
I just finished reading the paper in question: http://goo.gl/0oxpPM. Super interesting. 
First, the training program they describe sounds awesome and I think every young man 
beginning college should complete that program.  
 
That being said, however, I'm afraid that to say "men who join a frat are three times more 
likely to commit rape" is inaccurate would be an understatement. They authors' outcome 
measure for the relationship you claim was a categorical variable with three categories: 
10, 9, 8 = committed a rape; 7, 6 = engaged in sexual coercion; 5, 4 = attempted rape; 3, 
2, 1 = unwanted sexual contact. However, none of the participants in any group chose 10, 
9, or 8 meaning that no one in this sample reported an actual rape. Instead, the authors 
dichotomized the variable as 6 or 7 = 1 = committed sexual coercion, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 = 0 = 
did not commit sexual coercion (note they don't examine any relationships with 
attempted rape or unwanted sexual contact so someone reporting a 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 could 
have engaged in inappropriate behavior but the authors treated them as 0 = did not 
committed sexual coercion.  
 
It's not clear to me where they come up with the "three times more likely." The National 
Journal links to a CNN article written by one of the authors of the study above. However, 
given that they report no actual rapes in their data, I'm not clear how a student can be 
three times more likely to commit an act that never happened. That's akin to saying I'm 
three times more likely to be the flying spaghetti monster than are you.  
 
The authors pull a bit of sophistry here to trick the reader. They run their analysis of 
variance (ANOVA) and report that "An additional one-way analysis showed that during 
their first year of college, men who joined fraternities committed significantly more 
sexual assaults than men who did not join fraternities" continuing to state that "In 
addition to the means presented in Table 1, one can look at this same data as percentages 
and find that 8% of first-year men who joined fraternities committed a sexually coercive 
act during their first-year compared to 2.5% of men who did not join fraternities."  
 
The problem with this statement is that ANOVA assumes equal numbers of participants 
in each group, which clear does not hold in this study. The number of students who 
joined a fraternity was 111; the number who did not were 365. This can be seen in the 
size of their standard errors (SE) for the mean estimates shown in parentheses in Table 1 
on page 739. If we create 95% confidence intervals based on those SEs, we can see some 
nonsensical results. Specifically, the confidence intervals moving from left to right by 
rows are ([LL, UL]): [-2.39, 3.09], [-2.73, 3.15], [-1.6, 2.03], and [ -.65, .72]. Now, since 
the outcome was dichotomized, these values represent proportions of individuals 
committing sexual assault. Therefore, according to these results, the number of fraternity 
members who committed sexual coercion after 7 months (the 3rd set of brackets) range 
from -160% to 315%, which means that if we re-ran this study 1,000 times, 950 of the 
proportion results would be in the range from -160% to 315%, which is clearly not 
possible. Similarly, the proportion of non-fraternity students committing sexual coercion 
(4th set of brackets) could possibly range from -65% to 72%, which seems a little less 
impossible but impossible nonetheless. These nonsensical results are probably the result 
of violating another ANOVA assumption that the outcomes are continuous, which is not 



true of dichotomous measures. To actually test what they want, the authors would have to 
use the generalized linear model with a binomial outcome distribution and probably a 
logit linear transformation for the predictor/outcome relationship.  
 
What's MOST interesting here is that if you take 8% of the 111 who did join, you get 
(rounding down to the nearest whole person) 8 fraternity members who committed sexual 
coercion. If you do the same for those who did not join (i.e., 2.5% of 365), you get 9 
students who committed sexual coercion. Thus, although it's clearly a small margin, 
MORE non-fraternity students committed sexual coercion than fraternity members. 
 
Unfortunately, the same problems hold for Table 2, which seems to be the bulk of the 
authors' argument. The 95% confidence intervals from left to right by row are: [-.38, .48], 
[-.87, .97], [-2.14, 2.94], [-.30, .36]. The authors also report, "In addition to the means 
shown in Table 2, it is noteworthy that 6% of first-year men who joined fraternities and 
saw The Men’s Program committed a sexually coercive act during their first year 
compared to 10% of men who joined fraternities and did not see The Men’s Program." 
Using the same procedures as above, we can see that this means 7 fraternity members 
who saw the program committed sexual coercion and 11 who did not see the program 
committed coercion. That is a difference of 4 men, or 3.6% difference. In other words 
~4% more fraternity-members not-completing the program committed sexual coercion 
than those who did complete the program.  
 
