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INTRODUCTION
Retaliation in the aftermath of sexual assault is a serious problem on college campuses 
which affects student safety, campus climate, and sexual assault reporting rates. The 
National Campus Sexual Assault Study (2007) found that among students who had 
experienced sexual assault, 17.9% identified fear of retaliation as a reason for not 
reporting the assault. Despite the seriousness of the problem, campuses face a lack 
of resources in understanding what contributes to retaliation and how to prevent it. 
To address this gap, Alteristic Inc. created the Toolkit for Preventing Retaliation After 
Sexual Assault within the College Context for the US Department of Justice, Office on 
Violence against Women’s Campus Technical Assistance and Resource Project. 

The tools included within this toolkit were created based on findings from an 
accompanying literature review, which includes key informant interview results, peer-
reviewed literature, and best practices from sectors that have made significant efforts 
to address and prevent retaliation.  One such sector is the US Department of Defense 
(DoD), which created a Retaliation Prevention and Response Plan that provides a 
useful framework for preventing retaliation in the wake of sexual assault. The tools 
within this toolkit are adapted specifically for college campuses and organized to 
correspond with the five issue areas outlined in the DoD’s Retaliation Prevention 
and Response Plan: 1) Creating a Culture Intolerant of Retaliation; 2) Standardizing 
Definitions; 3) Closing the Gap in Knowledge; 4) Building Strong and Supportive 
Systems of Investigation and Accountability; and 5) Providing Comprehensive Support 
to Complainants. Campuses can use these tools in the sequence provided, or pick and 
choose tools to use as needed. These tools are designed to increase the capacity of 
colleges to prevent students from experiencing retaliation related to sexual assault 
reports. 
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ISSUE AREA ONE:
CREATING A CULTURE THAT IS INTOLERANT 
OF RETALIATION 
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ADDRESSING RETALIATION RISK AND PROTECTIVE FACTORS 
AND FOSTERING POSITIVE CAMPUS NORMS
A desire for retaliation is common after experiencing an encounter that one perceives 
as offensive. However, although the urge to retaliate is common, the perceived social 
cost of such behaviors usually prevents people from acting on their desires. Experts 
have identified many risk and protective factors for retaliation. By working to mitigate 
risk factors and bolster protective factors, colleges may be able to shift norms to 
create campuses where retaliation is not tolerated and thus, is very unlikely to occur. 
Fostering preventive norms such as trust, respect, support, and transparency goes 
a long way towards increasing reporting and preventing acts of retaliation from 
occurring. To assist with this effort, the following tools shows risk and protective 
factors across the social ecology and provide a list of considerations and action items 
for fostering preventive norms.

KEY CONCEPTS  

Risk Factors are characteristics of individuals, relationships, organizations, or 
campuses that are associated with a higher likelihood of retaliation occurring. 

Protective Factors are characteristics of individuals, relationships, organizations, and 
campuses that are associated with a lower likelihood of retaliation occurring. 

Effective retaliation prevention should reduce the factors that place members of the 
campus community at greater risk, while at the same time bolstering the factors that 
make them less vulnerable. 

The Social Ecological Model (SEM) is an important framework which acknowledges 
that issues such as retaliation are the result of interactions between individuals and 
their environment. For retaliation prevention efforts to be most effective, they must 
strive to make change at each level of the social ecology. Examining risk and protective 
factors at each level of the social ecology helps colleges plan comprehensive efforts 
to prevent acts of retaliation. In the table that follows, you will find risk and protective 
factors at each level of the SEM, along with institutional actions your college can take 
and associated tools in this toolkit. 
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TOOL: RETALIATION RISK AND PROTECTIVE FACTORS AT 
EACH LEVEL OF THE SOCIAL ECOLOGY WITH INSTITUTIONAL 
ACTIONS AND CORRESPONDING TOOLS

Note: Protective factors are delineated with a plus sign (+), while risk factors are 
delineated with a minus sign (-).  

Level of SEM Retaliation Risk and 
Protective Factors

Institutional Actions to 
Prevent Retaliation 

Resources 
Contained in this 

Toolkit:
Policy  – Lack of policies 

that discourage 
retaliation 

 – Lack of leadership 
support for 
policies 

 – Erratic 
enforcement of 
policies

 + Existence 
of policies 
that prohibit 
retaliation 

 + Strong and 
visible leadership 
support for 
policies 

 + Consistent 
enforcement of 
policies

• Create a strong 
retaliation policy and 
response process 
that are consistently 
implemented, 
enforced, and 
improved over time.

• Regularly distribute 
retaliation policies 
and response 
processes

• Leverage leadership 
engagement to 
combat retaliatory 
behavior.

• Practical 
Definitions of 
Retaliation with 
Accompanying 
Case Studies 
(pages 9-11)

• Retaliation 
Prevention 
Training: 
Behavioral 
Goals and 
Competencies 
(pages 14-16)

• Retaliation 
Response 
Process 
Considerations 
(pages 32-35)

• Sample 
Disciplinary 
Amnesty Policy 
(page 38)
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Campus 
Community

 – Perceptions that 
an organization 
or institution is 
not fair or that 
formal channels 
for mitigation are 
unreliable 

 – Institutional 
climates 
that foster 
competition, 
bullying, or 
aggression

 + Perception that 
an organization or 
institution is fair 

 + Belief that formal 
channels for 
mitigation are 
reliable 

 + Institutional 
climates 
that foster 
collaboration and 
teamwork 

• Ensure that all 
members of the 
campus community 
know what 
retaliation looks like 
and how to prevent 
it.

• Utilize prevention 
programming that 
engages the campus 
community in 
promoting positive 
norms. 

• Routinely assess 
retaliatory behavior 
and outcomes 
through quantitative 
and qualitative data 
collection.

• Regularly assess 
campus climate 
and use findings to 
improve perceptions. 

• Establish policies 
or practices that 
hold college 
administrators 
accountable for 
improving campus 
climate over time. 

