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Abstract

Heavy episodic drinking (HED) and hookups increase college women’s vulnerability to sexual 

victimization. We examined whether the effect of HED on first year college sexual victimization 

severity was mediated via hookups, that is, casual sexual encounters between individuals not in a 

relationship. We also tested the hypothesis that greater sexual limit-setting would attenuate the 

positive effect of hookups on sexual victimization. Freshman women (N = 335) were recruited by 

email to complete an online survey regarding their college drinking and sexual experiences. The 

effect of HED frequency on sexual victimization was completely mediated via hookups. There was 

a significant indirect path from HED to victimization via alcohol-involved hookups; the path 

through sober hookups was not significant. We found some support for the hypothesis that sexual 

limit-setting reduced the impact of hookups on sexual victimization severity. Findings suggest the 

importance of targeting sexual behavior, which frequently occurs in conjunction with drinking, as 

a way of preventing college sexual victimization.
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College women who engage in heavy episodic drinking (HED) are at increased risk of 

sexual victimization (see Lorenz & Ullman, 2016 for a review). Half of college sexual 

assaults occur when the victim, the perpetrator, or both have been drinking (Abbey, 2002) 

and HED episodes increase the odds of being sexually victimized later that day by 19 times 

(Parks, Hsieh, Bradizza, & Romosz, 2008). Casual sexual encounters or “hookups” also 

increase risk for sexual victimization (Franklin, 2010; Tyler, Schmitz, & Adams, 2017) and 

hookups are a common context in which sexual victimization occurs (Flack et al., 2007). 

Women who drink more heavily report more casual sexual partners and hookups (Claxton, 

DeLuca, & vanDulmen, 2015). Using a sample of first year college women, we 
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hypothesized and tested an indirect effects model in which the effects of HED on sexual 

victimization are proposed to be mediated via hookups. Although definitions of hookups 

vary somewhat across studies, they are typically considered to be casual sexual encounters, 

not limited to intercourse, involving partners who are not in a romantic relationship and do 

not expect future commitment (see Bogle, 2008; Flack et al, 2016; LaBrie, Hummer 

Ghiadarov, Lac & Kenney, 2014; Paul, McManus, & Hayes, 2000). We have adopted such a 

definition.

Heavy Episodic Drinking and Vulnerability to Sexual Victimization

Drinking alcohol, particularly HED (4 or more drinks on an occasion), increases college 

women’s vulnerability to subsequent sexual assault, which often occurs when the woman is 

incapacitated by alcohol (Krebs, Lindquist, Warner, Fisher, & Martin, 2009; Mellins et al., 

2017; Messman-Moore, Ward, & DeNardi, 2013; Mouilso, Fischer, & Calhoun, 2012). 

Daily report studies demonstrate that occasions of heavy (4+ drinks, Parks et al., 2008) and 

heavier than one’s usual drinking (Neal & Fromme, 2007; Scaglione et al., 2014) increase 

the risk of experiencing sexual victimization later that day. There are both direct and indirect 

mechanisms that may account for the association between HED and sexual victimization. 

First, women who drink to the point of incapacitation or unconsciousness are vulnerable to 

incapacitated rape, i.e., unwanted intercourse that occurs because the victim is unable to 

consent, respond, or object (Testa & Livingston, 2009). Intoxication at less extreme levels 

may contribute to sexual victimization indirectly as a result of alcohol-related impairment in 

the ability to recognize, interpret, and respond to sexual assault risk cues (Melkonian & 

Ham, 2018).