What's interesting here, however, is that the authors do not report the percentage of non-
fraternity members completing the program who committed sexual coercion compared to 
those who do not. For the difference to be as equal or less than the fraternity members, of 
the non-members, the maximum difference between sexual coercion for those completely 
and not complete the program could be 13 - any greater of a difference would indicate 
that the program was more effective in the fraternity members than in the general student 
population. Hinging a statement that “men who join a frat are three times more likely to 
commit rape” on a difference of 13 incidences of self-reported sexual coercion does not 
seem warranted in the even the most remote sense.  
 
Now, on the REALLY interesting part. The authors continue by examining changes in 
rape myth acceptance. On this measure, a higher score means you are more willing to 
accept rape myths as being true. I found the original measure and it is on a 7 point scale 
meaning that 1 indicates I reject rape myths and 7 indicating I accept rape myths. In 
Figure 1 (http://home.gwu.edu/~ghowards/Figure_1.png) the authors show the results for 
the fraternity members and argue that the results support the hypothesis that “men who 
saw The Men’s Program and later joined fraternities experienced a significant decline in 
their rape myth acceptance from their pretest to their posttest…” (p. 741). The problem is 
that don’t show the full range of values – instead they show values from 24 and up and 
the lowest mean value is 28. Converting this back to the original measure’s metrics, this 
means that the average rape culture acceptance for fraternity members completing the 
program was about a 4 of acceptance on the original 7-point scale. Conversely, those 
members who did not complete the program saw the lowest value of 33.6, which is about 
a 5 on the measure. Thus, the average difference in rape myth acceptance between 



program completers and non-completers is 1 unit, or basically going from “Neutral” to “I 
somewhat accept the myth.” I point this out because these values are incredibly high 
suggesting overall all fraternity members were high on rape culture acceptance, which is 
emphasized in this figure showing the full range of responses: 
http://home.gwu.edu/~ghowards/Figure_1_no_scaling.png  
 
The real test though is to compare these values to the non-members, which the authors 
did not spend much time discussing. Here are those results on the full range of possible 
values: http://home.gwu.edu/~ghowards/Non-Members_not_Scaled.png. Using the same 
procedure above and the values from Table 3, we can see that the lowest mean for non-
members who completed the program is a 4 on the original scale metric, which is oddly 
similar to the lowest average value of fraternity members. The highest value for the non-
members that did not complete the program was 5, which too is nearly identical to the 
value from the fraternity members. As you can see in the charts and Table 3, the final 
average response at the last time point for fraternity members who completed the 
program was 4.21; the average at the last time point for non-members who completed the 
program was 4.5, which is nearly identical to the average response for non-members that 
did not complete the program at 4.56. So what I find the MOST interesting here is that in 
the long term the program did not seem effective for non-members but DID for the 
fraternity members. In other words, the lowest values of rape culture acceptance in the 
long run were among fraternity members who completed the program. So far from the 
authors’ conclusion, it seems that being in a fraternity was better than not being in a 
fraternity.  
 
Huh? It’s almost as if fraternities want to maintain a good culture so they self-police and 
immediately ostracize other members who violate the good culture norms by acting 
inappropriately. In other words, a close group of people spending lots of time together 
will amplify individual beliefs no matter what they are (hmmmmm, why does that sound 
familiar? http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Group_polarization).  
 
So, based on these results and the rich history of psychological research, would it not be 
better to simply establish better norms in fraternities, which would then make them safer 
than the general student population, at least based on these results and the mounds of 
psychological research demonstrating group polarization? Given this, I find it very 
difficult to accept any of the blanket statements offered above. Again, this is a case of 
poor journalism – the study’s author misrepresented the findings on CNN, but no one 
bothered checking it so every other outlet picked it up and suddenly fraternity members 
were “three times more likely to commit a rape,” which simply cannot be concluded from 
the study reviewed above. At the end of the day, though, readers cannot be lazy – the 
onus is on the reader to understand the actual source of information and make a 
deliberate, well-informed opinion.  
	  