• Emphasize the 
school’s commitment 
to creating a just and 
respectful culture 
that is intolerant 
of sexual assault 
and retaliation 
through multiple 
communications 
channels.

• Practical 
Definitions of 
Retaliation with 
Accompanying 
Case Studies 
(pages 9-11) 

• Retaliation 
Prevention 
Training: 
Behavioral 
Goals and 
Competencies 
(pages 14-16)

• Bystander Tips 
for Recognizing 
and Preventing 
Retaliation 
(pages 25-29)

• Retaliation Data 
Monitoring Plan 
(pages 18-21)

• Retaliation 
Indicator Matrix 
(pages 22-23)
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Organizations  – Rigid bureaucratic 
structures with 
authoritarian 
management 

 – Spaces that allow 
the respondent 
to isolate the 
complainant

 + Organizational 
transparency

 + Spaces that deter 
isolation

• Transparently 
communicate 
with the campus 
community about 
incidents of violence/
misconduct and how 
they were resolved.

• When an individual 
makes a report, 
assess immediate 
physical safety and 
plan safety options.

• After a report is filed, 
provide guidance 
to the respondent 
about actions they 
must take to stop 
retaliatory behavior.

• Offer training to 
organizations 
across the campus 
community 
on retaliation 
prevention

• Retaliation 
Prevention 
Training: 
Behavioral 
Goals and 
Competencies 
(pages 14-16)

• Retaliation 
Response 
Process 
Considerations 
(pages 32-35)

Relationships  – Belief that 
the claim of 
retaliation may 
negatively 
affect future 
relationships

• Consider strategies 
for helping the 
campus community 
heal in the wake of 
sexual assault, so 
that feelings may be 
aired and processed 
before retaliation 
occurs.

• Retaliation 
Response 
Process 
Considerations 
(pages 32-35)



6©2020 Dorothy J. Edwards, Ph.D.

Individuals  – Sense of 
entitlement

 – Authoritarian 
personality

 – Respondent 
believes that 
they have done 
nothing wrong or 
that their actions 
were justified

 – Respondent 
believes that 
they may lose 
something as a 
result of the claim 
(e.g., their job or 
position of status) 

 + Extraversion

 + Non-aggressive 
problem-solving 
skills

• Offer proactive 
follow-up with and 
ongoing monitoring 
of respondents 
and complainants 
throughout 
investigations.

• Monitor the 
existence of 
contextual risk 
factors throughout 
the reporting 
process. 

• Embed non-violent 
conflict resolution 
strategies into 
existing life skills 
education and 
programming. 

• Teach individuals to 
recognize warning 
signs for retaliation 
and to take 
preventive action.

• Retaliation 
Prevention 
Training: 
Behavioral 
Goals and 
Competencies 
(pages 14-16)

• Bystander Tips 
for Recognizing 
and Preventing 
Retaliation 
(pages 25-29)

• Retaliation 
Response 
Process 
Considerations 
(pages 32-35)

SOURCES:

1. Berry, J. W., Worthington, E. L., O’Connor, L. E., Parrott, L., & Wade, N. G. (2005). Forgivingness, vengeful rumina-
tion, and affective traits. Journal of Personality, 73(1), 183–226.

2. El Kharzazi, R. J., Siwatu, M., & Brooks, D. R. (2010). Retaliation: Making it Personal. U.S. Equal Employment Op-
portunity Commission. Retrieved from https://www.eeoc.gov/laws/types/retaliation_considerations.cfm

3. Lee, K., & Ashton, M. C. (2012). Getting mad and getting even: Agreeableness and honest-humility as predic-
tors of revenge intention. Personality and Individual Differences, 52(5), 596–600.

4. Samnani, A.-K., & Singh, P. (2012). Twenty years of workplace bullying research: a review of the antecedents 
and consequences of bullying in the workplace. Aggression and Violent Behavior, 17(6), 581–589.

5. Stokols, D. (1992). Establishing and maintaining healthy environments: toward a social ecology of health pro-

motion. American psychologist, 47(1), 6.

https://www.eeoc.gov/laws/types/retaliation_considerations.cfm
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ISSUE AREA TWO: 
STANDARDIZING DEFINITIONS
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DEFINING RETALIATION
Although retaliation is addressed in official compliance guidance, it is not clearly or 
consistently defined. Campus prevention practitioners need a practical definition 
of retaliation, with examples of what it looks like for students, faculty, staff, and 
administrators. Campuses should tailor the definitions, examples, and case studies 
below to reflect their unique campus community and incorporate them into existing 
training about retaliation.



9©2020 Dorothy J. Edwards, Ph.D.

TOOL: PRACTICAL DEFINITIONS OF RETALIATION WITH 
ACCOMPANYING CASE STUDIES

What is retaliation?
When a person, group, or institution intimidates, threatens, coerces, or discriminates 
against someone who has reported sexual assault or participated in an investigation. 

Who can experience retaliation? 
Many people within a campus community can experience retaliation in the wake 
of a sexual assault report. The person who made the complaint of sexual assault 
(the complainant) may experience retaliatory behaviors from the person they 
have accused of causing them harm (the respondent) or other people who are 
connected to the respondent or complainant. The complainant could also experience 
retaliation from the college or individual college employees. Individual college 
employees and students may experience retaliatory behaviors after assisting, 
testifying, or participating in a sexual assault investigation proceeding or hearing. 
Lastly, respondents may experience retaliatory behaviors from complainants or their 
classmates, friends, roommates, etc. (though this is documented less frequently). 

What does retaliation between individuals look like?
 � Name-calling 

 � Taunting 

 � Threats (to harm the person, their property, or their pets)

 � Vandalization

 � Harassing messages or posts on social media 

 � Social ostracism 

 � Lawsuits (e.g. for defamation of character) 

What does institutional retaliation look like? 
 � Intimidation

 � Threats 

 � Coercion or pressure to do something unwanted 

 � Discrimination

 � Disciplining a student complainant for protest activities or for naming a 
respondent

 � Failing to accommodate housing or other academic needs
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 � Forcing or pressuring a student complainant to take time off from school or to 
rearrange their class and/or work schedule

 � Removing a student complainant from sports teams or other extracurricular 
activities

 � Pressuring a student complainant to stop talking to media 

 � Threatening to fire or demote an employee

 � Threats or actions to undermine work performance 

Case Studies:
The case studies below provide concrete examples of retaliation. They can be used in 
trainings, meetings, speeches, or any other communications to clarify what counts as 
retaliation and help generate solutions.