The settings in which alcohol is consumed may also contribute to victimization, since 

intoxication increases sexual vulnerability only when it occurs in the presence of a potential 

perpetrator. Most underage college students drink at parties, and to a lesser extent at bars 

(Clapp, Reed, Holmes, Lange, & Boas, 2006; Mair, Ponicki, & Greenwald, 2016). Many 

college students believe that alcohol disinhibits sex (Ven & Beck, 2009) and view drinking 

settings as places that facilitate casual sexual encounters (Lindgren, Pantalone, Lewis, & 

George, 2009). Sexual advances and activity are normalized in these drinking settings 

(Norris, Nurius, & Dimeff, 1996; Thompson & Cracco, 2008), which attract individuals 

seeking not only to drink but to meet potential sex partners (Corbin, Scott, & Treat, 2016). 

Women’s vulnerability within these settings also reflects the effects of men’s intoxication. 

Men’s alcohol consumption has been associated with increased likelihood of sexually 

aggressive behavior in experimental and daily diary studies (Abbey & Wegner, 2015; Neal & 

Fromme, 2007).

A recent meta-analysis concluded that, among college students and young adults, alcohol 

use is positively associated with casual sex (Claxton et al., 2015). For example, college 

students who drink more alcohol or to a higher level of intoxication report more hookups 

(Owen, Fincham & Moore, 2011; Paul et al., 2000) and the majority of hookups occur when 

participants are drinking (LaBrie et al, 2014; Paul & Hayes, 2002). Daily diary studies 

provide evidence that drinking episodes increase the likelihood of having sex with a casual 

or new partner in the next few hours (Parks, Hsieh, Collins, & Levonyan-Radloff, 2011; 
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Testa et al., 2015). Such findings are consistent with the notion that alcohol – or the settings 

in which it is consumed – facilitates these casual sexual encounters. Party attendance and 

frequency of being drunk at parties predict having sex with a stranger (Bersamin, Paschall, 

Saltz, & Zamboanga, 2012). Even after accounting for volume of drinking, frequency of 

attending parties and bars was associated with frequency of unplanned sex and number of 

sex partners (Mair et al., 2016).

Hookups and Sexual Victimization

Sex partners (Franklin, 2010; Walker, Messman-Moore, & Ward, 2011) and specifically, 

hookups and casual sexual encounters (Fielder, Walsh, Carey, & Carey, 2014; Mellins et al., 

2017; Turchik & Hassija, 2014; Tyler et al., 2017) are positively associated with 

experiencing sexual victimization. Event-level studies show that hookups are particularly 

common contexts in which college sexual victimization events occur. For example, the 

majority of unwanted sexual penetration experiences occurred within a hookup situation 

(Flack et al., 2007). Although not necessarily limited to hookups, Harrington and Leitenberg 

(1994) found that most acquaintance sexual assaults occurred following some level of 

consensual sexual activity. In a daily report study, college men reported using some degree 

of verbal, physical or intentional intoxication tactics to convince a new sexual partner to 

have sex with them in the majority of such encounters (63%, Testa et al., 2015). Hookups 

may be particularly risky contexts because of a lack of norms guiding the sexual activity and 

the likelihood of misperception of the other’s sexual interest (Flack et al., 2007; Lovejoy, 

2015). Men tend to over-perceive women’s sexual interest (Farris, Treat, Viken, & McFall, 

2008) and dates that ended in sexual victimization, compared to other dates, involved higher 

levels of sexual misperception (Muehlenhard & Linton, 1987; Abbey, McAuslan, Zawacki, 

Clinton, & Buck, 2001). Women’s willingness to engage in some sexual activity may lead 

the man to believe she is willing to engage in increasingly intimate behaviors.

Hookups or other casual sexual activity may be the pathway by which women’s HED 

increases their vulnerability to sexual victimization. Having a hookup while under the 

influence of alcohol increases the likelihood of experiencing negative affect and other 

negative consequences compared to sober hookups (LaBrie et al, 2014; Lewis, Granato, 

Blayney, Lostutter, & Kilmer, 2012). Recently, Ford (2017) considered risk factors for 

experiencing rape during the most recent hookup, an outcome that occurred in 2.4% of the 

7,481 hookups examined. Consuming more drinks before the hookup increased the odds that 

the experience resulted in rape, both due to being drunk or incapacitated and due to force. 

