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ABSTRACT

Sexual violence is a global health issue and a violation of human rights that can lead to
severe social and health consequences for the victims and their families. Using perceived social
norms as a theoretical framework, this study examines the perceptions of sexual consent in India
— a culture where sex and sexuality are not openly discussed. More specifically, this dissertation
will explore the types of injunctive, descriptive, and group norms (e.g., patriarchy,
heteronormativity, and other cultural beliefs) that influence sexual communication and illuminate
how consent is negotiated in romantic relationships. In-depth semi-structured interviews were
conducted with 32 individuals residing in New Delhi, India. Findings show that young adults in
India have varying understandings of sexual consent that are rooted in their experiences of sexual
abuse and dating. Descriptive norms (e.g., the perception that demanding sex is common),
injunctive norms (e.g., men are expected to be dominant, and women are expected to be
subservient), and cultural norms (e.g., stigmatization of dating and resistance to sexual
communication) inform the way people learn about consent and how to negotiate it. These norms
also create an environment where sexual coercion in relationships is tolerated. Findings also
show that people learn about consent and how to negotiate it through observation and from
different interpersonal (e.g., friends, teachers, parents) and media sources (e.g., porn, TV shows,
movies). The findings of this study are crucial for developing sexual violence intervention
messages; specifically for educating young adults in India about nuances of consent and how to
negotiate it ethically. This study ultimately aims to inform interventions that can encourage

healthy sexual behaviors, improve women’s sexual health, and reduce sexual violence in India.

INDEX WORDS: Sexual Communication, Social Norms, Sexual Norms, Sexual Consent,
Sexual Coercion, Perceived Social Norms, Romantic Relationships
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SOCIAL NORMS & SEXUAL COERCION 1

1 INTRODUCTION

In 2021, over 357,000 cases of sexual violence against women were reported in India
including over 31,000 cases of rape, 7,788 cases of insult to a woman’s modesty, 102 acid attacks
(a form of violence used to punish women who refute the romantic or sexual advances of men),
and over 10,000 cyber sexual crimes against women including transmitting of sexually explicit
material without consent, blackmailing, and defaming (National Crime Records Bureau [NCRB],
2021). The numbers reported in NCRB are likely to be inaccurate as most sexual violence cases
go unreported in India either due to shame, stigma, or refusal by police officials to file a report
due to gender, class, and caste biases (Bhattacharya & Kundu, 2018; Chander, 2015). Rape is the
fourth most common crime against women in India making it one of the biggest social issues in
the country (NCRB, 2021). This dissertation aims to gather formative research that might be used
in a public health intervention designed to reduce sexual violence in India. The study is grounded
in both feminist research that draws attention to the ways that patriarchy and heteronormativity
influence understanding of sexual violence, consent, and sexual communication and social
scientific research related to social norms. First, this chapter defines sexual violence and
highlights its prevalence in society. Second, it explains the societal and health consequences of
sexual violence and emphasizes the importance of addressing it as a public health issue. Third, it
explains the factors predicting sexual violence against women. Fourth, it highlights how social
norms are associated to sexual violence in India and the sources of these norms. Finally, this
chapter covers the importance of norms-based interventions in preventing sexual violence and the

gaps that this research seeks to address.
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1.1 Sexual Violence and its Prevalence

Sexual violence is a global health issue. It is defined by dominant health organizations as
any sexual act or an attempt to obtain a sexual act from an individual without their consent (CDC,
2023; WHO 2023). It is a grave violation of human rights that can lead to severe social and
health consequences for the victims and their families (Decker et al., 2014; Dilip & Bates, 2020;
Garcia-Pérez et al., 2023; Lippus et al., 2020). There are several forms of sexual violence such as
physical violence and verbal or emotional abuse for sex (Beres, 2007; Bhattacharya et al., 2020;
Jozkowski & Peterson, 2013), alcohol-related sexual abuse (Carline et al., 2018), sex-selective
abortion, forced prostitution, sex trafficking, and forced penetration or rape (WHO, 2012).
Though any woman can be a victim of sexual violence, young women, adolescent girls, and girls
who live alone with one parent or with a stepfather are more vulnerable to rape and sexual abuse
(Decker et al., 2014; Tavara, 2006). The perpetrators can be intimate or non-intimate partners,
family members, neighbors, or individuals in positions of power (Jina & Thomas, 2013).
Research suggests that sexual violence is more prevalent globally than is usually perceived to be
(Deosthali et al., 2021; Hill & Marshal, 2018; Tavara, 2006).

Studies suggest that first sexual encounters of women are often under coercion and occur
when they are very young leading to severe psychological trauma (Decker et al., 2014; Tavara,
2006). According to research done by United Nations, a global estimate of 736 million women —
close to one in three — have been subjected to intimate partner or non-partner sexual violence or
both at least once in their lives and only 30% of these women were aged 15 years or older at the
time of incident(s) (United Nations Women, n.d.). This data does not include sexual harassment
and misconduct figures and may be underestimated because sexual crimes are often not reported

due to fear of stigma (Hill & Crofts, 2021; Marks & Vowels, 2020; Pietre & Lingam, 2022).
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The prevalence of sexual violence is rooted in its normalization as an everyday part of life that
individuals, specifically women, are expected to learn to live with (Burkett & Hamilton, 2012;
Hlavka, 2014; Hill & Crofts, 2021). Consequentially, women suffer continued episodes of sexual
violence and do not report it (Bhattacharya et al., 2020; Bletzer & Koss, 2004), particularly when
the perpetrator is a family member, acquaintance of the victim, or a person in power (Tavara,
2006). In fact, in most cases of sexual violence reported to the police the aggressor is unknown
(National Crime Records Bureau [NCRB], 2021; United Nations Women, 2023). Whereas,
population-based surveys suggest that perpetrators are more often family members, friends,
neighbors, or otherwise known to the victim (Hlavka, 2014; Hill & Crofts, 2021; Bletzer & Koss,
2004).
1.2 TImpacts of Sexual Violence on Women’s Lives

Sexual violence has several consequences for women. It not only disrupts women’s social
lives but also their health. Power structures, systemic inequalities, culture, and agency intersect
in complex ways that lead to the social and health discrimination against female victims of
sexual violence. These forms of discrimination do not exist in a vacuum but inform and reinforce
each other. Therefore, it is important to understand social as well as health consequences of

sexual violence.

1.2.1 Social Consequences

Sexual violence can lead to stigmatization by health providers, police officials, family
members and intimate partners, and society (Harris, 2013; Jina & Thomas, 2013). As a result,
women often uproot their lives, avoid any social activities or people that may remind them of the
incident, change addresses and phone numbers due to fear of stigma and further sexual abuse,

thereby increasing irritability and paranoia (Jina & Thomas, 2013). They also tend to take more
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sick leaves which makes it difficult for them to retain jobs (DeGue et al., 2012; Dworkin &
Weaver, 2021). Such self-isolation leads to lack of social support which in turn impacts victim’s
married life, relations, and child rearing practices (Decker et al., 2015; Dilip & Bates, 2020;
Oram, 2019).

Sexual violence has even more severe impact on underage women. Families of underage
victims restrict their social life and stop them from going to school to prevent humiliation
(Cislaghi & Bhattacharjee, 2017). Lack of education restricts women’s social mobility and
prevents women from becoming financially independent, rendering them vulnerable to further
abuse (Chibber et al., 2012; Go et al., 2003). They are also deemed unfit for marriage and in
some cases are forced to marry the perpetrator, leading to further abuse (Burnet, 2014, 2012).
Teenage pregnancies due to rape add to the stigma of victims and the children born from such
pregnancies, thereby creating a cycle of psychological abuse (Jina & Thomas, 2013).
Additionally, female care providers and researchers studying sexual violence can also be

emotionally affected through vicarious trauma (Jina & Thomas, 2013).

1.2.2 Physical Health Consequences

Sexual violence can lead to a range of physical health issues among women. Survivors
who try to resist their aggressors show signs of physical trauma that can be genital as well as
extragenital (Tavara, 2006). Young and elderly victims are more susceptible to genital lesions
including lacerations, ecchymosis, haematoma, abrasions, oedema, and reddening that can affect
the labia minora, fossa navicular, and hymen (Decker et al., 2014; Tavara, 2006). In some cases,
sexual violence can also lead to the death of the victim either due to the perpetrator(s) attempting

to silence the victim to hide their crimes or due to injuries (DeGue et al., 2012; Jina & Thomas,
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2013). Though these injuries can be serious, most of them can be corrected and healed
completely if proper care is provided to the victim (DeGue et al., 2012; Tavara, 2006).

Genital injuries can also result in long-term complications like urinary tract infections,
chronic pelvic pain, fibroids, and pre-menstrual syndrome (Jina & Thomas, 2013; Tavara, 2006).
According to a survey conducted with 3,419 female survivors of sexual assault in two
communities in the USA, women with a history of sexual abuse are twice more likely to report
painful intercourse, painful menstruation, and lack of sexual pleasure compared to women
without a history of sexual assault (Golding 1996). Studies have also found that victims were
more likely to report symptoms like abdominal pain, nausea, bloating, diarrhoea, and vomiting
(Jina & Thomas, 2013). Moreover, cardiopulmonary and neurologic-type symptoms such as
shortness of breath, asthma, cardiac arrhythmias, hyperventilation, palpitations, chest pain,
choking sensation, numbness, weakness or dizziness, insomnia and fatigue are more common
among female victims of sexual violence (Jina & Thomas, 2013). Other health issues reported by
female survivors include facial and back pains, fibromyalgia, and migraines among others (Jina
& Thomas, 2013).

Although all women may not show signs of physical trauma, they may suffer
long-term health issues such as unwanted pregnancies or sexually transmitted infections (STIs)
(Lippus et al., 2020; Garcia-Pérez et al., 2023). Post-rape pregnancies are mostly unwanted and
the children resulting from them are more likely to be neglected, abused, or stigmatized by the
mother as well as the society (Jina & Thomas, 2013; Tavara, 2006). In most cases, such
pregnancies end in abortion which also adds to health risks for women, especially in countries
where abortions are illegal (Tavara, 2006). Restrictive abortion laws may push women to find

unsafe and illegal abortion alternatives that lead to further health complications (Jina & Thomas,
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2013; Tavara, 2006). Even in countries where abortions are legal for rape victims, biased
healthcare providers discourage women from reporting rape and restrict access to safe abortions
(Tavara, 2006). Post-rape pregnancies can also lead to spontaneous miscarriages, specifically
among adolescent victims as their pelvis is not fully developed; obstructed labor; low-birth-
weight babies; infections; haemorrhaging; and maternal deaths (DeGue et al., 2012; Jina &
Thomas, 2013).

STIs can be fatal if timely treatment or preventative care is not offered to victims of
sexual abuse. For example, STIs can worsen and lead to pelvic inflammatory disease (Tavara,
2006). If the aggressor is HIV positive, the victim is at high risk of exposure to HIV in cases of
forced sexual relations, specifically for women who have suffered injuries in the anal or genital
region due to sexual abuse (Tavara, 2006). Studies have shown that there can be several direct
and indirect pathways between sexual violence and HIV (Jewkes et al., 2010; Jina & Thomas,
2013). Direct pathways can be through forced marriages, i.e., when relatives or parents coerce
women and girls to marry either due to cultural or financial reasons (Jina & Thomas, 2013). The
female partner in these forced marriages is often underage, which creates an unbalanced power
dynamic that may lead to sexual abuse and increases the likelihood of physical trauma and the
risk of HIV infections (Jina & Thomas, 2013; Pandey, 2021). Indirect pathways include
engaging in risky behaviors such as transactional sex, not using condoms, or having sex while
intoxicated (Carline et al., 2018; Hill & Crofts, 2021; Jina & Thomas, 2013). Women who have
been sexually abused are more likely to engage in risky behaviors or have high-risk partners who
are addicted to alcohol and drugs, and are more likely to use controlling behaviors and/or
violence to coerce their intimate partners, thereby increasing the risk of contracting HIV (Jewkes

et al., 2010; Jina & Thomas, 2013). Furthermore, studies have also found that abusive husbands
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may have multiple intimate partners which puts their wives at greater risk of HIV (Abrahams et

al., 2004; Dunkle et al., 2006; Salam & Alim, 2006).

1.2.3 Mental Health Consequences

Psychological consequences of sexual violence can be immediate as well as long-term
depending on the victim as each woman reacts differently to sexual aggression (DeGue et al.,
2012; Dilip & Bates, 2020). Shock, denial, confusion, depression, panic, guilt, withdrawal,
anxiety, social phobias, suicidal tendencies, nervousness, and eating and sleeping disorders are
some of the most serious and immediate reactions (Dworkin & Weaver, 2021; Oram, 2019; Jina
& Thomas, 2013). Rape trauma syndrome, in which they show strong emotional explosions
including anger, crying, sobbing, hysteria, and fear, is also common among survivors (Tavara,
2006). The acute symptoms of rape trauma syndrome may last up to two to three weeks, but
some symptoms may last longer (Tavara, 2006). Symptoms peak after three weeks for some
women who tend to supress their emotions in order to cope and subside after two months
onwards (Jina & Thomas, 2013).

Women who are sexually abused may also show signs of post-traumatic stress

disorder (PTSD) that can last up to one year or entire life of the victim (Dilip & Bates, 2020;
Dworkin & Weaver, 2021). PTSD is more common among women who are sexually assaulted
by their husbands or intimate partners as they suffer repetitive episodes of violence (Jina &
Thomas, 2013). Studies have found that women who were raped constitute the largest group of
people diagnosed with PTSD and experience disabling symptoms, reoccurring nightmares,
flashbacks of violence, and hyperarousal (Foa & Riggs, 1993; Jina & Thomas, 2013). Some
women also retain these symptoms even with continued counselling (Jina & Thomas, 2013).

Unavailability or lack of access to health services can worsen these mental health conditions,
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thereby leading to poor perception of health (Jina & Thomas, 2013). PTSD and rape trauma
syndrome also leads to sexual disfunction and strains relationships with intimate partners (Jina &
Thomas, 2013). Mental health issues among sexual violence survivors can lead to unhealthy
behaviors such as smoking, alcohol, and drugs to find distractions from permanent thought of the
incident, which may lead to further revictimization and disruption of their normal routines (Jina
& Thomas, 2013). Self-esteem issues are also common among survivors of sexual violence.
Studies have found that survivors often think that they are fat, show symptoms of anorexia, and

lose significant considerable amount of weight (Dworkin & Weaver, 2021).

1.2.4 Sexual Violence — A Public Health Issue

Proper health response and emergency care offered to the victims immediately after the
incident can prevent most of the health risks post sexual violence (Dworkin & Weaver, 2021;
Tavara, 2006). Victims of sexual violence need immediate attention by health care providers to
manage acute injuries, diseases, unwanted pregnancies, and psychological trauma (Decker et al.,
2014; Dilip & Bates, 2020). However, stigmatization prevents victims from getting the medical
attention they need to heal from the physical and mental trauma of sexual violence, denying
women their right to health care and delaying (or denying) social justice for the sexual abuse
(DeGue et al., 2012; Lippus et al., 2020; Oram, 2019). The situation is worsened for women who
are financially dependent on either the perpetrator or other men in the family for support as they
are either denied medical aid or do not receive it in time (Bhattacharya et al., 2020; Dworkin &
Weaver, 2021).

Due to the lack of reporting and normalization of sexual violence, awareness about the
health risks associated with it is low (Bhattacharya et al., 2020; Carline et al., 2018 Hlavka,

2014; Hill & Crofts, 2021) even among healthcare providers which leads to bias and unfair
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treatment of victims (Tavara, 2006). Consequentially, despite its prevalence, sexual violence is
rarely seen in association with women’s reproductive health care and is not included in sexual
and reproductive health programs developed for women (Tavara, 2006). While several countries
offer physical health care to the victim, they lack mental health programs and trained medical
professionals who can help the victim recover from the psychological trauma (Dworkin &
Weaver, 2021; Oram, 2019). This lack of awareness regarding sexual violence and its health
consequences increases the health risks for victims and deteriorates their quality of life (Dilip &
Bates, 2020; Pashang et al., 2018). Therefore, it is important to contextualize sexual violence as a
public health issue to emphasize the severity of sexual violence, design interventions to prevent
sexual abuse, and advocate for the healthcare needs of victims. Awareness about the health
impacts of sexual violence is also essential to sensitize doctors, lawmakers, and other members
of the society to this issue and to promote healthy sexual attitudes and behaviors. While it is
important to understand the consequences of sexual violence to ensure recovery and justice for
survivors, it is also essential to understand factors leading to sexual violence to prevent such
crimes from happening in the first place.
1.3 Factors Contributing to Sexual Violence

Research has highlighted that the reasons behind sexual abuse are multi-faceted and can
be influenced by various factors. First, unsafe environments such as areas of civic unrest, war
zones, and regions that have suffered from natural calamities can disrupt democratic systems that
are essential for women’s well-being (Jina & Thomas, 2013; Tavara, 2006). Second, individual
factors such as socio-economic status and access to education determine women’s ability to
negotiate gender power differences, protect themselves from sexual violence, and seek social

justice (Chibber et al., 2012; Solomon et al., 2009). Finally, societies that reinforce patriarchy and
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heteronormativity create a culture where unwanted sex and male sexual aggression is tolerated
(Burkett & Hamilton, 2012; Fenner, 2017; Jozkowski & Peterson, 2013). The following section

explains how these factors predict sexual violence.

1.3.1 Environmental and Political Factors

Migration, forced displacement resulting from conflicts, and humanitarian and
environmental crisis can increase the risk of sexual violence against women (Jina & Thomas,
2013). For example, studies have found that after the Tsunami hit Indonesia and Sri Lanka in
2004, the number of rape cases reported increased significantly (Carballo et al., 2005; del
Vecchio & Gharzeddine, 2005; Pikul, 2005). Such violence compounds the reproductive health
risks for women as public health services are disrupted during such crises (Jina & Thomas,
2013). In addition, sexual violence is often used as punishment, specifically in armed conflicts.
Most aggressive and perverted forms of sexual violence used by armed groups are gang rapes of
female prisoners and forcing boys to rape their family members to humiliate and punish the
people of the opposing side (Jina & Thomas, 2013; Tavara, 2006). In situations like these, the
physical and mental health trauma of the victims is even more severe and can result in PTSD,
anxiety disorders, substance abuse, and disruption of daily life in refugee camps (Jina & Thomas,
2013). Therefore, rape during armed conflicts and wars was declared a war crime and even
genocide under certain circumstances (Jina & Thomas, 2013). Natural disasters, war, and civil
unrest, however, do not explain the rates of sexual violence in India. The sexual violence seen in

India is more likely attributed to individual factors and cultural and social norms.

1.3.2 Individual Factors Contributing to Risk
There are several individual factors that make women more susceptible to sexual

violence. Research has found that women’s socio-economic status predicts sexual violence. For
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instance, women who lack financial support and rely on others to take care of their children while
they work are likely to be sexually abused by their employers (Jina & Thomas, 2013).
Furthermore, their daughters who are left unsupervised are also more likely to suffer sexual
violence (Jina & Thomas, 2013). Poverty also leads to underage marriages, leaving women to
rely on men to provide financial support, creating a power imbalance and making it difficult for
them to negotiate sexual consent (Go et al., 2003; Koenig et al., 2006; Solomon et al., 2009). This
may lead to domestic violence and sexual compliance (Chibber et al., 2012; Burkett & Hamilton,
2012). Poverty also leads to forced prostitution, drugs, and alcohol abuse, increasing the risk of
sexual violence against women (Jina & Thomas, 2013). It is also worth noting that, financially
empowered and independent women who resist sexual abuse may face verbal and physical

aggression from their partners (Tavara, 2006).

1.3.3 Normative Factors

Social norms also influence perceptions of sexual interactions in ways that normalize
sexual violence. For example, the misperception that most men are sexually dominant may lead
to acceptance of sexual coercion of women by reifying arguments like ‘men will be men’
(Carline et al., 2018). In patriarchal societies, men hold disproportionate power and can coerce
women into saying yes to sex — even though the latter may not want to have sex — in order to
escape legal and social consequences (Beres, 2007, 2020; Whittington, 2021). Sexual violence
against women is rendered invisible due to the normalization of hegemonic masculinity and
aggressive sexual behaviors (Carline et al., 2018; Jozkowski & Peterson, 2013). Moreover,
heteronormative sexual discourse puts women in a vulnerable position by labelling them as
sexual gatekeepers responsible to withhold or give sexual consent on one hand, and on the other

set expectations for them to be pleasing, sexually available, and nurturing to men (Burkett &



SOCIAL NORMS & SEXUAL COERCION 12

Hamilton, 2012; Fenner, 2017). As a result, societies often overlook and normalize sexual abuse
within marriages and intimate relationships (Burnet, 2014, 2012; Pandey, 2021), blame women
for rape (Coy et al., 2016; Kessel, 2019), and perpetuate rape myths (Carline et al., 2018;
Peterson & Muehhlenhard, 2011). These attitudes, perceptions, and behaviors obscure sexual
violence and obstruct legal action, creating an endless cycle of violence (Hlavka, 2014; Hill &
Crofts, 2021). As a result, women are denied social justice and forced to live with the
consequences of sexual violence, which in some cases is likely to continue throughout their lives.
Though there is extensive literature available on sexual violence and its predictors, most of this
literature focuses on Western societies where discourse on sex is more open and progressive.
There is limited research exploring and examining factors leading to sexual violence in the
Global South, particularly India. Therefore, it is important to understand social norms associated
with sexual violence in India. The following section summarizes the past research on sexual
violence in India and presents gaps in the literature.
1.4 Social Norms and Sexual Violence in India

In India, sexual violence against women is closely related to social norms within the
culture (Chibber et al., 2012; Cislaghi & Bhattacharjee, 2017; Linos et al., 2013). Past research
indicates that norms around family honor, male prestige, and women’s sexual purity contribute to
violence against women in Indian communities (Chibber et al., 2012; Cislaghi & Bhattacharjee,
2017). According to research, sexual violence discourse in India construct rape myths that shift
the blame of sexual violence from the perpetrator to the victim (Anwary, 2018; Govinda, 2020;
Roy, 2018; Sen et al., 2020). Through this mechanism, patriarchal political and religious forces
deny that sexual crimes occur. Instead, they suggest that women welcome violent behaviors by

men by wearing provocative clothing and using mannerisms that are reflections of Western
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promiscuous cultures which are penetrating traditional Indian cultural values (Anwary, 2018).
These misperceptions are rooted in stereotypical gender roles, dominant patriarchal structures,
lack of comprehensive sex education, and sex and sexuality being a taboo topic in India (Nieder
et al., 2020). Such norms perpetuate beliefs that make sexual violence, shaming of victims, and
sexual subjugation of women acceptable in society (Chibber et al., 2012). Moreover, these
perceptions are often reinforced by the news coverage of sexual violence that portrays victims
using shaming narratives, shifting the blame from the perpetrator(s) to the victim and rendering
the former invisible (Rao, 2014). As a result, conversations about sexual consent are restricted at
best.

Indian society also privileges men in ways that allow them to sexually subjugate and
punish women, particularly single women, who are victims of sexual violence. Cislaghi and
Bhattacharjee (2017) argue that in India women’s rights to sexual well-being are subject to their
sexual purity. The study highlights how unmarried women who have been assaulted by the men
they were romantically involved with are more vulnerable because such women are perceived as
lacking a moral fiber and corrupting male consciences (Cislaghi & Bhattacharjee, 2017). In such
cases, women tend to lose their mobility, drop out of schools, and their families are shamed
(Cislaghi & Bhattacharjee, 2017). Moreover, domestic and sexual abuse is perceived to be a sign
of manhood and a necessary means to keep women in check, normalizing male hegemony and
toxic masculinity (Chibber et al., 2012; Cislaghi & Bhattacharjee, 2017; Nieder et al., 2020).
Research emphasizes the association of education to sexual violence in India. Past studies
established that educated men were more likely to engage in sexually violent behaviors with their
intimate partner (Koenig et al., 2006; Solomon et al., 2009). This is because men’s education and

socio-economic mobility often reinstates patriarchy, positioning them as heads of the household
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and creating a sense of entitlement such that they often perceive it to be their right to expect sex
from their partners, leading to sexually aggressive behaviors (Go et al., 2003; Chibber et al.,
2012).

There also exists a sense of sexual entitlement among upper caste men in India, leading to
higher rates of sexual violence toward Dalit (lower caste) women (Agalya & Manickavasagam,
2020; Rao, 2014). However, caste-based sexual violence is often trivialized in India and is
politicized in such a way that debates on caste-based discriminations are reduced to a lack of
representation of Dalits in education and government institutions, overlooking how caste and
gender intersect to restrict the agency of Dalit women and their access to social justice (Pandey &
Mishra, 2021; Patel, 2022). Erasure of the plight of Dalit women (or lower-caste women) from
the public discourse of sexual violence is problematic because these crimes are often committed
by upper-caste men and perpetuated based on caste-based ideologies that lead to discrimination
and cruelty, resulting in the oppression of Dalit women (Bansode, 2021; Patel, 2022).

Sexual violence is also normalized in India through legal loopholes. For example, forced
sex in a marriage is not considered a crime in India if the woman is older than fifteen years of age
(Pandey, 2021). Such laws likely encourage domestic violence and the use of physical force to
get sex from women (Bhattacharya et al., 2020). Male privilege also influences the way police
responds to sexual violence in India. The Indian police force, which is predominantly comprised
of men, often deters women from reporting the crime. For example, they may remind them that it
might bring shame upon them, try to seek reconciliation between the perpetrator and victim, and
in some cases deliver the victim to the abuser making these women susceptible to further abuse

(Anwary, 2018; Deosthali et al., 2022; Harris, 2013).
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Ignorance and unsympathetic treatment by people and police lead to the construction of
dichotomies such as the “good vs. bad women” (Govinda, 2020) which may lead to the
perception that it is okay to take sexual liberties with women for as long as it can be justified that
the woman in question was ‘asking for it’ (Jozkowski & Peterson, 2013). Such dichotomous
construction of women in Indian society result in feelings of guilt and mistrust in authorities and
the legal system (Deosthali et al., 2022; Puthillam et al., 2021; Setia & An, 2022). It is possible
that such social and legal practices inform social norms that influence people’s sexual behaviors
and sexual violence in India. Therefore, it is important to understand the social norms associated
with sexual interactions, sources of these norms, and how they influence sexual behaviors among
Indian youth. Previous literature has established that some misperceptions about sexual violence
exist in India, and they are rooted in patriarchal norms which contributes to the construction of
rape myths and obstruct social justice for victims of sexual violence. However, we do not know
how people learn about these cultural norms and other social norms that may influence sexual

interactions and consent negotiations among the Indian youth.

1.4.1 Media Influence on Sexual Violence in India

Studies have found that hyper-sexualized portrayals of women in the media are associated
with acceptance of rape myths (Kahlor & Eastin, 2011; Vance et al., 2015) and sexually
aggressive behaviors (Lee et al., 2010; Seabrook et al., 2019; Wright & Tokunaga, 2016).
According to research, Indian media reifies the negative social norms that perpetuate sexual
violence. News coverage of sexual violence in the Indian media is influenced by community
factors such as patriarchy and misogynistic cultures that devalue the position of women in the
society such that women reporters, who can humanize the coverage of rape, lack agency and

access to power to do so (Fadnis, 2017). Studies also suggest that news media tend to report
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sexual crimes as single episodes of violence rather than part of a larger issue resulting from
systematic oppression and objectification of women through violence; they also erase the identity
of women from the coverage, especially women of lower caste (Drache & Velagic, 2014). More
importantly, news coverage perpetuates the rape myth directly in reporting or by highlighting the
perceptions of conservative leaders in the religious or political domain (Anwary, 2018; Drache &
Velagic, 2014; Edmunds & Gupta, 2016). One of the major reasons behind the reinforcement of
the rape myth and other problematic depictions of sexual violence by the media is the men who
hold powerful positions in newsrooms who are often responsible for perpetuating sexual violence
within the organization and beyond (Fadnis, 2017; Sreedharan et al., 2020). Nonetheless, it is
essential to highlight that female journalists have tried to negotiate power and publish stories
from the perspectives of victims of sexual violence (Fadnis, 2017; Sreedharan et al., 2020).

There is not much research on the representation of sexual violence in Indian
entertainment media. A couple studies have analyzed the representation of a select few rape cases
that were covered in magazines and documentaries (Devasundaram & Barn, 2014; McLoughlin,
2019). These studies have criticized the content creators of these works for focusing on profiling
the perpetrators and victims, while overlooking the multifaceted and complex social conditions
that result in sexual violence, victim blaming, and gender disparities (Devasundaram & Barn,
2014; McLoughlin, 2019). Furthermore, these studies have also highlighted that sexual violence
stories in entertainment media perpetuate the stereotype that perpetrators of rape are slum-
dwelling abjects (Devasundaram & Barn, 2014). Bollywood has also been part of the media
cannon that reinforces negative social norms about sexual violence, however, research on movies
is even more scarce. Manohar and Kline (2014) conducted an analysis of 24 Hindi language

movies containing sexual violence and found that female victims in these fictional narratives are
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blamed for the sexual violence. Though these studies highlight the issues in the representation
and production of sexual violence in the media, they do not address how they influence audience
reception and their attitudes, perceptions, and behaviors regarding sexual violence. This
knowledge is essential for designing interventions to prevent sexual violence.
1.5 Norm Based Interventions for Sexual Violence Prevention

Over the years, several health and social science scholars have drawn from social norms
theories to design interventions to change attitudes and perceptions that lead to sexual violence
(Orchowski et al., 2020). Most of the interventions addressing sexual violence focus on bystander
behaviors to educate and encourage people to prevent sexual violence by intervening in such
situations (Lukacena et al., 2019; Mabry & Turner, 2016; Mennicke et al., 2018; Nieder et al.,
2020; Rothman et al., 2019). Some researchers have also used entertainment-education strategies
to address sexual violence, change normative perceptions, and increase self-efficacy beliefs for
prevention of such violence (Hust et al., 2017; Santacrose et el., 2020).

Most of the sexual violence interventions focus on bystander behaviors. These
programs aim to reach potential witnesses to sexual violence situations — also known as
bystanders — in order to reduce sexual violence by instilling a sense of community responsibility
and change social norms that perpetuate sexual violence (Hust et al., 2017). The target audience
of such interventions are often college students due to the fact that sexual violence is prevalent on
college campuses (Hust et al., 2017; Lukacena et al., 2019; Mennicke et al., 2018; Nieder et al.,
2020). These interventions aim to reduce sexual violence on campuses by encouraging college
students to identify high-risk situations of sexual violence and to speak-up or take action in such
situations to provide support to the victim (Hust et al., 2017; Mennicke et al., 2018). While some

studies have examined norms that prompt or prevent people from intervening in situations of
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sexual violence (Lukacena et al., 2019; Mabry & Turner, 2016; Rothman et al., 2019), others
have focused on evaluating the influence of bystander interventions in changing norm
misperceptions (Mennicke et al., 2018; Nieder et al., 2020). Overall, these studies have found
bystander interventions to be successful in changing intentions to intervene in suspicious
situations.

1.6 Research Gaps

Most of the sexual violence campaigns focus on bystander behaviors using persuasive
messages (Lukacena et al., 2019; Mabry & Turner, 2016; Mennicke et al., 2018; Nieder et al.,
2020; Rothman et al., 2019). While the focus on potential bystanders of sexual violence is not
without its merits, it draws attention away from the fact that sexual violence is often a result of
patriarchy (Jozkowski & Peterson, 2013), toxic masculinity (Carline et al., 2018), and
heteronormativity (Burkett & Hamilton, 2012), thereby obscuring the role of potential
perpetrators of sexual violence. Furthermore, bystander interventions are more likely to have a
positive impact on women’s intention to intervene than men (Rothman et al., 2019; Santacrose et
el., 2020). In other words, bystander interventions may unintentionally be laying the burden of
preventing sexual violence disproportionately on women.

Though several interventions have focused on injunctive and descriptive norms of
bystanders, they do not consider gender norms and other cultural norms that may be perpetuating
sexual violence (Naezer & Oosterhout, 2021). Taking such nuanced social norms into account is
essential to encourage all members of the society to engage in proactive behaviors (i.e., action
taken before incidents) rather than reactive behaviors (i.e., action taken after incidents) to stop
sexual violence (Orchowski et al., 2020; Rothman et al., 2019). Finally, one of the key issues that

is not being addressed with bystander intervention approaches is consent. Sexual violence occurs



SOCIAL NORMS & SEXUAL COERCION 19

when individuals refuse to seek consent or misperceive consent (Naezer & Oosterhout, 2021,
Orchowski et al., 2020). Studies have found that knowledge of consent helps in reducing risk of
indulging in sexual violence (Schipani-McLaughlin et al., 2023).