Case Study #1: A student reported that she was raped by another student. Later in the 
month, she was threatened by a friend of the respondent. She reported the threat to 
campus police, but due to continued concerns about her safety on campus, ultimately 
transferred. 

Case Study #2:  A female student was sexually assaulted by a male student at a house 
party. Her roommates reported that the male student had given her several strong 
drinks before assaulting her. The school ultimately determined that the respondent 
had committed sexual assault. In response, he sued the college for wrongful 
treatment. He also sued the complainant and her roommates for defamation and 
conspiracy. Although these charges were dismissed, the complainant incurred legal 
fees and time away from campus and extracurricular activities to respond to the 
lawsuit. 

Case Study #3: A first-year student was sexually assaulted by a popular senior 
following a rite of passage ceremony for new section leaders in the marching band. 
He and a fellow bandmate reported the assault to the band’s director. The director 
reported the assault to campus officials. As the investigation took place, the director 
made the first-year’s section do extra drills. He also made the first-year student and 
his bandmate stay extra hours to practice and participate in strength training. Other 
students seemed to know details of the assault that were only shared during the 
report with the band director. The first-year student dropped out of the band and 
refused to continue to participate in the investigation. 

Case Study #4: A graduate student experienced unwanted touching and kissing by 
his dissertation advisor. His advisor made a sexual advance during a conference they 
were attending. When he protested, she told him to keep silent and threatened to 
sabotage his dissertation. 
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Case Study #5: A student reported an experience of sexual assault to campus officials. 
Her case drew media attention and she was interviewed by a reporter about her 
experience. After the story was published, she experienced a number of retaliatory 
behaviors from the respondent and his friends. In two separate incidents, her car was 
vandalized. She also received harassing messages and threats on social media, telling 
her to keep her mouth and legs shut, and calling her sexually derogatory names. In 
response, she changed her routine on campus and considered transferring to another 
school.

Case Study #6: A student wrote a blog about their experience of sexual assault. In 
response, they experienced retaliatory behavior from classmates. Several people 
unfriended them on social media. While flipping through a yearbook at a friend’s 
residence hall, they discovered that someone had defaced their photo, gouging out 
the eyes and mouth. 

Case Study #7: A member of the counseling staff at a large public university had 
a therapy session with a student who disclosed an experience of sexual assault in 
which she was raped by several members of a school athletic team. The counselor 
provided support and reminded her that she could report the incident. The student 
decided to report her experience to campus officials. As a part of the investigation, the 
counselor’s supervisor asked her to turn over the confidential case file for her patient, 
which is not standard practice. Instead of violating her patient’s privacy, the counselor 
decided to write a letter summarizing the case, which is standard practice. Her 
supervisor threatened to fire her if she did not turn over her patient’s file. In response, 
the counselor filed an ethics complaint with her governing board. In the wake of her 
complaint, her colleagues ignored her emails and client requests. 

Case Study #8: A faculty member conducted a study that explored trauma 
experienced by students who report their experiences of sexual assault. The results 
were concerning and drew widespread interest from the academic community. Based 
on her findings, she recommended that the college assess its sexual assault policies 
and procedures to be more supportive of students. The college’s communications 
office launched a campaign to smear her work, hinting that it suffered from 
methodological bias. 
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ISSUE AREA THREE: 
CLOSING THE GAP IN KNOWLEDGE



13©2020 Dorothy J. Edwards, Ph.D.

RETALIATION PREVENTION TRAINING
Training is an essential component of closing the knowledge gap on retaliation. 
Colleges should aim to train all members of the campus community who may be 
involved in addressing behaviors that lead to retaliation, including administrators, 
faculty, staff, students, and community partners. To aid colleges in creating effective 
retaliation prevention trainings, the following tool provides a list of training 
behavioral goals and competencies for different audiences.
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TOOL: RETALIATION TRAINING BEHAVIORAL GOALS AND 
COMPETENCIES

Target Audience Behavioral Goals  Associated Competencies  
Administrators • Define retaliation and provide 

examples of retaliatory 
behavior 

• Intervene in potential 
incidents of retaliation

• Review retaliation response 
processes

• Share options for reporting 
incidents of retaliation 

• Explore biases and ways to 
minimize retaliatory behavior

• Disclose the official/office 
responsible for investigating 
retaliation reports 

• Share options for resolving 
incidents of retaliation

• Share resources available to 
those who disclose or report 
an incident of retaliation 

• Review data monitoring plan

• Review confidentiality 
constraints

• Review obligations for 
updating the campus 
community about incidents 
of harm 

• Take steps to establish 
preventive norms

As a result of training, 
administrators will be able to: 

• Define retaliation

• Identify retaliation warning 
signs

• Identify options for 
intervening in a potential 
incident of retaliation

• Identify retaliation reporting 
processes

• Understand how biases 
contribute to retaliatory 
behavior

• Identify the official/office 
charged with investigating 
reports 

• Identify retaliation resolution 
options 

• Identify resources to support 
complainants

• Identify data collection 
methods for retaliation 
reports 

• Identify confidentiality 
constraints 

• Fulfill obligation to update 
campus community about 
acts of harm

• Identify strategies for 
establishing preventive 
norms
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Faculty/Staff • Define retaliation and provide 
examples of retaliatory 
behavior

• Intervene in potential 
incidents of retaliation

• Utilize retaliation response 
processes

• Share options for reporting 
incidents of retaliation 

• Explore biases and ways to 
minimize retaliatory behavior

• Disclose the official/office 
responsible for investigating 
retaliation reports 

