
More than one in five women will be raped or sexually assaulted during 
the time they are in college. Further, nearly 6.1 percent of men in col-
lege will be victims of attempted or completed sexual assault, 
and those who identify as LGBTQ experience a higher percentage of 
assault than those who identify as heterosexual (The White House 
Council on Women and Girls, 2014). Media are helping to raise 
awareness to the issue, evidenced in hyperlocal media coverage on the 
issue from college campuses across the nation. Campus newspapers 
engage in a delicate balancing act to gain access to sensitive informa-
tion that could either help to hold their respective universities accountable for the ways they respond to 
sexual assault claims or could violate the privacy of survivors who might be identified through the release 
of details. This best practices guide was created through an undergraduate honors thesis that looked at 
sexual assault survivor’s understanding and engagement with campus media coverage of sexual assault. 
The practices, suggestions and quotes were taken from professional advocacy organizations and qualita-
tive in-depth semi-structured interviews with survivors and student journalists on UNC- Chapel Hill’s cam-
pus. The letters associated with the data and quotes indicate attribution to survivors and journalists at 
UNC-CH who participated in the interviews. 

By: Hannah Petersen | UNC-Chapel Hill School of Media and Journalism | April, 2017

“The reason we are report-
ing to the media is not in 

the hopes that our case will 
be better, but that the next 

person’s case will be better.”    
Survivor (Participant C)

covering sexual assault: 
an evolving narrative

a guide for writing sexual assault news stories at the campus level

It’s important to note that these statistics are based on 
an incredibly low number of reports, often given by white 
straight identifying women. Reporting rates for individuals of 
color as well as with individuals that identify as LGBTQ+ are 
incredibly low and therefore not represented in stats. 

It’s necessary to recognize these numbers do not reflect 
everyone and are based in a relatively small sample size 
considering the amount of individuals who do not report. 
The numbers are important for the context of the story, but 
do not rely on them. Rather, listen to the individual you are 
reporting on and frame their story within the larger one that 
these numbers suggest. 

(RAINN; National Sexual Violence Resource Center, 2015; The White House Council on 
Women and Girls, 2014; Human Rights Campaign).

1. sexual assault by the numbers

1 5in
women are sexually 
assaulted during their 
time spent in college

26
and

gay men and women are 
assaulted in their lifetime 
       respectively

44%
bisexual women are 
times more likely to 
be assaulted than 

heterosexual women

3

Native American women           
are as likely to be assaulted than 
any other race

twice

3/4 of rapes 
are committed 
      by someone
     the victim 
     knows 

90
of sexually assaulted 
victims on a college
campuses             
report their experience 
to authorities

do not

%

2-8%
of rape reports are 
false | the same as the 
national average of 
false crime reports 

As a journalist, it’s your role to ask 
what is missing from the numbers



2. know the myths
              (definition) : belief that limits an 
              individual’s understanding of what 
              constitutes sexual assault
top 5 rape myths

1. The victim asked for it
2. The victim should have tried harder to fight
   the attacker off
3. The victim’s previous sexual history proves
   he/she wasn’t innocent before the assault
   and shouldn’t be trusted
4. The victim is using the term “rape” to
   conceal regret 
5. The alleged assailant is a “good guy” 

RAPE
MYTH “People blame 

themselves so 
that’s a big part 
of recovery is 
realizing that, no 
that wasn’t my 
fault”.  
    Survivor (Participant T)

3. understand the use of language
Word choice when it comes to interviewing a survivor and 

writing a story can influence the way the public understands 
the truth as well as impact the survivor’s perception of their 

social acceptance. It’s important to understand the words as a 
survivor does and recognize that there is meaning behind each. 

Journalists should default to the survivor when questioning 
whether to use the term survivor or victim, as well as when 

deciding between perpetrator and attacker. Journalists should 
also avoid using normalizing language when writing about 

sexual assault (Global Protection Cluster, 2013).

“The term sexual assault undergoes this transformation once 
you’ve experienced it and it means something so incredibly 

much. All of these words take on different meanings” 
    Survivor (Participant D)

words to avoid:
affair: implies consent on both parties

alleged: places doubt on the survivor’s story

accuser: puts a negative conotation on the survivor

engaging in: assumes it was consensual

fondled: too vague, doesn’t indicate force, instead say ‘forcibly touched’

groped: too vague, doesn’t indicate force, instead say ‘forcibly touched’

kissing: appears non agressive, doesn’t imply force

received/gave: places the responsibility on the survivor

sex: implies consent, rape is not sex

unharmed: dismisses internal, mental trauma

was raped: removes the responsibility of the rapist

words to be cautious with: 
assault: isn’t very specific, the survivor may prefer another term

attack: the survivor may not feel attacked

false: false and unfounded are different, be sure to use correct one 

rape: by definition is limited, some survivors may not identify with term

rapist: perpetrator must be convicted, default to survivor’s preference

survivor: an individual may identify as a victim, it’s his/her decision

victim: an individual may not feel victimized, it’s his/her decision 

(Minnesota Coalition Against Sexual Assault, 2013; Garcia-Rojas, 2012; Walsh, n.d.; C; D; S; T)

The use of language is a conscious decision, especially 
when it relates to one’s identity. The terms used in dis-
cussing sexual assault are full of connotations that either 
place blame on one party or create an expectation of 
another. Each word can have many meanings depending 
on how an individual interprets his/her experience. 