However, there is a lack of consensus around the definition of sexual consent among
researchers, lawyers, policy makers, health care providers, and individuals, resulting in
misperceptions about sexual consent (Beres, 2007, 2010; Gilbert, 2018; Whittington, 2020).
Furthermore, most research about sexual consent has been conducted in Western countries
(Beres 2014; Bletzer & Koss, 2004; Borges et al., 2008; Burkett & Hamilton, 2012; Carline et
al., 2018; Coy et al., 2016; Hlavka, 2014; Hill & Crofts, 2021; Hust et al., 2017; Mark &
Vowels, 2020; Righi et al., 2021; Thiessen et al., 2021; Whittington, 2021). The only exception
is Burnet’s work on sexual violence and sexual agency during the crisis in Rwanda. They found
that Western definitions of sexual violence and sexual agency are not accepted in Rwanda and
many African cultures because sexuality is a taboo and sexual communication is not explicit in
these societies (Burnet, 2014, 2012). Given that the meanings of sexual violence and consent are
not uniform across cultures, it is important to understand how people in India interpret consent
and intimacy and how they learn and communicate about these concepts, since sex is a taboo
topic in Indian society (Chibber et al., 2012; Cislaghi & Bhattacharjee, 2017).

1.7 Purpose of Study

Researchers have argued that rather than looking at sexual violence as episodic
occurrence of crime against women, studies need to inquire about the social forces that shape
sexual norms, their influence on sexual communication, and the association between these norms
and sexual violence (Beres, 2014; Fenner, 2017; Scott & Graves, 2017). More specifically,

research needs to address how men and women communicate and negotiate consent to engage in
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intimate activities in societies where there is a gender power imbalance. Therefore, this
dissertation draws from social norms frameworks that explain that individuals can interpret
social norms correctly or incorrectly (Lapinski & Rimal, 2005) and these interpretations may
contribute to the environment that tolerates unhealthy or undesirable behaviors (Berkowitz,
2010; Cialdini & Trost, 1998; Perkins & Berkowitz, 1986). The goal of this dissertation is to
uncover the norms that influence sexual communication and knowledge of consent among young
adults in India. In addition, the author seeks to understand where/how people learn about sex and
consent (e.g., media, interpersonal communication, religion, observed learning, etc.). In-depth
semi-structured interviews were conducted to probe how sexual communication and learning
about sex and consent occurs in India in the absence of formal sex education programs. The
findings of this study can be influential in designing interventions to promote dialogue about
consent, address norms associated with sexual communication, consent negotiations, and sexual
aggression and coercion in romantic relationships (Berkowitz, 2010; Fletcher et al., 2022; Hust et

al., 2017).
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2 LITERATURE REVIEW

Current literature on consent and its contribution to sexual violence identifies the lack of
nuanced understanding of consent and the role of patriarchal gender norms and heterosexuality
in normalizing aggressive male sexuality and exploitation of women’s bodies. Though, Western
societies have made advances in addressing sexual assault and encouraging people to intervene
and report all forms of sexual violence, a lot of work needs to be done in less developed
countries such as India. Furthermore, existence of evidence explaining the role of norms that
encourage coercive sexual behaviors suggest that health scholars need to move beyond bystander
interventions and design interventions that can correct and/or change perceptions that encourage
sexual violence. This chapter provides an overview of feminist scholarship on consent, how it
should be defined, and associations of gender norms and heteronormativity to sexual violence.
Then, different types of social norms are defined and examples are provided to explain how
perceived social norms as a framework can be useful in exploring norms associated with sexual
communication and perceptions of consent in India. The goal is to bridge feminist research to
norm-based sexual violence interventions and provide a foundation for effective sexual violence
prevention interventions that can impart comprehensive consent information and promote ethical

sexual behaviors.

2.1 Defining and Understanding Sexual Consent

Consent is central to understanding different forms of sexual coercion faced by women
and how they are tied to sexual violence and abuse. The following section covers literature on
consent and how it has been conceptualized. It covers the different debates on consent, how it
has been defined in the past, and the drawbacks of these definitions. It also defines different

forms of sexual abuse faced by women to explicate a more nuanced understanding of consent
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and proposes a revised definition of consent based on the critiques offered in previous literature.
Finally, it explains consent as a communicative behavior and how sex education does not

comprehensively explain it.

2.1.1 Sexual Consent — A conundrum

Despite a large body of literature available on sexual consent, there is no consensus as to
how it should be defined. Scholarly understanding of consent relies on assumed and implied
definitions largely because sexual experiences of individuals are private and sexual
communication is often considered taboo even with a prospective partner (Beres, 2007). While
some researchers define consent as an agreement to have sex, others conceptualize it as a
psychological or a behavioral act (Ostler, 2003). Yet others suggest that consent is morally
transformative and when sought, it turns an immoral sexual encounter into a moral one (Beres,
2007). All these definitions are fraught with issues as they reduce a complex process such as
sexual consent to binaries by drawing arbitrary lines between good and bad sex, love making and
criminal act, moral and immoral sex, and pleasurable sex and unpleasurable sex (Beres, 2007).
Such boundaries lead to misperceptions about consent because people may have participated in
sex that was not pleasurable, but they would argue that it was consensual, non-coercive, and non-
violent (Beres, 2007, 2014). Similarly, not all acts of non-violent sex can be classified as love-
making or good sex because partners can be coerced into consenting (Burkett & Hamilton, 2012;
Righi et al., 2021).

Consent as Agreement. The most common definition of consent is agreement to engage
in sexual activity (Beres, 2007). Scholars have used different terms to define such agreements
such as explicit yes; implicit or non-verbally expressed consent that is often perceived; full

consent; and partial consent. This body of work implies that consent agreements can be valid
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(i.e., negotiated with a partner without force), incorrectly understood (i.e., misinterpretation of
partner’s behavior as consent) or constrained (i.e., consent given for some sexual activities but
not for all [Beres, 2007; Whittington, 2021]). The underlying assumption of such agreements is
that consent whether full or partial is always voluntarily given (Beres, 2007). Therefore, such
definitions are problematic because they discount the possibility that consent can be coercively
obtained and a partner may agree or give permission to have sex even when they do not want to
(Burkett & Hamilton, 2012; Coy et al., 2016; Hlavka, 2014). Studies have found that women
may consent to unwanted sex for many reasons including intoxication or fear of upsetting their
partner and to avoid physical and emotional violence (Beres, 2010; Burkett & Hamilton, 2012;
Conroy et al., 2015; Gavey, 2005).

Morally Transformative Consent. Some scholars define consent as an agent of moral
transformation such that it turns a wrong sexual act into a right one (Beres, 2007; Jozkowski &
Peterson, 2013). This conceptualization also describes conditions under which consent is
considered morally transformative such that A’s consent renders B’s advances morally and
legally permissible (Wertheimer, 2003). Archard (1998) further clarified that this definition does
not imply that a woman is bound to the agreement and cannot change her mind if she
experiences pain, or the activity is not what she originally consented to. Under such
circumstances, the partner is under a moral obligation to stop. Though consent is necessary for
healthy sexual relationships, Beres (2007) argues that such definitions assume that every sexual
activity when it begins is morally problematic and everyone initiating sexual activity is an
offender unless consent transforms it into a good act. Furthermore, studies have shown that men

are likely to coerce women to get a ‘yes’ to transform their immoral actions into a moral and
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socially acceptable behavior to avoid legal repercussions (Carline et al., 2018; Jozkowski &
Peterson, 2013; Kessel, 2019; Righi et al., 2021).

Psychological vs. Behavioral Consent. There has been a debate whether consent should
be defined explicitly as a psychological act (i.e., thought process or desires of an individual
[Muehlenhard, 1996; 2016]) or a behavioral act (i.e., actions or behaviors that could imply
agreement to have sex [Ostler, 2003]). Defining sexual consent as a psychological act devoid of
behavioral cues leaves little room for individuals to receive verbal or non-verbal feedback that
can confirm if the sexual activity is consented (Muehlenhard, 1996; 2016). Relying on
psychological cues to interpret sexual consent also makes a victim vulnerable to scrutiny and
shaming during trials as they are required to take the stand to explain their state of mind when
they were assaulted (Kazan, 1998). On the other hand, relying solely on behavioral cues to
understand sexual consent would require a list of behaviors indicating consent and nonconsent,
which would make legal proceedings simpler but would not capture the nuanced way in which
consent is communicated and negotiated (Beres, 2007). It would also increase the risk of labeling
harmful sexual behaviors as consensual and certain consensual activities, such as sadism and
masochism (S&M), as harmful (Beres, 2007).

Intent as Consent. Some scholars have suggested that consent should be understood as
the intentional state of a person. According to this definition, victim’s response to the
perpetrator’s sexual threats can be an indicator of whether consent was present as opposed to
trying to define a set of attitudes and behaviors that imply consent (Alexander, 1996). This
definition emphasizes that sexual consent is contextual as different behaviors can have different
meanings in different situations and thus enables a subjective understanding of consent from the

victim’s point of view (Beres, 2007). However, this definition also fails to address the concerns
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about scrutinizing the victim’s intentions during legal trials. For example, some years ago in
Texas when a woman was sexually assaulted by a knife-wielding intruder, she asked him to wear
a condom to protect herself from HIV. The attacker was acquitted by the jury because they
interpreted the request to wear a condom as intent to engage in sexual activity, implying consent

was given (Beres, 2007).

2.1.2 Understanding Consent Through Unwanted Sex

To explicate the meaning of consent, it is important to re-visit the concept of unwanted
sex. Based on the literature reviewed in this study and the continuum of sexual violence
introduced by Kelly (1987), unwanted sex can loosely be classified into three categories to
differentiate between criminal acts and everyday form of sexual coercion:

e Predatory sexual behavior — willingness or intention to repetitively cross boundaries and
cause harm that usually includes physical force or even blackmail (Beres, 2020).

e Interpersonal coercion — which includes getting women’s consent either by threatening
emotional abuse or even physical abuse (e.g., intimate partner violence [Carline et al.,
2018; Jozkowski & Peterson, 2013]).

e Social coercion — also known as sexual compliance that is a result of gendered norms and
heteronormativity leading to willful acquiescence to sexual activity without the use of
interpersonal coercion (Burkett & Hamilton, 2012; Kessel, 2019).

This is not to say that interpersonal coercion and social coercion are mutually exclusive.
Feminist scholars argue all three categories should be counted as unwanted sex and sexual abuse
because in all these cases consent is not freely given (Beres, 2007; Burkett & Hamilton, 2012;
Carline et al., 2018; Jozkowski & Peterson, 2013; Kessel, 2019). While sexual predators may

completely disregard consent (Beres, 2020), interpersonal coercion and social coercion stems
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from heteronormativity and gendered norms that result in lack of knowledge and disregard for
sexual consent, ignorance of the desires of one’s partner, misperceptions about what constitutes
sexual abuse, and misunderstanding in intimate relationships (Beres, 2014, Jeffrey, 2022).

Studies have shown that men often obtain a “yes” from women and accept it as an
unfettered agreement to all sexual activities without considering the reasons why and to which
sexual activity a woman might have said yes (Carline et al., 2018; Jeffrey, 2022; Jozkowski &
Peterson, 2013; Marks & Vowels, 2020; Schipani-McLaughlin et al., 2023). Furthermore,
women often consent to unwanted sex to maintain a romantic relationship (Gavey, 2005; Burkett
& Hamilton, 2012; Hlavka, 2014). Though predatory sexual behavior is recognized as a
punishable offense, the latter two are often tolerated and defended using arguments rooted in
heteronormativity, masculinity, and gender norms (Beres, 2020; Jeffrey, 2022; Kessel, 2019).

Despite the complex nature of sexual consent, its conceptualization — particularly in the
legal domain — relies on the definition of predatory sexual behavior while ignoring interpersonal
and social coercion for sex (Fenner, 2017). Such definitions oversimplify the nature of sexual
abuse by drawing convenient distinctions between sex and rape, which leaves little room for
contextual interpretations of unwanted sex (Beres, 2020; Gilbert, 2018; Whittington, 2020).
Moreover, such binaries obscure the fact that non-violent sexual encounters can be coercive
because consent is neither egalitarian nor power neutral (Kessel, 2019). On the contrary,
women’s ability to express consent or nonconsent when forced is impaired by forms of systemic
oppression such as heteronormativity, settler colonialism, white-supremacy, misogyny, and
ableism (Kessel, 2019).

Therefore, relying on distinctions between rape and sex to define consent lays the

responsibility of sexual violence on women by implying that they failed to express their
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nonconsent to the perpetrator, which in turn perpetuates rape myths and creates dichotomies such
as real victim vs. fake victim or good victim vs. bad victim (Beres, 2007; Kessel, 2019).
Moreover, such conceptualizations discount the fact that interpersonal and social coercion for
sex are harmful behaviors that leads to mental health issues, poor sexual health of women, and
unhealthy relationships (Beres, 2007; Fenner, 2017; Kessel, 2019). The objective here is not to
argue for criminalization of interpersonal and social coercion for sex but to push for sex
education programs that can promote the importance of negotiating consent and address

attitudes, norms, and behaviors that lead to these forms of sexual coercion.

2.1.3 Defining Sexual Consent

To address the above issues, feminist scholars have argued that the conceptualization of
consent needs to move beyond the ‘no means no’ and ‘yes means yes’ reactionary models of
consent to sexual advances (Beres, 2014; Kessel, 2019). This study draws from Whittington’s
(2020) continuum of sexual consent to present a more nuanced definition (See Figure 1).
Consent in the present study is understood as on-going unrestricted verbal or nor-verbal
communication of a feeling or willingness to engage in sexual activity among two intimate
partners throughout their relationship and not just at the beginning (Beres, 2007, 2014, 2020;
Fenner, 2017; Jeffrey, 2022; Whittington, 2020). It is important to note that here willingness
implies desire and that a mere “yes” is neither synonymous nor indicative of willingness to have
sex (Beres, 2014; Fenner, 2017; Gilbert 2018). Such a definition rejects the idea that consent is
constant once given at a certain place and time. Furthermore, it avoids the confusion of
determining whether consent was valid or not by emphasizing the importance of desire and

freedom to engage in sexual activity free of coercion.
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NON
CONSENSUAL

Figure 1. Continuum of Sexual Consent
(Whittington, 2020)

2.1.4 Communicating Consent

Past literature on sexual relationships indicates that consent is a communicative behavior
(Beres 2007; Beres, 2014; Marks & Vowels, 2020; Whittington, 2020). All these studies suggest
that consent is implicit and is more often communicated non-verbally than verbally. Research
also suggests that the type of sexual behavior, duration of the relationship, and past sexual
experiences may dictate how consent is communicated. For example, consent is explicitly and
verbally sought for oral sex (Hall, 1998), when initiating kissing with someone for the first time
or having intercourse (Beres, 2014; Muehlenhard, 1999). Marks and Vowels (2020) found that
consent is a continuous process and is constantly negotiated particularly among some women
with past sexual trauma. However, consent tends to become implicit and non-verbal as the
relationship between two people evolves, relying on behavioral cues such as no-response for
nonconsent and physical touch, or removal of clothes for consent (Beres, 2014; Burkett &

Hamilton, 2012; Righi et al., 2021; Whittington, 2020).
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Given that consent is often implied or communicated non-verbally, it is important to ask
how people come to understand when consent or nonconsent has been expressed during sexual
activity. Furthermore, it is essential to unpack how/where people learn about consent behaviors
and cues for negotiating consent. For example, do they learn about them in sex education
programs, entertainment media, social media, porn, interpersonal interactions or vicariously by
observing individuals around them. Beres (2007, 2018, 2020) has argued that consent is often
reduced to initiating and responding behaviors, implying that one person initiates and other
responds, and the roles cannot be reversed. She has argued that understanding of consent and
sexual communication should not be devoid of desire or willingness, gender power differences,
social forms of coercion, and sexual socialization. However, there is a glaring gap in sexual
violence literature that fails to address how people learn to communicate sexually and interpret

sexual consent in different contexts.

2.1.5 Pitfalls of Sex Education and Sexual Violence Interventions

Sex education programs and sexual violence interventions often rely on the ‘no mean no’
and ‘yes means yes’ model of consent, failing to explain the complex ways in which consent is
negotiated, its legal implications, and how it is tied to healthy sexual relations. Studies have
found that when people are asked what consent means to them, they often regurgitate the ‘no
mean no’ and ‘yes means yes’ dichotomous frameworks that they received during sex education
and sexual violence prevention training (Coy et al., 2016; Hill & Crofts, 2021; Righi et al., 2021;
Thiessen et al., 2021). However, they lack the clarity on how to use these frameworks in real life
and how they are related to everydayness of sexual violence (Beres, 2014; Carline et al., 2018;

Hlavka, 2014).
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Research suggests that young adults in higher education institutions consider sex
education and violence prevention programs inept in real life application of consent (Hill &
Crofts, 2021). Consent is often taught in rudimentary ways that fail to explain the complexities
of negotiating consent that are essential to reinforce healthy sexual behaviors (Thiessen et al.,
2021). Youth and young adults are often unable to recognize constraints to consenting (e.g.,
capacity to consent when intoxicated, power difference, and social norms) which can potentially
lead to sexual violence (Carline et al., 2018; Coy et al., 2016; Hlavka, 2014). Therefore, many of
them are unable to identify sexual abuse, because of lack of legal knowledge (Coy et al., 2016).

Sex education also often relies on abstinence models of sexual violence prevention,
denying young adults the opportunity of learning healthy and non-violent ways of having sex and
maintaining sexual relationships (Thiessen et al., 2021). Therefore, young individuals,
particularly men, rely on porn to learn sexual behaviors, which reinforces male aggression and
creates pressure on women to behave like the hyper-sexualized women in porn, leading to further
objectification and sexual exploitation (Coy et al., 2016; Hlavka, 2014).

Research also reveals that parents play an important role in imparting sex education to
their children. While some young adults said that they wished their parents had discussed sex and
sexual violence with them, others mentioned that their parents had open conversations with them
about sex (Thiessen et al., 2021). They also implied that parents did a better job than sex
education programs in making them sexually aware and understanding how consent can be
applied in real life (Thiessen et al., 2021). Some parents asked their daughters to be cautious and
avoid risky sexual situations, implying that women are responsible for preventing the violation of
their bodies (Hlavka, 2014). Others empowered their daughters and provided nuanced consent

knowledge and taught them to set boundaries, told them that it is okay to say ‘no’ whenever they
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feel uncomfortable with any sexual activity, and not to feel guilty for changing their minds
(Thiessen et al., 2021). This kind of empowerment is mostly missing from sexual education
when discussing consent.

Parents as well as young adults show deep understanding of how incomprehensive sexual
education is and argue that it should be revamped to include nuanced understandings of consent
and sexual violence (Beres, 2014; Gilbert, 2018; Thiessen et al., 2021; Whittington, 2020). These
studies found that students preferred that sex education start at an early age, be age-relevant, and
continuous to promote positive sex behaviors and ensure the sexual wellness (Gilbert, 2018;
Thiessen et al., 2021). Furthermore, young adults argue that sex education should be sex
positive, i.e., it should help them talk about sex, consent, and their sexual history in non-
stigmatizing ways (Beres, 2014; Thiessen et al., 2021). Studies also found that young adults
suggested that visual content that teach them how to negotiate consent in real life should be
included in sex education and violence prevention programs, followed by discussions that help
them contextualize the information (Borges et al., 2008; Thiessen et al., 2021). They further
added that programs should not only focus on biological but also discuss emotional aspects of
sex and ways of dealing with sexual assault after it has happened (Thiessen et al., 2021). Though
previous research offers insights into how parents and young adults feel about sex education and
its lack of focus on everyday applications of consent, these studies focus on countries like the
U.S., UK, and Canada that are liberal and open societies as compared to countries in the Global
South. Little is known about how young adults in India learn about sex and consent, what they
wish they had learned, what ages they think are appropriate to receive this knowledge, and from

whom (e.g., parents, teachers, doctors, media, etc.).
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2.2 Normative Influence on Consent and Sexual Violence

The meaning of consent is socially constructed and communicated (Beres, 2007, 2010,
2014). Therefore, the following section covers perceptions that influence what constitutes
consent, how it is negotiated, and its association with sexual violence. It defines patriarchy and
heteronormativity and how they contribute to sexual violence. Furthermore, it explains their role
on the sexual agency of women. It also covers rape myths and their problems in identifying
sexual violence, role of hegemonic masculinity in perpetuating sexual violence and how

masculine norms influence misperceptions about consent.

2.2.1 Patriarchy, Heteronormativity and Sexual Violence

Patriarchy is a social construct that produces and reproduces sexism, gender-based
discrimination, and negative attitudes and behaviors within organizations that are considered the
domain of men such as the military or Catholic Church that frames women (and all those who do
not identify as heterosexual male) as the ‘other’ or ‘outsider’ hence limiting their entry in such
organizations (Ortner et al., 2022). These organizations privilege men such that when women try
to enter these organizations, particularly without male sponsorship, they are harassed both
physically and mentally (Ortner et al., 2022). In patriarchal cultures, sex and sexual desire are
viewed as the domain of men and this notion is normalized through male/female socialization
and traditional gendered roles that create rigid boundaries for performance of gender and
sexuality resulting in patriarchal gendered norms and heteronormativity (Marchia & Sommer,
2019; Rich, 1980).

Patriarchal gendered norms imply that women are expected to be nurturing, subservient,
vulnerable, and sexually passive limiting their role in society to marrying, childbearing, and

depending on a husband who can provide (Mann, 2013), while men are expected to be ambitious,
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dominating, aggressive, and sexually active (Ingraham 1994). In doing so, patriarchal gendered
norms produce heteronormativity, which creates the binary of normative and non-normative
sexual performances (Marchia & Sommer, 2019). Heteronormativity is a social framework that
draws from existing power structures to interpret gender, sexuality, and desire in ways that
reinforce compulsory heterosexuality (Butler, 1991; Rich, 1980). This creates a dominant culture
where certain sexual performances are privileged (for example, sexually passive/submissive
women and sexually aggressive males) while others are considered deviant (e.g., homosexuality,
female sexual desire) and hence marginalized (Butler, 1991). Heteronormativity renders
gendered forms of oppression invisible, and it only becomes apparent when its boundaries are
crossed leading to stigmatization of women’s ambitions, financial freedom, and expression of
sexual desire (Butler, 1991).

Feminist scholars have argued that dominant heteronormative discourse subjugates
women by reifying gender hierarchies and paves way for gender-based discrimination (Marchia
& Sommer, 2019). Heteronormativity reinforces monolithic construction of male and female
sexuality and their role in society which translates to heteronormative sexual scripts (Butler,
1991; Jozkowski & Peterson, 2013; Rich, 1980). Heteronormative sexual scripts define sexual
norms that govern the way in which men and women engage in casual as well as long-term
sexual relationships (Burkett & Hamilton, 2012; Jeffrey, 2022). These sexual scripts normalize
aggressive male sexuality, discounting male responsibility for sexual misconduct and sexual
violence and arguing that men have high sex drives, and it is too difficult for them to restrain
themselves once they are aroused (Butler, 1991). They further create social pressures that results
in cis-gendered women prioritizing male desire (both sexual and non-sexual) over their own and

queer individuals engaging in heteronorms and heterosex despite their innate desires (Beres,
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2007). Consequentially, women’s bodies become sites of sexual exploitation, leading to
endurance of sexual violence, and making it socially acceptable (Hlavka, 2014). The following
section explains how dominant heteronormative discourse influences the attitudes and behaviors
related to sex, sexuality, and negotiating consent. Furthermore, it addresses how
heteronormativity reproduces patriarchy, misogyny and rape myths and is tied to sexual

misconduct and sexual violence.

2.2.2 Social Forms of Coercion and Women’s Sexual Agency

Heteronormativity makes it difficult for women to express sexual desire (Beres, 2007,
Gilbert, 2018; Whittington, 2020) and they constantly struggle to maintain their sexual image
(Burkett & Hamilton, 2012; Hlavka, 2014). Women want to seem sexually desirable to men,
which makes them vulnerable to objectification and being labelled as ‘sluts’ and ‘hoes’ (Coy et
al., 2016). At the same time, if they say ‘no’ too often, they are perceived to be “up-tight’ and
uncaring (Coy et al., 2016; Hill & Crofts, 2021). According to research, women who are sexually
expressive are expected to pay the ‘dues’ for such behavior and be sexually accommodating
(Burkett & Hamilton, 2012). For example, in casual sexual encounters, certain behaviors (e.g.,
flirting, heated conversations about sex both online and in-person, going to a man’s home after a
date, etc.) lead to the assumption that women have agreed to having sex and cannot back out
because they owe sex to men (Burkett & Hamilton, 2012; Coy et al., 2016). As a result, women
often feel guilty about expressing sexual desire because they think it might lead men on and
displease them or even make them behave aggressively if the former changed their mind and
decided to back out (Burkett & Hamilton, 2012; Hlavka, 2014). In this way dominant
heteronormative discourse normalizes male sexual aggression and replaces traditional forms of

female objectification with self-objectification through social norms that misrepresent sexual
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compliance and sexual exploitation as the choice of a liberated, sexually active, and desiring
woman (Beres, 2007, 2010; Burkett & Hamilton, 2012; Jeffrey, 2022; Kessel, 2019).

Similarly, women tend to prioritize the sexual needs of their male partner in long-term
intimate relationships. Women may acquiesce to sex for several reasons such as to avoid
arguments, prevent hurting their partner’s feelings, prevent them from losing interest, keep them
satisfied, or they strategically submit to escape physical harm or to avoid dealing with the mental
trauma of being raped because a ‘no’ would not have stopped them (Beres, 2010; Conroy et al.,
2015; Fenner, 2017; Gavey, 2005). Scholars have argued that heteronormativity and gendered
power differences create a sexual economy in which women often exchange sex for intimacy,
commitment, and love from men even when they lack sexual desire; for the continued
establishment of couplehood or maintaining peace in the relationship (Burkett & Hamilton,

2012; Fenner, 2017; Gavey, 2005).

2.2.3 Rape Myths and Their Impact on Identifying Sexual Violence

Dominant heteronormative discourse normalizes male sexual aggression and blurs the
line between non-coercive, non-violent sexual encounters and sexual violence, lending support to
rape myths and rendering sexual violence invisible (Fenner, 2017; Jeffrey, 2022; Kessel, 2019).
Rape myths are erroneous beliefs about rape and sexual violence that minimize accountability
and deny the reality of rape (Peterson & Muehhlenhard, 2011). Some common examples of rape
myths are beliefs that husbands or boyfriends cannot rape their partners, women ask for and
enjoy rape, men cannot keep themselves in check once they are aroused, and rapists are evil and
mentally ill, unlike other men (Beres, 2007; Fenner, 2017; Kessel, 2019). Both men and women

endorse rape myths to reduce cognitive dissonance such that women do not have to identify as
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the helpless victim and men can distance themselves from the stereotypical rapist (Ryan, 2011,
Warren et al., 2015).

Heteronormativity legitimizes the argument that sexual violence and rape are purely
physical acts involving physical violence and forceful penetration by an unknown perpetrator,
which makes it difficult for women to articulate other forms of sexual coercion (Conroy et al.,
2015; Fenner, 2017; Kessel, 2019; Peterson & Muehhlenhard, 2011). Research has found that
women’s understanding of sexual violence and rape is not based on consent/willingness to have
sex or the lack thereof (Beres, 2007, 2010; Burkett & Hamilton, 2012). Furthermore, they draw
from heteronormative sexual scripts and rape myths to interpret sexual experiences and hence are
unwilling to label several forms of sexual harassment and abuse as sexual violence for various
reasons (Gavey, 2005; Peterson & Muehhlenhard, 2011).

Studies has found that even though young girls and women find it unwelcome when men
grabbed their butt, touched them without consent, or even threatened to rape them when they
turned down their advances, they perceived it to be normal or even understandable (Coy et al.,
2016; Hill & Crofts, 2021; Hlavka, 2014). Such acts of sexual abuse are often trivialized by
young individuals as jokes, flirting, or even romance (Hill & Crofts, 2021; Hlavka, 2014). Some
young girls even discount these actions using rationales such as ‘boys will be boys,” ‘that’s what
they do,” or ‘it just happens’ (Hlavka, 2014). Scholars have argued that heteronormativity results
in cultural scaffolding of rape/sexual violence through which everydayness of sexual violence is
conflated with regular sex and legitimized, privileging men’s sexual desire at the expense of
women’s well-being (Beres 2010; Gavey, 2005; Kessel, 2019).

Heteronormative discourse also creates the monolith of the real vicious rapist

which not only distorts the definition of sexual violence and perpetrators for men (Carline et al.,
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2018) but also for women (Burkett & Hamilton, 2012; Peterson & Muehhlenhard, 2011). This is
specifically true for scenarios when a victim is involved in flirtatious behavior or is drunk prior
to the violence, the perpetrator is known to the victim or has been in a long-term relationship
with the victim, because men reinstate the argument that “she was asking for it” (Burkett &
Hamilton, 2012; Gavey, 2005; Peterson & Muehhlenhard, 2011). There are several motives for
not labeling forceful or coerced sexual encounters as rape, particularly for women who are
actively dating, including:

e A sense of control — because women do not want to be scrutinized and further
traumatized in case the authorities do not believe them (Hill & Crofts, 2021; Peterson &
Muehhlenhard, 2011).

e Guilt — for not being able to stop the violence. Many women feel partially responsible for
their experiences of sexual violence (Burkett & Hamilton, 2012; Peterson &
Muehhlenhard, 2011).

e To avoid distrusting all men — which demotivates women who want to date and find a
potential partner. Women who have a history of sexual violence are not only more
susceptible to it but also less likely to report it when perpetrators are long-term partners
or husbands (Bletzer & Koss, 2004; Burkett & Hamilton, 2012; Marks & Vowels, 2020).
For many women, it is easier to accept that sexual coercion and assault is an unavoidable

part of life than fight for justice in a system that is not likely to believe them (Berger et al., 1986;
Hill & Crofts, 2021; Hlavka, 2014). As a result, women who are victims of sexual abuse often
believe that they can manage the sexual abuse on their own, which leads to further normalization
of sexual violence and lack of reporting (Burkett & Hamilton, 2012; Hill & Crofts, 2021,

Peterson & Muehlenhard, 2011).
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2.2.4 Risk-Avoidance Discourse and Gatekeeping

Heteronormativity co-opts feminist language to create a perception of a post-feminist
society where women across the globe are liberated, empowered, and in complete control of their
sexuality (Burkett & Hamilton, 2012; Gill, 2003; Levy, 2005). Post-feminist discourse emerged
during the third wave of feminism that promoted individuality as girl power and women
empowerment, thereby diluting collective feminist movements (Harvey, 2019; Zeisler, 2016).
Post-feminism is a mix of feminist and anti-feminist sensibilities rooted in neoliberalism that
reproduce and validate heteronormative sexuality and repackages sexual objectification of
women as their choice in order to maintain status-quo (Burkett & Hamilton, 2012; Jeffrey, 2022;
Kessel, 2019). Moreover, it over-emphasizes individuality and promotes the idea that men and
women explore their sexual identities in equal and emancipatory ways, overlooking gender
power differences that influence sexual communication and consent negotiations (Burkett &
Hamilton, 2012; Fenner, 2017; Jeffrey, 2022; Kessel, 2019). These ideas are reenforced through
everyday heteronormative discourses with friends, family (Thiessen et al., 2021), and the media
(Hust et al., 2017). Studies have found that women are repeatedly exposed to risk-avoidance
logic of sexual violence prevention starting in childhood, by parents, educators (Hlavka, 2014),
sex education programs, sexual violence prevention campaigns (Carline et al., 2018; Coy et al.,
2016; Thiessen et al., 2021), and/or the media (Hust et al., 2017). In this way, heteronormativity
and post-feminism promote risk-avoidance approaches of sexual violence prevention that uphold
the neoliberal ideas of individual responsibility, allocating blame of sexual violence to women
(Burkett & Hamilton, 2012; Coy et al., 2016).