• Utilize options for resolving 
incidents of retaliation

• Share resources available to 
those who disclose or report 
an incident of retaliation 

• Take steps to establish 
preventive norms

As a result of training, faculty/
staff will be able to: 

• Define retaliation

• Identify retaliation warning 
signs 

• Identify options for 
intervening in a potential 
incident of retaliation

• Identify retaliation reporting 
processes

• Understand how biases 
contribute to retaliatory 
behavior

• Identify the official/office 
charged with investigating 
reports 

• Identify retaliation resolution 
options 

• Identify resources to support 
complainants

• Identify confidentiality 
constraints 

• Identify strategies for 
establishing preventive 
norms
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Students • Define retaliation and provide 
examples of retaliatory 
behavior

• Intervene in potential 
incidents of retaliation

• Utilize retaliation response 
processes

• Utilize options for resolving 
incidents of retaliation

• Utilize resources available to 
those who disclose or report 
an incident of retaliation 

• Take steps to contribute to 
preventive norms

As a result of training, students 
will be able to: 

• Define retaliation

• Identify retaliation warning 
signs

• Identify options for 
intervening in a potential 
incident of retaliation

• Identify retaliation reporting 
processes

• Identify retaliation resolution 
options 

• Identify resources to support 
complainants

• Identify confidentiality 
constraints 

• Identify strategies for 
contributing to preventive 
norms

Community 
Partners  

• Define retaliation and provide 
examples of retaliatory 
behavior

• Share options for resolving 
incidents of retaliation

• Contribute appropriately to 
retaliation response processes

• Share resources available to 
those who disclose or report 
an incident of retaliation

As a result of training, 
community partners will be able 
to: 

• Understand how the campus 
defines retaliation

• Identify retaliation warning 
signs 

• Identify their role in 
retaliation response processes

• Identify retaliation resolution 
options 

• Identify or offer resources to 
support complainants

• Understand their role 
in supporting college 
prevention efforts
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MONITORING RETALIATION 
INCIDENCE AND INDICATORS
Colleges and universities are, understandably, interested in how they can prevent 
members of their campus community from experiencing retaliation in the wake 
of sexual assault. They are eager to increase reporting rates and hold individuals 
(including students, staff, and faculty) who have caused harm accountable for their 
actions. However, a lack of information about retaliation often makes it difficult to 
identify risk and protective factors and design interventions. Colleges should carefully 
review existing data sources to better understand both the scope and impact of 
retaliation after sexual assault. This includes monitoring reports of retaliation and their 
outcomes and reviewing behavioral survey instruments to ensure that they capture 
data about actual experiences of retaliation and how they were handled. Because 
retaliation is inconsistently defined by different constituencies, additional research 
(e.g. surveys, key informant interviews, or focus groups) with administrators and 
students may be needed to understand how these populations define retaliation, their 
lived experiences of retaliation, and their ideas for how best to prevent it. The Data 
Monitoring Plan and Retaliation Indicator Matrix below can assist in these efforts.
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TOOL: DATA MONITORING PLAN

To close the gaps in research and knowledge within the college context, colleges 
should consider creating a plan for monitoring retaliation indicators and data over 
time. Taking a data-driven approach to retaliation prevention and response will 
help colleges to track the incidence and prevalence of retaliation, make informed 
decisions, and understand the outcomes of their efforts over time. Below is a four-
phase Retaliation Monitoring Plan. Phase One involves collecting, analyzing, and 
reporting data from retaliation reports. Phase Two involves reviewing and enhancing 
(if necessary) current data collection efforts. Phase Three involves annual review of the 
data collected. Phase Four involves improving retaliation prevention and response 
efforts based on findings. Colleges should tailor this plan to reflect current procedures 
and available indicators at their institutions. 

PHASE 1: Collect, Analyze, And Report On Data From All Retaliation 
Reports 
Phase one allows colleges to measure reporting trends, assess response efforts, and 
guide future retaliation efforts. 

Colleges should capture the following in each retaliation report: 

 � Narrative description of each complaint 

 � Type of retaliation, whether interpersonal or institutional 

 � Demographics for complainant and respondent 

 � Nature of the relationship between complainant and respondent

 � Official or office who received the complaint 

 � Official or office that is charged with investigating the complaint 

 � Current status of investigation, including actions taken to mitigate retaliation

 � Length of time to conduct the investigation from the open to the close and 
how many people, community members, and campus officials participated in 
this investigation

 � When the investigation is complete, a description of the results of the 
investigation, including whether the complainant was informed about the 
results of the investigation 
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PHASE 2: Improve existing data collection efforts to inform retaliation 
prevention and response
Phase two allows colleges to measure retaliation incidence and prevalence, fear of 
retaliation as a barrier to reporting, and perceptions about campus climate that may 
contribute to future acts of sexual violence and retaliation. Colleges can use this 
information to bolster protective factors and mitigate risk factors for sexual assault.  

Steps that colleges can take to improve existing data collection efforts: 

 � Update campus behavior surveys (including crime surveys) to better assess for 
retaliation after sexual assault; information collected may include: 

 ▶ Retaliatory behaviors perceived after reporting an incident of sexual 
assault or misconduct; 

 ▶ The source of the retaliation—respondent, associates, staff, etc.; and 

 ▶ Whether retaliatory behaviors impacted the complainant’s willingness to 
participate in investigation or report future acts of harm.

 � Update campus climate surveys to assess perceptions about the likelihood of 
experiencing retaliation after sexual assault. 

 ▶ The Department of Justice has provided a number of resources to help 
campuses conduct campus climate surveys.

 � Conduct additional qualitative research, such as focus groups or key informant 
interviews, to better understand lived experiences of retaliation. 

PHASE 3: Evaluate retaliation prevention and response effectiveness 
through regular, annual reviews 
The Retaliation Indicator Matrix tool (pages 22-23) lists possible retaliation indicators 
and data sources. Colleges should tailor this to reflect available indicators and data 
sources and use it to compile and review data as part of a regular annual review. The 
focus of the first annual review should be on compiling and reviewing data as well 
as setting benchmarks for improvement over time. In subsequent annual reviews, 
colleges should note changes in data over time to assess whether they were successful 
in meeting their goals. 

