: 5). Jozkowski and Peterson (2013) found U.S college students 

described consent as an obvious thing to pick up on, and that it did not need to be verbally 

communicated, mirroring previous research (e.g. Beres, 2010). Relatedly, Righi et al. (2019) 

found that younger U.S. student samples followed a similar pattern or recognising the 

importance of verbal consent but choosing to convey consent non-verbally or look for an 

absence of refusal. Given the obvious possibility for miscommunication to occur, there has 

been an increased focus on teaching students how to give clear and explicit refusals for 

sexual activities (Marcantonio et al., 2018a). 

Although many campaigns address the importance of gaining consent before having 

sex, they do not always address the definition of consent or highlight how consent should 

be discussed (Muehlenhard et al., 2016; Rowe and Hills, 2020). Often campaigns assume 

there is a shared understanding of consent without promoting consensual sex and how to 

obtain and express consent (Brady and Lowe, 2020; Johnson and Hoover, 2015). Indeed, 

many students do not fully comprehend what it means for their idiosyncratic sexual 

experiences (Borges et al., 2008). Whilst sexual assault is continually the topic of 

conversation with recent campaigns such as #METOO (Harris et al., 2019), discussions of 

consent are still a taboo and difficult to discuss topic, particularly given how discussions of 

consent are often absent from traditional sexual scripts (Blunt-Vinti, Jozkowski and Hunt, 

2018). For campaigns which promote discussions of consent and aim to reduce instances of 
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sexual assault, it is important to explore if these campaigns have lasting impact on university 

campuses (see also author citation). 

The majority of the research described above has used U.S. college students when 

exploring sexual consent, potentially due to the high instances of sexual assault on US 

college campuses (Moylan and Javorka, 2020). Yet sexual assault is also a problem within UK 

university settings (author citation). Given the differences between U.S. and UK university 

cultures (e.g. Hans and Kimberly 2011; Pitts and Rahman, 2001; Smith, Son and Kim, 2014), 

it is important to understand how university students in the UK understand and negotiate 

sexual consent. This is particularly important given the instances of sexual assault on UK 

university campuses (author citation). This study will contribute to the literature through 

providing the qualitative understandings of sexual consent of current UK university students 

and how they negotiate it with their partners. 

Method  

Participants  

Twenty cis-gendered, heterosexual, white university students (13 females), aged 19-27 

years (M = 21.25, SD = 2.23) were recruited. Nine participants were recruited through a 

university research programme in exchange for participatory credits; the remaining students 

were recruited through social media adverts seeking participants for research into sexual 

consent and, upon competition of the study, were entered into a prize draw for £100 worth 

of vouchers. Eligibility criteria were that participants had to be over 18 years old and 

studying at the university where data collection occurred. 

Procedure 
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Semi-structured, in-depth interviews were conducted, lasting approximately 30 minutes. 

Interviews began with demographic information, then questions related to sexual consent 

were asked, including how participants define and negotiate consent; how important it is to 

discuss consent with sexual partners; and potential barriers to discussing sexual consent. A 

pilot study was conducted to check ordering and the wording of the questions (Van 

Teijlingen and Hundley, 2001). During the data collection process, the first author kept a 

reflexive log to aid in the data analysis process. 

 Participants were given an information sheet and consent form prior to the 

interview, and informed that they could stop the interview at any time. All interviews were 

conducted in a private room (Elmir et al., 2011), transcribed and analysed by the first 

author. Data was stored on a secure university server. Once interviews were transcribed and 

anonymised, original audio recordings were deleted. 

Data analysis  

Data were analysed using inductive, semantic thematic analysis, consisting of a six-stage 

process of coding, recording and theme development (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Joffe, 2012). 

The first and second author coded the data and developed themes independently. These 

themes were compared and contrasted for inter-rater reliability with the researchers cross-

checking potential themes and sub-themes, discussing each one in-depth, before mutually 

agreeing on the final labels and definitions. The themes were compared back to the 

literature to check for internal coherence. Once analysis was complete, the themes were 

cross-checked with participants to check for a coherence. 