Risk-avoidance approaches expect women to explicitly express consent (the yes/no

model) during sexual encounters assuming that they can assert their will. This positions them as
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the gatekeepers of all sexual activity (Beres, 2020, 2014; Jeffrey, 2022; Kessel, 2019). Such
socialization limits women’s sexual agency by reifying heteronormative scripts that stereotype
men as having high sexual desires and women as the sex police who are devoid of desire (Beres,
2007; Burkett & Hamilton, 2012; Gilbert, 2018). Consequentially, it encourages the idea that
men cannot be held accountable for misunderstanding women’s sexual communication (Beres,
2007; Beres 2010; Jeffrey, 2022; Kessel, 2019). This disproportionately burdens women with
verbally communicating consent making them vulnerable to intense scrutiny in cases of sexual
violence (Beres, 2014; Burkett & Hamilton, 2012; Muehlenhard, 2016). Furthermore, women are
taught to avoid risky situations and sexual behaviors that will get them in trouble (Coy et al.,
2016; Hlavka, 2014; Thiessen et al., 2021). Therefore, sexual violence often leads to victim
blaming; specifically, in cases where young girl(s) are perceived to have expressed even the
slightest bit of sexual desire (e.g., wearing certain clothes or sending pictures of oneself [Coy et
al., 2016; Hlavka, 2014]). In doing so, dominant heteronormative discourse deems sexually
expressive women complicit in their own sexual violation (Burkett & Hamilton, 2012; Gavey,
2005; Jeffrey, 2022; Kessel, 2019).

Risk-avoidance discourse also validates the sexual miscommunication theory which
posits that women’s experiences of unwanted sex are a result of their inability to communicate
their willingness or lack of willingness to sex (Crawford, 1995; Frith and Kitzinger, 1997),
which tends to normalize the rape myth, victim blaming, toxic masculinity, and sexual abuse
(Fenner, 2017; Warren et al., 2015). Hence, gatekeeping and risk-avoidance discourse leave little
room for woman to express sexuality and negotiate consent. Research has found that young girls
and women often describe sex or sexual activities as something that happens to them rather than

something they choose (Beres, 2007; Conroy et al., 2015; Hill & Crofts, 2021; Hlavka, 2014).
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Consent is largely missing in their encounters, because risk-avoidance discourse dictates that
female sexual agency is limited to saying no to sexual advances and not to express sexual desire
(Beres, 2010; Hlavka, 2014).

Heteronormative sexual norms, risk-avoidance, and gatekeeping expectations also lead
women to disassociating themselves from narratives of victimhood (Burkett & Hamilton, 2012).
Moreover, they tend over-emphasize assertive models of communication and self-determination
in recounting experiences of sexual coercion and violence, blaming themselves and other women
for not asserting their will rather than the men who coerced them (Gavey; 2005; Kessel, 2019).
Burkett and Hamilton (2012) found that women would not label encounters of forceful oral sex
or even a threesome they never consented to as sexual violence because they had agreed to
making out or decided to go to the man’s house after a date. This indicates that women’s agency
and vocabulary for addressing sexual violence is impaired from an early age due to the
pervasiveness of heteronormativity (Bletzer & Koss, 2004; Hust et al., 2017), further disrupting
their ability to negotiate consent during sexual encounters (Gavey; 2005; Jeffrey, 2022). As a
result, contemporary sexual relationships continue to privilege men’s desires and even though
women may claim to have certain level of sexual agency, they tend to prioritize the satisfaction
of their male partner, comply to unwanted sex, and present it as their own free will (Burkett &

Hamilton, 2012).

2.2.5 Hegemonic Masculinity and Lad Cultures

Dominant heteronormative discourse is pervasive in everyday socialization and behavior
of men. There is extensive literature linking heteronormativity to toxic/hegemonic masculinity
(Marchia & Sommer, 2019), male privilege (Butler, 1991; Rich, 1980; Mann, 2013), and

normalization of sexual violence (Carline et al., 2018; Coy et al., 2016). Heteronormativity
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idealizes toxic and oppressive forms of masculinity and subjugates other forms of masculinity
promoting stringent gender socializations that separates men and women and expect the former
to be dominating, aggressive, and sexually charged (Butler, 1991). Sociologists who study sexual
violence on university campuses and other educational institutes have argued that
heteronormativity lends support to and justifies lad culture (Coy et al., 2016; Hill & Crofts,
2021).

Lad culture is defined as pack mentality often prevalent in male dominant institutions
(e.g., sports and military) that indulge in substance abuse and banter which is sexist,
misogynistic, and homophobic (Phipps & Young, 2013). It gives rise to competitive masculinity
that objectifies women and treat their bodies as conquerable objects (Hill & Crofts, 2021). This
is evident in the way men talk differentially about sexually active men and women such that the
former are considered ‘players’ and ‘legends’ while the latter are labelled as ‘sluts’ and ‘hoes’
(Coy et al., 2016). Though there is no causal link between lad culture and sexual violence, past
research indicates that it tends to normalize sexual misconduct and sexist attitudes, negatively
impacting women within these institutes and campus cultures (Carline et al., 2018; Hill & Crofts,
2021). The negative impact of hegemonic masculinity is not limited to university campuses and

male dominated institutes, but also impacts society as large.

2.2.6 Impact of Masculinity on Perceptions of Consent

Hegemonic masculinity also influences the ways in which men conceptualize consent and
sexual violence (Beres, 2014; Coy et al., 2016; Hill & Crofts, 2021). Though studies focusing
exclusively on men’s understanding of sexual violence are rare, they shed light on how men’s
response to interventions reproduce dominant heteronormative discourse. Carline et al. (2018)

conducted a study to see how men responded to sexual violence prevention addressing alcohol-
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related rapes. They found that some men showed remarkable understanding of the importance of
sexual consent and how alcohol could impair women’s ability to consent to sex. However, there
were several men in the sample who reinforced the logic of risk-avoidance and how women
should avoid scenarios that can end with rape. This was synonymous to women being
gatekeepers of sex and victim blaming which has its roots in the dominant heteronormative
discourse (Beres, 2014; Burkett & Hamilton, 2012; Kessel, 2019; Righi et al., 2021).

Past research reveals that men’s idea of consent was informed by hegemonic masculine
norms assuming that sex is something men get from women. This was evident in their
justification for finding opportunities for persuasion and using pressure even when women said
no (Righi et al., 2021). Studies have found that men use both physical force and emotional
pressure to force women to give oral sex and get them to consent to unwanted sex (Carline et al.,
2018; Jozkowski & Peterson, 2013). Furthermore, men often order women to have sex and
deliberately avoid negotiating consent to avoid getting a ‘no’ from women, thereby ensuring
themselves the grey area between sexual abuse and acceptable sexual encounters (Burkett &
Hamilton, 2012; Hlavka, 2014; Jozkowski & Peterson, 2013; Kessel, 2019). Some men also
argued that women sometimes say yes after saying no (Righi et al., 2021) and ‘as long as you say
yeah, that’s fair enough’ (Carline et al., 2018, p. 310).

Here the assumption that women eventually say yes underscores the heteronormative
belief that male sexual desires take priority over women’s agency and willingness to have sex
(Fenner, 2017; Jeffrey, 2022; Kessel, 2019). As a result, many women acquiesce to sex either
because they feel it is their duty to put male desire first, in order to maintain relationships, or
because they feel that not complying will lead to rape (Burkett & Hamilton, 2012; Hlavka,

2014). These pressures are often overlooked in legal debates and women’s compliance to male
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sexual desire or aggressive male sexuality is often misunderstood for consent, legitimizing rape
myths (Beres, 2007; Kessel, 2019). In this way, dominant heteronormative discourse and
masculinity impair social justice systems and let sexual misconduct and sexual violence go
unpunished.

Carline et al. (2018) also found that men often reproduce rape myths to distance
themselves from the images of the rapist, who is constructed as a villain or deviant other, and
thus avoid taking responsibility for their own acts of sexual coercion. They further found that
even though some men in their study problematized alcohol-related rapes, they made distinctions
between the menacing rapist and the inebriated unwitting man who did not know that his actions
could be constituted as rape (Carline et al., 2018). These findings imply that men are reluctant to
blame a perpetrator who was intoxicated affording them the benefit of doubt (Carline et al.,
2018) which is often denied to female rape survivors (Jeffrey, 2022; Kessel, 2019), signifying
male privilege (Butler, 1991). In doing so, men who are not perpetrators of sexual violence
themselves may unknowingly endorse norms that propagate sexual coercion and sexual violence
on women.

The previous section explained how patriarchal societies create a culture that enable
heteronormativity and gender norms that contribute to different forms of sexual abuse against
women (in addition to predatory sexual violence). It also shows how these norms restrict
individuals’ perception of consent and how it is negotiated. However, this literature has been
explored from critical cultural and feminist standpoints. These findings are seldom used to
design and test norm-based interventions that can correct misperceptions about consent and
sexual violence, change norms that support sexual violence, and promote healthy sexual

behaviors. Therefore, the following section will draw from feminist studies and make
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connections with social norms theories to understand how this knowledge can be utilized to
design norm-based interventions that can encourage non-oppressive ways of negotiating consent
and offer information to correctly identify sexual coercion in all situations including dating and

marriage to prevent sexual violence.

2.3 What Are Social Norms?

Early conceptualizations of social norms define them as a psychological phenomenon by
which members of a group or community come to learn rules and standards to guide their social
behavior (Cialdini & Trost, 1998). Norms offer collective wisdom, thereby enabling people to
make decisions conveniently without the need to think critically about their actions (Cialdini &
Trost, 1998). Norms are socially negotiated and maintain social order without the engagement of
law enforcement (Rimal & Lapinski, 2015). They are neither static nor explicitly established but
emerge from social interaction (Cialdini & Trost, 1998). Later conceptualizations argue that
social norms are a communication phenomenon and are disseminated among group members
through communication (Lapinski & Rimal, 2005). Past research suggests that people conform to
norms because they offer collective wisdom enabling convenient decision-making and
precluding the need to think critically about every course of action (Cialdini & Trost, 1998).
Social norms have been broadly studied as a predictor of behavior in health communication.

There are different perspectives that explain the influence of social norms on behavior.
According to the functional perspective, norms evolve to encourage or curtail behaviors that are
crucial for survival at either individual or group level (Cialdini & Trost, 1998). This perspective
further suggests that norms pressure individuals to communicate with others about behaviors that
are deemed effective, relevant, and informative for survival-related actions such as food

acquisition and shelter. For example, the perception that men must continue to pursue a woman
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even after she rejects their advances to eventually get a ‘yes’ for dating or sexual activity
(Carline et al., 2018). This can be further explained by effect dependence (i.e., relying on others
to meet one’s needs — in this case sexual needs) and information dependence (i.e., relying on
others to know what should be done — to satisfy those needs) in a social group (Lapinski &
Rimal, 2005). Therefore, it is likely that men’s perceptions that they can pressure women into
saying yes to satisfy their intimate needs are learned from others in their social network. The
societal-value perspective posits that the values are attached to a norm by the culture in which it
operates (Cialdini & Trost, 1998). As per this perspective, the acceptance of norms within a
culture strengthens based on how frequently they are communicated and how widely they are
accepted. Therefore, it is likely that observing sexual harassment and coercion of women in
one’s social network and/or through frequent exposure to media might lead to acceptance and

approval of heteronormativity and submissive feminine roles.

2.4 Types of Norms
To fully understand the influence of social norms on sexual behavior, it is important to

differentiate between different types of norms.

2.4.1 Collective vs. Perceived Norms

Norms can exist at two levels: collective and perceived (Lapinski & Rimal, 2005).
Collective norms are prevalent codes of conduct that prescribe or proscribe a behavior and
operate at a group, community, or society level. Meanwhile, the way collective norms are
perceived by individuals is called perceived norms, which operate at an individual or
psychological level. Since collective norms are never formally codified, people perceive them in
different ways, often leading to an incorrect understanding of these norms at the individual level

(Lapinski & Rimal, 2005). For example, a society could have a collective norm for respecting
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women and their role in society, but individuals might perceive them differently for different
women leading to perceptions that some women (e.g., who are sexually pure, subservient,
domesticated) are worth respecting while other women (e.g., sexually active, assertive,
ambitious) are not.

Communication is critical for understanding the ways in which norms are understood,
negotiated, accepted, and/or resisted (Rimal & Lapinski, 2015). Furthermore, communication
can shed light on the sources of social norms and the norm formation mechanism (Lapinski &
Rimal; 2005; Tankard & Paluck, 2016). This dissertation focuses on perceived norms due to the
difficulties in measuring collective norms (Rimal & Lapinski, 2015). Accurately capturing
collective norms with a community requires researchers to define what constitutes a community,
which is difficult to do in the Indian context due to ethnic, linguistic, and religious diversity.
Furthermore, aggregating the perceived norms of individuals in India to compute collective
norms might lead to incorrect understanding of collective norms as perceived norms can be
different from collective norms (Lapinski & Rimal, 2005; Rimal & Lapinski, 2015) for each
ethnic community in India. Additionally, we do not yet know enough about perceptions of sexual

communication and consent in India to operationalize collective norms.

2.4.2 Descriptive vs. Injunctive Norms

Descriptive norms refer to people’s perceptions about how common a behavior is among
members of their social group (Lapinski & Rimal, 2005). For example, men may perceive that
most other people do not negotiate consent with their long-term partners, which might lead to the
assumption that it is okay for them to demand or pressure their female partners to have sex.
Beliefs about what is approved behavior within a social group or community and what ought to

be done to avoid social sanctions are known as injunctive norms (Cialdini & Trost, 1998). In the



SOCIAL NORMS & SEXUAL COERCION 47

context of sexual violence, men might perceive that not dominating their intimate partners
(emotionally and physically) might make them susceptible to scrutiny from their male peer group
and they might be considered less masculine.

Both descriptive and injunctive norms, which can be explored at both collective and
individual levels (Lapinski & Rimal, 2005) lead to behaviors (Cialdini & Trost, 1998; Lapinski
& Rimal, 2005). At individual levels, descriptive norms can be evaluated as the perceptions
about the popularity of a behavior, while injunctive norms can be understood by asking the
perceived pressure to comply (Lapinski & Rimal, 2005). While at collective levels, observing the
media or trends in society may lead to an understanding of collective norms and injunctive
norms could be uncovered by exploring community-level policies that proscribed or prescribed
behavior (Lapinski & Rimal, 2005).

Descriptive and injunctive norms are sometimes congruent (Lapinski & Rimal, 2005).
For example, individuals may not smoke on a university campus because others are not doing it
(descriptive norms) and doing so might incur social sanctions (injunctive norms). Similarly,
descriptive and injunctive norms can conflict with each other such that behavior is approved by
people but performing it might lead to social sanctions. For example, most people consider
drinking and smoking to be unhealthy but not doing so might restrict social access to peer
groups. Another form of injunctive norm is subjective norm which refers to the motivation to
comply with the views of important others (Lapinski & Rimal, 2005). For instance, women may
acquiesce to sexual demands of their boyfriends and husbands because they think it is important

to comply in order to maintain their relationship (Burkett & Hamilton, 2012; Gavey, 2005).
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2.4.3 Group norms

Another type of norm defined and documented by past studies is group norm. Group
norms are defined as shared feelings, patterns of thought, and behaviors that distinguish
characteristic traits of one social group from other social groups (Hogg & Reid, 2006). Influence
of group norms manifests through identification and self-categorization, such that individuals
identify with in-group members and define themselves in terms of the group characteristics
(Terry & Hogg, 1996). When group membership is salient, the intention to perform behaviors
prevalent in the group will be high (Terry & Hogg, 1996). Furthermore, acceptance of group
norms is predicated upon their relevance to the group and the reward power associated to them
(Cialdini & Trost, 1998). Such norms can be communicated directly through intentional
exchange or indirectly through what is said and done (Tankard & Paluck, 2016). For example,
salience of religious group identities can influence women’s response to intimate partner
violence and sexual subjugation such that resistance to these forms of oppression are expected to
occur within the religious framework (Khamis, 2010). More specifically, even though women
may recognize their marginalized positions within their marriages, they refrain from actively
resisting their husbands and rely on cathartic release among women peer groups to cope with
trauma because their religious values dictate that they should prioritize their family and children

(Khamis, 2010).

2.5 Formation of Norm Perceptions

Individuals may or may not perceive social norms correctly (Lapinski & Rimal, 2005).
Individuals’ beliefs about behaviors influence their own actions, which has important implication
for health promotion and violence prevention (Berkowitz et al., 2022). For instance, men may

overestimate their peer group’s adherence to rape myths or sexist remarks. Overestimation of
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problematic or unhealthy behaviors increases the prevalence of such behaviors, while
underestimation of healthy behaviors will dissuade people from endorsing such behaviors
(Berkowitz, 2004). Therefore, interventions aimed at correcting misperceptions can decrease
problematic and unhealthy behaviors while increasing the adoption of healthy behaviors (Perkins
& Berkowitz, 1986). On the contrary, individuals may correctly perceive norms that encourage
sexually aggressive behavior due to the prevalence of heteronormativity and patriarchy in the
society. Therefore, interventions designed to chance social norms that encourage negative or
unhealthy behaviors can reduce sexual coercion and encourage healthy sexual behaviors. Norm-
based intervention strategies have been used to change perceptions and correct misperceptions

propagated by the media to reduce attitudes and beliefs that enable sexual violence.

2.6 Communication of Social Norms

Communication plays a critical role in how people learn about social norms to guide their
social behavior. However, major theoretical perspectives of social norms do not address the role
of communication in norm formation. Lapinski and Rimal (2005) highlighted that
communication patterns of individuals enhance the understanding of how social norms are
formed. Moreover, understanding the communication of norms can also improve norm-based
interventions that aim to correct misperceptions about norms. Additionally, they emphasized that
communication influences perceptions of norms by disseminating falsely perceived norms
through every day public discourses. In the context of this dissertation, identifying how people
learn about consent and how consent is communicated might highlight which norms influence
sexual communication and which encourage or challenge sexual violence.

Communication can explain how interaction with acquaintances as well as strangers in a

group can convey normative information. Individuals may look up to social referents or
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important others to understand social norms surrounding a particular behavior (Cialdini & Trost,
1998; Hogg & Reid, 2006). Interpersonal communication with friends, family, neighbors, and
acquaintances can lead to perceptions about the prevalence of behaviors (Mead et al., 2014;
Tankard & Paluck, 2016). Informational dependence, which is the reliance on others to know
what should be done in ambiguous situations, could be one of the reasons why people
communicate with others (Lapinski & Rimal, 2005). It is likely that individuals rely on
interpersonal communication with friends to learn about sex, consent, and sexual communication
in general. Studies have found that communicating with friends and siblings about unhealthy
behaviors like binge drinking and reckless driving can influence individuals’ perceived norms
about these behaviors (Geber et al., 2017; Real & Rimal, 2007). Another study found that
interpersonal communication boosts the effects of descriptive norms on decisions regarding
contraceptive use (Rimal et al., 2015). Therefore, it is important to understand how consent and
sexual norms and are communicated.

Social comparison processes suggest that people compare their beliefs to social reality in
order to seek guidance from others, specifically in an ambiguous situation when the socially
appropriate behavior is unknown (Lapinski & Rimal, 2005). Media exposure can enable such
comparisons and lead to norm perceptions. Exposure to news, entertainment and advertising
media has been linked to perceived descriptive and injunctive norms, leading to perceptions of
behavior prevalence and social sanctions for noncompliance (Tankard & Paluck, 2016). Inthe
context of sexual violence, portrayals of male aggression and sexual coercion of women may
lead to the perception that sexual violence is a part of everyday social life and cannot be
eliminated or worse, that they are socially acceptable. According to Cultivation Theory (Gerbner

et al., 1994), images in the media can form perceptions about social reality regarding the
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acceptability of behaviors. For example, the representation of tobacco and e-cigarette users in
media can influence people’s normative perceptions of these behaviors (Duong & Liu, 2019).
Additionally, computer-mediated communication can make social identities salient over the
course of interaction, thereby communicating normative information (Postmes et al., 2000). For
instance, it is likely that exposure to online groups of Incels may make male identities and

masculine norms salient, leading to the belief that women owe sex to men.

2.7 Importance of Social Norms in Studying Sexual Violence

The research on bystander interventions has shown that social norms play a key role in
preventing sexual violence. Research has highlighted that both descriptive norms and injunctive
norms influence people’s intention to take action in preventing sexual violence (Lukacena et al.,
2019; Mabry & Turner, 2016; Rothman et al., 2019). These studies suggest that both descriptive
and injunctive norms positively influence behavioral intentions as well as behavior to intervene
to prevent sexual violence.

Scholars have also highlighted the importance of gendered-norms in studying
determinants of sexual violence (Mabry & Turner, 2016; Naezer & Oosterhout, 2021; Nieder et
al., 2020). According to these scholars, sexual violence is entrenched in masculine norms and
gendered norms that can take verbal or digital forms such as telling an inappropriate joke,
aggressive flirting, and sharing nude pictures of one’s partner without their consent (Mabry &
Turner, 2016; Naezer & Oosterhout, 2021). However, these authors do not provide a clear
conceptual definition of masculine norms or gendered norms, limiting our understanding of how
these two are different. Nonetheless, these norms perpetuate sexual violence, and it is important
to study them for designing appropriate interventions to prevent such forms of violence. In

addition, Chibber et al. (2012) mention the importance of norms operating at the community-
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level that can perpetuate sexual violence and the importance of studying their influence on
normative perceptions of individuals in the context of collectivist cultures such as India.

Furthermore, Mabry and Turner (2016) applied the theory of normative social behavior to
predict bystander outcomes and studied the role of moderators proposed by the theory on the
norm-behavior relationship, including outcome expectations, injunctive norms, ego involvement,
and group identity. They found that all the variables had a significant main effect on behavioral
intentions (Mabry & Turner, 2016). They concluded that men with weaker descriptive norms
who also have low outcome expectations, injunctive norms, ego involvement, and group identity
should be the primary target of bystander campaigns because they are less likely to intervene in
situations of sexual violence (Mabry & Turner, 2016). However, these interventions often do not
offer information that may raise efficacy perceptions to intervene in a sexually violent situation
safely. Similarly, sexual violence interventions do not provide information about consent
negotiations and how rape myths disrupt social justice.

Additionally, social norms theory (Berkowitz, 2004) has been used to understand norm
misperceptions and correcting them to encourage people to intervene in situations of sexual
violence (Deitch-Stackhouse et al., 2015; Gidycz et al., 2011), evoke empathy (Fabiano et al.,
2003), and promote better understanding of consent (Berkowitz, 1994) to produce empirical
evidence that can be helpful in developing interventions to re-socialize men as allies in
preventing sexual violence (Berkowitz et al., 2022). Studies have found how men underestimate
the discomfort felt by other men’s use of suggestive language for women and overestimate that
most men engage in or endorse the use of such language (Berkowitz 2003). Scholars have also
looked at misperceptions about the prevalence of rape myths among students and have found that

students incorrectly assume that their peers are more likely to believe in rape myths than
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themselves (Berkowitz 2003; Berkowitz 2010), implying pluralistic ignorance. Others have
explored how sexually aggressive behaviors such as grabbing and grinding in nightlife setting
are more acceptable than they are perceived to be (Wrightson-Hester et al, 2021), which may
lead to lack of reporting.

Norm-based message strategies have several theoretical and practical implications
for the prevention of interpersonal and social forms of sexual coercion. Understanding the types
of norms that influence violent behaviors can inform behavior-specific theorizations in the field
of social norms. This is important because each behavior has specific attributes and underlying
properties (e.g., public behaviors, private behaviors, violent behaviors [Duong et al., 2022;
Duong & Sirohi, 2023]) that must be identified for norm-based change because understanding
these attributes strengthens the influence of norms on behavior (Rimal & Lapinski, 2015). Norm-
based messages also have practical implications for interventions. Understanding which norms
influence behavior can be useful in designing interventions to improve outcomes. For example,
Mabry and Turner’s (2016) study can be used to design social marketing interventions that
segment men into two clusters such that men with low descriptive norms and high descriptive
can be provided different messages to influence them to take action in situations of sexual
violence.

However, most of the literature on normative perceptions focuses on beliefs that can
prevent men from intervening in sexually violent situations, with little focus on what perceptions
lead to the prevalence of hegemonic masculinity and heteronormativity. Furthermore, research
pertaining to normative influence on perceptions about consent and how individuals negotiate
consent is scant. Due to the lack of norm-based studies on sexual communication and sexual

violence in India, it is difficult to say what type of perceptions of social norms lead to sexual
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aggression. This study argues that allying with men who endorse positive sexual attitudes and
behaviors to intervene in sexually violent situations is only addressing part of the problem
because it obscures the real problem — men who engage in problematic sexual behaviors.
Without understanding perceptions about consent and how it is negotiated, it is not possible to
change/correct gendered norms and heteronorms which are the core reason for the prevalence of
sexual violence against women. Therefore, it is important to understand the norms and the

sources through which people learn about consent and sexual behaviors in India.

2.8 Rationale for Dissertation Study

The goal of this study is to reduce sexual abuse in India by identifying social norms that
inform perceptions of sexual consent, how to negotiate it, and identifying the sources of
information about sex and sexual consent. This dissertation serves as formative research for
future empirical interventions rooted in social norms. This study aimed to understand social
norms that influence sexual communication and consent in the sexual encounters of young adults
in India. Additionally, this study sought to explore the sources of sexual information so that they
can be utilized for correcting norms that perpetuate sexual violence. The findings of this research
can inform the development of stimuli and variables of interest for an intervention program by
identifying what norms lead to (mis)understandings about sexual consent, how individuals
negotiate consent, and where and from whom do individuals learn about sex and sexual consent.
Understanding these components is insightful in illuminating the social norms pertaining to
sexual coercion that need to be corrected, changed, and/or emphasized for positive behavior
change, how these social norms are communicated, whether these social norms are reinforced or

challenged by young adults, and who is the potential target audience of such interventions.
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2.8.1 Theoretical and Practical Implications

This dissertation extends the current scholarship by moving beyond bystander perceptions
and using the social norms framework to explore descriptive and injunctive norms related to the
understanding of sexual consent and consent negotiation behaviors in India (Lapinski & Rimal,
2005). This study also extends the social norms research by including gendered and cultural
norms associated with sexual coercion highlighted in feminist research that have not yet been
incorporated into social scientific research and sexual violence interventions (Beres, 2007;
Gavey, 2005; Kessel, 2019). The more comprehensive definitions of consent and sexual coercion
offered in feminist studies may help prevent non-predatory forms of sexual abuse (i.e.,
interpersonal and social forms of sexual coercion leading to the sexual exploitation of women).
This study also adds to the sexual consent and gendered violence literature by providing
interpretations of consent in a non-Western society and deducing culturally relevant ways to
design sexual violence interventions.

Though studies have been conducted to understand how social norms are associated with
sexual violence in India, to the best of the author’s knowledge, there is no research on how
young adults conceive of and negotiate sexual consent in India. Therefore, this study contributes
to the sexual education and sexual violence prevention literature by understanding the norms
associated with consent in a regional context. Furthermore, research that examines the sources of
information about sex and consent that reifies social norms associated with sexual violence
against women in India is scant. Hence, this study is useful in understanding where and how
(e.g., media, interpersonal communication, religion, observed learning, etc.) young adults learn
to communicate sexual desires and consent. Exploring norms related to consent in India offers

insights into how sexual knowledge is produced and reproduced in societies where sexual
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communication is a taboo. In this way, this study adds to the social norms literature by
identifying how/where people learn about sex and negotiation of consent, which is a private
behavior. These findings can be useful in targeting sources most accessed by individuals for
correcting norm misperceptions and introducing positive sexual norms. This study will serve as a
model to conduct research in similar cultures where sex education has not been institutionalized

and sexual violence issues have not been comprehensively addressed.

2.9 Research Questions

The current study aims to understand perceptions of sexual consent and how it is
negotiated in India. Therefore, the following questions are asked:

RQ1: How do young adults in India define sexual consent?

RQ2: How do young adults in India negotiate sexual consent?

The study is guided by a social norms framework, exploring the type of social norms (i.e.,
descriptive, injunctive, group/cultural norms) that influence negotiation of consent among young
adults in India. Thus, the following questions are asked:

RQ3: What type of perceived (a) descriptive norms and/or (b) injunctive norms, exist

related to negotiation of consent?

RQ4: What other norms perceptions (e.g., cultural, religious, gender, etc.) exist related to

negotiation of consent?

This study serves as formative research for future interventions. As such, it is also
important to identify the sources through which young adults in India learn information about sex
and sexual consent. Hence, the following question is asked:

RQ5: What are the sources of information about sex and sexual consent?
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3 METHOD

This chapter describes the methods and procedures that were used to collect data for this
study. It includes details about the research design, study procedures, recruitment of participants,
interview protocols, and strategies to analyze data.
3.1 Research Design Overview

Though quantitative inquires such as experimental and survey research are considered the
gold standard for social and policy-level change (Scharrer & Ramasubramanian, 2021), relying
solely on them can undermine the experiences of the people they are intended for and who can be
critical in designing interventions (Dutta-Bergman, 2004; Lindlof & Taylor, 2019). Therefore,
using qualitative approaches for formative research can ensure integrity of the research subjects
by considering their experiences and situated knowledge in co-construction of meanings of health
and social issues for collaborative actions and intervention design (Lindlof & Taylor, 2019). Such
formative research is essential to ensure that the intervention is well designed and received by the
community (Ayala et al., 2011). Given that this dissertation will serve as the initial phase of
formative research for developing sexual violence interventions, semi-structured interviews
lasting approximately one hour were conducted for data collection.

In-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted with young adults in New

Delhi — also referred to as the national capital region (NCR). New Delhi is one of the
metropolitan cities, also called Tier 1 cities, that have a higher rate of development, modern
infrastructure, more resources, and a diverse range of opportunities in the education and
employment sector (see more in “Decoding Indian cities classifications in tier I, II, III, IV,”
2023). Other examples include Mumbai, Hyderabad, Bangaluru, Ahmedabad, and Pune. Despite

the rapid development and upward social mobility in metropolitan cities, concerns have been
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raised by the Indian government for lack of women’s safety, particularly in New Delhi (Ministry
of Women and Child Development, 2018). By focusing on New Delhi, the researcher is not
assuming that other metropolitan cities in India are safe for women, nor is she implying that
sexual crimes against women are lower in less developed regions of India. Rather, New Delhi
served as the most optimal option to begin the formative research into social norms as the cultural
values and local languages spoken in the region (English, Hindi, and Punjabi) are similar to that
of the researcher. Though the interviews were conducted in English, ethnic and linguistic
similarities were crucial in recruiting people for this sensitive study and gaining their trust so that
formative knowledge produced is rich and helpful in designing interventions. Conducting this
study in New Delhi also served as a starting point for future research that may expand into other
parts of the country. Since India is a diverse country with several ethnicities and languages, it is
important to replicate this study in different regions using the respective local languages. The
interview guide, recruitment procedures and findings of this study will be a valuable resource to
learn how to modify and adapt existing study design for regional research and local sub-cultures
and sensibilities.

Semi-structured interviews use an interview protocol that follows a set of
questions that the interviewer intends to ask while leaving room to probe further for information
on certain issues by asking impromptu questions whenever necessary (Lindlof & Taylor, 2019).
As opposed to structured interviews, this approach offers some flexibility in the interview process
making it possible to produce rich knowledge through the interaction between participant(s) and
interviewer (Lindlof & Taylor, 2019). Semi-structured interviews are best suited to understand
how people learn about sexual consent (if at all) and how they communicate it during sexual

encounters because sexual communication is taboo and talking about sex increases the risk of
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stigmatization (Cislaghi & Bhattacharjee, 2017; Nieder et al., 2020). Therefore, the researcher
needed some flexibility in how they introduced the topic and encouraged open discussion and
disclosure. The semi-structured interviews guided by social norms framework provided insights
into perceptions about sexual communication, consent negotiations, norms that encourage or
challenge these perceptions, and sources of these norms.
3.2 Population Sample and Recruitment

New Delhi, a metropolitan city in India, was the target region of this study. There are
several factors that made New Delhi a good option for data collection for this project. First, New
Delhi has the highest reported rate of sexual violence against women among all metropolitan
cities in India (NCRB, 2022). Therefore, participants were more aware of and willing to discuss
social norms around sexual consent and communicating about sex with partners. Second,
availability of resources such as access to broadband and good public transit increased the
researchers’ access to potential participants and aided in the ease of conducting the research.
Third, New Delhi, being a metropolitan area, has higher dating activity and usage of dating apps
among both men and women (NDTV, 2019). Though there has been a surge of dating app users
in tier 11 cities, the number remains low for women (Mehrotra, 2021). Furthermore, dating or pre-
marital relations are stigmatized in India (Chibber et al., 2012) but metropolitan cities tend to be
less collectivist due to development and busier lifestyles (Shah, 2009) which likely frees young
people from the fear of discovery if they decide to date. It is therefore safe to say that individuals
in New Delhi have higher exposure to intimate relationships and sexual information than people
residing in smaller cities and towns. Finally, New Delhi offered access to a larger English-
speaking population, which was the language chosen for interviews. Even though individuals

living in New Delhi come from different parts of India and may speak different languages, they
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are more likely to know English as it is the language of instruction at higher education
institutions in this region, and essential for employment and upward mobility in cities like New
Delhi (Azam et al., 2013).