Questions to consider during annual review: 

 � Have reports of retaliation increased or decreased over time? 

 � Were actions taken to mitigate retaliation successful? 

 ▶ If not, how could response be improved? 

 � Were reporters satisfied with their reporting experience?

https://www.justice.gov/archives/ovw/protecting-students-sexual-assault


20©2020 Dorothy J. Edwards, Ph.D.

 ▶ If not, how could service be improved? 

 � To what extent does retaliation hinder reporting incidents of sexual assault 
and misconduct? 

 ▶ How can this barrier be further reduced? 

 � Does the campus community have positive or negative perceptions about the 
likelihood of retaliation after a sexual assault report? 

 ▶ What can be done to improve perceptions? 

 � Does the campus community have positive or negative perceptions about 
leadership response to reports of sexual assault and retaliation? 

 ▶ What can be done to improve perceptions?

 � Does the campus community have positive or negative perceptions about 
institutional climate regarding sexual assault and retaliation? 

 ▶ What can be done to improve perceptions?

 � How can colleges share the results of this annual review with the campus 
community and institutional stakeholders?

PHASE 4: Improve retaliation prevention and response efforts based 
on findings
Phase four involves sharing findings in order to improve existing programming.

The key steps to take in phase four include:

 � Share findings with key stakeholders. Results should be synthesized and 
presented in the appropriate fashion for the audience. 

 � Use findings to identify successes, gaps, and/or deficiencies in existing 
programming. Based on collected data and program evaluation, campus 
prevention practitioners should determine what changes need to be made to 
current efforts. Questions to consider include:

 ▶ How satisfied are you with the evaluation process? What changes would 
you make in your evaluation (e.g. with tools or with the process)?

 ▶ What findings did you expect to see?

 ▶ What findings surprised you?

 ▶ Is there any additional information you need to further understand 
findings? How will you get that information?
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 ▶ What findings support your current or planned activities/strategies?

 ▶ What additional or different activities/strategies do the findings 
indicate are needed? Are there any activities/strategies that need to be 
discontinued?

 � Prioritize and decide which improvements to adopt. Make sure the 
modifications you adopt do not compromise the fidelity of any evidence-
based strategies you may currently be using.

SOURCES:

1. US Department of Defense (2016). DoD retaliation prevention and response strategy: Regarding sexual assault 
and harassment reports. Washington D.C.: US Department of Defense.

2. US Department of Defense (2017). DoD retaliation prevention and response strategy implementation plan. 
Washington D.C.: US Department of Defense.
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TOOL: RETALIATION INDICATOR MATRIX

This Retaliation Indicator Matrix can help colleges identify indicators and data 
sources to measure retaliation. Colleges should tailor this tool so that it reflects actual 
indicators, populations, and data sources available to them. Once established, colleges 
should regularly monitor these data and set goals for improving indicators over time. 

Retaliation 
Indicator 

Populations 
Included in Indicator Data Source Purpose 

Number of reports 
of retaliation 

• Complainants

• Witnesses

• Bystanders

• Faculty

• Staff

• Administrators

• Respondents 

Official or office 
responsible for 
taking reports 

Assesses reporting 
trends 

Actions taken 
to respond to 
retaliation reports 
and their outcomes 

• Complainants

• Witnesses

• Bystanders

• Faculty

• Staff

• Administrators

• Respondents 

TBD by institution 
(several individuals, 
departments, or 
agencies may 
be involved in 
response) 

Assesses 
effectiveness of 
actions taken to 
mitigate retaliation 

Reporter 
experience—
includes responses 
to the following ?’s:

• With whom 
did you discuss 
your retaliation 
allegation?

• What action was 
taken to address 
your allegation?

• Complainants

• Witnesses

• Bystanders

• Faculty

• Staff

• Administrators

• Respondents

Reporter post-
survey

Assesses reporter 
satisfaction
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• How satisfied 
were you with 
the action taken? 

Retaliation as a 
barrier to reporting 
sexual assault 

• Students Campus climate 
survey 

Assesses the extent 
to which students 
believe retaliation 
hinders reporting 

Perceptions about 
likelihood that 
retaliation will 
occur after a report 
of sexual assault 

• Students

• Faculty 

• Staff 

• Administrators

Campus climate 
survey 

Assesses perceived 
scope of the 
problem 

Perceptions of 
college leadership’s 
response to reports 
of sexual assault or 
retaliation 

• Students

• Faculty 

• Staff 

• Administrators

Campus climate 
survey 

Assesses 
perceptions of 
leadership response

Perceptions of 
institutional 
climate regarding 
sexual assault and 
retaliation

• Students

• Faculty 

• Staff 

• Administrators

Campus climate 
survey 

Assesses 
perceptions of 
institutional climate 

SOURCES:

1. US Department of Defense (2016). DoD retaliation prevention and response strategy: Regarding sexual assault 

and harassment reports. Washington D.C.: US Department of Defense.