Ethics 
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Ethical approval was granted from MASKED FOR REVIEW. The principles of the British 

Psychological Society’s Code of Human Research Ethics were followed. All participants 

signed consent forms prior to the interview, were given opportunities to ask questions 

throughout and reminded of their right to withdraw. Given the sensitive nature of the topic, 

participants were given information of charities which dealt with issues of sexual assault. To 

preserve anonymity, names have been replaced with participants numbers in this article. 

Results 

All participants agreed upon the importance of sexual consent. However, there were 

complexities in how participants defined consent and how they thought consent should be 

discussed. Thematic analysis identified three themes: ‘assumed consent’, ‘consent as 

important but undiscussed’ and ‘consent as negotiated’.  

Assumed consent  

Throughout participants’ narratives, common stereotypes of consent persisted, mirroring 

some of the sexual scripts described in the introduction. This theme explored the contexts 

of relationships and hook-ups. The authors identified how participants often described 

consent as something which was assumed until otherwise indicated, through a refusal to 

participate. However, the context was described as important for negotiating consent.  

Lack of refusal  

When asked how participants look for signs of consent when initiating sexual interaction, 

most participants focused on looking for signs of aversion, rather than signs of enthusiasm. 

For example, P18 (male) said they “look out for any sign that someone is pulling away, 

hesitant or uncomfortable”. Similarly, P16 (female) said, “you do need to look at the 
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person’s body language - if they are pulling away you should probably ask them if they’re 

okay”. If a partner does not refuse sex verbally or physically, this is interpreted as consent. 

The same logic was used during sex, when checking their partner had not changed their 

mind. As P14 (female) said, “it’s checking that they still want to carry on”. When a partner 

displays refusal behaviour or shows signs of uncomfortableness, participants understand 

these cues to be indicative of withdrawing consent. P2 (female), said they look for “some 

sort of sign that they don’t want [sex], or they want this”. Similarly, P3 (male) said they look 

to see if the other person is “shying away from certain things or flinching”. If the partner 

does not display this refusal, it is seen as consensual. While participants seemed to express 

an understanding about the need to be aware of their partner’s actions, it highlights the 

heavy reliance on interpretation of behavioural cues.   

While physical cues were important for interpretation of refusal, a lack of verbal 

aversion was also read as consent. Most participants understood not verbally expressing 

“no” to be a form of consent. For example, when asked to define consent, P11 (female) said, 

“just doing it and not saying no”. Similarly, P15 (male) said, “I guess if they don’t say 

anything against it” with P20 (male) adding, “well they hadn’t told me otherwise”. A lack of 

verbal refusal is also how participants stated they negotiated their consent when engaging 

in sexual activities, with P16 (female) saying, “I just go with it until I don’t feel comfortable 

and then I will say something… rather than giving consent, I let them know if I don’t consent, 

if I’m not comfortable”. Similarly, P3 (male) said, “I don’t really have to give any verbal 

consent if I’m happy to go along with it. If I’m unhappy, I will say no”. Participants focused 

more on how to withdraw consent, through body language and verbal refusal, rather than 
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emphasising the need for consent to be given; consent seems to be assumed until 

otherwise. 

Consent in relationships 

Participants discussed how consent is negotiated differently in relationships compared to 

casual hook-ups. Sex was assumed as a normal part of a relationship with consent not 

needed to be actively discussed. For example, P2 (female) said, “I think negotiating consent 

in a relationship doesn’t always have to be there because you’re in the relationship already, 

and you’ve made that consent already”. Similarly, P9 (female) said, “Because there is an 

underlying understanding, you’re in a relationship so those kinds of things are okay now 

almost”. While this was the view for established relationships, the importance of consent 

differed depending on the timepoint of the relationship. 