Men and women between the ages of 18 and 28 were eligible for this study. This age
group was chosen for higher likelihood of being someone who is currently dating and having
knowledge about sexual social norms. Young adults in India have reported that it is difficult to
date as they get older (though the age was not specified [ZeeNews, 2023]), which may be
because there is a pressure to get married by the age of 28 (Mittal, 2023). Individuals over the age
of 28 are likely married and may find it difficult to recall how they negotiated consent as consent
becomes implied in long-term relationships (Burkett & Hamilton, 2012). Therefore, the upper
age limit was 28 years to include people who are likely to negotiate consent more frequently and
may have more recent and diverse experiences. Individuals under the age of 18 were not
permitted for this study. Though youth and adolescents’ perception of sexual communication and
consent can provide important insights into the initial sources of information about sex for Indian
youth and the misperceptions that result from them, this would be better investigated as a
separate study. Recruiting adolescents requires the consent of their parents and parents may not
be willing to allow such participation since sexual communication in taboo in India (Chibber et
al. 2012). Furthermore, adolescents and youth have less agency and may not be able to freely
participate even if their parents consented, which would affect the quality of data produced.
Therefore, this group was not included in this study.

This study used a combination of convenience and snowball sampling to find participants.
These sampling strategies were useful in recruiting participants as they were hard to find (Lindlof

& Taylor, 2019) due to the sensitive nature of this study. The researcher continued sampling until
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data saturation was achieved (Lindlof & Taylor, 2019). Initially, the researcher reached out to her
network of academics in India who connected her with their students at their respective institute —
an all-girls college — for participation. Higher education institutes in India have a diverse
population of students due to the reservation system which ensures that specific number of seats
in each program are reserved for underprivileged students of different castes, economic
backgrounds, and rural/tribal regions of India (George, 2024). The goal was to first try to recruit
from one institute/university and ask participants to connect the researcher with their friends who
will be willing to participate in the study. The researcher met the academics and administrators at
the institute and discussed how to best recruit students. The researcher was allowed to interact
with students at this institute during their class session and build a rapport with potential
interviewees through informal conversations to make them comfortable and gain their trust by
discussing movies and shows in general; eventually conversation moved to the study and its
goals. Based on the comfort levels of the students and their willingness to discuss sexual topics,
they were further briefed about the study and asked if they were willing to participate in the
study. Those who agreed to participate were provided with the consent form and were asked to
share a time convenient for the interview on the premises of the institute. Since all the
participants recruited at this institute were female, the researcher requested them to connect her
with their male friends who would be willing to participants. The researcher talked to these
participants via WhatsApp call and chat to get to know them, tell them about the study, and ask
them if they were willing to participate. Those who were willing were asked a time for meeting at
a public park or café for the interview. During this meeting, the researcher described the study

again and gave them the consent form if they were still willing to participate.
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3.3  Procedure

The study was approved by Georgia State University IRB and participants were recruited
for interviews as described above. Interviews were conducted in-person. Respondents were
asked to carefully read and sign the consent form prior to the interview, which included consent
to record the audio of the interview (see Appendix A). This was done in the presence of the
researcher so that they could answer any questions that the participant had (e.g., who has access
to these recordings, how these recordings will be used, where will the research be published,
etc.). If the respondents did not consent to being audio recorded, they were thanked for their
time. Those who signed the consent form were asked to meet the researcher for an interview on
the campus of their respective institute, a public park, or a cafe at a time of their choosing.
Respondents were given a participant ID/name to ensure their confidentiality. Female
participants were named P#F-1, P#F-2 and so on and male participants were named P#M-1,
P#M-2 and so on in the order of the interviews. Their responses were associated with this
ID/name during the analysis and the write up of the results. Upon completion, each participant
was provided with information about the National Sexual Assault Hotline and the National
Commission for Women helpline for those who wanted to report incidents of sexual violence
against women or get counseling for victims.
3.4 Interview Design

Interviews allowed researchers to take a constitutive view through which identities,
health, and power relations are mutually constructed through the collaboration between
interviewer and interviewee (Dutta-Bergman, 2004; Lindlof & Taylor, 2019). In this dissertation,
semi-structured interviews were used to understand whether and how young adults in India learn

about sex and sexual consent and what perceptions exist about sexual consent. Interviews also
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identified existing norms that support or challenge these perceptions and the sources of these
norms. The information produced in this study will inform future intervention research on sexual
coercion prevention utilizing the sources to correct misperceptions and change social norms that
normalize everyday forms of sexual abuse.

This study explored social norms that influence perceptions of sexual communication and
consent negotiations, which can be different for men and women due to heteronormativity and
other cultural norms (Fenner, 2017; Jozkowski & Peterson, 2013). Thus, this study sought to
include both men and women. The goal was to interview approximately 30 people, including 15
females and 15 males; 12 to 15 respondents are considered an appropriate sample size for
interviews (Lindlof & Taylor, 2019). However, interviews were conducted till data saturation
was achieved; i.e., when new data collected was redundant to the previous interviews (Saunders
et al. 2018). Therefore, the IRB application proposed up to 50 interviews to enable some
flexibility in case data saturation was not achieved with 30 participants. The final sample
consisted of 32 participants, of which 17 were women and 15 were men. Participants were
between 20 and 28 years of age, came from different socio-economic backgrounds, caste,
religion, and provinces in northern India.

To successfully conduct interviews, it is essential to use a guide or script, being mindful
of cultural differences and power differentials between the researcher and the researched and
providing a safe and open environment for the participants (Lindlof & Taylor, 2019). To ensure
the above, the interviewer disclosed information about their background, had open-ended
conversations with potential participants on various subjects including dating, and maintained an
open line of communication via email and WhatsApp. This was done to put participants at ease

and ensure that they could be as candid as possible during the interview. A time of meeting was
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negotiated as per the convenience of the participants so that they felt safe commuting to and from
campus or home. An interview protocol was used to maintain a basic structure while ensuring
flexibility and entry points for probing when needed. Interviews were conducted in-person either
on campus lawns, free classrooms, graduate lounge, public parks, or cafes based on the comfort
level of the participants and the level of anonymity they desired for the interview.
3.5 Interview Guide

The interview questions were designed to address the original research questions. They
aimed to explore how participants perceive sexual consent, how they learn about it, what social
and cultural norms exist related to negotiation of sexual consent, and the sources of these social
norms. The interview guide (See Appendix B) also included demographic information about
gender, age, education (of self and parents), religious affiliation, city of birth (tier 1, 2, 3, or 4).
The duration of each interview was expected to be 45 to 90 minutes. Table 1 illustrates how
different questions from the interview guide were designed to try to obtain information about the
different research questions.

Table 1. Interview Questions Aiming to Address Research Questions

Research Question Related Interview Questions

RQ1: How do young adults in India define | (a) sexual consent:
sexual consent?

1. When I say sexual consent, what does
that mean to you?

2. How do you know when someone wants
to Kiss, touch, be intimate or have sex with
you? Are there things they do or say to
make you know that they want to have
sex?

e Sample probe: How about if they do
not want to be intimate or have sex
with you?
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e Sample probe: How do you
communicate with others whether or
not you want to be intimate or have
sex with them?

3. Where did you learn about sexual
consent?

e Sample probe: What are the media
sources from where you learned
about sexual consent?

e Sample probe: What are the
interpersonal relationships (e.g.
parents, friends, teachers, etc) from
which you learned about sexual
consent?

e Sample probe: How was consent
mentioned in these
sources/discussions?

4. How important is sexual consent?

e Sample probe: How do think sexual
consent affects intimate
relationships?

e Sample probe: What do you think
are the consequences of not seeking
consent?

RQ2: How do young adults in India
negotiate sexual consent?

5. Are you currently dating? If so, then
how would you describe your
relationship? For example, How serious
are you? How long have you been
together?

6a. If currently dating: Thinking
specifically about your current or any
previous relationship you may have had,
how do you express consent/desire to your
partner for kissing/touching/sex/using
condoms?

6b. If not currently dating but dated in
the past: Thinking about your most recent
relationship, how did you express
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consent/desire to your partner for
kissing/touching/sex/using condoms?

6c¢. If never dated: Imagine you were
dating someone, how would you express
consent/desire to your partner for
kissing/touching/sex/using condoms?

e Sample probe: How do you
tell/show your date/partner that you
are interested in
kissing/touching/having sex/using
condoms?

e Sample probe: How do you
tell/show your date/partner that you
don’t want to kiss/touch/have sex
with them/using condoms?

7. How do you/would you ask for or get
consent from your partner for
kissing/touching/intimacy/sex/using
condoms?

e Sample probe: How do you know
if/when your date/partner has
consented to kissing/touching/sex?

8. What do you/would you do if your
date/partner expresses that they do not
what to be Kissing/touching/intimate/have
sex with you?

e Sample probe: How do you respond
when your date/partner refuses to
kiss/have sex with you?

RQ3: What type of perceived (a) descriptive
norms and/or (b) injunctive norms, exist
related to negotiation of consent?

9. How do people in your social circle
(e.g., friends, family, parents and/or
other) communicate about
kissing/touching/intimacy/sex?

e Sample probe: Have you discussed
about kissing/touching/intimacy/sex
with people in your social circle
(e.g., friends, family, parents and/or
other)?
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e Sample probe: What are some
examples/instances when you
discussed about
kissing/touching/intimacy/sex with
people in your social circle?

10. What is sexual consent according to
people in your social circle (e.g., friends,
family, parents and/or other)?

e Sample probe: How have you and
people in your social circle (e.g.,
friends, family, parents and/or other)
discussed sexual consent (e.g., desire
to be intimate/kiss/have sex, wearing
condoms)?

e Sample probe: What are some
examples that people in your social
circle may have shared about
negotiating consent (e.g., have they
discussed with you situations in
which they may not have wanted to
kiss their partner, send pictures of
themselves, etc.).

11. How does society (e.g., your peer
group, parents, others) expect individuals
to negotiate consent when dating?

e Sample probe: How do they expect
you to say yes/no to your date’s
advances to making out/having sex?

12. How does society (e.g., your peer
group, parents, others) expect individuals
to negotiate consent in a marriage?

e Sample probe: How do they expect
you to say yes/no to your
husband/wife’s advances to making
out/having sex?

RQ4: What other norms perceptions (e.g.,
cultural, religious, gender, etc.) exist related
to negotiation of consent?

13. What cultural aspects (religion,
traditions, family values, etc.) should be
kept in mind while communicating about
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intimacy, sexual desire and sexual
consent? (4-5 minutes)

e Sample probe: According to you,
what are come cultural values
essential to dating, marriage and
other forms of intimate
relationships?

14. Thinking about your culture, how do
you think women should communicate
about intimacy and sexual desire? (4-5
minutes)
e Sample probe: How should an ideal
woman behave with men?
e Sample probe: How should an ideal
woman behave with their
partner/boyfriend/husband?

15. Thinking about your culture, how do
you think men should communicate
about intimacy and sexual desire? (4-5
minutes)
e Sample probe: How should an ideal
man behave with women?
e Sample probe: How should an ideal
man behave with their
partner/girlfriend/wives?

RQ5: What are the sources of information
about sex and sexual consent?

16. How did you learn about engaging in
sex (e.g., friends, parents, movies, porn,
internet, etc).?

e Sample probe: Where did you look
for information about having sex?

e Sample probe: Who did you ask
about how to engage with sex?

e Sample probe: Who/what is your
go-to source for sexual advice or
sex-related information?

e Sample probe: What do you do
when you need information about
sex?

e Sample probe: Where did you learn
how to communicate about sex?
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3.6 Interview Data Analysis

Audio files of the interview were transcribed using Microsoft Word’s transcription
feature called Dictate. Dictate is a Windows speech recognition tool that allows users to upload
audio files and transcribes them. Two data folders were created, one for female interview
transcripts and one for male interview transcripts. Each interview transcript was reviewed by the
researcher for accuracy and to avoid machine transcription errors. After reviewing the transcript,
the researcher conducted a thematic analysis of the interview data to identify reoccurring phrases
or potential codes in the data (Braun & Clark, 2012).

Specifically, this study used the constant comparison of participant responses (Glaser,
1998). This method allowed the splitting of data to establish the relationship between different
substantial codes and weave them together to identify broader theoretical themes to provide a
cohesive understanding of the broader issue (Charmaz & Thornberg, 2020). This analysis was
done in several stages including familiarization with the data during and after transcription,
identifying recurring phrases and sorting them into codes, creating memos to organize the data,
and interpreting the data (Braun & Clark, 2012; Charmaz & Thornberg, 2020). Notes were taken
during the transcription to gauge the response of the participants for emotions (e.g., nervousness,
awkwardness, hesitation, etc.) for deeper context. The researcher read the transcripts and took
notes to develop a codebook and organize data (see Appendix C). The codebook was revised as
the transcripts were reviewed. The researcher then started coding the data and organizing
excerpts from participant responses into Excel Memos for an in-depth thematic analysis of the

interview data.
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These memos helped identify the themes and sub-themes that answered the research
questions proposed in this study. Data interpretations are discussed in the following chapter. This
method was appropriate for analysis as it allowed the researcher to analyze a large volume of
data provided that a 30 minute to an hour-long interview can yield between 8 to 30 pages of
textual data (Gale et al., 2013). Interviews for this study lasted between 25 to 90 minutes, and
resulted in 364 pages of transcribed data that was analyzed and coded for this study. This
theoretical coding process using constant comparison method and thematic analysis allowed the
researcher to explore how young adults in India perceive sexual consent, social norms that
influence these perceptions and sources of these normative influences (Braun & Clark, 2012;

Charmaz & Thornberg, 2020; Glaser, 1998).
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4  FINDINGS

This chapter offers an in-depth description of this study’s findings along with exemplars
to support the insights drawn from participants’ interviews. Each section deals with a research
question and expands on themes and sub-themes to address the question. Cultural findings
uncovered through the interviews are also discussed. Appendix C comprises the codebook used
for this study with additional exemplars. The researcher conducted a total of 32 interviews.
Majority of the participants were Hindus (n = 23). Age ranged between 20 and 28 years. Most of
the participants did not identify with any caste (n = 19). Majority of the participants had some
dating experience (n = 24) with some who were dating at the time of the study (n = 14) and some
who had dated in the past but were single at the time of the study (n = 10). For other
demographic information, see Table 2.

Table 2. Participant Demographics

N

Biological sex Female 17

Male 15
Gender Woman 17
identification Man 14

Non-binary 1
Age 20-28

Female Male

Economic Upper class 1 -
background

Upper middle class - 4

Middle class 15 8

Lower middle class - 2

Lower class 1 1

Caste General category 7 2




SOCIAL NORMS & SEXUAL COERCION

72

Religion

Dating status

Family background

Origin

Schedule Caste

Other Backward Class
(OBO)

Don’t identify with caste

Hindu

Sikh

Jain

Muslim
Atheist
Agnostic
Non-religious

Never dated

Currently single but dated

in past
Currently dating

Progressive
Conservative

Born and raised in NCR
Raised in NCR but
connected to native towns
Came to NCR for
education

Came to NCR for jobs

11

11

—_ N 1

4.1 Cultural Background

Each interview began with asking participants about their background and community

environment to better understand the findings for the intended intervention in the summative

stages of research. This was done to assess participants’ origins (i.e., if they were originally from

Delhi or moved to the city for education or work), religious/caste affiliations, and perception of

their community’s openness to sexual communication and education. This information was
relevant to draw inferences about factors that influence young adults’ perceptions of sexual

consent and the way they negotiate sexual consent in intimate relationships.
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Participant responses indicated that sexual communication is not a norm within families
and communities. Most of the participants mentioned that they came from conservative families
and neighborhoods where sex was never discussed. They mentioned that discussing sex was
considered a bad thing and that they never discussed anything related to sex and intimate
relationships with their parents.

Participants also cautioned the researcher against generalizing the culture in New Delhi to
other parts of India because New Delhi is more tolerant to sexual communication and sexual
awareness but that is not the case in smaller towns and cities. Participants who came to New
Delhi from smaller towns described how women in their families, particularly those who still
lived in their native towns and villages, have little to no agency and men made most of the
decisions for them and the family.

4.2 RQ1: Understanding Sexual Consent in India

Research question 1 asked: How do young adults in India define sexual consent? To
assess this research question, participants were asked what sexual consent means to them, why it
is important to them, and its consequences for intimate relationships. Four themes were
identified that capture how participants define sexual consent. The first theme focuses on a
binary understanding of consent. The second theme defines how consent is framed through the
lens of sexual violence, including subthemes of: sexual violence narratives and consent as a
sense. The third theme highlights deep understanding of consent as a dynamic perspective,
including subthemes: consent transcends sexual activity, consent as agreement, consent as an
ongoing process, consent as a state of mind, consent as power and agency, and consent and

spatiality. The fourth and final theme encapsulates perceptions of consent and health, with
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subthemes: consent is fundamental for healthy relationships, consent and mental health, and

consent and physical health.

4.2.1 Theme 1: Binary Understanding of Consent

This theme referred to ‘yes means yes’ and ‘no means no’ type of definitions provided by
the participants. To several participants (male = 7; female = 2), consent was limited to saying a
‘yes’ or a ‘no’ to sexual activity. It is worth noting that participants who defined consent as a
binary permission giving/taking process had either never dated or were in long-distance
relationships with little to no sexual experience. Participants indicated that consent is akin to
taking permission before engaging in any intimate activity be it touching, kissing, or even
holding hands. For example, P#M-10:

So sexual consent simply means that yes or no, yes or no from your partner. If she, she or

he says yes, then obviously you can agree on the same point and do whatever stuff you

we wanna do. And if it's a no, then it's a no from either her or him. That's a very, very

clear point in my mind

Through binary understandings of sexual consent, participants, specifically female
participants, frequently positioned themselves as gatekeepers of sex and suggested that they
would simply say a yes or a no if they wanted to engage in sexual activity or give “permission to
someone for our body” (P#F-1). Binary definitions of sexual consent were also followed by
miscommunication theory and risk-avoidance discourse and the belief that sexual coercion
happens because individuals often misunderstand what their partner wants; so, clearly saying
‘yes’ or ‘no’ could prevent them from coercing their partners (Fenner, 2017). For instance, P#F-

11 said:
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Like if a man is asking consent for a kiss and if, like, things escalate beyond that, if you
are comfortable, then go ahead with it. But if you're not, just stop. Like, I think that she
should tell him, yeah, I'm not liking this because then it shouldn't even make the man feel
like, something is wrong or whatever it may be possible that man is not doing so
intentionally, but voicing it up is important.

“Yes means yes’ and ‘no means no’ definitions were not always explicitly used, rather
participants’ understanding of consent was rooted in such binaries. Though they said that getting
consent from partners is important, they could not clearly indicate what consent means or how it
manifests within a relationship. They believed that consent is implied if two people are in a
relationship or if they have a good connection. On the contrary, consent was absent if two people
were not in a relationship or did not have a good and/or spiritual connection. Talking about what
consent means to them, P#F-1 said:

I mean, if you are in a relationship or either you are not in a relationship before touching

anyone.... I mean you need to have their consent, you need to, you know, I mean, both of

you needs to have your consent basically.

One of the participants (P#F-6) also defined sexual consent as a spiritual connection and
said that if partners have a connection, then consent is automatically established. When probed
further about how that spiritual connection is established, she mentioned that if they are in love,

then they are completely connected with a person.

4.2.2 Theme 2: Consent Through the Lens of Sexual Violence
Understanding of sexual consent was rooted in participants’ — predominantly female (n =
11), and one male — experiences and/or vicarious experiences of sexual assault such as unwanted

touching (particularly of private parts), groping, and/or kissing, and other undisclosed forms of
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sexual abuse. When asked what consent meant to them, they shared narratives of sexual violence
and how consent was missing in these encounters. They further mentioned that they were either
too young to understand what was happening to them, did not know how to say no, or were
powerless to escape. These initial abusive sexual encounters shaped participants’ understanding
of sexual consent. For example, P#F-3 said, “when | hear consent | think about sexual
harassment with any kind of gender.” They also added that they developed a sense to understand
if consent was absent or present.

Narratives of Sexual Violence. Many participants shared stories of how they were
sexually harassed and molested by strangers and/or known persons, specifically when they were
younger. Participant P#F-7 mentioned how she had been sexually assaulted multiple times
between the age of eight to sixteen by different people and found it difficult to say no or to stop
the abuse that was happening to her. Her abusers were known to her and her family which made
it confusing and difficult to get out of those situations or to share it with her parents because
some of the perpetrators would scare her that she would get a beating from her parents if she told
anyone, while others told her that what was happening to her was normal. She said:

| was not vocal about whatever | felt, so | also experienced a lot of lot of harassments till

my 11th standard. | did not speak to anyone about whatever happened because | thought

if 1 tell anyone they would tell mumma and then | would get beaten or scolded that you
should not talk like that and | would be blamed. Somewhere it was a mistake not talking
about it. I should have told my mother but there was no one who told me this at the time.

Participants expressed that they were not aware of what was happening to them when
they experienced sexual abuse because they had never learned how to describe it. P#F-7 further

stated that it was not until she learned about sexual assault and consent from a teacher in high
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school that she began contextualizing what had happened to her as a child. She also mentioned
the importance of speaking about things like consent and finding one’s voice to stop abuse
against women:

So it is not like things like these only happened during childhood, they happen now too.

But earlier I didn’t know how to speak for myself, I was scared to talk about it. But now I

feel like it is important to talk about it. No one else will take a stand for you, you will

have to do it.

Similarly, participant P#F-8 mentioned that she had been assaulted as a child when she
was travelling to her maternal home with her mother, aunt and cousins in a bus. She described
how she was sitting on a different aisle in the bus than her family and an elderly man started
touching her when as she fell asleep. Narrating the incident, she said:

| was very young, | was not aware of things but | remember this incident clearly. So like

that uncle (elderly man) touched me on the breast and stomach and I didn’t even know

what was happening to me and neither could I run away from him and didn’t know how
to get out of that seat. When he like enter his hands in my pants then only I ran back to
my mom and | never said a word or anything.

P#M-14 also mentioned how important consent was for him because of their experiences
of sexual abuse. When asked to describe sexual consent, he said:

Like I know from again speaking from my own childhood, I had been abused by my

cousins’ husband, who I would not know if they had a great marriage or what not. But

then was definitely felt that he could take it out on me when I was not, somebody who
was like between the ages of one to three, where | don't even know enough to say

anything.
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He further mentioned how seeking consent and communication was very important for him and
his partner because they were both victims of abuse and there was comfort in knowing that they
did not assume consent or violate each other’s sexual will.

Consent as Sense. Given their past experiences of sexual violence, female participants (n
= 5) described consent in the context of good touch and bad touch and how it is a sense they
develop that helps them differentiate between wanted and unwanted sexual advances. Talking
about what consent means to them, P#F-14 said:

| think you have a sense. There are hints. If we talk about girls specifically, they get a

hint. Like if girls are feeling comfortable with someone, they like spending time with

someone, or more than time, even if you are holding their hand, like if she is happy you
can sense it and if she wants to hold hands with her partner. So you can sense that.

Participants also mentioned that if one’s partner is coercing them to have sex or any kind
of sexual activity, then they are no different from a perpetrator. Talking about coercion in
intimate relationships, P#F-16 said:

I mean when we are not in the mood, we don’t feel good mentally if someone is forcing

us for sex. And even if it is your partner forcing you, it will feel the same as if a stranger

is forcing you. If we are not in the mood, we will not take interest and will feel like this
person should stay away from us. So you won’t feel like staying with that person. Then
there is no difference between a random harasser and your partner.

The above examples indicate that participant’s perceptions of sexual consent were shaped
by experiences of sexual abuse, which were also their primary sexual experiences. According to
these participants, if sexual activities were “not consensual, then it is a crime; it’s not pleasure

anymore.”
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4.2.3 Theme 3: Consent — A Complex and Dynamic Perspective

Another common theme relating to the definitions and perceptions of consent was the
framing of consent as a complex, situational, and continuous process. Several participants (male
= 9; female = 7) in this study understood consent as defined in this study; i.e., on-going
unrestricted verbal or nor-verbal communication of a feeling or willingness or intention to
engage in sexual activity not just at the beginning of a relationship but throughout (Beres, 2007,
2014, 2020; Fenner, 2017; Jeffrey, 2022; Whittington, 2020). This theme explores participants’
complex understanding of consent as a process that is important not only for sex and romantic
relationships but also for other aspect of life. Consent was also perceived as an agreement that is
established, maintained, and revised through on-going communication that establishes a sense of
comfort and makes negotiations easier. Additionally, participants described consent as power and
sexual agency, which when not ethically negotiated can lead to power imbalance. Consent was
also associated with space and how certain spaces are indicative of sexual consent and
contextualize sexual behaviors.

Consent Transcends Sexual Activity. Participants (male = 4; female = 4) expressed a
deep understanding of consent and mentioned that consent is not limited to sexual activity and
must be part of every aspect of life. Talking about how consent transcends sexual activity, P#M-7
said, “Even for the smallest things like if you want to go somewhere and eat something with
somebody, and they are not okay with it, then you cannot force them.” Responses also
emphasized that consent needs to be sought in all interpersonal relationships before initiating

physical contact. For example, P#F-9 said:
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Whether it is a friend or relative or your partner or your boyfriend, whoever that is. So if
that is going to be a physical touch, either it is a handshake or it is a hug or if it is more
than that. So one needs to ask for permission for that.

Participants also mentioned that consent is also part of broader sexual communication and
education. In that vein, they added that consent should be sought before sending sexual text or
visual messages to ensure that recipients are comfortable. P#F-14 said:

Consent comes in even in social media aspect because sometimes some people would

share very adult memes with you without having any consent if the person you are

sending it to will like it or not. So | feel consent is needed there too. So if the person is
not comfortable with those memes, then how can you share them.
Additionally, participant P#F-8 — who was trained as a teacher — said that teacher training now
emphasized that consent should be sought from students before teaching them about sex and said,
“Even if you want to teach that reproduction chapter to your students, you have to ask permission
from the students.”

Consent as Agreement. Consent was also conceptualized as an agreement (male = 4;
female = 1). However, participants in this study did not suggest that such agreements are
stipulations of everlasting consent for all sexual acts, rather they said that consent is an
agreement to clearly communicate about willingness to engage in sexual activities throughout the
relationship without pressure or coercion from either partner. Elaborating on consent as an
agreement, P#M-9 said:

I think sexual consent starts with, in my head is....it’s a consent between two individuals,

to be to be more private, more private could be open to interpretation. It could be sharing

more than you do generally with people, it could be, emotional intimacy. It could be
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physical intimacy. It could be anything. So sexual consent for me would be that mutual

agreement of sharing these things and being open about these things without having

pushed the other person.
P#M-11 captured the sentiment of many and said that agreement for intimate acts defined
“boundaries that they’re going to set during any sexual encounter they might have.”

Consent — An Ongoing Process. Stressing the importance of communication,
participants (male = 8; female = 3) emphasized that consent is not just limited to initial stages of
dating or a relationship but is an on-going process. Male participants mentioned that some of the
most important aspects of sexual consent that they have learned is that consent can be withdrawn
anytime when partners are engaging in sexual activity. P#M-2 stated:

My understanding that it's not a one-time thing, right. So during... whenever the entire

act you are involved in, if like either party doesn't feel comfortable, so the right to

withdraw that consent exists even, which is not a one-time thing. It's something that okay
that you need to be cognizant of as you're engaging in something sexual.
Participants emphasized that consent given for a particular activity such as holding hands or
making out does not mean consent for sexual intercourse. P#M-15 said:

There's also the fact that consent is about a very particular thing as in, if I ask them, do

you want to Kiss? Then, consent there is about kissing me, not of anything beyond that,

like, it does not mean because they are now willing to kiss. It's also about something,
something else. And similarly, consent is at the present, like past consent does not mean
you consent in the present.

Participants further mentioned that seeking consent for each activity is important to make sure

the partner is willing to move to the next stage of sexual activity or to make sure that they are not
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crossing the boundaries. For example, P#F-17 said, “l mean, | would also say that | would also
imagine separate consent at each at each stage instead of like a full-blown consent in one go.”
They also emphasized that seeking consent for even the most basic of intimate acts is important
regardless of the stages of dating, i.e., if people have just started going out or if they have been in
a long-term relationship.

Consent as a State of Mind. Participant (male = 7; female = 5) responses also suggested
that consent was a state of mind and/or feeling that was important for a relationship to be healthy
and last longer. They used words like trust to define sexual consent. Some said that consent
indicated that participants were compatible, comfortable, and felt safe to engage in sexual
activity with their partner. Additionally, participants mentioned that lack of comfort is an
indicator of nonconsent and if “someone is not comfortable with you, you can’t force them”
(P#F-6).

Participant P#F-2 mentioned that they could recognize consent with “the emotion, the
kind of bonding I have with that person that will make me aware that yes, it is for what purpose.”
Participants also said that for them to be intimate, they should be emotionally connected to their
partner. Highlighting the importance of emotions for sexual expression and agency, P#F-9 said:

When we will reach that stage to the intimacy when we have that mutual understanding

and actually the emotional investment and real kind of feeling, feeling loved, then then

we will reach that stage, yeah. Then only you can reach that stage of openness.

According to female participants, a sense of comfort was a prerequisite for them to
engage in sexual activities and determined the way they expressed themselves sexually. They
elaborated that this sense of comfort in a relationship ensured that they are respected and not

judged for sharing their views. Additionally, the extent of openly expressing their sexual desires
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was associated with “how much comfort” a partner can provide. P#F-6 mentioned that achieving
trust and comfort in a relationship was important to enable sexual communication because it
showed that “your partner understand what you want, and he is providing you that space that you
can say things to him openly.” Another participant (P#M-11) mentioned that seeking and giving
consent establishes trust in a relationship:

The first thing | think is that it (consent) provides a lot of clarity. It establishes trust, so

clarity and trust | would say are, you know, very important parts of any functioning

healthy relationship. So if two people have already negotiated consent right, then they can
probably decide that okay, we do trust each other with ourselves. You know that you can
rely on the other person, and they won't try to, you know, overpower you or sort of coerce
you into doing anything you don't want to do.

Participants also mentioned that comfort would determine the extent to which they were
able to negotiate sexual consent with their partners. Furthermore, they would only be able to
explicitly express consent or nonconsent if they were comfortable with the partner. P#F-10 said:

| think it comes with having conversations like you talk about stuff. So the person I was

dating, 1 have known him for the past... a lot of years, so we have a.... like we have a

good bond. We have conversations. You talk, you clear out things in in the initial stage

only. That I am okay with this, this and as time passes, I'll be comfortable with other stuff
also. Having a conversation is very important.

Participants believed that seeking consent also makes that relationship a safe place to
spend time with your partner. Participant P#M-12 narrated how his partner believed that feeling
safe and comfortable in a relationship is important and determines how consent is negotiated and

how intimate that relationship will be. Sharing his partner’s views, P#M-12 said:
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Like sometimes she's like, you know, the way it's shown to us that, like every single time

you're about to do something, you're supposed to ask explicitly and ask for everything.

And she said, like that's just like make things weird. It's just like, so she she's talking

about her like consent is very closely related to like a feeling of safety and like just

comfort. For example, a lot of things that she thinks that she would say no with one
person, she might say yes with another person because she feels more safe and
comfortable with them in general. But like you also have to feel a level of comfort outside
of sex with that person like in general, you, the two of you have to get along well and be
like, you know, have trust and like each other and us that you both feel safe and
comfortable so that even in like a sexual setting, when it's a new thing that the other
person might not be very sure about, they'll still be willing to give it a try because they
trust you anyway. | thought it was very interesting.
Through the above examples, participants indicated how consent translates to levels of comfort
and safety in intimate relationships over time and partners interpret these levels of comfort to
sense whether consent is present or absent rather than verbally asking “for consent every time
you are getting intimate” (P#M-12)*.

Consent as Power and Agency. Interestingly, consent was also constructed by
participants, both males (n = 8) and females (n = 6), as power and agency to express sexual will
within relationships. Participants described how men are physically more powerful and “can
impose themselves on women” but women cannot do that. Describing the gender power

differences, P#M-4 said, “When consent is not there, what | think is, that might be difficult for a

! Similar phrasing was also used by three other participants (P#F-10, P#M-2, P#M-9)
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female but not with male, especially in this type of society.” Another male participant (P#M-15)

pointed out the male privilege in Indian society and added:
| think it's important for one, | mean, | identify the privilege that | have as a male, it's
more important for her, because of rampant sexism, just harassment, sexual assaults,
rapes, etc. that for them to be able to give this consent, for them to be able to have this
agency is important for them to be able to have this like wall of protection, that it is
something that they have the ability to consent to rather than something that you can
already take as granted. But then I think it's also important for me because a lot of times it
may also be that | don't want to do an activity and | just want to consent out of it, etcetera.
And then third, I think it's important also from like a point of view, like | don't want to be
say name and shame. | don't want it to be like a legal thing.