Journalists must realize that survivors may understand 
these terms differently than the general public because 
it relates to an actual experience in their life. It’s also 
important to realize that survivors may not identify with 
terms you want to use. In these moments, don’t force 
your language on the survivor’s story, defer to the surv-
ior’s preference. 

“I never really identified with the words. I see it and I 
understand it from other people’s perspective and from 
what I’ve been studying, but for myself, not so much.”
 - Survivor (Participant S)

“I remember the point in which I started identifying as a 
survivor and not a victim. Every time I say those words, it 
is a conscious decision.”- Survivor (Partcipant D)

4. approaching the interview

A. be transparent from the beginning
When approaching a survivor as a source for a news article, it’s important that they know 
your intentions not only for the interview, but also for the finished piece. Give yourself time 
to explain your intentions to the survivor. If there is a camera or recording involved, you 
should let the survivor know in advance. If there are legal obligations surrounding anonymity, 
responsible employee regulations, etc. you should state those in the beginning. 

“ Give me the opportunity to 
share my story with you 
that will put pressure on 
the university while still 

making us feel safe.”
Survivor (Participant C)

(Burt,1980)



B. be emotionally present
When interviewing a survivor, it is important for them to know that you are 
taking their emotions seriously and that you are respecting the pain they 
are feeling. You should be relateable and listen to understand, not to simply 
fill in a quote. If they know that you are listening intentionally, you may get 
better information. 

Be cautious of your emotions as well. While it is important for you to truly 
listen and to feel, your reaction to your emotions could trigger a survivor 
and make them feel guilty for upsetting you. 

C. prepare your questions ahead of time
Know what you are going to say so that you can establish a sense of trust 
and comfort. Plan your questions so that they begin broad and eventually 
ease into a difficult topic. When making a plan, be sure to take into account 
cultural differences (Global Protection Cluster,2013). Having a plan will ensure 
to yourself and communicate to the survivor that you have thought through 
the emotional consequences of the interview. 

Stick to the plan for questions that you have developed. Don’t ask prob-
ing follow up questions that might make a survivor uncomfortable. If the 
information is offered willingly, listen, but be sure to not press beyond what a 
survivor tells you upfront.

It goes without saying to not ask a survivor about their assault experience, 
but also be careful to not touch on it even tangentially. Take caution when 
asking about their emotions, their thought processes or their steps they took 
because all of those questions can make an individual have to walk back 
through their assault experience. It’s better to ask broader questions or ask 
about their opinion on a topic, even though it’s traditional journalism practice 
to ask for details related to the hook of the story. 

“Don’t push your agenda to make a survivor respond.” -Survivor(Participant T)

5. conducting the interview
•	 Note that there is an inherent power hierarchy already (S). As a 

journalist, you have the power over your sources story. This can 
make a survivor feel threatened and unsafe so it’s best to take 
steps to place both parties on an equal playing field. 

	 1. Allow the survivor to pick the time and place of 		
	 interview. This ensures they feel safe. 
	 2. Grant anonymity. You are more likely to get a full 		
	 and impactful story. Be sure to reference only 			 
	 the pseudonym in your notes and CQ’s because you never 		
	 know who is acquainted with who. 
	 3. Upon your editors approval, offer to send quotes 		
	 or a draft of the story to the survivor. You are more likely to
	 get a moving story, if the survivor isn’t worrying about how 	
	 the quote could be spun against them. The fear of losing 		
	 control of their own story is powerful. Let them maintain 		
	 some control. Sources will trust you more after you offer this 	
	 and could let you use them for future work (A). 
	 4. Have a broad understanding of “off the record” and offer 	
	 it to the survivor. Make sure you are transparent about the 	

	 definition at the beginning, and you honor your definition. 
•	 Ask open questions and let them control the conversation. Once 

you have asked your questions, be sure to ask them if they have 
anything they would like to add (Garcia-Rojas, 2012). They may 
have ideas for a story that you hadn’t thought about. 

•	 Under no circumstances should you make suggestions on what 
they should do or could have done differently in their experience 
(C). Do not suggest that media coverage will help their situation 
(Garcia-Rojas, 2012). 