Consent was important to discuss in the early stages of a relationship. For example, 

P17 (male) said, “It’s kind of an implicit contract… or is negotiated within the first instances 

of the relationship”. Similarly, P7 (female) said, “You could discuss consent before you get 

into a relationship, you can discuss what you would do in different situations and how you 

would react”. However, as the relationship becomes more established, discussions of 

consent are not viewed as necessary. For example, P20 (male) said, “I don’t know if it’s 

something that is discussed as much”. Similarly, P8 (female) said, “In a relationship you kind 

of give consent at the start and then sometimes it’s just assumed for the whole 

relationship”. Participants suggested consent does not need to be discussed because 

partners should be comfortable enough in a relationship to indicate if they do not wish to 

have sex. For example, P9 (female) said, “I think in a relationship the responsibility falls 

more on the individual to discuss what they really are up for that day”. Similarly, P15 (male) 
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said, “if it’s unwanted the other person will say, it’s not hard”. The focus is on the lack of 

refusal rather than confirmation of consent. 

You can just tell 

Participants described how consent was not something that needed to be openly discussed; 

instead, it was an internal feeling of knowing when an individual consented to sex. This 

involved making assumptions based on contextual factors. For example, P14 (female), said, 

“From the mood, you can tell how that person is feeling”. Similarly, P10 (female) said, “you 

don’t necessarily need to ask, but you can just know, and tell from how someone is acting”. 

Sex was also described as something that “just happens”, implying that there was not 

necessarily time to discuss consent. For example, P20 (male) said, “it just happens you don’t 

need to explicitly address it”. P7 (female) said, “You can’t always plan things ahead, it just 

happens”. Participants sexual scripts did not include stopping to check sexual consent. 

Participants also emphasised the importance of social settings, particularly in a hook-

up context. For example, leaving a nightclub setting with somebody to go back to their 

house is assumed as consent and willingness to have sex. For example, P16 (female) said, “I 

think people assume if you bring someone home [from a nightclub] then it means you’re 

going to have sex. But of course, it doesn’t”. When asked about how consent was 

negotiated in a hook up, P15 (male) said “It’s obvious, if you bring someone back, you bring 

someone to your room [for sex] that you are going to bring them back for sex”. P13 (female) 

said verbal consent is given through asking, “Do you want to come back to mine?”. 

Acceptance is normally framed as a mutual agreement for sex. However, this was not the 

case for all participants. For example, P14 (female) said, “You agree to take someone back, 

but that’s the first step of consent”. Similarly, P2 (female), said:  
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I know of a lot of girls who have gone home with a guy because they just wanted a 

kiss, or a cuddle, and they've tried to fuck them. They’ve been like actually no I’m too 

drunk let’s not do this and the guy has been like what’s the point, why am I here, 

why would you waste my time? 

Participants emphasised these problematic, often gendered, assumptions. P14 (female) 

said, “Even if girls take guys back home, they feel if they take someone back home then 

decide they don’t want to sleep with them, they feel pressured because they don’t want to 

mess the guy around”. Similarly, P16 (female), said, “If you bring someone home, I think 

there’s a massive assumption that you are going to have sex that night… there’s pressure to 

have sex”. 

Consent as important, but undiscussed 

Consent was framed as important and necessary and participants stated it should be 

negotiated prior to sexual activity. For example, P13 (female) said, “Consent is really 

important,” with P7 (female) adding, “Consent is very important - if a partner says ‘no’, it’s a 

straight no”. Some participants stated consent should be discussed before a sexual 

encounter. As P8 (female) explained, “I think you have to establish consent first before you 

progress”. Similarly, P9 (female) said, “I think consent is the first thing you should talk 

about”. Participants also understood the consequence of a lack of consent, with P2 (female) 

stating, “[Consent] is the most important thing - without consent, it’s sexual assault”. 

However, consent was also framed as awkward to openly discuss with partners, 

often leading to sex happening without an explicit discussion prior. Verbal consent was 

framed by participants as a taboo subject within sexual intimacy, potentially stemming from 
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the awkwardness related to asking a partner if they would like to have sex. For example, 

when asked if people ask for permission to initiate sex, P8 (female) said, “Probably not 

though... it’s quite an awkward question, especially if they say no you’re like oh okay then”. 