The association between intoxication at the time of hooking up and rape may reflect the fact 

that intoxication impairs social perception, communication, and ability to extricate oneself 

from a situation (Melkonian & Ham, 2018), while contributing to sexually aggressive male 

behavior (Testa, Brown, & Wang, 2018). Experimental studies show that men view women 

who are drinking alcohol as more sexually available than women drinking cola (George, 

Gournic & McAfee, 1988). Thus, it is also plausible that men target highly intoxicated 

women or even encourage their intoxication prior to hooking up with the goal of having sex 

with them.
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Although intoxicated hookups may be particularly risky, 26% of women who experienced 

forcible rape during their last hookup had consumed no alcohol (Ford, 2017). Regardless of 

whether alcohol is involved, hookups may pose a risk for sexual victimization due to lack of 

norms governing hookup behaviors and difficulties in sexual communication between 

unacquainted partners. In addition, hookups typically occur in private, isolated settings, 

which make it difficult for bystanders to notice or intervene.

While in no way blaming or putting the responsibility on women victims, women who 

communicate their sexual limits more clearly during hookups may be less likely to be 

victimized. Sexual assertiveness reduces the likelihood of experiencing sexual victimization 

in general (Kelley, Orchowski, & Gidycz, 2016; Livingston, Testa, & VanZile-Tamsen, 

2007) and has been a target of sexual risk reduction programs (e.g., Gidycz et al., 2015; 

Rowe, Jouriles, McDonald, Platt, & Gomez, 2012). Of particular relevance, Walker et al. 

(2011) found that higher number of sex partners was associated with increased risk of verbal 

coercion for women low in sexual assertiveness but not for women high in assertiveness. In 

the present study, we focused specifically on communication of sexual limits during sexual 

encounters as the aspect of sexual assertiveness most relevant to hookup-related sexual risk. 

We hypothesized that the effect of hookups on sexual victimization would be attenuated for 

women better able to communicate their sexual limits compared to those less able to do so.

Present Study

The present study considered the role of HED and hookups as risk factors for experiencing 

sexual victimization during the first semester of college. We deliberately used cross-

sectional data so that we could determine whether women who engage in risky sexual 

behavior during the first semester of college experience more sexual victimization during 

that high risk time. Many studies indicate that risk for sexual victimization is particularly 

high in the first year or first semester of college (Carey, Durbey, Shepherdson & Carey, 

2015; Cranney, 2015; Krebs et al., 2016). We considered whether the relationship between 

HED and sexual victimization was mediated via hookups. An innovation of our study was 

examination of the effect of hookups involving alcohol separate from the effect of hookups 

without alcohol. More frequent HED was expected to be associated with increased sexual 

victimization primarily due to its association with alcohol-involved hookups but possibly 

through an association with sober hookups as well. As a secondary goal, we considered 

whether sexual limit-setting moderates the sexual victimization risk associated with hooking 

up. We hypothesized that hookups would be positively associated with sexual victimization 

for women low in sexual limit-setting but that this relationship would be attenuated for 

women high in sexual limit-setting.

Method

Participants and Recruitment

The sample consisted of 335 first year female college students at a large public university in 

the Northeast. During the first week of the Spring 2018 semester, email invitations were sent 

to a random sample of 692 freshman women, ages 18 or 19, who began college in the Fall of 

2017. They were invited to participate in a federally funded research study of student 
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behaviors and beliefs. They were offered $20 in Campus Cash for completing a 15-minute, 

confidential web-based survey regarding substance use and sexual behaviors. Women who 

failed to respond were sent up to four email reminders over the next three weeks. A total of 

359 women completed the survey; however, 8 reported that they were not freshmen and 16 

failed to finish the survey, yielding 335 completed surveys (48.4% response rate). 