•	 Assume truth in a survivor’s story. Do not pick their answer apart 
and do not correct them as they tell it. Trauma can make some-
one sound wishy washy (Q) when they answer a question, but that 
doesn’t mean the response isn’t true. Give a survivor plenty of 
time to talk and any confusion will be resolved. 

	 1. If you have to ask a question, use open statements that 	
	 ask for clarification, rather than reasons why (S). 
	 2. If a survivor is hesitant to answer your question, move on 	
	 to the next or pause the interview (T). 
•	 Allow yourself to feel what they are expressing to you. Attempt-

ing to understand their viewpoint and experience will give your 
story more inherent truth as well as encourage them to give you 
more information. No one likes talking to someone who appears 
disinterested, especially when it’s a sensitive and vulnerable topic. 
You didn’t live through the experience, so unless you allow yourself 
to feel their emotions, your story is incomplete (C; D; Durham, 1998)

•	 Close the interview by explaining the timeline for when you will 
send them quotes, if applicable, and when the story will be 
published. Be sure to give them your contact information and tell 
them that they can reach out if they change their mind or have 
questions. Honor what you tell them. 

“Knowing that I would be allowed to 
review it would compel me to give every-
thing I can muster to make sure the story 

is truthful, complete and as journalistically 
valuable as it could be”

                                                Survivor (Participant D) 

STRONG 
OBJECTIVITY

(definition) : rather than simply aggregating parts of 
the story, obtain objectivity by acting as 
an outsider that becomes engaged in 
the consequences of the story from the 
point of view of those most affected.

As a campus journalist, you are already a part of the community 
you are writing about. Consequently, being completely objective is 
not possible (Durham, 1998). Rather than striving for objectivity, it’s 
your responsibility to employ agency when determining fact from 
opinion. Pinning opposing viewpoints against each other and making 
them seem equally valid does a disservice to the community. Rather 
than educating the public, when a journalist includes statments that 
may not be true, the attempt at objectivity leaves readers less edu-
cated. This can be avoided if journalists employ their morals rather 
than attempting to be morally neutral for the sake of objectivity 
(Cohen-Almagor, 2008). 

To achieve strong objectivity a journalist must report as an outside 
party, while acknowledging his/her own presence within the story.  
Further, the journalist should write as if he/she was invested in the 
consequences of the story. This will ensure true facts are the focus 
of the story rather than opposing viewpoints.  



6. writing the news story
If journalists are able to combat bias through strong objectivity rather 
than emotional distancing practices, they are able to find actual truth. 

According to survivors, by refusing to emotionally connect to the story, 
journalists are being bias against them. “You have to let yourself feel it or 
else it’s really not accurate,” said Survivor (Participant D). 

Campus journalists fill a unique role where they are already a part of the 
story by being students at the university. Because of this unique role, sur-
vivors expect journalists to write in a way that shows they care about the 
outcome. Applying strong objectivity will aid in this, but journalists should 
also write continued and hard pressing stories, rather than one sensation-
alist article.  

goals of coverage

1.	 Educating the public about what sexual assault is:
	 *Explaining the statistics and the national context to
	 local sexual assault cases. Dispelling myths while 	
	 showing the public more cases of sexual assault, not 	
	 just the sensationalized public cases. 
2.	 Showing those who are not survivors the effects of   

trauma and the emotional aftermath an assault can 
create:

	 *Survivors cite the emotional aftermath as often 	
	 more difficult than the actual assault (D). By report-	
	 ing on the effects of trauma, the public can become 	
	 more ecducated on how to be an effective ally to 	
	 survivors, while having the tools to dispel rape 
	 culture. 
3.	 Educating survivors and others about resources available:
	 *Often individuals don’t know about resources until 	
	 they are assaulted and forced to use them. By writ-	
	 ing about the resources available, media can have 	
	 a conversation about sexual assault without having 	
	 to feature someone who was raped (Q; X). 

“Media create this image, that peo-
ple believe, in which rape is something 
where someone you don’t know attacks 
you out of no where, so you immediately 
go get help. That’s not the case because 
most of the cases are people who you 
know, which already adds in this huge 
factor. You have to ask yourself, 
‘Do I do anything about it?’ ”
Survivor (Participant Q)

“The aftermath is in a lot of ways a lot more important than 
the actual event. That was in some ways, worse than what 

happened, which is weird, but true none the less. Being 
thorough in reporting that part of the story would be import-

ant to me, because that was the hardest part”

Survivor (Participant D)

details of coverage

photos
they should not be identifying and if 
they are you should obtain written 
consent (global protection cluster, 
2013).

they should add to the story, not 
detract from the content (D; X).

the interviewee should know before 
the interview is conducted that you 
are considering taking photos. ask for 
consent before taking photos (T).

sources
survivors are willing to talk and 

would appreciate a chance to share 
their voices (C). 

those related to the topic such as 
advocacy groups, lawyers, counselors, 

and campus organizers. you should 
be transparent with your intentions 

before asking them for a quote (global 
protection cluster, 2013). 