Similarly, P1 (female) said, “Consent is really non-verbal, and you don’t really sit down and 

say, ‘Do you want to have sex?’ and say ‘yes’ or ‘no.’ It doesn’t really happen like that”. 

Asking for consent was deemed to detract from the potentially spontaneous nature of sex, 

with P19 (female) saying, “[Asking for consent] takes the whole spontaneity out of it and the 

romance out of it saying ‘can I kiss you’, ‘can I do this’, ‘can I do this’.” Similarly, P15 (male) 

said, “Asking for sexual consent is awkward and embarrassing”. Consent is framed as a 

potential barrier to sex as it limits romance and spontaneity. Thus, most participants stated 

they would not negotiate consent by asking for it. 

Consent as negotiated 

Although participants described consent as awkward to openly discuss, some participants 

indicated that they used alternative ways to negotiate sexual consent. Participants used 

various methods demonstrating the complexities of consent and how to overcome potential 

barriers. 

Reassurance as consent  

While participants generally avoided verbal consent, some participants described phrases 

they used to check in with their sexual partner. For example, P16 (female) said, “Whoever 

you’re having sex with, you should ask them, ‘are you okay with this?’”. Using similar 

language, P3 (male) said they ask, “Are you alright?” to their partner during sex. This phrase 

was framed as a means of seeking continual consent, creating a sense of reassurance. 
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Participants wanted to balance the need to check in with their sexual partner, but without 

sounding awkward. This type of checking in was also present in for participants in 

relationships, particularly when trying new sexual activities. For example, P1 (female) said, 

“If it is something different that you want to try out or you want to do it for a certain 

occasion, and you talk about it before”. Similarly, P6 (male) said, “I don’t know about other 

peoples’ relationships, but we would be so open about [negotiating consent] and be like ‘I 

want to try this’”. Sexual consent in these instances was framed as something to check in on 

during sex when trying new things, rather than asking explicit permission beforehand. 

Reciprocity 

When discussing strategies to negotiate consent, participants emphasised the importance of 

body language and contact; specifically, participants described how they would often mirror 

body language or behaviours to show consent, or vice versa. For example, P18 (male) said, 

“You touch their leg and they touch yours, mirroring actions and reciprocity”. When asked 

to expand, P6 (male) said, “If you have taken an item of clothing off and they have 

reciprocated, that’s consent”. Similarly, P16 (female) said, “If they let me touch them, then 

they touch me, I take that as consent”. Participants described how these behaviours could 

become increasingly more intimate, with P18 (male) stating that they may start off “tickling 

the arm” before becoming more intimate. As P4 (male) stated, “It’s a build up to that you 

don’t just dive straight in, you start kissing then you go into something else, then sex”. Here, 

engaging in tactile behaviours is a way of checking for consent. P4 (male) added, “They may 

respond one way to you, or differently, then you know, ‘Okay, I’ll back off a little bit’, if not, 

you carry on”. Mirroring behaviours was described as a clear sign of consent; however, 

participants did not state how they initiated these behaviours. 
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Open online chat 

Participants described how technology has been incorporated into discussions of sexual 

consent. The ability to send explicit messages asking for sex, normally on dating apps of 

social networking apps, is a clear way of negotiating sexual consent. This method was 

framed as an easy way to broach the subject of sex. For example, P3 (male) said, “Chatting 

about sex is becoming easier with people, doing it sober, through apps like Tinder”. 

Similarly, P5 (female) said, “My friend was getting messages asking, ‘Do you want a one-

night stand?’…I guess that is consent in itself as you say yeah why not”. Online messaging 

about sex was not framed as socially unacceptable or awkward, compared to asking in 

person. Participants also liked that messages could be saved and viewed later on, with P17 

(male) saying, “It creates a digital record, and it’s kind of like emblematic of behaviour the 

same way in a club, just virtually… Well it’s like explicit consent”. Similarly, P1 (female) said, 

“Even if it’s like talking online before you meet up, there will be a transaction of ‘Shall we 

meet up for sex?’ and people both agree”. Through being explicit, there could be no 

suggestion of miscommunication of signs or body language. 