2. US Department of Defense (2017). DoD retaliation prevention and response strategy implementation plan. 

Washington D.C.: US Department of Defense.
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BYSTANDER INTERVENTION
Although only a small number of cases of sexual assault are ever reported to law 
enforcement or campus officials, students often talk to their friends and family 
members about what happened to them. Many people in a campus community have 
information about incidents of sexual assault and are thus bystanders to these acts. If 
retaliation occurs, such bystanders may also be in a position to witness or hear about 
retaliatory behavior from their friends. These bystanders need additional information 
and tools to identify retaliation warning signs and respond. The tips provided below 
are a starting point to increase their knowledge and skills. Please note, these tips are 
intended for use with individuals, such as students, faculty, or staff. Tips for bolstering 
protective factors at the institutional level are addressed in Issue Area One—Creating 
a Culture that is Intolerant of Retaliation.
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TOOL: BYSTANDER TIPS FOR RECOGNIZING AND 
PREVENTING RETALIATION

A major concern that many students face when making the decision to report an 
incident of sexual assault is the possibility of retaliation. Retaliation is when a person, 
group, or institution intimidates, threatens, coerces, or discriminates against someone 
who has reported sexual assault or participated in an investigation. Retaliation can 
impact the student reporting an incident (the complainant), their friends or family, 
or staff or faculty who supported them in some way. Retaliation can also come from 
multiple sources: the respondent, individuals connected to the respondent (friends, 
family, etc.), from the college, or from individual college employees. There are four-
steps that bystanders can take to help prevent retaliation:

1. Recognize retaliation warning signs and concerning behaviors.

2. Identify barriers to intervention. 

3. Identify reactive bystander interventions using the 3 Ds – Direct, Delegate, and 
Distract.

4. Engage in proactive bystander behaviors to set the norm that retaliation will 
not be tolerated and that everyone in the campus community looks out for 
each other.

Bystander tips for each step are offered below. 

STEP 1: Recognize retaliation warning signs and concerning behaviors.
Bystanders may be connected to either the person being harmed by retaliation or the 
person or organization doing the harm. Therefore, they may recognize behaviors from 
either perspective. This may look different if the retaliation is peer-to-peer or if there 
is a difference in power between the person engaging in retaliation and the person 
being harmed. Bystanders may observe the following warning signs:

 � Harassment

 � Insults

 � Threats

 � Spreading rumors

 � Exclusion from social events

 � Changes in behavior, such as withdrawing from social situations, activities, or 
classes

 � Lowered academic performance

 � Taking time off or dropping out of school 
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 � Harassment through messages on social media

 � Vandalization of the complainant’s personal property 

 � Sharing sensitive information or photographs

When retaliation comes from school employees or the institution, a bystander may 
witness:

 � The complainant being pressured to change their class schedule, leave school, 
drop a case, stay silent, etc. 

 � The institution refusing to provide academic or housing accommodations

 � Faculty penalizing a student in their grading or supervision processes

 � Authorship on research projects being restricted

This retaliation can also be directed at faculty/staff who supported a complainant. This 
may involve:

 � Negative performance evaluations

 � Pay decreases or freezes

 � Withholding career advancement/raises

STEP 2: Identify barriers to action.
When bystanders notice the retaliation warning signs or concerning behaviors above, 
they may encounter barriers to action. There are three types of barriers: personal, 
relationship, and institutional.

Personal barriers to intervening in retaliation may include:

 � Being shy

 � Being non-confrontational

 � Concern about the retaliation turning on them 

Relationship or social barriers include:

 � Not wanting to be embarrassed

 � Not wanting to be socially excluded

 � Being affected by peer pressure when friends are supporting the retaliation

 � Wanting to stick up for a friend who has been accused

 � Pressure from the complainant to join in on retaliatory behavior
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Institutional barriers include things like:

 � Concern that intervening could have an impact on one’s job security or future 
opportunities

 � Belief that the college would not properly handle the situation

 � Organizational norms that encourage group members to participate in 
retaliation

STEP 3: Identify reactive bystander interventions using the 3 Ds—
Direct, Delegate, and Distract.
No matter who a person is, their barriers will not just disappear because they are 
aware of them. For that reason, it is important for bystanders to consider how they 
could intervene with the barriers that they have. There are a few options, known as the 
3 Ds, that help bystanders intervene in ways that don’t require them to get rid of their 
barriers. 

Direct: Bystanders can intervene directly if they observe concerning behaviors. Often, 
this will be just checking in with the person they are concerned about to see if they are 
okay or if they need support. It could also be confronting a peer if they observe them 
engaging in retaliatory behavior and letting them know that their behavior is not okay.

Delegate: Bystanders can also delegate to address retaliation. This could be talking to 
school officials such as Judicial Affairs personnel or someone in a supervisory position 
over the person doing the harm. It could be utilizing an anonymous reporting option 
or sending a report through campus mail. It could also be talking to the friends of the 
person doing the harm or being harmed to see if they can help. For example, saying 
something like, “Jason could get in trouble for the stuff he’s posting about Hannah on 
Facebook; maybe you should talk to him about that.” 

Distract: Bystanders can also intervene by disrupting a situation in progress. For 
example, if they notice some students making nasty comments to a complainant, they 
could approach the person being harmed and see if they want to grab coffee. Or if a 
teacher has been targeting a student in class with harsh comments since they made a 
sexual assault report, they could raise their hand and ask an unrelated question when 
the teacher is making these comments. 

STEP 4: Engage in proactive bystander behaviors to set the norm 
that retaliation will not be tolerated and that everyone in the campus 
community looks out for each other. 
Retaliation can be prevented by changing campus norms to make it clear that 
retaliatory behavior is not tolerated. This can be accomplished by broader actions 
like policies on the institutional level, but also through small, everyday actions. These 
everyday acts are called proactive bystander behaviors and they play a powerful role 
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in preventing retaliation from ever occurring  in the first place. One of the great things 
about proactive bystander behaviors is that they are things people can do in their 
everyday lives before ever having seen a warning sign. 

For students, this includes everyday actions like: 

 � Attending anti-retaliation events

 � Bringing an anti-retaliation training to their student organizations

 � Posting on social media about retaliation

 � Speaking up in class when topics like sexual assault or retaliation come-up for 
discussion

 � Wearing a t-shirt from an anti-violence organization or awareness event

 � Starting conversations with friends about their support for complainants

 � Learning more about retaliation by reading an article or writing a paper on the 
topic

 � Completing campus climate surveys 

For staff this may include: 

 � Organizing anti-retaliation events

 � Speaking up in staff meetings when topics like retaliation come-up for 
discussion

 � Addressing the issue in campus newsletters, on social media, and through 
other communication platforms

 � Attending anti-retaliation trainings

 � Addressing retaliation in campus climate surveys 

For faculty this may include: 

 � Promoting anti-retaliation events and/or offering incentives for attendance

 � Posting retaliation resources in syllabi

 � Offering bystander tips or anti-retaliation messages on PowerPoint slides or 
white boards

 � Assigning articles or other classwork that addresses retaliation

 � Calling-out behaviors in class that are inconsistent with preventive norms

 � Attending anti-retaliation trainings

 � Completing campus climate surveys



29©2020 Dorothy J. Edwards, Ph.D.