Participants also gave examples of how gender power differences are used to bypass consent

when people are going out on dates or courting people they like. P#M-3 narrated an example of

his male friend who was coercing a subordinate at work because he wanted to date her and he

could control whether she got her salary on time. He said:
He forces her to meet, to talk, to even take his call, to text him late night. He makes an
issue out of these things. Even if she is going out with her brother, he will ask for proof
that she is with her brother and like he doubts her all the time. He is her senior in office,
so she gives proof. Like I told him that he is misusing his power, at least according to me.
But then we must also ask, why she is facing all this, like why she didn’t complain about
this toxic environment. So there is also like a benefit she might see in this that he is her

senior so he will help her achieve the sales target for work, getting salary on time.
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When probed further on why this happens, P#M-3 mentioned that this kind of exploitation is not
gender specific and could happen to men too. However, he further added that even educated
individuals engage in such behavior because of their patriarchal views about sex:

So there this issue that he is mixing the professional and personal. And for this friend of

ours, no matter how educated he is, he is a pass-out of University of Delhi, working as a

manager, and if we ask him about his views on intimacy and sex, the only thing he

responds with is penetration, nothing else. He never says things like cuddling or
something like caressing. He doesn’t know anything.
P#M-3’s description of his friend indicates how heteronormative values like male sexual
aggression and right to sex from a woman can be prevalent even among people who are educated
and how they can misuse their power to coerce women in places of work and in intimate
relationships.

Absence of consent can lead to a power imbalance in an intimate relationship where one
partner takes advantage of the other and exploits them emotionally and sexually. P#M-11
described the impacts of lack of consent in a relationship and said:

It establishes a very unfair power dynamic, right. So, based on the person who is violating

consent right, they are kind of, again, they are, they are establishing that, you know they

want to be in power in that relationship. So | think it sets a hierarchy which isn't, you
know, it's not there with the person's approval. But it's also the fact that, you know, in
your general relationship, you're also kind of establishing who gets to, you know, make

decisions.
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Participants further said that if there is a power imbalance in a relationship, it would lead to self-
doubt and the relationship will not last. P#F-2 explained how violating consent creates a negative
perception of the intimate partner and said:
If two person are in love with each other and one of them is like more dominating or
being overpowering in that relationship, so the other person will obviously think that
there is something wrong or it is it is a matter of fact that the person would like started to
rethink that ‘am I doing it right, am I being with the right person or is it the right thing |
am doing?’ Like because at this point, if the other person is obviously overpowering you
or dominating so it becomes very difficult.
On the contrary, participants mentioned that when consent is being negotiated by both partners,
equality can be established in a relationship, and it enhances self-confidence of the partners.
Participant P#F-11 mentioned that seeking sexual consent to her implies respect, which in turn
made her feel valued. She stated:
Like it makes me feel like I'm valued and I'm not taken for granted. Like, if | am dating
somebody then like, it's not just like okay now we are dating and it doesn’t matter
because like the person has no ownership over me. I still have the right on my own body
and like the person knows that. And basically the partners would feel respected in
relationship and they're like self-confidence will go up.
These above examples indicate that some of the participants, both male and female, thought of
consent as an exchange of power and exercising sexual agency that ensures that individuals in a
relationship respect each other’s boundaries and sexual will.
Consent and Spatiality. Some male (n = 4) and one female participant mentioned that

the space in which sexual encounter is happening could also indicate consent. Male participants
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explained how certain spaces change the context of bodily cues, gestures, touch, and eye contact.
These spaces, such as night clubs, parties, pubs, certain social gatherings, or an invitation to a
private space could imply sexual interest or that “you might get some action there” (P#M-1).
Contrarily, there are certain spaces where participants believed that you would not get intimate
with someone (e.g., workplaces and hospitals) and where the same gestures, for example,
touching and hugging may indicate sympathy, empathy, care, etc. P#M-14 elaborated:
| mean, some spaces are just spaces where there isn't a reasonable expectation that people
would get intimate with you. Spaces like your workplace, you know or a hospital
somewhere that's grim and sad. But like for instance, a party or being out at a pub or
some kind of social gathering, or even if it were in my own house or in another person's
house, in their sort of private space. | think, some private spaces where there is a
reasonable expectation that a certain gesture, maybe even suggest, intimacy.
Participants in this study said that pre-marital sex being a taboo in India makes it difficult to find
private spaces for engaging in sexual acts, particularly for individuals who live with their family.
Therefore, spaces for meeting and engaging in sexual acts are often negotiated before the actual
act, which is often perceived as consent from both parties. P#M-6 elaborated:
I think when both partners, in my experience, when you've decided upon let’s say, they
are meeting at each other’s places, or you know, saying that okay, we'll go somewhere
together. We'll book a place to stay together or, you know, we are in a space that is more
intimate between the two of us only and not a lot of people, sort of. That is considered as
one space that | would say that where you're comfortable to initiate those conversations.
P#M-10 further suggested that if a woman invited him to go to “some particular place and there

is no one” then it is okay to initiate a conversation or make a move to let his intentions known.
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Participants also emphasized that usually they prefer having a conversation prior to meeting
people, either via dating apps or through regular texts before they meet in-person and continue
the conversation and sexual negotiations. Being critical of sexual expectations and how certain
spaces encourage sexually aggressive behaviors, P#M-14 said:
In pubs I feel like, there's a little more, |1 mean | can't probably speak for women's
experiences in those spaces, but at least in gay bars and pride parades and well grinder,
I've seen there being an exodus of attention and nonconsensual behavior sort of being |
wouldn't say normalized, but frequent. You get felt-up quite frequently in spaces like that,
you know, people will feel very free to engage in sort of conversations or physical
intimate interactions that should have had some amount of buildup or you know some
indication to it.
The above example indicates that individuals may perceive that sexual consent is present without
explicitly negotiating it by the virtue that a potential partner is present in a certain space or has
invited them to their private space. Furthermore, they might discount that even after planning to
meet in a certain place and agreeing to sexual act(s) through mediated communication, their
partner can withdraw consent later. It is worth noting that two of the participants mentioned they

would seek consent again in-person even after negotiating it prior to meeting.

4.2.4 Theme 4: Consent and Health

This theme was identified through participant (female = 14; male = 8) responses that
connected sexual consent with health. They mentioned how consent is a prerequisite for healthy
relationships and mentioned that consent could impact the mental and physical health of

individuals, particularly women.
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Consent Fundamental for Healthy Relationships. Participants (female = 8, male = 6)
mentioned that consent is fundamental for romantic relationship to function. P#M-11 mentioned
that consent is one of the “three most important things” in a relationship along with
communication and investment. Participants suggested that if partners are not negotiating
consent, it is not a relationship. P#M-12 said:

So I think consent is fundamental to any sort of healthy relationship, not even healthy,

like 1 feel like bare minimum. I think from there you then build on other things that make

the relationship healthy. But if there's no consent then | feel like it's just not in a

relationship it’s like a prison sentence of some sort. So both parties would be in a much

better place if there is consent.
Three of the male participants said that consent when present does not have “a net positive
impact on the relationship person, but it would obviously not have a negative impact either”
(P#M-14). They explained that it is the basis of any good relationship and not something that
would “elevate or enhance” the relationship. P#M-7 defined consent as a “hygiene factor” and “if
they are present, they won't motivate you, but if they're not present like they will affect you. |
think consent is that sort of thing.”

Coercion-free consent negotiations were believed to encourage open communication,
increase understanding, stronger bond, and more intimate relationship. Participants described
such relationships to have “positive kind of vibes” where partners would “feel loved,” they will
be able to “openly communicate” and that relationship will last for “a long duration.” P#F-10
mentioned that when partners negotiate consent, “You you're not frustrated by whatever

happening around you and you are happy and content in your life.” P#F-16 also added that if the



SOCIAL NORMS & SEXUAL COERCION 91

relationship has consent, then the “chances of having extramarital affair is also less because you
are happy with your partner.”

Consent and Mental Health. Consent was also connected to mental health of the people
involved in the relationship. Participants (male = 7; female = 14) believed that when consent is
negotiated, it has a positive impact on mental health, self-esteem, and confidence as it made them
feel “validated”. On the contrary, when consent is bypassed or ignored in a relationship,
participants said it is “not fulfilling” (female = 1; male = 3), can be “extremely painful, very
stressful, mentally disturbing” (female = 8; male = 2), and “will not last long” (female = 7; male
= 2). Participants differentiated between physical and mental/emotional coercion within
relationships and their effect on mental health. Participants described physical coercion as a
crime and how it will lead to severe mental trauma that will also impact other aspects of their
life. P#M-7 said, “If something like that happens to me, my whole focus only on that and | won't
be able to notice the other good things in life. So that will cause a lot of challenges for me
mentally.” P#F-1 also described the mental health consequences of violating consent in a
relationship and said:

When consent is missing an anxiety develops inside the woman, a fear sets inside of you

in cases where there is sexual violence and physical violence, especially in marriages and

it then somehow it becomes a triggering point throughout their life.
Participant P#M-12 further added that coercive sexual experiences might change individual’s
perspective of sex and intimate relationships. They said:

I mean it also like messes with their conception sex, and | don't know the whole

relationship with sex. Because like, if their relationship ends, then in future relationships

also, they'll struggle with intimacy. I feel like it’s not healthy at all for them.
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Participants also mentioned that mental or emotional coercion for sex in relationships is equally
bad for mental health. They shared that emotional coercion or social pressures may lead women
to have sex either because they care about the man they are with or because they are married, but
it takes a toll on their mental health, and they felt neglected. P#F-5 described how it mentally
affected her when someone she had started dating “ghosted” her after having sex, and said:
At the time you are like okay you love this guy so let’s do it whether there is consent or
whether you want to or not. | mean when | feel like it I do it too. But if I am not in the
mood and I don’t want to do it but still do because the person you are with is pressuring
you so then later you yourself feel weird and bad and guilty.
P#F-7 added, “Sometimes people might not even want to engage in things, but they're just doing
it for the sake of their partners, so they might come to realize that and think where was my
happiness in all of that?” Few participants also connected lack of consent with body image and
self-esteem issues. P#F-11 said:
I think whichever partners is not being asked for consent like it will affect their dignity
and body image somehow. Initially people might not realize it, but in the long run, when
they think about it and sit so there are like issues about the I am being taken for granted.
Participants also added that the individual being coerced would not trust their partner and “might
never be comfortable” with them in the future, leading to unhealthy relationships. P#F-10 said:
So if you don't seek consent, you do things according to your will, the other person that's
frustrated and also feels that their needs are not fulfilled. Then eventually they have
arguments, and they do not end up being in a happy situation.
A few participants also added that relationships in which partners violate consent will not last

because the partner facing coercion would want to escape the trauma.
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Consent and Physical Health. A few participants (male = 1; female = 3) also mentioned
that sexual coercion could adversely impact physical health. Participants P#F-8 said, “men don’t
even like to wear condoms. They want to have sex without condom.” Other participants also
mentioned how these behaviors could impact women’s physical health and lead to unwanted
pregnancies, which in turn affects other aspects of their lives. P#F-6 said:

Maybe she is ovulating but she is not in the mood and the man is forcing her and maybe

they have sex, and she gets pregnant at a stage when she is focusing on her career so it

can impact her life in that way too. And in a lot of these situations the boy abandons the
girl saying that it is your problem and it is not my fault.
Participant P#F-9 also mentioned how physical coercion in relationships or lack of consent for
not using condoms may have physical health implications such as “the vagina can bleed, or
maybe or vaginal infections can develop up there. Or maybe she or he may have some infection,
some disease, maybe like AIDS or something like that.”

Responses indicated that resisting coercion in relationships, particularly marriages could
lead to domestic violence and brutal marital rapes. P#M-3 narrated an incident in their
community where a man who was a known alcoholic and drug addict sexually abused his wife on
the wedding night so badly that she was admitted to the hospital and “got nine stitches.”

4.3 RQ2: Negotiating Sexual Consent — An Indian Perspective

Research question 2 asked: How do young adults in India negotiate sexual consent? This
research question was assessed by asking the participants how they expressed sexual desires or
the intent to engage in sexual activities to their current or previous partners. They were also
asked how they asked/ensured if their partners were willing to engage in sexual acts as well.

Participants were also asked how they responded if/when their partner said no and rejected their
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advances. Participants in the sample had never dated. These participants were asked to imagine
future scenarios where they were dating or in relationships to respond to the same questions.
Three themes were identified that describe consent negotiation behaviors and factors that
influence them. The first theme is the use of a mix of verbal and nonverbal communication of
consent, including subthemes related to: activity-based consent negotiations, dating experience,
personality traits, gender-based differences, innuendos and flirtation, and gestures for negotiating
consent. The second theme focuses on the relationships status and consent negotiations,
including subthemes: type of relationship and duration of relationship. Finally, the third theme
describes dealing with nonconsent, including subthemes: respecting decisions, communication

and elaboration, and emotions and esteem.

4.3.1 Theme 1: Mix of Verbal and Nonverbal

Participant responses indicated that they used a mix of verbal and nonverbal
communication to negotiate consent in intimate relationships. They listed several nonverbal cues
that they believe indicate consent and nonconsent. A few participants added that open
communication with their partners prior to engaging in any sexual activity was essential for
establishing how consent would be negotiated. Some participants also emphasized that usually
they prefer having a conversation prior to meeting people, either via dating apps or through
regular texts before they meet in-person and continue the conversation and sexual negotiations.

Activity-Based Consent Negotiations. Participants (male = 4; female = 5) said that how
they negotiated consent depend on the type of activity. They said that seeking verbal consent
from partners even for kissing is essential because “you never know what is going on in their
mind or what kind of mood they are in.” (P#F-5) There were few participants who stated that

they did not think it was “necessary” or that “people take consent” for activities like holding
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hands, kissing, or touching as they involved “normal human emotions” and are less intimate
sexual acts. However, they believed that consent must be explicitly sought for sexual intercourse
because it is a “more intimate” part of romantic relationships. Explaining how consent
negotiations happen between activities like making out and sexual intercourse, P#M-1 said:

So I think just the consent part came in later and but I think that's what usually happens,

right? I think when you're engaging in something like how I think the intensity of it is...

for instance, like, you know, kissing someone and having a sexual intercourse, then the
consent most of the time for me has come in between that phase because I think a kiss has
always been more casual and it just happened. Whereas a sexual intercourse has always
happened after consent.
Participants, predominantly male (n = 6), said that they would prefer to have verbal consent from
female partners to ensure that they were not crossing any boundaries, particularly during the
initial stages of the relationship. P#M-5 said, “It's always good to talk at first, like where this
whole thing is headed rather, they just wanted to go with the flow first and later screw it up.” The
above responses show participants’ awareness that consent for some sexual activity (e.g., kissing,
touching) cannot be assumed as consent for intercourse.

Dating Experience. Participants’ responses (male = 3; female = 9), predominantly those
who had never dated, were self-contradictory when they described their preferences for
negotiating consent. Though they mentioned that consent negotiations should only be verbal,
they preferred to express desire and sexual interest nonverbally. For example, P#F-1 mentioned
that consent negotiations should be verbal but when asked how she would prefer to negotiate

consent with her partner she said, “l will go with non-verbal whenever | will express myself. |
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can't say it because I'm not comfortable.” Similarly, P#M-8 explained why consent negotiations
should be verbal, and said:
Bodily gesture would mean that | have the consent, but it might not be the case. So
instead of you know just touch and everything, I should first ask the girl explicitly
whether | do have her consent or not, just for clarity.
However, when asked how he would negotiate consent with a future partner, he said he would
prefer gestures rather than explicit communication because he feared that his partner “might take
it in the wrong way. She might not understand what I want. She might think that | am a pervert.”
Personality Traits. Two of the participants, a male and a female, said that they would
prefer to negotiate consent nonverbally because they were introverted and found it difficult to
have open conversations about sex and intimacy. P#F-2 said:
| don't think that women should not make the first step towards it. | feel I'm an introvert
(laughs nervously) and I'm very shy to like express myself or be the first. Even be the first
one to take upon any step like this. So yes, that's why I've said that. It would be non-
verbally communicated for me. Obviously, | get a little conscious when someone is being
there. 1 am like that but after some time | open up. And things like that but initially it is
like that.
Although P#F-2 had never dated before, P#M-4 — who had been in a long-term relationship —
said that he could not express himself openly to his long-term partner and said that:
No, no, I am comfortable, but I'm not that type of person who express openly. | am
introvert-ish. I can’t speak openly express my willingness or consent. Like now I also
have that understanding and bonding that I don’t have to say it many time to tell my

partner. She just understands.
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This indicates that personality traits such as being introverted and extroverted could impact how
individuals negotiate consent.

Gender-Based Differences. Most participants (male = 13; female = 16), said that they
rely on a mix of verbal and nonverbal communications for consent negotiations. However, the
ways in which female participants expressed desire, made sexual advances, or initiated sexual
contact was different from male participants. Female participants mentioned that they preferred
to express their sexual feelings or desires through body cues and gestures. P#F-11 said, “It's not
the case that I can’t be verbal in front of the person, but when I'm with the person I'd rather not.”
Similarly, responding to how she would express sexual desire to her partner, P#F-17 said:

I think it would mostly be through nonverbal communication instead of verbal

communication, because I consider myself to be more comfortable that way, so probably

something around the lines of physical touch starting off with probably like holding hands

or something like that, that would...that's how | would imagine it would be initiated.
Male participants said that used a mix of verbal and nonverbal communication to negotiate
consent. However, they said that they preferred to have open conversations about their sexual
desires, particularly at the beginning of the relationship. P#M-2 said:

We explicitly had a conversation right before you first time engage in sexual activity

where we both of us agree that, you know, we like each other, and we are very

comfortable engaging in sexual activity. So going forward that you know we are fine with
the act unless and until some person does not feel comfortable.
Another male participant (P#M-5) mentioned that he would prefer to have open discussions
about feelings and sexual desires but most women he came across were not comfortable with

that. He said:
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You know, wanting to have a sexual thing with the partner, | would just communicate
with the person and what I've seen is usually the partner is shy talking about it. They are
not very open about this communication and coming to the gesture part, it's usually it
starts with the you know, how do I say this? For example, we're driving up in the car and
there's just touching sensation goes on, which leads us to, you know, further ahead. So,
before that thing I really want to open up about this conversation. I've tried this with
multiple people, but they're very shy about this whole thing and whole conversation.
Interestingly, female participants did express nonconsent verbally. Talking about how she would
express nonconsent to her partner, P#F-17 said:
That would definitely be verbal. Like I remember saying it previously in the past and it
was a very simple statement of no, I'm not comfortable with this or no, I don't want to do
this right now. So like expressing nonconsent would be verbal.
Most male participants did not elaborate how they would convey nonconsent. One participant
(P#12) said that they would express nonconsent verbally:
If I'm not interested, then | just verbally said that like I'm not really feeling it. Or like I'm
tired like whatever it is, the whatever the reason is why | am not entirely in a state where |
can do something, so | would just verbally say.
These participant responses highlight that the differences in how men and women exercise their
sexual agency and communicate consent.
Innuendos and Flirtation. Few female participants’ (n = 4) responses implied that the
sexual communication was a way of expressing desire or sexual interest in a person. They added
that flirting, teasing, sharing sexual memes and jokes, or talking about past sexual experiences

could be used as expressing interest in sexual activity. P#F-12 said, “Sometimes people flirt you
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can tell they are interested. Or sometimes boys also tease girls, you can tell from that too. For
example, | say something, and a boy just says something opposite to what | have said.” P#F-11
said that “talking about a good experience” could be a way of expressing interest in sexual
activity.

However, a female participant emphasized that consent should be negotiated even for
such conversations to see if the partner is comfortable and reciprocating. P#F-15 said:

If they're like talking to the person, so like there is a type of talk. And like if the person

opposite you is talking like that and you are also talking further about it. So there is a

language you are use.
It is important to note that when the researcher asked the male participants if any of their male
friends might be interested in participating in this study, they were reluctant because they thought
that their friends might cross the boundaries of ethical communication and behavior. When asked
why they thought it might happen, they mentioned that the researcher (being a woman) asking
questions about sexual consent negotiations in relationships might be assumed as interest/consent
to flirt, make sexual comments and/or sexual advances. Given that sexual communication can be
conflated with sexual desire in the Indian context, it is understandable why some female
participants mentioned that men should take consent before talking about sex or exchanging such
messages to ensure that women are comfortable and want to engage in such communication.

Gestures for Negotiating Consent. Participants described behaviors, body cues, and
gestures that indicate consent/desire to engage in sexual activity and nonconsent in romantic
encounters or relationships. See Table 3 for the list of consent and nonconsent behaviors

identified by participants. P#F-11 said:
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Like what | feel is that, when somebody wants to initiate physical contact, they get like

they try to get close to you. But like in my case, like if | feel that my partner is seeking

consent, he'll like look for it like if I am getting into him or not. If I am closing the

distance or not. If | am, then he'll go ahead. If not, then then he'll step back.

Another participant (P#M-14) mentioned that nonverbal cues and gestures are contextual and can

have different meaning in different situations. He said:

The context is important and the | would say the physical closeness is important. | mean,

if somebody were crying and coming in for a hug, that's not an invitation to intimacy, but

if it were a social setting and somebody is well within that sort of personal space, yeah,

circle around the radius of half my elbow that I think would already start indicating that

some amount of intimacy is getting into the picture.

Table 3. Consenting and Nonconsenting Behaviors

Consent Behaviors

Nonconsent Behaviors

Moving close or leaning in

Showing interest in a person

Reciprocating the sexual act:
e Holding hands
e Kissing back
e Hugging back
e Excitement for physical touch

Facial expressions:
e Looking excited
e Looking happy
e Smiling
e Looking at lips

Forms of intimate touch:
e Touching waist
e Touching under clothes
¢ Brushing of shoulders or thighs

Moving away

Physically stopping or blocking someone
from touching you

Not reciprocating the sexual act:
e Pulling hands away
e Not kissing back
e Not hugging back
e Hesitation for physical touch

Facial expressions:
e Discomfort
e Unhappy look on the face
e Looking fatigued or tired




SOCIAL NORMS & SEXUAL COERCION 101

Some participants (n = 5) cautioned how nonverbal signs and gestures could be misinterpreted.
P#F-15 said, “It happens a lot in India that if the girl is not saying anything, then it is a yes.”
They highlighted that silence or lack of resistance to sexual advances should not be interpreted as
sexual consent. For example, P#F-14 said:
Like if a guy wants to have some intimate relation with their partner. Like if a girl really
wants it, it will be clear. If she is silent or not saying anything, then all these things also
mean ‘no’. If she is not directly saying ‘yes’ to that person, that means it is a ‘no’ for you.
Even if she is hesitating, it is a ‘no’ for you.
Participants also cautioned against generalizing gestures and body language and argued that all
individuals and relationships are unique in the ways they negotiate consent and they did not

“think these can be universalized” (P#M-14)”

4.3.2 Theme 2: Relationships Type and Duration

Participant responses indicated that the duration of the relationship and type of
relationship influenced the ways in which consent was negotiated. Consent is differently
negotiated at the initial stages of dating as compared to when people have been in a relationship
for a considerable about of time. Additionally, sexual agency and emotional intimacy varies
across types of relationships due to social and cultural pressures, thereby influencing how
consent is negotiated.

Type of Relationship. More female (n = 7) than male (n = 5) participants mentioned that
consent negotiations vary based on the type of relationship; e.g., casual dating vs. serious
relationship, dating vs. marriage, and arranged marriages vs. love marriages. A participant (P#M-

1) mentioned that consent is more nonverbally negotiated when two people are meeting for
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casual sex because consent and sexual expectations have been negotiated before meeting.
However, nonconsent is always expressed verbally if one of the partners does not want to engage
after meeting. P#M-1 said:
You know, whenever I've engaged in something casual, I've made it very clear that it is
what I'm looking for. If you're casually meeting someone, you know, it might just happen
nonverbally. For example, let's say when a kiss goes to like, say another level you know,
someone might just stop you and say, hey, | don't want to do this right and that is when
you back off. But sometimes you know, just like through nonverbal cues, they, you know,
probably like, either of the parties could give each other a hint, and then you sort of
engage in whatever. So | think that is how it plays out.
Participants explained that negotiating consent is different when people are dating as opposed to
when they are married because individuals have more agency in dating as dating is not
permanent and partners can walk out when they feel neglected, unhappy, taken for granted,
and/or abused. P#F-11 said:
When you have been dating, then people give both women and men equal weight. That
both the partners should have equal say. Because what | feel is when you're dating, it's
like, there is no sense of permanency that it will go ahead. There is no surety, and you are
not even that serious about continuing it. But when it comes to spending the rest of your
life with somebody so in patriarchal society that will live in, men have more power, men
tend to have more power. So also there are certain reasons like people sometimes try to
show the best of themselves when they are dating. That is why women have more agency

when people are dating.
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Though dating and pre-marital relationships may have levels of interpersonal coercion
where individuals emotionally or physically coerce their partners for sex, it is likely that there is
little to no social coercion in dating scenarios as it is generally a private behavior that is not
disclosed to family members who may not approve. On the contrary, marriages are public
knowledge and the families of both partners are deeply involved in the decision-making
processes in a marriage and invested in preventing divorces. This collectivistic decision making
in marriages makes it difficult for partners to make individualistic choices related to sexual
negotiations, childbearing, and other important matters. Participants attributed these differences
to cultural practices (read more about cultural norms on page 123). P#M-12 said:

In a relationship like, I would still believe that people can get out of a relationship

regardless of how toxic or like bad or like difficult it is. But in a marriage this is so much

more that goes in. If you want to get a divorce, then you have to, you know go against
norms. It's not really easy, so that's why.

This collectivistic influence on marriages limits people’s ability to negotiate consent in
marriages in India due to social coercion, which in some cases is compounded by interpersonal
coercion. P#F-11 explained why violating consent in marriages becomes easier and said:

But when you get married, you get to know what the real situation is. And then the in-

laws get involved and how much the guy is taking a stand for you that also affects what

you're going to do after marriage. Because if the guy is not gonna stand stand up for you,

then your self-confidence is gonna go down and you're not gonna advocate for yourself.
Participants said that they would be more likely to negotiate consent verbally with a partner they
have chosen versus a partner their parents chose for them because they will not be comfortable

with them. P#F-7 said:
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For me, I'm not sure whether it would be an arranged marriage or a love marriage. So |
think if it would be an arranged marriage, it would most probably be behavior wise. Like
if I am telling him through body gestures or giving him signals he should be able to
understand. But if it is a love marriage case, then I'll probably be more clear about my
thoughts and what I prefer and what I don’t prefer.

A commonly shared sentiment was that social coercion in arranged marriages (i.e.,
marriages that are arranged by families of the individuals) was more severe than in love
marriages (i.e., marriages in which individuals choose their partners). For example, P#F-7
suggested:

I think the two people are very comfortable with each other’s behavior and you know the

extent to which you can go and both of you know each other very well. So like you can

prioritize consent in love marriages but not in arrange marriages. I've seen many of my
cases, two-three girls younger than me, they were married this year and last year and they
were all in arranged marriage and they were not clear about sex and intercourse. One of
the girls, she was on her periods, and it was her first night. And she was like, after one
week, she called me, and she told me that appi (elder sister) this is the situation, the
husband got intimate. So | asked her why did you have sex? When you were on your
period and were in pain you should have told him. And she said ‘if I say no he wouldn’t
like it.” And I told her that your mental and physical state is also important. She is very
young, about 21 years old.

This response indicates that age and sexual awareness could also be a factor that predicts the

association of the type of relationships with consent negotiations and sexual coercion.
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Duration of the Relationship. Participants (male = 7; female = 6) suggested that consent
was more explicitly and verbally negotiated when partners started dating but was more non-
verbally negotiated after a certain length of time in the relationship. They said that seeking
explicit consent during the initial stages of consent was essential because one’s partner might not
be confident about saying yes or no to a sexual activity and asking them explicitly will help in
gauging the level of interest of their partner even if they do not respond verbally and then act
accordingly. P#M-15 said:

Just any sort of explicit consent, at the beginning, | think, is this something that will, |

mean that will tell the other person or not just the other person, but just also me, if I'm

asking someone that they are completely sure of what they are going to do. Because like a

lot of times, if the other person wants to say no but cannot say no directly, just saying yes

directly or putting this question in front of them that do you want to engage this in the
activity, they'll probably not be able to say yes confidently as well. And if they don't say
yes, then it's not consent, which would then tell me that they are not as interested as |
would have thought, for example, and so we should not do it, yeah.
Participants mentioned how they started understanding the non-verbal gestures and bodily cues
of their partners as time passed and did not feel the need to verbally seek or give consent every
time they engaged in sexual acts. They attributed this change in consent negotiations to a sense of
comfort and understanding that is established with the passing of time. P#M-2 said:

I think if it's, if it's a long-term relationship like obviously at one point you understand a

lot of you know nonverbal cues, right? You become more comfortable. So, in that case, |

think it moves a bit from verbal to like nonverbal cues, but the nonverbal cues also like |

think you can gauge when the person is comfortable and not comfortable.
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Sharing their experiences of long-term relationships, participants said that consent
negotiation happened more fluidly for other aspects of the relationship (e.g., where to meet for
dinner, where to go for a holiday) and not just when they wanted to have sex. It involved both
verbal and nonverbal communication between partners. Participants said that in long-term
relationships, partners had a lot of general and sexual communication to develop a sense of
comfort and openness to learn about each other’s preferences. P#M-6 stated:

I would I think you know, based on past experiences, sort of nonverbal cues is when you

have that level of intimacy between you. | would say, throughout the relationship, there is

a level of communication that is established that okay, you know, either you feel in this

manner or | feel in this manner this some level of communication and then a nonverbal

cue | feel is identified right from the start that, okay, maybe we're in a certain way right

now. Maybe we will agree to be in a certain place together and we sort of build from

there. So there's a mix of nonverbal and verbal to signify. Where are you going to, right.
The change in consent negotiations was not tied to a specific length of time. Participants said that
it happens after partners have created a space for each other to share their preferences and
communicate about their emotional and sexual expectations openly. For example, P#M-6 said, I
think in my most recent relationship it was it was clear expressions of you know, of course it
takes time to build up to that. So let's say a couple of months into talking to a person or building

up from there.”

4.3.3 Theme 3: Coping with Nonconsent
Participants shared how they felt when their partners expressed nonconsent for engaging
in sexual activity and described how they managed their emotions and/or how they responded in

situations when a partner expressed nonconsent. While some said that they respected their
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partner’s decision and disengaged, others said they prefer communicating to clarify or
understand their partner’s mood and reasons for nonconsent. Additionally, some of the
participants mentioned how nonconsent impacted their feelings.

Understanding and Disengaging. Both male (n = 4) and female (n = 4) participants
mentioned that they would respect their partner’s decision and would back off if the latter said
‘no’ to engage in sexual activity. When asked how they responded to nonconsent, P#M-5 said:

I would respect that. I would like, I'll just be very open about it, if | wanted to make out

with the person and then the person is not interested, | would really respect that and |

would be fine. I will allow that time for the other person to be comfortable with me.
Participants added that expressing nonconsent was the right of any individual and they would
accept that decision since they would want their partner to accept it when they said ‘no’ to sexual
activity. P#F-7 said:

First of all, I'll try and understand his situation also. I will not force anything like what |

am feeling and I will not force him because I know he loves me. I'll try to understand him

if he is understanding me in my lows, it's my duty also that I'll have to understand him.

One reason for backing off was the belief that there is more to a relationship than just
sexual activity and physical intimacy. For example, P#M-6 said:

Yeah, | remember we have had such moments even being in an intimate space where we

didn't take things further, and in that moment it is completely fine. You know, you

understand that you are with your partner for a reason beyond just the physical or the

sexual aspect of it.
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Participants also said that if their partner said ‘no,’ they would stop and do something else that
their partner was interested in. P#F-11 said, “I would stop and do something else like, like try to
get away from that.” Similarly, P#M-15 said:

If there is a request from the other person to do something else. For example, sometimes

they say they're not interested in having a sexual activity right now. They just want to

cuddle. Then maybe that's something that also that’s something that I would like to do.

So that is something, we can just do that.

The above responses show that participants believed in stopping when their partner(s) expresses
unwillingness or nonconsent to engage in sexual activity and they respected that decision.
Furthermore, they tried to engage in nonsexual activities that their partners were comfortable
doing.