Participants self-identified as primarily Caucasian (57.9%), Asian (19.7%), and African-

American (9.3%), the remainder were mixed race or other. The majority (80.3%) lived on 

campus. These proportions are highly similar to the University as a whole (e.g., 56.7% 

Caucasian, 77.0% live on campus). Participants described their sexual orientation as 

heterosexual/straight (85.1%), bisexual/questioning (11.9%), homosexual/lesbian/gay 

(2.4%), and 0.6% did not indicate. All were included in analyses.

Procedure and Measures

All procedures were approved by the University at Buffalo Institutional Review Board. After 

providing online informed consent, participants proceeded to an online survey that was 

designed to gather information about behaviors and experiences since starting college.

Heavy episodic drinking.—Participants were asked “During the school year, on how 

many days in a month (out of 30) do you drink alcohol?” Those who drank at least once per 

month were asked how many drinks they typically consume on an occasion. Women were 

also asked to report on how many days in a month they drink 4 or more drinks and drink 

enough alcohol to feel drunk or intoxicated. The two variables were correlated (r = 0.72, p 
< .001) and averaged to form a composite HED frequency measure (Testa, Kearns-Bodkin, 

& Livingston, 2009).

Hookups and Sex Partners.—A hookup was defined as “a sexual encounter between 

strangers, friends, or acquaintances – people not in a relationship with each other. Some 

physical interaction (e.g., kissing) is typical but it may or may not involve sexual 

intercourse”. Participants were asked to indicate how many hookups they had since starting 

college and then to indicate how many of these hookups had occurred when they were 

drinking alcohol. Because items were open-ended, there were a few extreme values reported. 

Women who reported more than 15 hookups (8 participants; 2.4%) or 15 hookups with 

alcohol (4 participants; 1.2%) were recorded to 15 as the maximum values. By subtracting 

hookups with alcohol from total hookups we were able to create a variable representing 

number of hookups without alcohol.

Women were also asked how many sex partners they had since college began (“the total 

number of people with whom you’ve had vaginal, oral, or anal sex”). As expected, and 

consistent with prior research indicating that sex partners and hookups are distinct but 

related facets of risky sexual behavior (see Testa, Hoffman, & Livingston, 2010), the items 

were positively correlated (r = 0.64). It would be inappropriate to combine sex partners and 

hookups because they may include the same people. Rather, we used sex partners as an 

alternative measure of sex risk behavior and also created a variable that represented the 

maximum number of either sex partners or hookups.
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Living with parents or relatives.—Because living with parents may be protective 

against sexual victimization (Tyler et al., 2017) we asked women where they lived during the 

school year (1 = with parents or other relatives; 0 = dormitory or campus apartment).

Sexual victimization experiences.—Sexual victimization experiences since starting 

college were assessed using a 12 item measure that was based on the Sexual Experiences 

Survey (SES; Koss, Gidycz, & Wisniewski, 1987) and subsequently modified by Testa et al. 

(2010). Items and scoring were identical to those used by Testa et al. (2010) except that anal 

sex items were omitted. Each tactic (arguments/pressure, physical force, incapacitation) was 

used as a stem, followed by four potential outcomes (unwanted contact, attempted 

intercourse, intercourse, oral sex/sex acts) that occurred “when you indicated that you didn’t 

want to”. For each item, women reported whether it had occurred never, once, or two or 

more times (scored 0, 1, 2). We computed a severity score based on the most severe act of 

aggression experienced scored as follows: no victimization (0), contact (1), attempted 

coercion (2), coercion (3), attempted rape (4), completed rape (5). We also summed the total 

number of victimization experiences and found, consistent with Testa et al. (2010), that 

severity was correlated highly with number of experiences (r = 0.84).