Proactive bystander actions also include encouraging college leadership to protect 
members of the campus community from experiencing retaliation by establishing a 
written policy prohibiting retaliation, developing a communication plan for making 
it clear that the college takes retaliation seriously, displaying poster campaigns, 
instituting disciplinary amnesty policies regarding student drinking in sexual assault 
investigations, providing anonymous and confidential reporting options, distributing 
campus climate surveys and applying the results, holding educational events on 
retaliation, and maintaining and communicating fair and unbiased investigation 
processes.

Because institutional norms play a powerful role in preventing acts of violence 
and retaliation, creating preventive social norms is vital. College leadership and 
administration have an important role to play in creating campus cultures that are 
intolerant of retaliation. 

Proactive bystander actions that are specific to leaders include: 

 � Offering support and recognition to students, faculty, and staff who contribute 
to retaliation prevention efforts on campus 

 � Advocating for the creation and enforcement of strong retaliation policies 

 � Advocating for ongoing prevention training and programming to engage the 
entire campus community in creating positive norms 

 � Changing email signatures to include a statement of commitment to violence 
and retaliation prevention, or a quote about bystander intervention

 � Hanging a sexual assault or retaliation prevention poster in their offices 

 � Wearing a pin or button that demonstrates their commitment to preventing 
sexual assault and retaliation

 � Stating their commitment to preventing retaliation in talking points or 
speeches 

 � Having conversations with students, faculty, and staff about the importance of 
preventing retaliation
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ISSUE AREA FOUR: 
BUILDING STRONG AND SUPPORTIVE SYSTEMS 
OF INVESTIGATION AND ACCOUNTABILITY
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RETALIATION RESPONSE 
A number of institutional risk factors may contribute to retaliation. These include 
perceptions that an institution is not fair or that formal channels for solving problems 
are unavailable; rigid bureaucratic structures with authoritarian management; 
institutional climates that foster competition, bullying, or aggression; a lack of 
policies that discourage retaliation; a lack of leadership support for policies; erratic 
enforcement of policies; and the availability of spaces that allow the respondent to 
isolate the complainant. Colleges have a powerful role to play in fostering positive 
campus climates that mitigate institutional risk factors and prevent retaliation. This 
requires a strong retaliation response process that is consistently implemented and 
improved over time. The goal of the Retaliation Response Process Considerations that 
follow is to provide individuals who report retaliation with a comprehensive system 
of support and to aid colleges in holding offenders appropriately accountable. Some 
colleges may already have a retaliation response process in place. As with the other 
tools in this toolkit, colleges should review this proposed response process and tailor it 
for use on their campus, extracting those elements that most meet their needs. 
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TOOL: RETALIATION RESPONSE PROCESS CONSIDERATIONS

Response Process Guiding Questions
 � To whom at this institution can someone report retaliation?

 � Who is charged with investigating reports of retaliation?

 � What resources and referrals are available to individuals who report 
retaliation? 

 ▶ Note: This may include on-campus and off-campus resources. 

Intake Process Considerations: What to Do When Someone Discloses 
Experiencing Retaliation

 � Find a quiet place to talk with the person.

 � Explain confidentiality constraints before they disclose details. 

 � Offer emotional support by saying things like: 

 ▶ “I am sorry this has happened to you.” 

 ▶ “It takes a lot of courage to report things like this.”

 � Understand that the person reporting may present in a variety of ways; they 
may be angry, sad, scared, or even have a neutral emotional affect. Any or 
all of these responses are normal for someone who may have experienced 
retaliation.

 � Ask the individual what retaliatory behaviors they have experienced.

 � Confirm with the individual whether or not they have previously made a 
report of retaliation.  

 � Share options for reporting retaliation and review reporting processes. 

 � Consider having printed literature that conveys these options.

 ▶ Make this information available online as well.

 � If they choose to make a formal report, offer support throughout the process 
(e.g., providing referrals, accompanying them to offices or meetings, etc.).

 � If they do not choose to make a formal report, share resources and referral 
options that may be helpful to them. 

 � Follow existing procedures for documenting your interaction (e.g., date of 
discussion, retaliatory behaviors reported, referrals given, etc.).

 � Follow-up with them after your interaction to see if they need additional 
assistance. 
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Considerations for Resolving Formal Retaliation Reports—Focus on 
the Complainant

 � When an individual makes a report, assess immediate physical safety. Here are 
some questions you may ask: 

 ▶ Is the respondent a fellow student or an employee of the college?

 ▶ When and where do you typically see the respondent (e.g. classes, study 
spots, housing, dining, extracurricular activities)? 

 ▶ Are there things the school could do to make you feel safer in these 
spaces? 

 ▶ What information does the respondent have about where you live, work, 
study, or places that you frequent?

 ▶ Do you feel safe in your residence? If not, do you need help considering 
residential options that would feel safe for you?

 ▶ Do you already have a no-contact order or other type of protective order 
against the respondent? If not, is this something you are interested in 
learning more about? 

 ▶ Do you have a cell phone that you can use if you need to call for help?

 ▶ Do you have a plan in case of emergencies (e.g. emergency contact 
person, healthcare provider information, etc.)?

 ▶ Are there things that you or others could do to make you feel safer on- or 
off-campus? 

 ▶ Are you aware of counseling, mental health, healthcare, and student 
services available off-campus? If not, would you like to learn more about 
these services?

 ▶ Can you take notes about things this person is doing to make you feel 
unsafe? These can be helpful in planning for your safety or if you want to 
report the behavior. 

 � When an individual makes a report, also assess safety and technology, 
including within online spaces. Here are some questions you may ask: 

 ▶ Does the respondent know your email address? Phone number? 
Passwords? 