Communication and Elaboration. In addition to backing off if their partners expressed
nonconsent, participants (male = 9; female = 6) mentioned that they would also like to
communicate with their partner about it. They mentioned different reasons and approaches to
communicating. Some participants (n = 4) said that they would like to communicate with their
partners to ensure that the latter is not distressed. For instance, P#M-2 said:

It has happened in the past. So it's then you do not have consent or the partner is not

feeling up to it, so you stop the act or you ask what’s wrong. And then it goes into that

direction where you think what bothering them?
Two of the participants mentioned that they would give their partners some space and not try to

push them to talk about it more in that moment. P#F-17 said:
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| would definitely like not take it further, but | would also not in that moment probe as to

why don't you want to do this or why would you want to do that instead? So | think |

would just stop doing whatever | was doing.

P#M-9 conveyed the sentiments of several participants who planned to talk about it and
said that they would “come back later, give love, give them some time, ask them why that
happened.” A couple (n = 2) of them indicated that their goal would be to find out if their
partners refused because they were not interested in them or if they were not interested in
engaging in sexual activity in that moment. Thus, the conversation would help them to determine
if they need to change things they are doing to improve their partner’s enjoyment, wait for
another time when their partner is in the mood for the activity, or move on completely. For
instance, P#M-12 said:

Like it depends. I think like couple of times when we are already doing something sexual

and then says they changed their mind. Then my first reaction is like did I do something

wrong? So | ask, is everything okay? Well, if it's like right at the beginning and they are
not really interested in me, I'll just back off. But yeah, well, if it doesn't happen in the
beginning and it happens somewhere in the middle, then I make sure to ask if everything
is okay. Something | did was not enjoyable or something so that like | don't do that in the
future.
Acknowledging that sometimes they might disregard their partner’s will and follow their male
instinct to convince her, P#M-3 said, “You know men are like that, | might try to convince her, if
she is comfortable, it is okay. But | never try to do it forcefully or something right.”
Emotions and Esteem. Both male (n = 3) and female (n = 5) participant responses

indicated that a ‘no’ from their partner could evoke negative emotions. Male participants
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reported feeling disappointed and/or rejected when their partners said ‘no’ to their sexual

advances. For example, P#M-14 said:

When | initiate contact, and partner says no, it's either | mean, of course, there's some
amount of disappointment in that going to happen. But oftentimes it's about just, you
know, then you're figuring out that whether, you know, we pick it up at a later point in

time or if I, you know, just distance myself and then move on.

Similarly, P#M-15 mentioned that they felt rejected in situations when their partner said ‘no’ and

said:

Usually I may try to get out of the room just to feel better, because sometimes it can feel
like rejection for me when it's not really but my head at that time may tell me that, hey,
this person is not getting you when they are just rejecting an act at that current moment.
So that's so just to keep my head from spiraling down into that kind of a loop. I just try to
do something else. So for example, if I like watching YouTube, that's like the hobby that
| have. Yeah, turn on my phone and start watching YouTube.

Female participants indicated that they experienced a blow to their self-esteem when their

partner said ‘no’ to their sexual advances. When asked how she reacts when her partner says

‘no,” P#F-4 said, “Am | not attractive enough?” Similarly, describing how she would feel, P#F-8

said:

Hurt! I don't really know. If that person would say no to me, | will feel like I am dumb.
Or why did I do that? Why have I done this. So that thing will come in my mind and |
will blame myself for the that desire | was having at that moment, and | will surely get

sad for a few days.
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The above examples highlight the similarity and differences in how participants respond to
nonconsent and cope with their emotions.
4.4 RQ3 and RQ4: Social and Cultural Norms Pertaining to Sexual Consent

RQ3 and RQ4 were grouped together because both these research questions address
norms related to sexual consent and coercion and had overlapping themes. RQ3 asked: What type
of perceived (a) descriptive norms and/or (b) injunctive norms, exist related to negotiation of
consent? Descriptive norms were assessed by asking the participants what their peers, family,
and community members thought of sexual consent and how they negotiated consent. To assess
injunctive norms, participants were also asked how society expected them to negotiate consent in
romantic relationships. RQ4 asked: What other norms perceptions (e.g., cultural, religious,
gender, etc.) exist related to negotiation of consent? This question was assessed by asking
participants the cultural and traditional aspects they kept in mind while communicating and
negotiating consent in intimate relationships.

Four themes were identified as social and cultural norms related to negotiation of consent
in romantic relationships. The first theme describes descriptive norms and their consequences for
negotiation of sexual consent, including subthemes: social coercion in marriages and sexual
aggression in dating. The second theme captures the injunctive norms or norms for socially
approved behaviors and social sanctions related to them, including subthemes: patriarchy and
male dominance, idealizing subservient and docile women, and collective punishment and victim
blaming. The third theme describes the cultural norms that exist related to sexual consent
negotiations, including subthemes: dating stigma, resistance to sexual communication/education,
and dating expectations. The fourth and final theme highlights how participants in this study

resist the above norms.
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4.4.1 Theme 1: Descriptive Norms

A prevalent descriptive norm that emerged was the perception that demanding sex in a
relationship and/or marriage is common in Indian society. This norm perception makes forms of
sexual coercion acceptable, such as social sexual coercion from family members and the
community for procreating and interpersonal sexual coercion from the male partner(s) who
believe that relationships and/or marriages legitimize fulfilling one’s sexual desires even by
force.

Social Coercion in Marriages. A prevalent perception in Indian society is that
demanding sex in marriages is common and acceptable. According to participants (male = 9;
female = 11), this perception leads to sexual coercion and marital rape because women are
expected to have sex with their husbands even if they do not want to. According to female
participants, in India culture, marriage transforms sexual coercion and rapr into a socially-
approved behavior. P#F-9 said, “With marriage they get that official card of allowance and
everything turns positive and official.”

Female participants also highlighted that the expectation of bearing children intensifies
the social coercion for sex in marriages. Several explained that women in India are often forced
to have children by their families even when they don’t want to. P#F-1 said:

My mother got married at a very early age. She didn't tell us everything about her life but

| would say that in India, there are a lot of forced marriages. Young girls are often

married off to older men, so there is no consent there as well. Mostly in families what
happens is that the in-laws want to have the grandchildren. So they are putting pressure

on the female, especially the women's in the house to engage in sex.
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Sharing examples of their female friends who were married young, participants narrated
how they had to give up their careers because their families pressured them to have children. For
example, P#F-8 said:

Among my friends there was a case the girl was not ready to have babies and all but the

guy wants, he said his mother wants this. So this thing in our community is very common

that their mother wants a grandchild but he will not care about the body of the girl,
whether her physical health is up to it or not, is she the right age for it, no one considers
that. And even | have seen girls my age have two-three kids and are raising them.
A participant (P#F-15) explained that parents get involved in the sexual relationships of their
children and complicate the marriage even though the husband and wife may have an
understanding. She explained:

Bhabhi (sister-in-law) is like my age. She was like 20 when she got married and she was
not comfortable with, like, doing all those things, even if they know each other from past
but she was not comfortable doing all those things. So my brother was very accepting
with this thing. But like family and relatives were like how has nothing happened
between you two, why have you not given the news of baby yet. Like they have been
married for 2.5 years now and people say that it has been so long since you have been
married, why has nothing happened yet. Even my papa says that, which is bad. He even
gave my bhabhi some spiritual products or something and he says, eat this and you will
have a baby.

These attitudes and behaviors are emboldened by cultural beliefs that marriage is a sacrament
and make it difficult for women to escape the sexual coercion and abuse because divorce is

perceived as a social evil that destroys family structure. Participants shared examples from their
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communities when women were forced to be in marriages despite facing domestic or sexual
abuse. These issues were often discounted as fate and something that the women are supposed to
live with. For instance, P#F-8 stated:

I have heard this in my family, and my roots are in Rajasthan, this happens. | had some

cousin sisters who were not happy in their marriages and were struggling because they

didn’t even used to get proper food and diet, which was like very like disturbing thing for
me. But their fathers were like now you have to live with this man, this family. This was
your kismat (destiny). Now we cannot do anything. Even if their daughter is murdered,
they don’t care. They are just like, our responsibility was getting them married and we
have done that. After marriage anything that happens to you is your destiny.

One of the participants (P#F-14) also highlighted how families and community pressure
women to stay married because of the social stigma associated with divorce. Women are often
blamed for divorces, which prevents them from escaping violent and abusive marriages. P#F-14
said:

If we talk about marriage, even if a marriage ends for some reason, any reason, the girl

will be blamed for it. People will say that she could not keep her marriage together. She

could have handled it, but she didn’t because she didn’t want to stay.
Additionally, sometimes the family of the woman does not have the financial resources to pay for
a divorce lawyer and/or provide for her if she moves back with her family after her divorce. P#F-
14 added:

| have seen a case among relatives, they came to my dada and dadi (grandparents) for

advice. So the scene was that the girl was married at a very young age and her husband

used to drink and he also had an extramarital affair with someone. And the wife was
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really stressed because she belonged from a poor family because she can’t even leave the
guy. Her family was hoping that somehow everything will get better. But how will it get
better? But her parents can’t do anything because they are not even in the condition to
bring her back home. So in that case the girl gets crushed.
The above examples show how societal pressure on married couples for having children,
particularly women, may disrupt consent negotiations and legitimize sexual coercion in
marriages. Though married women may experience higher pressure to engage in sex from
multiple sources, dating and pre-marital relationships are not free from sexual coercion.

Sexual Aggression in Dating. According to participants, demanding sex in pre-marital
romantic relationships is also perceived to be common by some individuals. Participants
mentioned that women have more agency when they are dating as opposed to a marriage since
ending a relationship is easier than ending a marriage. However, some participants (male = 5;
female = 5) said that they or their female friends/cousins/peers had been in relationships where
the partner demanded sex and nonconsent was often followed by arguments. Talking about an
ex-partner, P#F-5 said, “He used to say again and again that he wanted to have sex and he used to
fight with me over that.” Another participant mentioned how several of her female friends who
were dating were facing pressures from their partners for sex, who told them that it is normal to
have sex in a relationship, even though the former were not ready. P#F-1 said:

My friends who are.... who all were in relationship and some are in relationships right

now also. But the issues with them was that if they want to continue with the relationship,

they will have to have sex with the person.
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Some people may believe sex to be a service that women have to provide in romantic
relationships for stability and monogamy. P#M-3 explained why some of his friends believed in
negotiating consent, but others did not. He said:

Some of them say you are right and consent is a must. But others are very rigid and don’t
even consider it. They are like she is my partner, if I can’t do it with her, then we will
have to look outside the relationship, then she will complain why we did that. So if she
doesn’t want me to go out, I must get some sex with her.

Explaining why coercion happens in relationships and why men emotionally coerce women in a
relationship, P#M-3 said that:

Because what men are taught is that girls never initiate first, men have to do that. So they
learn that girls never initiate and girls never say yes the first time. So this perception that
we have created that no girl will say yes the first time, so it comes to a situation that even
when a girl is saying no, the men don’t stop there.

He added that this is the kind of behavior that leads to sexual aggression among men, which is
not restricted to dating but also how men behave with women in general. Talking about sexual
harassment in workplaces and how one of his peers was stalking a subordinate, P#M-3
mentioned that even educated individuals engage in such behavior because of their patriarchal
views about sex:

No matter how educated he is, he is a pass-out of University of Delhi, working as a
manager, and if we ask him about his views on intimacy and sex, the only thing he
responds with is penetration, nothing else. He never says things like cuddling or

something like caressing. He doesn’t know anything.
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P#M-3’s description of his friend indicates how heteronormative values like male sexual
aggression and right to sex from a woman tend to be prevalent even among people who are
educated and how they can misuse their power to coerce women in places of work. Such
behavior often goes unpunished, encouraging aggressors to continue harassing the victim.
Another participant (P#F-15) shared how a woman in her brother’s office continued to be
sexually harassed by colleagues even after she filed a complaint with human resources and was
moved to another department because no action was taken against her aggressors:
So my brother was telling us how the place where he works in Gurgaon, there are so
many things that he has seen. So like in his office, there was a girl in a department in one
of the lower floors and she was the only girl there and there were only boys in that
department. So like they used to tease her or something and she got fed up and she
changed her department and moved to my brother’s department in the upper floors. So
she was telling people how stressed she was and even now the guys from her old
department tease her when she goes to the canteen and they bother her still. So my
brother was telling me like nobody was doing something for her. She complained but
nothing happened. They just changed the department, but she is still facing the same
situation.
P#F-15 stated that some men cannot cope with rejection; that they respond in anger, blackmail
women, and/or take revenge on them due to male ego. She described how it impacts the health
and lives of women. She narrated:
Like some men take it on their male ego. | remember this incident that happened with a
friend of mine from school. Like she was in a relationship with for around two years. And

she decided that she wanted to break up with him. So that guy started blackmailing her
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and he then sent her naked pictures to all her friend and even me on social media. Even |
got those pictures of her on Instagram. So that was horrible, and he used to blackmail her.
So he used to blackmail her that if you breakup with me, 1 will send these pictures to even
more people and to your parents and other family members and relatives as well. So her
mother complained about this guy to the police and he was arrested too. I can’t take her
name, but she went into depression and her mother I know supported her a lot and
motivated her to go out of the house. Like she had even dropped out of college. So | saw
the support of her parents at the time and felt how important the support of parents is in
such situations. Because no one else will understand the situation other than parents.
Everyone else is going to judge. Her mother was really strong at that time and supporter
her a lot.

P#M-14 also mentioned that coercion stems from a motivation to avoid feeling rejected and

failure to address emotions that stem from rejection. He said:
Even things like feeling completely dejected or broken or emasculated when seeking of
consent is declined. I think you know when you are asking for sex and you're not getting
it, even if you are not somebody who is going to like rape next, it suddenly leaves a lot of
men feeling extremely anxious or immaculately or feeling like they're not worth it or, and
vice versa also.

The above examples show that sexual coercion is common in romantic relationships before

marriage as well, and demanding sex from one’s partner is considered acceptable.

4.4.2 Theme 2: Injunctive Norms
Gendered injunctive norms are also prevalent in Indian society. Responses indicated that

following these norms resulted in rewards and resistance to the norms led to social sanctions.
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Two prevalent injunctive norms that emerged are perceptions that men must be dominant and
women must be subservient. These norms privilege male sexual aggression and restrict women’s
sexual agency, which in turn influence negotiation of consent and power dynamics within
romantic relationships and marriages.

Patriarchy and Male Dominance. Participants (male = 14; female = 17) highlighted that,
according to society, men are expected to be dominant in every aspect of life. Participants
indicated that society expects men to earn enough money to provide for the family; that one of
the major requirements for being a suitable son-in-law is to have high-paying jobs. P#F-5 said,
“Say mummy papa are looking for a guy for me, they will think that our daughter should go in a
good family, the guy should earn well, gives her time and other basic things.” Similarly, P#M-3
added that barring a few women, the expectation that men must have high-paying job is prevalent
across all types of socio-economic classes and cities. He said:

As far as, ideal male is concerned be it cities or villages, even if we consider marriage is

that he should earn well. There are some mature girls who say that ‘we can earn for

ourselves, we just want a man who respects us.” But there a lot of women who are like, a

man should earn well, should be wealthy and the rest doesn’t matter. Even if we talk about

celebrities and all that, they will make movies on all sort of social causes, but they
themselves run after money.

The positioning of men as providers of the family reproduces patriarchy by establishing a
sense of entitlement over the household decisions and over women’s bodies. Participants added
that men are expected to be dominating, specifically in marriages, and are expected to control

women. P#M-10 said:
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So as you and | are aware that India is a patriarchal society. It runs on the decisions made

by our father or grandfather, mainly the male person, in the family. And the people

believe that men have the right to demand sex from women, even if they are not married.
This notion of dominance is closely tied to perceptions of masculinity and influence sexual
behaviors. P#M-3 said:

Like even today, men are shown to be masculine, which is a very wrong perception in

society, that masculinity is directly linked to his sexuality and ability to get sex or have

sex. If that person is not enough, not capable of doing enough, then he is not considered
to be a man. And like people will say, ‘what will you do if you can’t have sex’.

Men who do not control or restrict their wives if the latter is perceived to be independent
and “vocal” face social sanctions like being reprimanded by family members and/or being
humiliated by the community. P#F-8 mentioned how some of the men in her community who are
not controlling were criticized by their family members. She said:

I have heard things they say to men like, ‘if your wife is doing something, can’t you say

anything’ ‘can’t you tell her off” ‘you are the husband, you can’t live like this.” So these

are the things you hear. So the roles are defined. Husband has to be dominant; he can
overpower you, beat you.
Participants mentioned that male dominance is rewarded by the Indian society. P#F-8 further
expressed that patriarchy and male sexual aggression is privileged by the society by protecting
men from the consequences of their negative behavior:

Even in cases when people know that their son is doing something wrong with their

daughter-in-law, they will support their son. In my family this happened that this man was

having an extra-marital affair, so when the families found out about it and the wife found
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out about it, the wife complained about it to the man’s parents and the parent’s words
were ‘he is a man, he can do that’.
These responses indicate that male dominant behaviors are socially approved in India and there is
a perceived pressure to comply with such behaviors. On the contrary, resisting male dominance
leads to social sanctions.

Idealizing Subservient and Docile Women. While men are expected to be dominant,
participants indicated that society expects women to be docile and subservient, specifically to
their husband and their in-laws. For example, both male (n = 12) and female (n = 17) participants
described how women are expected to take on domestic responsibilities. P#F-14 said:

For women it’s like, speak as little as possible, sit properly, talk properly. Don’t do this,

what would people think. Like if some guest have come and you have to attend them,

they will ask the girls never the boys. Like ‘can’t you see someone is visiting and you
have to serve them water?” So like all the manners are meant for women according to

Indian society.

Additionally, women who are outspoken are censored by their families and told to be less
“vocal” because it is not socially acceptable. For example, P#F-6 said:

I can’t listen to anyone and I get into fights because of this and my father says ‘After

marriage you will always keep fighting with your in-laws and husband, then how will you

manage? A girl should learn how to be restricted. When a girl is submissive, people
respect her.” So then I get into fights that I don’t want respect like then when I can’t have

my own perspective.
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The cultural stereotype of a soft-spoken, docile, nurturing woman might also influence perceived
responses to emotional or physical abuse in a romantic relationship or marriage such that women
might believe that abuse in relationships is normal and something they have to endure.

Participants further added that society expects women to focus on their family and not
their careers. Describing these expectations, P#M-8 said:

According to society, he (man/husband) should keep the wife at home, not let her work

and control her. She should wake up early, prepare breakfast and all other meals for the

family, clean the clothes, do the household work, drop the children to school, pick them
up. If the husband says something, she should listen and not talk back, stay at home. This
is it. As soon as the husband walks in, she should bring him a glass of water and food. No
matter how tired she is. But society expects that if the husband has told the wife to do
something, she will have to do that, no matter what
As a result, a lot of women are not able to access education and the ones who are educated are
not allowed to work, which limits their social and economic mobility.

Some of the female participants mentioned that education of older women in their
families (e.g., mothers, aunts, grandmothers) was restricted by male family members but the
women who received some high school education advocated for their daughters to be educated.
They further added that they were allowed to pursue higher education because they had done
well in school growing up. P#F-9 said:

My buas, sisters of my father, they are not well educated. Maybe just because of the that

narrow minded or conservative thoughts of grandparents and the other the siblings of my

dad. My mother was educated. She is inter-pass (high school graduate). She had this in

her mind that she wanted her daughters to be educated. So my sister is a teacher now. She
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has done her B.Ed. Her M.A also. | used to get good marks and from first standard to 12
started. So till that time | was very much excited to come to the college and they allowed
me.
The above responses showcase that women are expected to be subservient to men. Therefore,
restricting their social mobility and agency is socially accepted in India. Women who resist these
norms face severe social sanctions, collective punishments, and victim blaming.

Collective Punishment and Victim blaming. Female participants (n = 6) shared stories
of teen pregnancies, girls eloping with their boyfriends, and love marriages that happened
without the support of their families. They explained how a single woman’s choices could impact
the social mobility of multiple women and lead to policing of their lifestyle and choices such as
the type of clothes they wear and places they visit, etc. For instance, P#F-9 shared:

My dad had this thing in mind when my buas (aunts) used to go to school, so at that

moment my chacha (paternal uncle) were like.... actually the incident that happened

some of bua’s friends went away with a boy. This incident happened and my dad’s
siblings asked them (aunts) to not go to school and stay back and always stay at home. So
they dropped their studies.
Another participant (P#F-8) mentioned how a woman from her community had a love marriage,
which went against the will of her family. As a result, she was excommunicated from the family
and her younger sisters were not allowed to continue their education.

An incident happened with my one of my relatives. So they have four daughters and the

eldest one ran away and after that they pulled the other three out of school and those girls

are still suffering even today. We have tried to talk to their family too but they are like we

invested so much in her and we educated her so much but still she ran away and she
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married to a guy of her choice and we don’t want to bring more shame to the family. So

after that the grandfather of that girl passed away and that blame she had to take that her

grandfather passed away because of the shock after she had ran away.

There is a perceived pressure for women to be subservient to men in relationships
because exercising sexual agency could lead to domestic and sexual violence. Furthermore,
women are blamed for the violence that happens to them. For example, P#F-3 said:

| think there is a woman who was beaten by her husband. So the scenario was that her

husband was forcing her to be intimate but she didn’t want it so he hit her. So the aunties

were talking among themselves that she should not have said no. And that it when a

woman say no, this is what will happen.

A few participants (n = 2) also mentioned that society blames women who deny sex in marriages
if their husbands have extramarital affairs or if the marriage ends in divorce. P#F-16 said:

In our society it is like female has to do it, and it is not important to take their consent and

like if she will not do it then the man will be attracted to other women. They feel like then

extramarital affairs are natural and they are not wrong. For most of them sex is important
for a good marriage other than that nothing is important.
P#F-16 also said that this stigma and victim blaming is often prevents women from talking about
instances of sexual and domestic violence in marriages. These sanctions on women’s sexual

agency limit their ability to freely negotiate sexual consent.

4.4.3 Theme 3: Cultural Norms
This theme emerged from participant responses that highlighted the cultural values that
inform perceptions of dating and premarital sex in Indian society. Participants shared that there is

a stigma associated with dating that makes it difficult to communicate about the challenges in
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relationships and dating. They also stated that dating expectations in India are different from
other cultures. Participant responses indicated that cultural beliefs lead to resistance to sexual
communication and sexual education.

Dating Stigma. Sex and virginity are commodified in Indian society. Participants (male =
8; female = 11) mentioned that society expects individuals, particularly women, to be sexually
pure both physically and mentally. This was reflected in female participants’ responses. Several
of them, even those who were in relationships, reported having limited knowledge about
intimacy and the complexities of negotiating sexual consent because they had either never dated
or were in long-distance relationships. Two said they do not look for sex information and/or want
to wait until marriage before engaging in intercourse. Additionally, a few of the female
participants (n = 3) were extremely uncomfortable during the interview when asked questions
about how they would negotiate consent in relationships.

Female participants mentioned how women’s virginity is often questioned before the
marriage and sometimes tested on the wedding night. P#F-6 said:

Maybe I'm very old fashioned, but I don't believe in getting intimate before marriage is a

right thing for me. | just. I just can't deal with this Gen-z thing. How could they have like

body count? All those things? It's not up to me. So if I want my person with whom | want

to be in relationship, he should have the same morals, which | have.
Participants also said that Indian society does not approve of dating before marriage. As a result,
parents never discuss consent with their children in the context of romantic relationships. P#M10

said:
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Parents generally think that, you just have to get involved in your job, give your 100% in

your job, no dating at all, and if you're caught dating, then you will be like ... it'sa

shameful act for you.
Older family members can be judgmental and condescending if they find out about dating. One
participant (P#M-7) discussed how even their cousins are not supportive and may disclose their
relationships to family members without consent. Similarly, P#M-3 explained why he could not
talk to family members about dating and said, “Like if we go to family, we are talking about
Indian family, no matter how good they are, if we are too open with them they might sell us out
to other relatives.”

Female participants added that women are more stringently scrutinized; that the
consequences of families finding out about their relationships are far worse. For example, parents
might shame them, restrict their social interaction, and in some cases even disown them if they
found out that they have sexual relationships with men. When asked what would happen if her
parents found out about her boyfriend, P#F-9 said, “They will ask me to leave the house.”

P#M-14 rationalized that the stigma associated with dating and restrictions on pre-marital
sexual relations was tied to Indian society commodifying sex as something that you get in return
for marriage, which makes it easier to violate consent in those relationships. He also noted:

The practical reality is that you have all of these social mores, taboos, restraints,

orthodoxy, conservatism, you know, say, gender-based attitudes towards sex that are

highly divergent, and you add to that religious and cultural norms, you have sex
becoming an incredibly readily available yet extremely prized commodity. You're
constantly exposed to sex, whether that is in popular culture or conversations or even, you

know, even voyeurism is very easily possible in in in India because of how closely you
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are living near each other. And because of that in extreme availability of sex and the
extreme prizing of it or gatekeeping of it, it becomes, like negotiating consent becomes a
ridiculously complicated matter. Which is why | see that a lot of spaces where there is
even a small amount of a sense that sex may be on the table like Tinder or even a gay bar,
for that matter, pride parade.... there being an exodus of attention and nonconsensual
behavior sort of being | wouldn't say normalized, but frequent. You get felt-up quite
frequently in spaces like that.
P#M-14 astutely points out the prevalence of sex and sexual behaviors around them and in
popular culture makes sex extremely visible and desired behavior, but one that is stringently
controlled by the society, which in-turn encourages nonconsensual behavior to get sex.
Dating Expectations. Participant responses indicated that dating expectations differ in
India from other cultures. A few of the female participants (n = 3) mentioned that they have had
long-term partners but have never engaged in sexual intercourse. They further added they
negotiate emotional intimacy because it was more important for them than physical intimacy.
P#F-6 explained that she communicates with her boyfriend about her body-image issues and that
she is not ready to have sex and said:
So | shared this with my partner after we developed that comfort level and he said to me
that we will not get intimate until you are ready and you want to have that intimacy. So he
said that he will not even touch me without my consent.
Participants also said that getting to know each other and spending time asexually is important
before engaging in sex. P#F-16 said, “So I just started dating. So it’s more like friendship right

now and | totally negotiate this. So right now, we are trying to know each other better.”
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Resistance to Sexual Communication and Education. Indian parents do not have any
sexual communication with their children or educate them about sex. P#F-6 mentioned that her
mother walks out of the room even if an intimate scene comes up in a movie. She added:

Our society is not yet so open to consider these things or families to watch such movies

with their children. So a movie came related to this and my brother said that let’s watch

this movie so my mother only said that ‘the things that are covered must remain covered.

The more you expose children to these things, the more children would want to do those

things.’

Parents are also against their children seeking out sexual information or becoming sexually
aware. Participant P#F-7 said:

There are books on sexual consent in Persian, it is a thick book in Persian, on how a male

has to behave with a female, and engage with her and how he should get consent. They

would have certain pictures, and my parents used to see couples and husband and wives
kissing pictures on those books and they used to question me ‘why are you reading these
books’ and I know how to read Persian but they don’t. They were thinking based on the
pictures, what kind of bad books | read. And | used to tell them that this is not a book, it’s
an encyclopedia and it had details about everything. And my mother would say ‘don’t
read these bad books’.

Some participants (n = 5), mentioned that their parents became more open to sexual
communication with them as they grew older. Participants mentioned that the only time their
parents brought up sexual violence was when rape crimes against women became national news

and they wanted to raise awareness among their daughters and keep them safe. P#F-3 said, “My
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mother, my mother and all are very open to discuss any issues. Like they used to say, if you have
any problem like related to sexual harassment or something, you can tell us.”

Parents also discussed sex with their children when they had reached a marriageable age
but would not discuss aspects like female sexual desire or sexual well-being. P#F-7 said that the
first time sex was mentioned by a family member was to prepare her for what to expect when she
get married. She narrated:

One older woman came. | used to call her nani (grandmother). So she just wanted to

share that it is very painful to have sex for the first time and that she experienced it too

when she was married and that | am of age so | should know about it.
The lack of sexual communication with parents and expectations of sexual purity may prevent
women from sharing experiences of sexual violence. As mentioned in previous themes
describing participants’ experiences of sexual abuse, female participants were not able to talk to
their parents about instances of sexual harassment and abuse if they perceived it was their fault.
P#F-9 said that she had talked to her mother when their tenant had touched her breast but would
not talk about issues she would face in a romantic relationship. She said:

So he (tenant) tried to touch my breast. And | was in 6" standard and my body was not

even fully developed. So I went to my mom immediately and my father ask that guy to

leave our place and that within one week. Unless it is not my fault, as | said, | can convey
it to my mom. But when it comes to maybe a like my current boyfriend or relationship
and some kind of intimacy happens in between us, | don't think I'll be able to tell this to
my mom if something happens to me because I'll be scared, how will she react because

she'll say why you did this before marriage.
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Resistance to sexual education is not limited to older adults. P#M-6 mentioned that he
worked with an NGO that educated underprivileged children from slums and one of the
components focuses on sexual education. He also added that there is often resistance from these
children when it comes to face-to-face lessons about sexual education. He added that:

So in our program, there is a buildup of sex side in it that we look to introduce it (sexual

education) to a 16 year old, 15 year old and even the feedback that we got when we

released it as a program that a lot of centers, you know, especially young girls at that age,
young boys, they end up feeling uncomfortable when they even hear about it because the
end of the day it is coming from a third person, right? Even if they're trying to teach it to
you, it they are saying it in a certain way, expressing it in a certain way. It's
uncomfortable.
The above responses show that resistance to sexual communication and sexual education can
lead to communication gaps and lack of awareness about consent and sexual abuse. It is likely
that such gaps in communication render women more vulnerable to sexual abuse and
exploitation from sexual predators (as described in narratives of sexual violence) as well as
partners in romantic relationships and marriages. Fear of stigmatization of dating in Indian
society, judgment due to the expectations of sexual purity and lack of social support may prevent

them from communicating to their parents about abusive romantic relationships.

4.4.4 Theme 4: Resisting Norms

Social and cultural norms are not uniform across all age groups in India. Though older
adults might be more conservative, embrace patriarchal gendered norms, and resist sexual
communication/education, participant responses indicated that some younger adults resist these

norms. Participants stated that they encouraged their younger siblings and other proximal
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relations to be sexually aware and openly communicate about sex. Additionally, they challenged
patriarchal gendered norms and tried to communicate about sex with older adults in the family.
Generational Differences in Norms. Social norms that inform romantic relationships in
India vary based on generations. Participants (male = 12; female = 14) said older generations do
not seek consent, however, they stated that they believed in ethical negotiations of consent and
gender equality. They said that both men and women should be able to pursue their careers and
should share domestic responsibilities. P#M-12 said:
I think I think as long as you don't hurt each other and, you're good to each other then
you're a good person. Obviously, as a man, you should not be like I don't know, like,
aggressive. All those traditional characteristics that | have highlighted, most of them can
end up being really negative because you'll just not listen to your partner and just do
whatever you want, which is not a good thing. So | feel like if you respect your partner
and you know what you want and you are not aggressive and you are not hostile and don't
disrespect them at each point, then I think they're a good man.
Similarly, P#M-8 pointed out that he feels differently about women’s socio-economic mobility as
compared to older adults and said:
Both should sit down, talk. Man should ask woman if she wants to earn because there are
a lot of my female friends who say they don’t want to earn. But if they say they want to
earn, they have the right to do that. If they say no, it’s their choice. If my partner says that
she wants to earn, or study, she is free to do that. I can’t tell her to do something she

doesn’t want.
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Participants further added that sexual communication was the key to healthy consent negotiations
and successful relationships. They said, unlike older adults, they believed that both partners
should respect each other’s sexual autonomy and should not violate consent. P#F-8 said:

I think mutual understanding should be there and consent which is like very important for

men as well for women. So much understanding that even if you see some behavior

change you can talk openly and freely with each other and discuss whatever problems are
there and come to a conclusion.
Participants believed that dating and sexual intimacy before marriage should not be stigmatized
if partners have consented to engage in sexual acts without pressure.

Resistance to Norms. Participants (female = 10; male = 7) in this study challenged some
of the norms identified in this study. They mentioned that they encouraged people in their social
circle to openly communicate about sex, romantic relationships, and sexual coercion. For
example, P#F-7 said that she was proud to be the person younger female cousins and friends in
the community approach when they have want to discuss sex and reproductive health and said, I
wished | had a sister older than me, but | am the eldest in my family so | am the source of giving
information to all the younger ones.” She also mentioned that she tries to have conversations
with older people, which has also opened avenues for discussing other reproductive health issues
that are taboo and said:

Now I think that | go and sit among women elder than me. And when they when they talk

about sexual intimacy or whatever, they think, or | should not be there and they tell me to

go. But still, rigidly I sit there and | talk about sex to them. I tell them that I studied how
you get pregnant, how a baby is delivered, and | am not a child. And now I have seen

their mindset change. | talked about menstrual cup with my mother and for the first time |
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talked about it with my mausi (maternal aunt) and she was like yuck why are you talking
about these bad things. | was very scared to use period panties, but I tried. | want to
explore things like only if | have knowledge about something, I will be able to give
knowledge to the younger people who are not aware or thinking who should we ask these
things. There is a reason why younger people in my family come to me and ask about
such things.
Some participants also indicated that they have been able to initiate sexual communication with
their parents and have open discussions with them, resisting cultural norms that restrict sexual
communication and education. P#M-1 said, “So homosexuality, for example, is a topic that I've
picked up with them and I think the reception was very good. That is why | said | come from a
very open family and yeah, it was always like that.”