Sexual Limit-Setting.—Women responded to two items: “I explicitly state at the 

beginning of a hookup or other sexual encounter how far I want to go” and “I clearly state 

my limits in a sexual situation”. Items were scored on 6-point scales (from 0 = Never/Not at 
all to 6 = All the time). Because the items are relevant only for women with sexual 

experience, we included a “not applicable” option intended for women without sexual 

experience. Because the two items were correlated (r = 0.55) we used the average for women 

who answered both (n = 191). For women who responded to only one item, we used that 

response (n = 58). The remaining 86 women had missing data on both items (e.g., chose the 

“not applicable” option); 75 of them reported 0 hookups and 59 reported no sex partners.

Results

Descriptives

Most of the sample (n = 209, 62.4%) reported at least one sexual partner since college began 

(range 0 – 12) and 152 (45.5%) reported at least 1 hookup (range 0 – 15). On average, 

women reported 1.19 (SD = 2.64) hookups involving alcohol (range 0 – 15) and 0.80 (SD = 

1.57) hookups while sober (range 0 – 10). The majority reported at least one occasion of 

drinking during a typical month (n = 212, 63.3%) and 185 (55.3%) reported at least one 

occasion of HED. Among women who drank, the average number of drinks per occasion 

was 3.86 (SD = 2.02).

Of 335 participants, 326 completed all items of the SES and of these, 132 (40.4%) reported 

at least one victimization experience since starting college. The most severe experience was 

as follows: 30 (9.2%) rape, 18 (5.5%) attempted rape, 16 (4.9%) coercion, 26 (8.0%) 

attempted coercion, 42 (12.9%) contact and 194 (59.5%) no victimization. Victimization 

was most likely, and average victimization severity was highest, among women who 

reported both HED and hooking up (72/119, 60.5%; M = 1.82, SD = 1.93) and least likely 

among those with neither HED nor hookups (22/114, 19.3%; M = 0.46, SD = 1.13). 
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Victimization rates and average severity for women with HED but not hookups (24/63, 

38.1%; M = 0.84, SD = 1.38) and with hookups but not HED (14/31, 45.2%; M = 1.48, SD 
= 1.91) fell in between.

As shown in Table 1, compared to women who were not victimized, women who reported 

one or more victimization experiences since college started reported higher levels of alcohol 

and sex risk variables and lower communication of sexual limits. Table 2 displays the 

bivariate correlations among key variables.

Is the Effect of HED on Sexual Victimization Mediated via Hookups?

We tested the direct and indirect effects of HED on sexual victimization severity using a 

parallel mediator path analysis model in Mplus Version 7.4 (Muthén, Muthén, & 

Asparouhov, 2016; Muthén & Muthén, 2015). We used maximum likelihood estimation with 

robust standard errors. The statistical significance of the indirect effect was tested using 

50,000 bootstrap draws to estimate precisely the 95% confidence intervals determined from 

the lower and upper 2.5 percentiles (Hayes, 2013; MacKinnon, Lockwood, & Williams, 

2004). Living with parents was included as a covariate in all models but was not significant 

in any of them and is not displayed or discussed.

When entered alone, HED predicted sexual victimization (b = 0.146, S.E. = 0.035, p < .001). 

However, when hookups was included as a mediator, the direct effect from HED to 

victimization was no longer significant, b = 0.049 (0.039), p = .210. Rather, there was a 

significant indirect effect, b = 0.097 (0.026), p < .001 and 95% bootstrap confidence 

intervals did not include zero (0.046, 0.148). HED was positively associated with hookups, b 
= 0.564 (0.078), p < .001 and hookups predicted sexual victimization, b = 0.172 (0.043), p 
< .001. The total estimated effect from HED to sexual victimization severity was b = 0.146 

(0.035), p < .001.

We then considered whether the indirect effect of HED on victimization was specific to 

alcohol-involved hookups or whether there was an indirect effect via sober hookups as well. 