 ▶ What social media platforms do you use? Are you connected to the 
respondent on any of these platforms? Are you sharing your location 
on any of these platforms? Is anyone in your social network connected 
to the respondent on these platforms? Do you know how to block the 
respondent and their contacts from connecting with you through these 
platforms? 
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 ▶ Have you reviewed your privacy settings since the incident of retaliation?

 ▶ Do you know how to report harassing posts or flag inappropriate photos? 
Consider using the Cyber Civil Rights Initiative’s Online Removal Guide for 
help.

 � Using information obtained during the intake process as well as the formal 
report, determine available options for mitigating retaliation. Such options 
may include: 

 ▶ Limiting contact between complainant and respondent

 ▶ Providing an escort to classes and activities

 ▶ Discussing changes in route or mode of transportation

 ▶ Moving individuals to different residence halls or working with your local 
victim service provider on safe housing options if the student(s) live off-
campus

 ▶ Ensuring that those involved do not attend the same classes

 ▶ Providing counseling or medical services

 ▶ Providing academic support

 ▶ Providing guidance to college employees about how to avoid retaliatory 
behavior 

 � Communicate possible resolution options to the complainant.

 � Implement agreed upon resolution options. 

 � Explain any applicable confidentiality constraints. 

 � Follow existing procedures for documenting resolution (e.g., date of 
discussion, retaliatory behaviors reported, resolution actions taken, etc.).

 � Follow-up with them periodically to assess whether the issue has been 
resolved and if they need additional resources or referral options. 

Considerations For Resolving Formal Retaliation Reports—Focus on 
the Respondent

 � Notify the respondent that a formal complaint of retaliation has been made. 

 ▶ Note: It is best practice to tell the complainant that this has occurred, so 
that they can safety plan accordingly. 

 � Provide guidance about actions they must take to stop retaliatory behavior. 

 � Provide guidance about consequences that they may experience if the 
retaliatory behavior does not stop. 

https://www.cybercivilrights.org/online-removal/
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 � Review applicable resolution options. 

 � Agree upon a set of resolution options and implement them. 

 � Review applicable consequences.

 � Implement consequences (if needed). 

 � Explain any applicable confidentiality constraints.

 � Follow existing procedures for documenting resolution (e.g., date of 
discussion, retaliatory behaviors reported, resolution actions taken, 
consequences, etc.).

 � Follow-up with them periodically to assess whether the issue has been 
resolved and if they need additional resources or referral options. 

Coordinated Community Response Team (CCRT) Process 
Considerations

 � CCRTs should discuss informal and formal reports of retaliation at regular 
meetings to coordinate response. 

 � Review actions taken to respond to the report as well as any next steps to 
resolve the issue and who is responsible for taking next steps. 

 � Ensure that data have been collected and stored for each report of retaliation. 

 � Discuss process successes and possible process improvements. 

 � Create a plan for implementing process improvements over time.  

Other Considerations
Remember, individuals who experience retaliation know their lives best; they are 
experts on their own safety concerns and what they need to keep themselves safe. 
Presenting them with options for resolution will help them to weigh and select those 
options that best meet their needs. 

SOURCES:

1. US Department of Defense (2016). DoD retaliation prevention and response strategy: Regarding sexual assault 
and harassment reports. Washington D.C.: US Department of Defense.

2. US Department of Defense (2017). DoD retaliation prevention and response strategy implementation plan. 
Washington D.C.: US Department of Defense.

3. Victim Rights Law Center (2015). Where to start: A guide to safety planning with victims of campus sexual 
violence.
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ISSUE AREA FIVE: 
PROVIDING COMPREHENSIVE SUPPORT TO 
COMPLAINANTS
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AMNESTY POLICY
Because this toolkit focuses on retaliation prevention, response processes are not 
within its scope. For more information on retaliation response and how to support 
complainants, visit the Center for Changing our Campus Culture.

There is however one area of response that may have an impact on preventing 
retaliation in the first place. Fear of experiencing repercussions for consuming alcohol 
or other drugs at the time of their assault may prevent victims of sexual assault from 
reporting their assaults. Given the prevalence of this barrier, it is also possible that 
survivors fear that someone will disclose their use of alcohol or other drugs at the 
time of the assault as a retaliatory act. For this reason, providing both confidential and 
anonymous reporting options to students may mitigate students’ fears about getting 
into trouble while simultaneously allowing them to notify campus officials of their 
assault. To further mitigate this fear, colleges should consider implementing amnesty 
policies, which withhold disciplinary action against student survivors who were 
drinking or using drugs at the time of their assault. Doing so may increase reporting 
and reduce retaliation. The sample amnesty policy below can be used as a framework 
to build and/or enhance the policies of your college. This policy can be tailored to 
meet the needs of the campus community and to comply with federal, state, local, 
and/or territory laws.  

http://changingourcampus.org/
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TOOL: SAMPLE DISCIPLINARY AMNESTY POLICY 

Amnesty for Alcohol or Other Drug Use: The college seeks to remove any barriers 
to reporting. An individual who reports sexual assault, either as a complainant or 
a third party, will not be subject to disciplinary action by the college for their own 
personal consumption of alcohol or drugs at or near the time of the incident, provided 
that any such violations did not and do not place the health or safety of any other 
person at risk. The college may, however, initiate an educational discussion or pursue 
other educational or therapeutic remedies regarding alcohol or other drugs for those 
individuals.

In addition, a Reporting Party has the right to:

1. Choose whether to file a criminal complaint with local law enforcement and to 
receive assistance should they wish to do so;

2. Receive interim support and reasonable protective measures to help them 
continue to live, work, and learn at the college;

3. Choose whether they wish to participate in any formal investigative process; 
and

4. Receive amnesty for minor drug or alcohol violations that occurred at the time 
of the incident.

THIS POLICY WAS ADAPTED FROM:

 Bates College (2018). Sexual Misconduct and Harassment Policy. 
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