Participants also encouraged more conservative family members to educate their
daughters and resisted the injunctive norms that women should be docile and focus on their
families instead of their careers. Some of the participants said that they used their access to
higher education and their academic success as examples to persuade conservative members of
their extended family to educate their daughters. P#M-8 said:

So all several of my relatives work in Gurgaon in apartments, working for big and

wealthy people, ironing their clothes, so they know the value of education and what kinds

of places it can take you to. So they forced tauji (paternal uncle) to educate his daughter
and tauji educated her. Even if she eventually married but at least she went to college.
Similarly, P#F-9 said that her academic success in the master’s program has encouraged her

aunts to send her daughters to college.
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| was the President of my central union in the College in the third year and achieved so

many awards and so many of prizes. So it's actually inspiring them and my family got

very much open minded after that. So every girl is allowed to go now to the school, to the

College, University. Seeing me, my Bua allowed her daughter to go to Miranda House (a

higher education institute). So, everybody is like, no, the daughters are allowed to go and

work. Right now my younger cousin is also working.

Two of the male participants also mentioned how they were challenging perceived
injunctive norms in their community for male dominance by sharing household chores with their
mothers and sisters. P#M-3 said:

In villages it’s like, the last time I was there, I was sweeping the floor, an elderly woman

and her granddaughters were passing by and she said ‘why are you sweeping the floor,

this is not your job.” And I said to her like where is it written that I can’t do this. | said
mummy is doing something else, so I am sweeping the floor. This doesn’t make me small
or less manly.
Similarly, P#M-4 said that after watching him work in the kitchen, his landlord’s son has started
sharing cooking responsibilities with his mother.
So the place where my family lives on rent, the landlord flaunts that the men in the house
have never entered the kitchen or done any kitchen-related work. Then he sees in our
house that papa is cooking or doing other kitchen work. Now | have seen his son

sometimes going into the kitchen because he has been influenced by us and he tries to

help his mother.
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P#M-3 said that toxic masculinity stems from male sexual privilege and said that people could
resist norms associated with male sexual aggression by prioritizing female desires, which in turn
might help reduce coercion in relationships. He said:

In my opinion, I feel like if we are taught that we should not focus on male’s pleasure but

on the female’s pleasure, I feel that will be more effective because when a man considers

a woman should get pleasure too, then I feel like a boundary is set that if | go beyond

this, my female partner will feel uncomfortable.
The above responses indicate that participants in this study were resisting social and cultural
norms related to sexual coercion in their community..
4.5 Sources of Information

Research question 5 asked: What are the sources of information about sex and sexual
consent? This question was assessed by asking participants where they initially learned about
sexual consent and engaging in sexual acts. Participants were also asked what their preferred
sources of information at the time of the study were. Participants shared multiple sources of
information where they learned about sex and sexual consent. See Table 4 for complete list.
Three themes were identified as sources of normative information on sexual consent and
engaging in sex. The first theme focuses on the sources of sexual knowledge, including
subthemes: formal education, interpersonal sources, observation and past experiences, and
entertainment and media. The second theme described sources of sexual knowledge with
subthemes: formal education, media sources, interpersonal sources, and preferred sources. The
third and final theme focused on possible ways to teach sexual consent, including subthemes:

entertainment-education and interpersonal education.
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Table 4. Sources of Sexual Information

Information About Men Women Information About Men Women
Sexual Consent Engaging in Sex

Internet/social media 15 13 Internet/social media 15 13
Sex Ed workshops in 12 7 Porn 8 3
school/college

Friends 6 4 Friends 15 15
Movies 4 6 Movies 4 9
TV Shows - 3 TV Shows 2 5
Theatre 2 - Biology lessons 4 6
Gender studies courses - 4 Books 1 -
Observing others - 3 Gynaecologist - 2
Parents - 4 Parents 1 -
Experiences - 8 Therapist 2 1

45.1 Theme 1: Sources of Consent Knowledge

Participants acquired knowledge of sexual consent over the years from multiple sources.
Learning about consent is not a once-in-a-lifetime event. Participants described it as an organic
way of learning and developing a consciousness that continued to inform them what consent is
and how to negotiate it. P#F-17 said that it was difficult to point to a single source from which
she learned about consent and said:

I honestly don't remember | because as you said, we don't have a formal sexual education

program, but I would imagine that mostly it comes from the fact that there's a lot of news

around the fact that India doesn't have a sexual education program, which leads to a lot of

things in India like | mean rape cases being the primary example. | would characterize my

education from that. | would say that learning about these incidents taught me about the

importance of consent somewhere.
While female participants said that they initially learned about consent from experiences of
sexual violence and later sought more information, men said that they developed a consciousness

about it as they grew up. For instance, P#F-15 said:
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You also get to know from personal experience, when you experience these things. Like
with me recently, and not even recently, a lot of such things have happened with me that
made me feel like this is not right. So like when | felt that bad touch thing for the first
time, then | realized that was totally, like, not acceptable for.
While P#M-1 said, “I think over the over the last couple of years. | think my awareness towards
understanding, you know, like what equality is, understanding of feminism, got a lot better. So
you know that change definitely happened as | got older.”

Formal Education. Participants, mostly female (n = 7) and a couple males (n = 2), said
that they learned about consent in sex education workshops organized by their school. They
added that consent was mentioned in the context of sexual violence and what to do when
someone tried to touch them against their will. They also mentioned the information focused on
good-touch and bad touch, how to identify bad-touch. P#F-4 said:

| think there was a workshop in my school about good touch and bad touch. So in that

workshop | learned what is a good touch and what is a bad touch. And that no one can

touch you without your consent. This workshop was conducted when | was in 8" or 9™
standard. But | learned properly after school.
These types of workshops in schools were usually organized for children of 10 to 14 years of
age. A participant also added that these workshops were added after the 2012 Delhi gang rape
that led to mass protests to inform children and protect them against sexual violence. P#F-3 said,
“l was in 6th class because | think that time Nirbhaya case was very much in the news. So our
teacher used to say he like this if you have any difficulties, you can tell us.” Some of the female

participants (n = 4) mentioned that they learned about consent and sexual violence in their gender
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studies class in college. P#F-3 mentioned that workshops on how/where to report sexual abuse
were organized by her teachers in college:

Like my teacher taught us more comprehensive about sexual harassment act (law) or

consent. She also mentioned the workplace sexual harassment at workplace, so she also

make us about aware about IPC codes. She used to say if you are not able to recognize
these things so you can go to your teachers or you can go to that board also because we
always have a student representative in the Union of the President if anyone is not able to
understand what to do.
Participant responses indicated that the information offered in the workshops taught them about
good touch and bad touch in the context of predatory child sexual abuse. Though they taught
participants that no one can touch them without their consent, this type of education puts the
burden on children to protect themselves from sexual abuse from predators. Furthermore, this
approach to sexual education does not educate adolescents and young adults about interpersonal
and social coercion that they may face in romantic relationships and marriages.

Interpersonal Sources. Participants (male = 6; female = 7) had open conversations with
their friends about their relationships, of which negotiating sexual consent was a part. They
added that they shared dating experiences and discussed consent with their friends and educated
younger peers and cousins how to deal with sexual coercion in relationships. They also said that
it took them time to start communicating openly with friends, but once they were comfortable,
they shared their dating/sexual experiences without inhibitions. Mentioning sexual
communication with friends, P#M-11 said:

Our conversations are pretty open. So especially in my friend circle, with my partner as

well. It takes time to establish that kind of relationship with others that you can talk freely
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about it. Because when you are new to college, right, and you've only spoken to each

other online, you don't really know much about the person, outside of what the text, right?

So, it takes time to, you know, even establishing boundaries, about talking about these

things that takes time too. So the fact that now it's a pretty open discussion doesn't mean it

always was.

Participants stated that sexual consent was not discussed as a stand-alone subject but
came up in the context of dating and relationships among friends. For example, P#F-11 said that
she talked with her friends about ways to express nonconsent to her boyfriend for something she
did not want to do and said:

Like many times, the focus goes on men. Like if me and my friends are talking about

intimacy, our main focus is on what the experience means for us, like what are we getting

out of the experience. And then there are there are a lot of times when we discuss about

things which we don't want to do. And then how we communicated to our partners like

how we avoid doing what we don't like.
Female participants said that consent was discussed when friends, younger siblings, or cousins
described how their boyfriends were pressuring them to engage in different sexual acts and
needed advice. For instance, P#F-9 gave the example of how she talked to her cousin who said
that her boyfriend pressures her for intimacy and said, “So they think if we have made a
boyfriend, if we have said yes to that guy | have to do this. And | was like ‘no baby, you are not
required to do this’.”

Male participants mentioned that they learned about sexual consent in the context of

romantic relationships from their partner(s) and other female friends. P#M-2 said:
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| personally don't feel very comfortable, but like in my case like whoever partner is there
like, they are definitely a good source for this conversation. So they have their own set of
knowledge and experience. So they then become this person with whom | reach out and
we have these discussions.
Though some participants mentioned that their parents were open and talked to them about sex, it
was limited to educating their children about good touch and bad touch and protect their children
from sexual violence. P#F-13 said, “My parents educated me and told me about bad touch and
good touch.” Some participants mentioned that discussions about consent came up in the context
of compliance and that parents teach their daughters that they should listen husbands when they
are married. P#F-8 said:
I think before girls get married, they are taught that you can’t say no to your partner.
Actually you can't exactly. This is the thing and their mothers are telling them this that
you should not say no to your partner for anything. You have to accept everything and
you have to adapt even if you don’t want to. I feel like women learn these things when
they are growing up by watching their mothers. And then they are like let the marriage
flow how it is.
Since sexual communication is taboo in India, young adults’ sexual communication is limited to
their peer group (e.g., friends, cousins, partners) to avoid judgment. Furthermore, peer groups
and friends might shape young adults’ understanding of how to express desire and convey
nonconsent in relationships.
Observation. It is worth noting that few of the female participants (n = 3) mentioned that

they learn consent by observing their parents at home. They added that observing the gender
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power dynamic at home made them believe that this is how men and women behave, men order
and women listen to them. P#F-9 said:

What they see is in their family and in the community or in the environment that parents

my dad is having the right or my father is dominant there and men are supposed to be

dominant. The girls are always supposed to be under someone’s control, so that is going
to be there in the relationships too with their boyfriends. So they agree very normally
because they think they are supposed to agree. This is the mindset these girls are having
right now and nobody taught them what is consent and that they can say no.
She further added that it is not until they see other “normal” relationships or break free from their
“toxic relationships” that they realize it is not okay for men to demand sex from them and that
they can say ‘no’ if they don’t want to have sex.

Entertainment and Media. Most of the participants (see Table 4 for different media and
entertainment sources) mentioned that they learned about sexual consent through movies and
social media. They said that they watched movies, TV shows, and web-series on OTT platforms
that taught them a lot about sexual consent. Some of the movies and shows that were mentioned
by several participants included Pink, 13 Reasons Why, and Sex Education. Participants recalled
specific scenes from movies and shows that taught them about consent. P#F-15 mentioned:

| watched a movie Hum Dil De Chuke Sanam like in that movie when Aishwarya Rai gets

married like her husband wants sex and all but like her body expressions and facial

expression suggest that she was not comfortable with it. So there is a body language and
all.
They identified several shows from Western countries, like Sex Education and Vampire Diaries,

where they saw instances of sexual nonconsent and characters talking about it that they found
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educational. P#F-6 provided an example of “The dynamic between Damon and Elena because a
lot of times she was not ready and he use to try to be intimate.”

Two of the participants also mentioned that they learned about sexual consent through the
drama/theatre clubs in their college. They added that engaging with people in these clubs and
participating in plays that aimed to educate people about sexual consent and violence taught them
a lot. P#M-7 said:

During first year, | was part of the dramatic society and we used to do street plays in

SRCC. So when we like when we make a street play, we research the topics and we note

them. What is it? Why is it? How is it? Like that would be the first time I actually

formally read about it (sexual consent).

Social media such as Instagram — most frequently mentioned — and YouTube were
common sources of information. Though most participants did not recall a specific channel or
influencer that they follow for sexual information and education, a few mentioned Dr. Cuterus’
YouTube channel and Seema Anand, who both talk about sex, romantic relationships and
reproductive health. P#F-7 said, “Social media also played a role. Many influencers played a role
for making me aware about consent. Dr. Tanaya Narendra (YouTube handle: Dr. Cuterus) and
many more.” A couple of participants (n = 2) also mentioned that they came across information
about sexual consent in the context of sexual violence on news apps like InShot that they learned

from.

4.5.2 Theme 2: Sources of Sexual Knowledge
There were different sources from which participants learned about how to engage in sex.
Though participants learned about sex in school from a biological perspective, knowledge related

to ethical behaviors in romantic relationships remained limited. In the absence of formal sexual
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education programs, participants relied on friends and media sources for information, which led
to misinformation and unrealistic expectations. They added that these sources of information
changed as they grew older.

Formal Education. Female participants (n = 6) mentioned that they first learned about
sex in high school biology lessons on reproduction, while several male participants (n = 8)
mentioned that they were first exposed to sex through porn and later in biology lessons. Many of
them critiqued that these lessons are neither very educational about sex nor reproduction. P#M-
11 said, “In biology classes, it's something we just learned about as a science, not necessarily the
idea of it. So we know that it's an act, but we don't we never learn what it's socially implies in
those classes.”

Information provided in these lessons was perceived as “mechanical” and did not address
the emotional or intimacy aspect of romantic relationships that they said was equally important to
learn. Participants said that sex education and reproduction should be taught in ways that are
applicable to real life. P#M-12 explained how sex education should be taught and said:

Something that is not as violent like a porn but also not mechanical like a biology class.

So if there were sex education in school, then you have a teacher who explains to you

things in a way that are not violent or like weird or like embarrassing. Like, it's a normal

thing. And they also explain to you the nuances of, like, pleasure and like consent. And
it's not just looking at it the way porn shows you where it's all about like some act of
domination.
Some of the participants (n = 5) added that their teachers were either reluctant to teach them
about sex and reproduction or completely skipped that session because they were uncomfortable.

P#F-7 said:
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I used to study and I didn’t really understand it so I used to raise questions like, I

genuinely used to raise a question like what is semen when ma‘am used to teach us is

science class. She did not answer. She was shy because there were young boys in the

class.
Similarly, P#F-8 said that when she was undergoing her teacher training her co-trainees used to
ask her to exchange the lesson plans so that they would not have to teach reproduction. She
added, “even teachers are not comfortable talking about it.” These responses show that sexual
education and consent are not a part of school curriculum in India. Additionally, educators are
often reluctant to teach about sex and reproduction, even from a biological standpoint, because
sex is taboo, and they likely feel embarrassed or ashamed.

Entertainment and Media. Several participants (male = 8; female = 3) mentioned that
they learned about engaging in sex through porn. Participants mentioned that they either came
across porn on the internet themselves or a friend exposed it to them. They also mentioned that
they learned about engaging in sex through movies and TV shows.

Participants were critical of porn and movies and how it can lead to misperceptions about
sex and distort the way people perceive romantic relationships and engaging in sex. They also
mentioned that after being in relationships, they realized that porn is not a realistic portrayal of
how people engage in sex. P#M-6 said:

| feel my perception of pornography has always been it's a very unrealistic approach to

what sexual activities are in a relationship. The suddenness of pornography or the

directness of pornography is not how relationships actually work, but when somebody

looks at it and bases of that okay this is how sex is supposed to be, this is how intimacy is
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supposed to be, they don't really understand that there are many more layers to that like
it’s not just having intercourse and then moving on with life.
Similarly, P#M-1 criticized movies and their portrayals of sexual relationships and said:
To be honest, the movies and slash/porn because yeah, there was no other way to know
about it. And also like at a fairly young age growing up in an all-boys school, I think all
of these conversations were and like you said, you know, like locker-room conversation.
P#M-6 also said that longer courtships in dating used to be common in India but that is changing
due to the uncritical adoption Western values through TV shows and movies. He said:
The current environment around sex in movies and in shows right, a lot of for lack of a
better word, westernization that I've seen with a lot of content, there is. Maybe not the
most correct portrayal of what a romantic relationship can look like in India, right. A lot
of people who sort of base their whole perception of dating around the concept that they
have seen maybe on Netflix or Amazon Prime and stuff like very transactional versions, |
just want to have intimate acts with you. Situationships like is a concept | got to hear
about like six months ago. Terrible concept, but still I realize that that is the thing that is
now in the dating scene. That okay, you're just there with someone for a very short
duration and it's done. It's not something I've ever related to, and I don't think 1 will.
These responses indicated that media exposure might shape people’s perception about dating and
romantic relationships as well as their sexual behaviors (e.g., expressing desire, negotiation of
sexual consent, and safe sex practices).
Interpersonal Sources. Participants (male = 15; female = 15) also said that they learned
about engaging in sex through friends who were in relationships and had more experience

because they believe they are more reliable. P#F-10 said:
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| talked to my friends who are currently in a relationship and who are also physical
because | think Internet and porn sites do not give you a realistic picture of how things
are. | think talking to someone who's actually indulging in these things can help you.
However, participants also said that friends are not always the best source of information when it
comes to sex and romantic relationships because they are often misinformed or have no
experience themselves. P#M-14 said:
| sort of kept friends out of a lot of these conversations on social circles, mostly because
there really wasn't ever any enlightened group of friends. It was mostly about guys who
really don't understand most of what is going on. In fact, some who even believe that
period blood is blue in color as you see it in the ads.
A couple of participants (n = 2) also mentioned that they had some across teachers who went
beyond the curriculum and had helped them learn about sex and reproductive health. P#F-7 said,
“So basically, home science teacher was very vocal about speaking everything. Like she was
very clear about talking about sex and what all things one must know of.”
Only one participant (P#M-14) mentioned that they have openly talked about engaging in
sex with their parents and said:
A long conversation that | had had just with my dad. The topic of Kamasutra was brought
up. I sort of asked my dad was why there was so much of a focus on say for example
things like playing chess or engaging in ... in political debates, these are sort of things
that were mentioned as part of foreplay. And I was like does this really sort of count as
foreplay? We had this very sort of edifying conversation, which is about, yeah, you know,
at some point sex stops becoming about sort of jumping on each other, and that that sort

of passionate intimacy is something that is there when there is unfamiliarity. But after a
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period of familiarity, you need to start finding out other ways to enhance pleasurable

intimacy between individuals. He said, especially in the context of a long marriage.
However, he also added that, although parents can be a good source of information, they can
sometimes intentionally misinform to prevent their children from engaging in certain activities.
He said:

Like while my family was sort of less conservative, they still did kind of instill some fears

and anxieties about masturbation, right? Like saying that, you know, you would deplete

your bone marrow or that it would eventually, like if you masturbate too many times,

your dick won't grow longer.
Since sex is taboo in India, parents may misinform their children about sex to discourage them
from engaging in pre-marital sex. The above participant responses show that friends are the most
common source of interpersonal information for learning about engaging in sex.

Preferred Sources. Sources of information about engaging in sex changed with age.
Most of the participants (male = 15; female = 13) said that they would go to the internet or social
media if they wanted to learn about engaging in sex. Participants said that they valued their
privacy and felt less scrutinized using the internet and social media to learn about sex. P#M-6
said:

| feel the Internet in this regard that some resources that you can say or you take as a base

value that add value. Friends, not so much so. Because again | don't like to divulge into

such conversations about how my personal life is with a bunch of people. And it's more

out of respect to the relationship that is between my partner and me.
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A couple of participants (n = 2) also mentioned that they would reach out to a gynaecologist or
sexual counsellor if they wanted sexual advice or learn something about engaging in sex for
accurate information. P#M-14 said:
| mean, yeah, if there was something more specific in something | wanted to discuss, |
would say that's also probably going to be the, | mean I used to write with sex coach
some Yyears ago for one of her intimacy columns.
It is worth noting that none of the participants (except P#M-14), even those who said that their
parents were open-minded and not conservative, said that they would not reach out to their

parents for sexual advice or information about engaging in sex.

4.5.3 Theme 3: Possible Ways to Teach Sexual Consent

Addressing the cultural restrictions and gatekeeping of sexual information/knowledge,
several participants proposed solutions or ways in which sexual education and consent could be
made more palatable for the Indian audience and for promoting healthy and ethical sexual
perceptions and behaviors.

Entertainment-Education. When asked how they would educate people about
negotiating sexual consent and spread awareness about sexual agency, several participants
mentioned movies, books, theatre and street plays are great ways to impart sexual education.
P#M-14 said:

When you are including in more holistic things like a movie that is portraying a family or

a movie that has some other story that is going on within which you are also

demonstrating and showcasing informed consent and healthy, you know, sexual

practices, or navigating pleasure in a more healthy manner, I think has a has a real impact

on how you're able to mainstream this thinking quite a bit. Make it cool to not be
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somebody who is violating consent. It seemed to be to me the closest entry point that is

possible in a country where we do have a big culture about celebrating movies.

Another participant added that using humor can be an effective way to talk about these issues at
it takes away the “edge”. One of the participants also mentioned that theatre can be a great way
to share information because it can tell people why they should care about these issues and how
they affect them. P#M-7 said:

You know, it's really hard to communicate in such situations. So what we used to do is

that's why, like street play emerged as an art form. Because if you, like, just tell them

verbally. It won't make an impact and it might trigger them too. Like showing it as a play
or as an act makes them aware about what is happening and what can happen to them as
well.
These responses highlight how entertainment media could be used for teaching people to
ethically negotiate consent, raising awareness about sexual coercion, and raising their perceived
susceptibility to sexual abuse.

Interpersonal Education. Participants (male = 3; female = 7) also mentioned the
importance of training parents to talk about these issues and communicate openly with their
children because “they are not themselves educated about this, how will they educate their
children then” (P#F-12). This is specifically important for parents who come from smaller
cities/villages and strongly resist sexual communication with their children. P#M-2 said:

| think there is also a set of society like folks who are from slightly more, you know, Tier

3, Tier 4 cities, lot more conservative where | think either parents are not aware or you

know if they are aware and they're not, you know, welcoming of this. Because | had

friends in college who were coming from, you know, very remote villages where either
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the parents are not aware or parents have explicitly told them that you know this is not
acceptable to us.
They added the importance of parents being the first and most important sources of information
for children. Highlighting the role of parents, P#F-4 said:
So like in schools they teach good touch and bad touch but consent is not properly
discusses. So those things should be discussed and parents have a more important role to
play in this because parents don’t share anything in our society. Like my parents didn’t
tell me anything. So parents need that counselling that teach your children all these things
because a lot of girls are facing sexual violence or underage pregnancies as they don’t
know what is right for them or wrong for them because no one is telling them.
Another participant (P#M-8) said that individuals should also take initiative and talk about these
issues among their social circles to change things at community level. He said:
At your own level whoever you are meeting, exchange your thoughts with them. It is
possible that you might also be wrong about several things, and you will get to learn from
those conversations. My thought process has evolved so much because | had very good
female friends in college. | was able to exchange my ideas and beliefs with them. So first
we should start from there. People can help identify clusters in Delhi or other places,
social media is there of course. On your own level we can do this.
The above responses indicated that normalizing sexual education and communication,
particularly in parent-child relationships, is important to ensure that sexual coercion is prevented

in romantic relationships.
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5 DISCUSSION

The goal of this dissertation was to conduct formative research to explore how young
adults in India perceive sexual consent, social norms that influence sexual consent and sexual
communication, and sources of sexual information in the absence of formal sexual education in
India. For this, in-person semi-structured interviews were conducted with 17 women and 15 men
who were between 20 and 28 years of age. This study was conducted in New Delhi —a Tier |
metropolitan city also known as the national capital region (NCR) — due to the likelihood of
finding English-speaking participants who had exposure to sexual information and some dating
experiences (Azam et al., 2013; NDTV, 2019). Assessing how people talked about sexual
consent and where they learned about it is important to develop culturally tailored intervention
messages and find the right communication channels to disseminate them. Though the interviews
were conducted in NCR, the sample included people who were born and raised in the city and
exposed to more progressive values, people who live in the suburbs and slums in the NCR region
and raised in more conservative environments, as well as people who were born and raised in
other smaller cities but came to New Delhi for education or jobs. This chapter showcases how
social norms may shape the perceptions of sexual consent and consent negotiation behaviors in
romantic relationships.

Thematic analysis of the data revealed several descriptive, injunctive, and cultural norms
related to sexual coercion and violence in India. Findings show that social and interpersonal
coercion in relationships and marriages is perceived as common and acceptable in India.
Additionally, there is a resistance to sexual communication/education and stigma associated with
dating in India. Young adults perceive social pressures for men to be dominant and women to be

subservient and sexually pure. Moreover, these expectations are associated with social sanctions
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and rewards such as defending male aggression, humiliating men who believe in women’s
agency, and collective punishment for women who date before marriage.

Findings revealed that understanding of sexual consent and how to negotiate it varies
among individuals and is often based on past experiences of sexual abuse and dating
experiences. Young adults who had been sexually abused as children framed sexual consent
through the lens of sexual violence. Those with limited to no dating experiences perceived sexual
consent as a binary exchange of ‘yes’ or ‘no’ for engaging in sexual activity. However, young
adults who had more dating experience defined consent as an ongoing process/agreement and a
way to freely exercise sexual agency, which is fundamental to any romantic relationship and has
severe mental and physical health consequences for both partners. This study also found that
young adults use a mix of verbal and nonverbal communication to convey consent of nonconsent
for sexual activities. Furthermore, negotiation of consent is influenced by several factors such as
gender, personality of individuals, type of relationship, duration of the relationship, and
emotions. Young adults reported that they learned about engaging in sex from porn,
entertainment media, and friends, which lead to unrealistic expectations and misperceptions
about romantic relationships. Responses revealed that in the absence of formal sexual education,
young adults developed a conscience for sexual consent over time and learned about it through
friends, media, observing others, and their own experiences of dating and sexual coercion.

The current study adds to the existing literature by providing insights into social and
cultural norms related to perceptions of sexual consent and coercion in the context of a non-
Western country. Furthermore, it highlights the channels through which young adults in India
learn about sex and sexual consent since sexual education and communication are stigmatized.

Based on these findings, recommendations are provided for the next steps in this research
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intervention project. Ultimately, this research is intended to help develop a sexual violence
intervention program aimed at correcting and/or changing norms that lead to sexual coercion and
violence. This study is the initial phase of a larger project that will address consent and sexual
coercion in romantic relationships. It will serve as a model for future research that will explore
the social norms in smaller Indian cities, towns, and villages in regional languages, which will be
helpful in comparing norms in different regional and linguistic contexts in India and tailor the

intervention messages to the regional audience.

5.1 Social Norms Framework

This research aimed to understand the norms related to sexual consent negotiations.
Three themes were identified: descriptive norms or the perceptions that sexual aggression in
romantic relationships and social coercion in marriages are common and socially acceptable;
injunctive norms or the expectations that men must be dominating and women must be
submissive and sexually pure; and cultural norms such as stigma associated with dating and
resistance to sexual education and communication. The social norms framework was used in
identifying social norms related to consent negotiation behaviors and sexual communication in
India. According to the social norms framework, perceived social norms are individuals’
perception of rules and standards that guide social behavior (Cialdini & Trost, 1998) and are
disseminated through communication (Lapinski & Rimal, 2005). This framework was helpful in
distinguishing between descriptive, injunctive, and cultural norms that build perceptions about
sexual behaviors that are socially approved, sexual behaviors that are more common than others,
and sexual behaviors that incur social sanctions (Cialdini & Trost, 1998; Lapinski & Rimal,
2005). Identifying these norms was essential to understand the perceptions and behaviors that the

intervention should change and the ones that it should promote.
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5.1.1 Descriptive Norms

Male dominance manifests in different ways in romantic relationships in India. The
findings suggest that male dominance leads to the perception that demanding sex from women in
romantic relationships and/or marriages is common and socially accepted irrespective of the will
of the woman. This in turn leads to interpersonal sexual coercion in such relationships where
male partners emotionally pressure the female partner for sex (Carline et al., 2018; Jozkowski &
Peterson, 2013). Findings also indicate that the coercion in marriages is two-fold: (1)
interpersonal sexual coercion from the husband leading to domestic violence, sexual coercion,
and marital rapes and (2) social sexual coercion from the family and community who pressure
women to bear children even if they are not physically or emotionally prepared for it, and
indirectly pressure them to have sex with their partner. Past research shows that social pressures
can lead women to willful acquiesce to sex even if they do not want it (Burkett & Hamilton,
2012; Kessel, 2019). The examples provided by participants show that social coercion for sex
and having children can lead to issues for women, e.g., a lack of social mobility and financial
dependence as they are expected to give up their studies and/or jobs to raise children. Previous
research in India also found that sexual violence restricts upward mobility for women (Chibber et
al., 2012; Cislaghi & Bhattacharjee, 2017; Go et al., 2003). These descriptive norms add to the
understanding of how sexual violence against women in the form of social and interpersonal
coercion in marriages can marginalize women. Women are less likely to report such forms of
coercion if they perceive that they are supposed to be tolerant and not resist or report sexual

coercion and violence in marriages (Khamis, 2010).
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5.1.2 Injunctive Norms

The analysis revealed that young adults in India believe that men are expected to be
dominating and women are expected to be submissive in romantic relationships, particularly
marriage. Findings suggest that men are expected to take a leading role in domestic life, taking
control of the finances and of their partners and making decisions for the family. Past research
suggest that men and women in patriarchal societies are socialized differently to privilege men
such that they are expected to be ambitious, dominating, aggressive, and sexually active
(Marchia & Sommer, 2019), while women are expected to be nurturing, subservient, and
sexually passive (Mann, 2013; Rich, 1980).

This study also found that men who do not exercise control over their wives are believed
to be less masculine and face social sanctions. Such men are criticized by family and
disrespected by community members. Previous studies suggest that patriarchy and
heteronormativity marginalize forms of masculinity that are nonaggressive and not oppressive,
e.g., homosexuality (Butler, 1991; Marchia & Sommer, 2019). Similarly, men who respect
women’s agency and autonomy are stereotyped as less masculine in India. On the other hand,
women who exercise their sexual agency or date are shamed by the society and asked to be more
compliant. Past research shows that women in India are expected to be sexually pure and docile
(Chibber et al., 2012; Cislaghi & Bhattacharjee, 2017). Therefore, it is likely that deviating from

norms of sexual purity results in social sanctions for women.

5.1.3 Cultural Norms
Cultural norms emerged regarding sexual communication. Indian parents tend not to
engage in sexual communication with their children or encourage sex literacy. When parents do

educate their children about sex, it is limited to predatory sexual violence prevention and child
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sexual abuse (e.g., teaching children about good touch and bad touch). These findings are
consistent with past research that suggests that sexual communication is taboo in India (Cislaghi
& Bhattacharjee, 2017; Nieder et al., 2020). It is possible that sex being taboo makes it difficult
for women to talk about incidents of sexual abuse even when the perpetrators are unknown
people. This study found that women did not confide in their parents about their experiences of
sexual assault as children because they were uncertain about approaching them. Additionally,
young adults said that they wished that their parents had counseled them and educated them
about sexual consent and sexual abuse. This is in line with research done in Western countries
that found that young adults wished that their parents had openly discussed sex and sexual
violence with them (Thiessen et al., 2021).

In India, sex awareness in the context of romantic relationships is limited to the
abstinence model. Findings show that young adults in India perceive that society expects them to
abstain from dating and pre-marital sex. Though these teachings are not part of formal education
in India, they are consistent with the Western approach to sex education that focuses on the
abstinence model of sexual awareness (Thiessen et al., 2021). Findings also suggest that women
are more stringently scrutinized for sexual purity. This is in line with previous studies showing
that Indian culture values sexual purity, specifically that of women (Chibber et al., 2012;
Cislaghi & Bhattacharjee, 2017).

Responses indicated that young adults, particularly women, often keep their romantic
relationships a secret from their parents and community or do not engage in sexual intercourse to
avoid social sanctions (e.g., being shamed, pulled out from school, or excommunicated from
families). Past research indicates that women who engage in pre-marital sex are perceived to be

lacking moral fiber, and their social mobility is restricted by family members (Cislaghi &
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Bhattacharjee, 2017). The current study also found that social sanctions are sometimes
collectively applied to all women in the community to prevent them from dating or dishonoring
their families. As a result, women who experience coercion in their relationships are unlikely to

talk to their parents out of fear of victim shaming and stigma, leading to continued risk of abuse.