As shown in Figure 1, HED was positively associated with alcohol-involved hookups, b = 

0.488 (0.077), p < .001, which in turn predicted sexual victimization severity, b = 0.180 

(0.058), p = .002. HED also predicted hookups without alcohol, b = 0.076 (0.031), p = .014, 

which were associated with greater victimization severity, b = 0.158 (0.076), p = .037. The 

indirect effect of HED via alcohol-involved hookups was significant, b = 0.088 (0.029), p = .

002 and 95% bootstrap confidence intervals did not include 0 (0.034, 0.150). The path via 

sober hookups was marginally significant, b = 0.012 (0.007), p = .074. Results were virtually 

identical when total number of sexual victimization experiences was used as the outcome.

To ensure that results were robust, we repeated the mediational analysis with two variations: 

1) using total sexual partners instead of hookups as the mediator and 2) using the maximum 

of number of sex partners or hookups as the mediator. Results were nearly identical, 

although when total sex partners was used as the mediator there was a small direct effect of 

HED in addition to the significant indirect effect via sex partners. The consistency provides 

confidence in the pattern of results.
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Is the Effect of Hookups on Victimization Moderated by Sexual Limit Setting?

We hypothesized that the effect of hookups on sexual victimization would be moderated by 

sexual limit-setting, that is, stronger for women lower in sexual limit-setting and attenuated 

for those higher in limit-setting. We tested this model by entering hookups, sex limits (grand 

mean centered), and an interaction term (hookups X sex limits). For this analysis, the sample 

was limited to women who responded to one or both of the sexual limits items (N = 249). 

Hookups predicted sexual victimization severity, b = 0.316 (0.081), p < .001, but limit-

setting did not, b = −0.069 (0.066), p = .294. The interaction of hookups X limit setting was 

significant, b = −0.041 (0.020), p = .042. Following Aiken and West (1991) we created high 

and low values of the moderator variable corresponding to 1 standard deviation above and 

below the mean for sex limits. As hypothesized, hookups increased sexual victimization 

severity for women low in sex limits, b = 0.228 (0.047), p < .001 but not for women high in 

sex limits, b = 0.079 (0.058), p = .175. When we repeated the analysis using total sexual 

victimization experiences as the outcome the interaction term was not significant, p = .334. 

We also failed to observe a significant interaction or main effect of limit-setting when sex 

partners or maximum of sex partners and hookups was used.

Discussion

Among first year college women, both HED and hookups were associated with increased 

odds of sexual victimization and with sexual victimization severity, consistent with several 

prior studies (e.g., Kingree & Thompson, 2017; Messman-Moore, Coates, Gaffey, & 

Johnson, 2008; Testa et al., 2010). By considering an indirect effects model, we found that 

HED’s effect on sexual victimization severity was completely mediated via hookups, 

primarily via alcohol-involved hookups. Thus, our findings indicate that HED’s status as a 

risk factor for victimization is the result of its association with increased sexual risk 

behaviors. Previous studies have shown drinking and sexual risk behaviors to be closely 

intertwined (e.g., Claxton et al., 2015; Testa et al., 2010); however, the present findings are 

unique in suggesting a viable pathway by which women’s drinking increases vulnerability, 

that is, via casual sexual activity.

Hookups involve isolation, sexual expectations, and the potential for misunderstanding and 

miscommunication of sexual intent, all factors that can contribute to the risk of sexual 

victimization. The presence of alcohol at the time of sexual activity exacerbates difficulties 

in perception, communication, and responses (Melkonian & Ham, 2018), while increasing 

male sexual aggression within sexual encounters (Testa, Brown, & Wang, 2018). Alcohol-

involved hookups are also likely to be less well-planned (Livingston, Testa, Windle, & Bay-

Cheng, 2015) and more likely to involve partners who are less well-known (LaBrie et al., 

2014; Testa & Collins, 1997). Being less well-acquainted with one’s hookup partner 

increases odds of being raped during the event, independent of the effect of drinking at the 

time (Ford, 2017).