campus organizations that deal with 
the topic of sexual assault see the 

human side to the stories. 

court documents are helpful, but 
be mindful that the public may not 

need all the information that a jury 
received to make a decision (X). 

placement
be conscious of where you place the 
story within the newspaper after you 

have finished it. if it’s not on the front 
page or in an easily visible spot, those 
who aren’t connected to the issue can 

assume the issue doesn’t exist (D).

as a journalist considers placement, 
they should also consider the contin-
uance of coverage. a paper should not 
write one single sensationalist story 
and then not provide the reader with 
follow up (C). instead follow cases, 
individual experiences, broader trends 
with articles that either continue the 

story or contribute to it. without 
follow up, people lose the ability to 

recnogize the issue exists. 
 

review
  discuss with the editor the possibil-
ity of senidng the interviewed survivor 
their quotes or a draft of the article 
for review. this will make them more 

comfortable and willing to talk (C;D). 

reach out to survivor groups or or-
ganizations on campus to get feedback 
after an article is published. receiving 

feedback from those most affected 
gives the survivors a voice while 

helping the paper cover the topic better 
in the future. there are many survivors 

who would be willing to help (C).

be sure to monitor and possibily 
deactivate the online comments section   
because it has the possibility to harm  

the survivor (garcia-rojas, 2012)



8. practice self care

9. resources to use

Vicarious trauma is real and can affect a journalist who is inter-
viewing a survivor about their traumatic event. Survivors suggest 
that journalists become emotionally involved in their stories so they 
can write an accurate reflection of their experience. This serves 
as a benefit to society because it allows others to see real truth. 
However, it can subject the journalist to emotional trauma other 
news stories would not. 

While everyone handles trauma and vicarious trauma differently, 
there are steps that one can take to recognize and accept what 
they are feeling. 

1.	 Recognize what types of stories or emotions trigger you. 
Acknowledge that you might not feel upset until after the 
interview is over. 

2.	 Talk with your editor if you are having difficulty finishing a sto-
ry or are worried about interviewing a survivor. Let your editor 
know if you are past your limit with sexual assault stories (N). 

3.	 Be honest with yourself and with the survivor. If something 
upsets you, acknowledge it and do what is best for you in the 
moment. Be cautious to not trigger the survivor, but it isn’t 
productive for you to remain upset during an interview. 

UNC-CH SPECIFIC RESOURCES
•	 Policy on Prohibited Discrimination, Harassment and 

Related Misconduct: know the ins and out of the policy 
as well as what qualifies as sexual violence and ha-
rassment

•	 FERPA: journalists have rights to information with   
FERPA that applies to sexual assault. 

•	 Clery Act: has information and statistics about cam-
pus safety and it must be released to the public. Can 
serve as a context builder for sexual assault stories. 

•	 The Carolina Women’s Center: this resource has in-
formation that can not only build context, but provide 
insight on policy as well as campus climate when it 
comes to sexual assault. 

•	 Orange County Rape Crisis Center
•	 Equal Opportunity and Compliance Office: they are the 

ones that receive sexual assault cases and could talk 
about the process to the public. 

•	 Speak out events: while they should be approached 
carefully, those who are speaking out may be willing 
to talk to another outlet. 

•	 Survivors: reach out to survivor organizations to ask 
for comments or feedback. 

•	

NATIONAL RESOURCES
•	 Rape, Abuse and Incest National Network
•	 The White House council on Women and Girls
•	 Huamn Rights Campaign
•	 Know Your IX
•	 Student Press Law Center

quick check of what to 
do and not to do:

Do: prioritize safety, privacy and dignity

Don’t: write for the purpose of selling copies or pushing a 
cause (global protection cluster, 2013)

Do: focus on what the survivor wants to say in their story

Don’t: push your agenda or deadline

Do: recognize the responsibility that comes with knowing 
these intimate stories about another

Don’t: assume that because you know them that the rest of 
the world should too (A; N)

Do acknowledge the intersectionality involved in sexual 
assault. get a diverse range of voices and assault experiences. 
recognize that it’s easier for some identities to speak about 
this issue than for others.
Don’t go back to the same source constantly. there is no one 
survivor story, nor one survivor voice. don’t limit coverage to 
individuals that have the privilege to be comfortable talking 
about the subject

Do: make sure that your coverage is unique to campus and 
tailored to fit the needs of those around it. take care with 
details and find nuance. community journalism has the power 
and freedom to make change, use it. 
Don’t: write the story in a way that any national outlet 
could, seemingly without care for the consequences.

“Unless it happens to you, you really 
can’t grasp and get a feel of what it 

feels like. You can care and you can be 
an ally, but if you want to report and 

get our voices out there, you need to be 
open to seeing what we feel.”

Survivor (Participant C)
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