 However, participants were clear to indicate that consent to sex online does not 

mean that sex will happen offline, and that individuals can withdraw consent if they change 

their mind. For example, P3 (male) said, “They can confirm that [they want sex] when they 

meet in person, as obviously just messaging doesn’t mean someone is not going to change 

their mind at some point”. Similarly, P10 (female) said, ““just because you matched and 

spoke on Tinder, it doesn’t mean they definitely want to have sex”. Participants understood 

consent to be an on-going process that needs negotiating due to fluctuations depending on 

the context and the people involved. 



17 
 

Discussion 

Drawing on 20 in-depth, semi-structured, interviews with university students, this study 

examined understandings of sexual consent. The present study, to our knowledge, is the 

first qualitative analysis of UK university students’ understandings and negotiation of sexual 

consent, focusing on how individuals negotiated this in different contexts. Three key themes 

were identified: 1) Consent is assumed; 2) Consent as important but taboo; and 3) Consent 

as negotiated. Although participants demonstrated a clear consensus that sexual consent is 

important, the fact that consent was not clearly negotiated highlights both the complexity 

of the topic as well as the potentially problematic ways in which consent might be 

understood and enacted.  

Looking first at how consent was assumed, similar to other research (Jozkowski et 

al., 2014) the present study found the absence of refusal to be perceived as indicative of 

consent. This assumption of consent is mirrored in the work of Beres (2010) where 

participants looked for signs of aversion; either physical or verbal cues to express 

discomfort. However, unlike Beres’ (2010) research, participants in our research did not 

discuss expressing signs of enjoyment to show active participation. This may have been due 

to participants’ difficulty in discussing consent, as discussions around sex are taboo (Beres, 

2007). Additionally, the negative labels which women are subject to for articulating a desire 

and enjoyment of sex may discourage them from doing so (Jackson and Cram, 2003).  

Other methods of determining consent also relied of the interpretation of situational 

cues. Participants often understood consent to be interpreted as behavioural actions 

(Muehlenhard et al., 2016); with no clear articulation of the consent being given. Supporting 

previous research, non-verbal cues, such as going home together, were indicative of consent 
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(Beres, 2010: Jozkowski et al 2018). However, it is problematic to assume “Do you want to 

come back to mine?”, means someone has consented to engage in sex. This expectation of 

sex has the potential to lead to instances of sexual assault, as individuals may assume the 

other person is willing when they are not (Jozkowski et al., 2014). Indeed, Jozkowski et al. 

(2018) suggest that while men often interpret these particular cues (such as going home 

with someone) as consent to sexual activity, women tended to view them as indicators of 

sexual interest, but not consent. Both men and women in this study referenced these sexual 

scripts, but the women were clear that sexual interest or choosing to go home with 

somebody does not equate to consent. As our participants discussed, the differing 

interpretations of these cues could lead a certain amount of pressure to have sex.  

Participants agreed that sexual consent was important, needed, and generally 

defined it in the same way that much research does: as an agreement (Beres, 2007). Yet, 

participants found it difficult to discuss consent and it was clear that participants’ 

conceptualisation of consent differed to how they negotiated consent, if they did at all 

(Jozkowski et al., 2014). Often, participants’ discussions of how they obtained consent did 

not reflect an explicit ‘agreement’ (Humphrey and Herold, 2007) but tacit understandings. 

This approach may be demonstrative of cognitive dissonance (Festingers, 1957), where 

people have two contradictory beliefs on negotiating consent; participants emphasise how 

important (explicit) agreement is, yet also see attaining verbal consent as impractical. 

Although participants viewed consent as important, it is still somewhat socially 

unacceptable to have explicit conversations about it (Burkett and Hamilton, 2012) – further 

research could explore stigma related to discussing sexual consent with partners, potentially 

with a focus on cognitive dissonance. Perhaps as a way of dealing with these conflicting 
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views, the spontaneity and romance related to sex were emphasised in participants’ 

narratives. Asking for sex can be awkward, and, as participants described, often sex “just 

happens” without explicitly consenting (Humpreys and Herold, 2003).  