Although number of hookups with alcohol was a robust predictor of sexual victimization 

severity, hookups without alcohol was also independently, though more modestly associated 

with victimization as was number of sex partners. These findings serve as a reminder that 

although hookups are risky situations, any exposure to men in private, sexual contexts 
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increases vulnerability to victimization. Many sexual assaults are perpetrated by intimate 

partners (Abbey, Ross, McDuffie, & McAuslan, 1996; Testa, VanZile-Tamsen, & 

Livingston, 2007) and half occur when the woman is sober (Abbey, 2002).

We found some support for the hypothesis that sexual limit-setting would attenuate the effect 

of hookups on victimization. However, the interaction between hookups and limit-setting 

was significant when severity was used as the outcome but not when we used total 

victimization experiences, despite the high correlation between the two outcomes. Moreover, 

we failed to observe a main effect of sexual limit-setting, despite prior studies showing a 

protective effect of sexual assertiveness (Kelley et al., 2016; Livingston et al., 2007). The 

weak results may reflect our use of a short and non-standard measure of sexual limit-setting; 

hence replication is necessary.

Limitations

Although our model suggests a plausible pathway by which HED leads to victimization via 

hookups, these are not event-level data. Women with more frequent HED reported more 

hookups both with and without alcohol, consistent with person-level differences in risk 

taking. Thus, we do not know whether sexual victimization experiences occurred during 

intoxicated hookups, only that women who report more of these experiences report more 

severe sexual victimization experiences on average. Although HED and hookups are 

theoretically supported as predictors of victimization, there may be reciprocal effects 

whereby victimization increases drinking (Rhew, Stappenbeck, Bedard-Gilligan, Hughes, & 

Kaysen, 2017). The use of ecological momentary assessment (EMA) data would permit 

more precise ordering and allow for consideration of the event-specific risks of hooking up 

and drinking on the immediate risk of sexual victimization. Likewise, a longitudinal design 

examining the effects of hookups in one semester on the occurrence of victimization in a 

later semester would permit stronger causal inferences. As in any study relying on self-

report measures, the accuracy of the data depends on respondents’ interpretation of 

questionnaire items and ability and willingness to report accurately. Finally, findings were 

obtained using a sample of freshman women at a single university and may not generalize. 

For example, the strong indirect effect of HED to victimization via alcohol-involved 

hookups may reflect early college behavioral patterns and requires replication.

Conclusions

Findings support prior research showing the importance of HED and sexual activity as risk 

factors for college women’s sexual victimization while implicating alcohol-involved 

hookups as a uniquely risky behavior, or at least a potent marker of sexual victimization risk. 

Moreover, we found that the effect of first semester HED on victimization was completely 

mediated via hookups. Sexual encounters, which typically occur in private settings without 

bystanders, appear to be important to understanding college sexual victimization risk. These 

encounters deserve more research attention to identify whether there are certain aspects that 

make them particularly risky (e.g., use of alcohol, Ford, 2017) or conversely, reduce their 

danger (e.g., familiarity with partner, Ford, 2017). Reducing drinking has been advocated as 

a way of reducing women’s vulnerability to incapacitated rape (Testa & Livingston, 2009) 

and to sexual assault more generally (Farris & Hepner, 2014). However, studies that have 
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tried this approach, even when successful in reducing drinking, have failed to observe an 

effect on subsequent victimization (Clinton-Sherrod, Morgan-Lopez, Brown, McMillen, & 

Cowell, 2011; DiBello & Carey, 2017). In contrast, interventions that have addressed sexual 

risk behaviors in addition to alcohol have been more successful in reducing sexual 

victimization (Gilmore, Lewis, & George, 2015; Senn et al., 2015). Our findings support the 

view that sexual behaviors, particularly alcohol-related sexual behaviors, may be a 

particularly appropriate target for intervention (see Lewis et al., 2014; Lewis et al., 2018).
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Figure 1. 
Indirect Effects of Heavy Episodic Drinking on Sexual Victimization via Hookups
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