Consistent with previous findings (Marcantonio et al., 2018b), consent was not 

negotiated within already established romantic relationships. It was assumed that after 

giving consent once, this consent covered sexual activities beyond that initial situation (Righi 

et al., 2019). This approach to consent likely reflects the perceived impracticality of having 

discussions every time participants engaged in sexual behaviours with a romantic partner. 

Problematically, however, there were assumptions that those who wanted to withdraw 

consent should feel ‘comfortable’ enough to vocalise this. Although in some instances this is 

likely possible, this approach does assume that power dynamics with the relationship are as 

such that individuals have the necessary agency to voice their desire to not engage.  

Despite the relative absence of any in depth discussions of consent, some 

participants did still make active attempts to establish whether particular sexual behaviours 

were desired or not. Examples of participants seeking ‘Assurance Consent’ (i.e. continually 

‘checking in’ with one’s sexual partner for reciprocity) suggest that participants did still 

attempt to establish consent. However, seeking assurance could still lead to 

misinterpretations. These instances highlighted how alternative, less formal means of verbal 

consent were used when negotiating consent (c.f. Beres, 2007), confirming consent in ways 

that were not as direct or awkward as “will you have sex with me?” 

Although participants recognised that asking for consent can be awkward, there 

were occasions where these explicit discussions were possible. Participants’ discussions of 

online communication showed that participants negotiated consent explicitly through 
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online messages that were direct and sexual in nature. A possible reason why participants 

felt they could ask for sex directly online but not face-to-face, is the online disinhibition 

effect (Suler, 2004), which makes individuals act differently online than they would in 

person. Suler (2004) argues that not being able to observe another person physically when 

communicating, can reduce an individual’s concerns for impression management. By being 

“invisible” online, individuals may care less how they come across to the respondent. 

Therefore, asking directly for sex may not be awkward, as they have no concern for 

upholding norms which they may uphold in-person. Although participants may view this as 

verbal consent, this online behaviour mirrors what happens in social setting and the 

problems associated with it, such as misinterpretation of communications.  

The current study finds that a need for explicit consent may act as a barrier in sex, 

but individuals are utilising other ways of communicating sexual consent to overcome this 

issue. Many of these strategies, however, lead to the assumption of consent (present in all 

participants’ narratives). Consequently, campaigns desiring to highlight the importance of 

consent, and thus potentially reducing instances of sexual assault, should aim to address 

consent in a manner that acknowledges how individuals actually convey consent. 

Approaches which recognise the cognitive dissonance many hold around wanting open 

discussions around consent, but not feeling comfortable in having them, can help to open-

up the dialogue around consent. 

Limitations 

This study is not without its limitations. Notably, the study only draws on the experiences of 

heterosexual students and the experiences of non-heterosexual students’ negotiation of 

consent may be markedly different due to their different sexual narratives (Hammack and 
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Cohler, 2009). Similarly, the sample does not include trans participants and future research 

should explore how trans university students negotiate sexual consent. Despite advertising 

to a wide range of students, the sample only consisted of white students. Future research 

should explore the experiences of Black students, potentially adopting an intersectional 

approach (e.g. Worthen and Wallace, 2017). 

Conclusion and future research 

The findings of this study suggest that participants do not always negotiate sexual consent. 

Instead, consent is often assumed or interpreted through body language and behaviours, 

which can lead to incorrect assumptions and difficulties in communication. However, some 

individuals highlighted verbal strategies relating to confirmation of enjoyment. Future work 

seeking to reduce instances of sexual assault should be realistic about how consent is 

navigated by young people, seeing the negotiation of consent as a complex and often 

misunderstood process. While campaigns emphasise an affirmative consent approach and 

the importance of gaining verbal consent, this is not reminiscent of how sexual consent is 

actually discussed by the university students in this sample. Further research could work 

alongside charities and campaigns aimed at reducing instances of sexual assault on 

campuses, drawing on the examples presented in this article for how consent is negotiated.  
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