5.1.4 Generational Differences and Resistance to Norms

The interview data suggest that cultural values are not uniform across India and may vary
based on age. Young adults in this study perceived older adults (e.g., parents, grandparents and
community members of those age groups) to be more conservative. They also believe that older
adults in India do not consider consent negotiations or talk about them in the context of
marriages. However, these young adults believe in equality and sexual agency in marriages and
hope to have open sexual communication with their spouses in the future. They also perceive that
older adults are against dating and communicating about sex, while several of them defy these
norm perceptions and believe in dating as well as communicating about sex with their romantic
partners and close friends. Therefore, it is possible that social norms may be shifting or vary by
age groups in India, at least for those in NCR.

This conflict in perspectives was interesting as it suggests that changing sexual norms
might be relatively less complicated in pre-marital relationships since dating is often kept a
secret from family members. Such discretions are not granted in marriages. Young adults
described that older siblings or cousins in their families who were married struggle to resist
cultural norms (e.g., expectations to bear children), and ensure sexual autonomy and
communication with their partner, specifically in joint families. In joint families, all male
siblings, their spouses, children, unmarried female siblings (who leave the house after marriage),

and parents live together in the same household (Mandelbaum, 1948). Past research suggests that
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there is a complex power dynamic in the parent-child relationship in Indian families, and parents
have more control over their children’s lives, particularly when it comes to decisions about
education and marriages (Deosthale & Hennon, 2011; Kanth et al., 2024; Ranganathan &
Montemayor, 2014). It would be important to explore how these young adults maneuver family
and community dynamics to resist social coercion in their marriage given the collectivist nature
of Indian society.

Social and cultural norms shape behavioral expectations related to sex and sexual
communication. They can also impact how and where people learn about sexual consent (e.g.,
interpersonal communication, media exposure, observation, or past experiences) when the topic
is considered taboo and raising sexual awareness is not a part of formal education. It is important
to understand how young adults come to understand and define sexual consent and negotiate it in

romantic relationships in this cultural context.

5.2 Young Adults’ Perception of Sexual Consent

Several themes emerged that captured participants’ binary understanding of consent,
consent framed through experiences of sexual violence, consent as health, consent as an ongoing
agreement to establish comfort, consent in a spatial context, and consent as power and agency.
Findings show that past experiences of sexual violence shape how young adults in India think
about consent. In the absence of sexual communication and sexual education in India, young
women associate consent or absence of consent with predatory forms of sexual abuse. Women’s
understanding of nonconsensual sex is limited to predatory forms of sexual violence. This may
be due to their initial exposure to sexual activities being abusive in nature, exposure to good

touch/bad touch education, the fact that they refrain from sexual activities, particularly
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intercourse, even in romantic relationships, and lack of sexual awareness in the context of
romantic relationships.

These perceptions of nonconsensual sex in the context of sexual violence are reinforced
by sex education workshops and parents focusing on good touch and bad touch. These lessons
are targeted to help children identify if an adult (known or unknown) is touching them
inappropriately to sexually abuse them, implying that sexual abusers are either adults trying to
molest children or unknown individuals intending sexual harm. Such lessons obscure the
complexities of negotiating consent in romantic relationships and challenges of interpersonal and
social coercion (Burkett & Hamilton, 2012; Carline et al., 2018; Jozkowski & Peterson, 2013;
Kessel, 2019). Therefore, several young women regurgitated the definitions of sexual consent
like ‘no means no’ and ‘good touch and bad touch’ but were unsure how consent is negotiated in
romantic relationships. As mentioned above, parents resist sexual education and communication
in the context of romantic relationships, which may also contribute to a lack of sexual awareness.

Personal and vicarious experiences of sexual coercion through friends and families also
shape sexual consent perceptions in the context of health. Young adults in India believe that
sexual consent is tied to mental health and violating consent in romantic relationships has severe
mental health consequences like anxiety, depression, and stress. Though young adults did not
label violating consent in romantic relationships as coercion, their framing of consent as crucial
to health is consistent with past research that suggests sexual coercion leads to negative health
consequences (Beres, 2007; Fenner, 2017). They also believed that ethically negotiating consent
is vital for happy and healthy relationships. This is in line with research suggesting that consent
is essential for healthy relationships (Beres, 2007, 2010, 2014; Burkett & Hamilton, 2012;

Gavey, 2005).
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Young adults in this study also defined consent as an agreement. Scholars have been
critical of looking at sexual consent as an agreement because consent is neither uniformly
applied to all sexual activities, nor is it always free of coercion (Burkett & Hamilton, 2012; Coy
et al., 2016; Hlavka, 2014). However, participants described that such agreements are not set in
stone and are negotiated throughout the span of the relationship, for specific activities through
both verbal and nonverbal communication. These findings are in line with past literature
suggesting that consent is not a one-time agreement and is differently negotiated for different
types of sexual activities (Beres, 2014; Hall, 1998; Muehlenhard, 1999; Willis et al., 2019).

Young adults also understood consent in the context of space. They described how being
in specific spaces (e.g., clubs, bars, etc.) could indicate interest in sexual activities. They also
mentioned that people can sometimes engage in coercive sexual behaviors in such spaces
without negotiating consent. Past research has indicated that sexually aggressive behaviors such
as grabbing and grinding in night clubs and pubs tend to be more acceptable (Wrightson-Hester
et al., 2021).

Findings show that young adults in India contextualize sexual consent as power and
agency. The prevalence of patriarchal gender norms, heteronormativity, and taboo around sex
lead to the perceptions that the ability to exercise consent and nonconsent is a sense of privilege
or power (Beres, 2014; Burkett & Hamilton, 2012; Kessel, 2019). Young adults in India believe
that skewed gender power dynamics in romantic relationships lead to violation of consent and
prevent women from exercising their sexual agency. Perceptions that men usually initiate sexual
activities and have to persuade women to say ‘yes’ even when women are unwilling may lead
some men to sexually coerce their partners. This is consistent with past research suggesting that

men often continue to persuade women even after they say ‘no’ because of they believe that they
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will eventually say ‘yes’ (Carline et al., 2018; Jozkowski & Peterson, 2013; Righi et al., 2021).
The findings also suggest that male ego and sexual aggression can lead to cyber bullying and
blackmail when women reject men’s advances or break up with them. This is consistent with
past research showing how men use nude pictures of women to bully and sexually abuse them
(Henry & Powell, 2016; Setty et al., 2022).

Young adults in this study who hailed from smaller cities, towns or villages highlighted
how gender power differences are more pronounced in their native towns because there is little
to no resistance to patriarchal gendered norms, further limiting women’s social mobility and
sexual agency. This is consistent with past research suggesting that violence and sexual crimes
against women are higher in rural India (Anwary, 2018; Govinda, 2020; Roy, 2018; Sen et al.,

2020).

5.3 Social Norms and Consent Negotiations

Another goal of this research was to understand how young adults in India negotiate
sexual consent. The major themes highlighted were the use of both verbal and nonverbal cues to
negotiate sexual consent; how gender and relationship type and duration influence consent
negotiations; and cognitive and emotional factors influencing sexual consent negotiations.
Findings indicate that men tend to express sexual desire and sought consent verbally at the initial
stages of the relationship. Verbal communication between romantic partners is often mediated
through dating apps and texts. Several men in this study said that asking their partners verbally
was a way to ensure that they were interested because women are often shy or uncomfortable
expressing themselves openly, especially at the initial stages of dating. However, verbal consent

could be coercively sought and a participant indicated that they may try to persuade their partner
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after she said no. Past research has shown that men tend to pressurize women into saying yes for
sex to avoid legal and social consequences (Beres, 2007, 2020; Whittington, 2021).

Some women said that women acquiesced to the sexual advances of their partners in the
past to avoid arguments and upsetting them. This aligns with past research that shows that
women may comply with men’s sexual demands in exchange for intimacy or to avoid conflicts
(Burkett & Hamilton, 2012; Gavey, 2005). Research also shows that sexual compliance is
perceived as willful consent to sex free of coercion (Burkett & Hamilton, 2012; Kessel, 2019).
Participants mentioned that consent negotiations are further complicated due to perceptions that
women never initiate sex, and men must always take the lead. Past literature suggests that
heteronormativity and patriarchal cultures lead to gender socializations and stereotypes that sex
is the domain of men and women are devoid of sexual desire (Beres, 2007; Burkett & Hamilton,
2012; Gilbert, 2018; Marchia & Sommer, 2019). Therefore, it is difficult to extrapolate from the
responses of men the effort they put into ensuring that their partners are willing to engage in
sexual activity.

While most women indicated feeling uncomfortable expressing sexual desire verbally
and relied on bodily cues and gestures, they said they conveyed nonconsent to sexual activities
verbally. This may be due to the positioning of women as gatekeepers of sex limiting their
agency to saying no to male sexual advances (Burkett & Hamilton, 2012; Fenner, 2017; Kessel,
2019; Righi et al., 2021). Given that most participants in this study had conservative families and
upbringing where sexual communication was taboo and female sexual purity was valued, it is
possible that women feared that expressing sexual desire might lead to judgment. It is also likely
that lack of experiences of romantic relationships and how to communicate about their desires

made it difficult for women to express consent and sexual desires verbally.
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Findings also indicate that young adults perceive verbal cues such as flirtation and
teasing as an expression of sexual and/or romantic interest. Past research shows that teasing or
sexually bullying women is often trivialized as flirting or romance (Hill & Crofts, 2021; Hlavka,
2014). This study also found that sexual communication and humor, such as sharing of sexual
memes and jokes, is also considered as an indication of sexual interest. However, participants
could not recall examples of sexual jokes and memes. Past research indicates that sharing
pictures of genitals or other explicit pictures without consent makes people uncomfortable and is
a form of digital sexual harassment (Hayes & Dragiewicz, 2018; Waling & Pim, 2019). It is
possible that general sexual communication in India is misinterpreted as sexual interest leading
to coercive behaviors where individuals think that they can bypass negotiating consent because it
was implied through sexual communication or sharing of memes. As stated earlier, several men
in this study did not want to introduce the researcher to some of their male friends because they

might misperceive questions about sex as sexual interest and put her at risk.

5.4 Factors That May Predict Consent Behaviors

Several individualistic factors were identified that may predict how people negotiate
sexual consent in relationships. Relationship status, age, perceptions of familiarity with the
partner, personality traits, and emotions are some of the factors that may determine if people
convey consent verbally, nonverbally, or a mix of both. For instance, the findings suggest that
duration of the relationship or level of commitment in the relationship influences the way people
negotiate consent. This is consistent with previous research suggesting that status of the
relationship can shape the way people negotiate consent (Marcantonio et al., 2018; Willis et al.,
2019). The current study found that consent negotiations and sexual communication became

more nonverbal for men but became more verbal for women over time.
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Familiarity may also influence consent negotiations in the Indian context. Women in this
study indicated that verbal sexual consent negotiation was more likely to occur in love marriages
than in arranged marriages. This can be attributed to perceived safety and comfort levels in a
relationship. Both men and women said that comfort determined how they communicate about
sex and sexual desires.

Findings show that personality traits such as being introverted or extroverted can also
influence consent negotiations. Participants who self-identified as being introverted individuals
indicated that they rely on nonverbal communication to express sexual desire or nonconsent. On
the contrary, extroverted individuals may rely on either verbal communication or a mix of verbal
or nonverbal communication to sexually express themselves.

Participant responses indicate that people tend to have strong emotional responses to
nonconsent, which may lead to sexually coercive behaviors. Young women said that they felt sad
and experienced low self-esteem when a partner expressed nonconsent to their sexual advances,
making them want to withdraw from the situation. Young men described experiencing
disappointment, anger, and low self-esteem after getting rejected or having their sexual advances
turned down by women. While not described by participants, the emotions experienced by men
might lead to sexual coercion and online sexual harassment. Past research suggests that
heteronormativity and male sexual aggression leads to sexual violence (Carline et al., 2018; Coy
et al., 2016; Hill & Crofts, 2021). As such, norms of male dominance and sexual purity manifest
in ways that men experience anger, leading to sexual coercion. In contrast, women experience

shame for expressing themselves, leading to withdrawal from the situation.
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5.5 Sources of Sexual Information

Given that social norms leading to sexual coercion may influence the way people
perceive and negotiate sexual consent, this study explored how people learn about engaging in
sex and sexual consent. Findings suggest that cultural norms influence interpersonal sexual
communication and sources of information. Parent-child sexual communication is restricted to
discussions of cases of predatory rape that have been sensationalized by the media or good touch
and bad touch education to warn the children about sexual violence and prevent them from harm.
Similarly sexual education workshops in schools in India (not offered in all schools) are limited
to violence prevention and identification of good touch and bad touch that do not explain what is
consent and how to negotiate consent in intimate relationships. This is not unlike sexual
education in Western countries, which often fail to teach sexual consent negotiation skills (Coy
et al., 2016; Hill & Crofts, 2021; Righi et al., 2021; Thiessen et al., 2021). This type of sexual
education and communication promotes the risk-avoidance logic and assumes that individuals
can identify, prevent, and/or report sexual violence. Past research suggests that both formal and
parental sexual education co-opt risk-avoidance logic to educate their children about sexual
abuse and harm (Coy et al., 2016; Hlavka, 2014; Thiessen et al., 2021).

One of the most noteworthy findings of this study is that individuals learn about gender
roles in romantic relationships and marriages through observation. Observing how family
members and older couples behave shapes the perception of romantic relationships and
marriages for young adults. Women tended to believe that they must obey the man they date or
marry because the women in their family do the same. It is likely that in addition to dominant
male and subservient female expectations, observing others makes individuals in India believe

that these behaviors are common. Studies show that observing behaviors can lead to perceptions
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that a certain behavior is common or socially accepted (Duong & Sirohi, 2023; Lapinski &
Rimal, 2005). Though none of the men in this study indicate observational learning and adoption
of behaviors themselves, they mentioned male family members who suppress women and other
men in the family who perceive that women are bound to the will of men. This line of research
needs to be further explored. Findings also suggest that experience and exposure to non-abusive
romantic relationships (vicariously through media and friends) make them realize that the
behaviors they observed in their families are oppressive and should not be endorsed in healthy
relationships.

Given that young adults perceive that sex is a taboo in India — specifically among older
adults — and education is often limited to sexual violence, they prefer to not to communicate
about romance and sex. This leaves a vacuum of information that is often substituted with
movies, TV shows, and porn. Participant responses are consistent with past research suggesting
that young adults rely on porn and pop culture to learn how to engage in sex, which reinforces
male sexual aggression (Coy et al., 2016; Hlavka, 2014). These sources of information lead to
inaccurate and unhealthy perceptions of sexual relationships that negatively impact romantic
relationships, often reifying patriarchal gender norms and heteronormativity, leading to rape
myths (Kahlor & Eastin, 2011; Vance et al., 2015) and sexual aggression (Lee et al., 2010;
Seabrook et al., 2019; Wright & Tokunaga, 2016).

Though some young adults interact with their friends, partners, and peers about romantic
relationships and sex. These interactions are limited to seeking advice for romantic relationships
regarding how to express nonconsent or seeking social support in cases of interpersonal sexual
coercion, breakups, and sexual abuse faced by women. Additionally, some individuals do not

rely on friends because they believe the latter are not experienced enough to give advice or are
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equally uninformed. Similarly, young adults found entertainment media sources to be unrealistic
in their portrayals of romantic relationships and began to rely on self-learning models and seek
answers on the internet and social media. This is in line with previous research findings showing
that in the absence of reliable interpersonal and entertainment sources, young adults look for
alternative sources such as social media (Ndugga et al., 2023). These self-learning models help
them avoid the discomfort, shame, and stigma associated with sexual communication.

It is essential to note that norms pertaining to sexual purity of women discourage them
from talking about sexual violence at younger ages, expressing sexual desire, and/or learning
about sexual consent. Findings show that women often reported that they were less informed
about sex and learned about it much later through higher education and exposure to more
experienced peers. While most women in this study said that they feel empowered to talk about
sex and sexual well-being after coming to college, a few avoided saying ‘sex,’ others used
‘intimacy’ interchangeably with ‘sex,” and some even apologized for using the word because
they thought it was inappropriate. Women’s discomfort related to sexual communication could
be due to the fear of social sanctions associated with the expectations of sexual purity. This
discomfort and fear of judgment regarding sexual communication likely hinder women’s ability
to negotiate sexual consent in romantic relationships and marriages. Past research suggests that
heteronormativity and patriarchal gender roles make it difficult for women to exercise their
sexual agency because they fear that if they express desire they might be perceived as sluts and if
they express nonconsent they might be perceived as being up-tight (Burkett & Hamilton, 2012;

Coy et al., 2016; Hlavka, 2014).
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5.6 Theoretical Contribution

This study contributed to several areas of research within the fields of communication,
feminist studies, and public health. The main contributions to these areas of research are
described in detail below. First, findings contribute to our understanding of social norms
perspectives. Specifically, how different social norms are related to sexual coercion within a
specific culture and how adhering to these norms can lead to social approvals, while deviating
from these norms results in social sanctions (Lapinski & Rimal, 2005). Additionally, the
interviews suggest that perceived behavioral control and outcome expectations related to sexual
consent may inform how (and whether) individuals negotiate consent in romantic relationships
(Ajzen & Fishbein, 1991; Rimal & Real, 2005). Second, this study contributes to critical cultural
and feminist research by highlighting how gender-power differences and stigma inform the way
people learn about sexual consent, negotiate sexual consent in romantic relationships, and resist
social norms. Taken together, these findings can be used for addressing sexual coercion and
abuse from the ecological model standpoint (Moran et al., 2016; Obregon & Waisbord, 2012).
This study identified multi-level factors (e.g., attitudes, beliefs, social norms, and policies/power
structures) contributing to sexual coercion. In doing so, this study bridges the gap between
feminist literature on heteronormativity and patriarchy’s association with sexual coercion (Beres,
2007; Gavey, 2005; Kessel, 2019) and social scientific literature on types of social norms
influencing social violence (Mabry & Turner, 2016; Naezer & Oosterhout, 2021; Nieder et al.,
2020) and offers opportunities for quantitatively testing this knowledge using the ecological

approach to promote positive sexual norms and behaviors.
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5.6.1 Social Norms Framework

In the communication field, social norms are a key component in several theories and
models. This dissertation was focused on descriptive and injunctive norms (Cialdini, 1998;
Lapinski & Rimal, 2005) and group (or cultural) norms (Hogg & Reid, 2006). Contributions to
theories incorporating social norms, including the theory of normative social behavior (Rimal &
Real, 2005) and the reasoned action approach (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1991) emerged as well. Most
of the research on social norms has focused on public behaviors, such as wearing masks (Yang &
Wu, 2021), vaccination (Lee & Su, 2019; Sinclair & Agerstrom, 2021), alcohol consumption and
smoking (Byron et al., 2016; Carcioppolo & Jensen, 2012; Neighbors et al., 2011; Rhodes et al.,
2014; Rimal, 2008; Yang & Nan, 2018), and bystander of sexual violence (Marby & Turner,
2015). This makes the focus on a private behavior — the negotiation of sexual consent — a major
contribution of this dissertation to the social norms literature. Unlike public behaviors, private
behaviors are not observable and undergo little to no scrutiny (Lapinski & Rimal, 2005; Rimal &
Lapinski, 2015). Since sexual communication is stigmatized in India and there is no formal
sexual education (Chibber et al., 2012), there may be ambiguity about how to negotiate consent
in sexual encounters and people might rely on normative information gained from interpersonal
interactions, observation, or media sources for behavioral cues (Lapinski & Rimal, 2005).
Therefore, it is important to understand how norm perceptions influence consent negotiation
behavior in the absence of sexual awareness. For example, this study shows that individuals’
perceptions that disregarding consent is common and sexual coercion is acceptable may lead to
sexual abuse in relationships. The findings from this study enable behavior-specific theorizations

identifying factors that can influence consent negotiation behaviors, that need to be identified for
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successfully designing norm-based sexual violence prevention campaigns (Duong et al., 2022;
Duong & Sirohi, 2023; Rimal & Lapinski, 2015).

Specific descriptive, injunctive, and cultural norms related to perceptions of sexual
consent, negotiation of sexual consent, sexual communication, and sexual coercion in India were
identified. Descriptive norms or beliefs that social coercion in marriages and sexual aggression in
dating are common behaviors can contribute to sexual coercion in romantic relationships.
Similarly, injunctive norms or the expectation that men should be dominating, and women
should be submissive and sexually pure contribute to male sexual aggression and position
women as gatekeepers who are devoid of sexual desire. Additionally, these injunctive norms are
associated with social rewards and sanctions such that men who are sexually aggressive or cheat
in relationships are protected by the community, while men who believe in gender equality are
humiliated. The findings also reveal that cultural norms like dating stigma and resistance to
sexual communication/education make women more vulnerable to sexual abuse. These findings
are important to understand how social norms may influence different factors (e.g., attitudes,
beliefs, communication, awareness, and policy), associated with sexual coercion in romantic
relationships.

These findings also contribute to research on the theory of normative social behavior
(Rimal & Real, 2005) and reasoned action approach (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1991). These theories
include additional factors like perceived behavior control and outcome expectations. Perceived
behavioral control is a person’s perception of ease of performing a behavior (Ajzen & Fishbein,
1991) such as negotiating sexual consent. This study found that the duration and type of
relationship may determine whether and how consent is negotiated. Participants suggested that

the familiarity established in love marriages or long-term relationships lead to higher perceived
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control over consent negotiation behavior, while casual encounters or arranged marriages lead to
lower perceived control. This information is essential for researchers to examine if perceived
behavioral control influences consent negotiation behaviors and what factors influence perceived
behavioral control. Additionally, participants in this study highlighted that consent is
fundamental for healthy relationships. It is possible that perceptions of outcome expectations
related to consent negotiation may be an important predictor of consent negotiation behavior
(Rimal & Real, 2005). Overall, these findings contribute to existing research by highlighting
potential norm-based models (e.g., theory of normative social behavior and reasoned action
approaches) that may be helpful in studying predictors of consent negotiation and promoting
behavior change (Lapinski & Rimal, 2005; Rimal & Real, 2005).

Furthermore, this study shows that descriptive and injunctive norms need to be theorized
in specific cultural contexts for accurate interpretations of normative influence on behaviors
(Lapinski & Rimal, 2005; Rimal & Real, 2005). Cultural beliefs can influence how sexual
consent and sexual abuse are perceived (Burnet, 2012, 2014). For example, use of domestic
violence for sex or rape might be considered acceptable and legal in certain cultures due to the
belief that marriage is a sacrament (Bhattacharya et al., 2020; Burnet, 2012, 2014; Cislaghi &
Bhattacharjee, 2017). Therefore, it is essential to understand how norms related to a behavior are
informed by a culture/social group to capture meaningful intercultural similarities and
differences in social norms (Hogg & Reid, 2006). This study highlights how descriptive and
injunctive norms related to a behavior could be embedded within the local cultural beliefs.
Furthermore, cultural norms may inform descriptive and injunctive norms and vice-versa. For
example, cultural norms like stigma associated with dating likely inform injunctive norms like

victim blaming and social sanctions like collective punishment for women who engage in pre-
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marital relationships. Similarly, cultural norms like resistance to sexual education and lack of
awareness may shape negative descriptive norms like social coercion in marriages and sexual
aggression in dating. Moreover, injunctive norms like female sexual purity might be related to
cultural norms of dating expectations in India, where sexual activities, specifically sexual
intercourse, are not a part of premarital relationships and intimacy is performed in asexual ways
to maintain sexual purity. Future studies should examine how these different norms influence
each other, the mediating or moderating effect of these norms, and their direct or indirect

influence on targeted behavior.

5.6.2 Feminist Studies

This study makes an important contribution to the field by exploring social norms related
to sexual consent in India from a critical cultural/feminist standpoint and offering an
intersectional understanding of how gender-power differences impact the sexual agency and
consent negotiation behaviors of men and women in romantic relationships in a non-Western
context. Most feminist scholarship related to sexual consent has been focused on Western
contexts (Beres 2014; Bletzer & Koss, 2004; Borges et al., 2008; Burkett & Hamilton, 2012;
Carline et al., 2018; Coy et al., 2016; Hlavka, 2014; Hill & Crofts, 2021; Hust et al., 2017; Mark
& Vowels, 2020; Righi et al., 2021; Thiessen et al., 2021; Whittington, 2021). However, unlike
most Western contexts, India does not have a formal sexual education system (Cislaghi &
Bhattacharjee, 2017). Therefore, criticisms (e.g., binary definitions, misperceptions of consent,
and rape myths) about how sexual consent is being taught (or not) in Western contexts is not
relevant in the Indian context (Burkett & Hamilton, 2012; Harvey, 2019; Zeisler, 2016).

Feminist perspectives allowed the researcher to explore the issue of sexual consent and

sexual coercion through intersectionality. Intersectionality enables an understanding of the
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complex layers of different forms of subjugation that enable some groups and individuals to
experience certain kinds of privileges while preventing others (Harvey, 2020). These privileges
are not earned but accessed through the identity one was born with, thereby shaping their lived
experiences (Harvey, 2020). In a patriarchal society like India, conservative families may ascribe
to norms (e.g., social coercion in marriages, expectations for men to be dominant, and
expectations for women to be subservient and sexually pure) which they may perceive as part of
their culture. Members of the family who deviate from these norms and communicate beliefs that
are inconsistent with the conservative views of the family might be considered deviants and
discredited (Hogg & Reig, 2006). However, women experience higher levels of discrimination
and marginalization because of their intersecting identities as being deviant and women (Harvey,
2020). More specifically, while men might feel pressured to start a family, norms related to
social coercion in marriages for childbearing put a disproportionate pressure on women to quit
their jobs/education, become financially dependent on their husbands, and lose their bodily
autonomy. Similarly, injunctive norms and social sanctions for sexual purity have more serious
repercussions for women than for men. While men may be shamed for engaging in premarital
sex, women are pulled from schools/colleges, married off without their consent, blamed if they
were in abusive relationships, or in some cases excommunicated from the family and
community. In this way, findings emphasized how risk-avoidance and gatekeeping logic of
sexual violence prevention is reproduced in the Indian context by commodifying sexual purity of
women.

The study also contributes to feminist scholarship by shedding light on forms of
resistance to gendered norms and the stigma related to sex and sexual communication. Despite

the gender norms that restrict sexual communication, this study shows how women construct
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consent as a way of reclaiming their sexual agency and bodily autonomy, which is often
restricted due to social pressures of maintaining their sexual purity. For example, women in this
study exercised their sexual agency and redefined their social boundaries by emphasizing the
importance of consent in non-sexual encounters as well as sexual communication. Furthermore,
they argued that silence does not mean sexual compliance and redefine it as a form of sexual
agency to indicate nonconsent. On the contrary, men challenge gender roles by engaging in non-
normative behaviors like sharing cooking and cleaning responsibilities with the women in the
family. Overall, this study contributes to the feminist literature by highlighting how social norms
related to sexual consent contribute to varying levels of oppression and forms of resistance to
gendered roles and sexual abuse. Future research should continue to explore these forms of
resistance to gendered-norms. Furthermore, rather than uncritically adopting Western models of
sexual violence prevention in non-Western cultures (Dutta-Bergman, 2004), the local knowledge

of consent was uncovered.

5.6.3 Ecological Approach to Address Sexual Violence

Bringing together communication scholarship related to social norms perspectives and
the feminist perspective resulted in findings that contribute to our understanding of ecological
models, which are notable in public health research. The current study extends our understanding
of sexual coercion in India by elaborating how factors at different levels contribute to sexual
consent negotiations in romantic relationships and how they can be studied together to address
sexual abuse against women. According to ecological approaches, there are a range of factors
that can influence individuals’ health decision making and their overall health outcomes,
including individual level influences, microsystem or interpersonal influences, exosystem or

community level influences, macrosystem or policy influences and mesosystem that include
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cross-level interactions (McLeroy et al., 1988; Moran et al., 2016; Sallis et al., 2008). At the
individual level, this study highlights how young adults in India think about sexual consent and
its role in romantic relationships. Positive beliefs about consent negotiations among young adults
lead to the perception that sexual communication is essential for ensuring individuals’ sexual
agency and health. This in turn, influences interpersonal level factors such as communicating
with friends and educating younger relatives/peers about sexual consent and coercion. Therefore,
the positive perceptions of sexual consent shared by the participants need to be
promoted/amplified to increase interpersonal interactions about sexual consent and sexual abuse.
By exploring the social norms associated with consent perceptions and negotiations, this
study helps understand community-level or exosystem predictors of sexual abuse. Participant
responses show that norms related to male dominance and sexual aggression lead to the
perceptions that negotiating sexual consent is not required in romantic relationships and coercing
one’s partner in relationships and marriage is acceptable. Moreover, social sanctions like
humiliating men who believe in gender equality and/or sexual agency of their female partners
might pressure such men to comply with such gendered norms. Similarly, sanctions like blaming
women for their husbands’ extra marital affairs and failed marriages might lead to pressures that
prevent them from freely negotiating consent and/or reporting sexual coercion and create a cycle
of violence (Burnet, 2014, 2012; Hlavka, 2014; Hill & Crofts, 2021; Pandey, 2021). Though
bystander interventions are important to stop sexual violence from escalating (Lukacena et al.,
2019; Mabry & Turner, 2016; Mennicke et al., 2018; Nieder et al., 2020; Rothman et al., 2019),
the current findings emphasize that changing these gendered norms leading to sexual coercion is

imperative to preventing sexual coercion from occurring in the first place.
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Findings also show that there are institutional-level factors that may predict sexual
awareness and sexual harassment. For example, dismissal or disregard of sexual harassment and
coercion in places of work, particularly from supervisors to subordinates, makes victims more
vulnerable and emboldens perpetrators, creating a cycle of sexual abuse. Therefore,
understanding how institutional-level policies, sexual harassment training programs (if they
exist), and power differences in workplaces may normalize sexual harassment and abuse is
important to prevent sexual violence.

This study also found that policy-level factors contribute to sexual awareness and self-
efficacy in reporting sexual violence. Lack of formal sexual education in India renders children,
particularly young girls, vulnerable to sexual abuse as they are not able to identify abusive sexual
behaviors and report them. Several women in this study explained that they were unable to talk
about the sexual abuse they suffered as children because they did not know how to describe it.
Examining how sexual education may predict sexual awareness and self-efficacy in reporting
sexual violence can help promote policy-level change. Overall, this study adds to the existing
public health literature on sexual violence by identifying factors at different levels that may

contribute to sexual abuse in India, which should be explored in future research.

5.7 Practical Contributions

The study has several practical contributions as well. This subsection focuses on those
related to measurement and channels for sexual abuse intervention. Additional practical
contributions are highlighted in the recommendations for interventions below.

To ensure social justice and inclusion, it is essential that researchers in the field of public
health and communication ask questions, provide information, and create measures in a way that

captures all possible views, experiences, and responses that participants have to offer (Scharrer
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& Ramasubramanian, 2021). This study explored consent as a behavioral domain and how young
adults in India conveyed consent and nonconsent. Previous research had measured indicators of
consent and how frequently consent was sought (see Jozkowski et al., 2014; Marcantonio et al.,
2018; Mennicke et al., 2021). This research expands these understandings by identifying the
types of actions and/or communications that can indicate consent and nonconsent in the Indian
context. This can be helpful for creating more elaborate scales of measuring consent and further
understanding consent negotiation behaviors. Given that social norms could be unique to each
culture/social group (Hogg & Reid, 2006), it is also important to construct injunctive and
descriptive norm scales to accurately measure these norms. The findings can help create
measures for descriptive, injunctive, and cultural norms for sexual consent that can accurately
capture each norms in the Indian context and help examine how these norms influence each
other, consent negotiation and intentions for sexual coercion in romantic relationships.

This study also explored the sources of sexual information among young adults in India.
Few studies have explored how individuals in less developed non-Western countries learn about
sex and reproductive health (Alquaiz et al., 2012; Mcharo et al., 2021; Ndugga et al., 2023). The
current findings add to this literature and offer insights into how individuals learn about sexual
consent and engaging in sex when there are perceived barriers to sexual communication with
parents and a lack of formal sex education programs. These findings are helpful in determining
what are the best ways to reach young adults in India by indicating most preferred and/or used
information sources for raising sexual awareness and promoting positive social norms related to

sexual consent communication.
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5.8 Recommendations for Intervention Design

The findings discussed earlier highlight the importance of social norms and how they
might shape perceptions and behaviors related to sexual consent. Though this is a formative
study and the first step in understanding the ways in which social norms are related to sexual
behaviors in India, there are some important recommendations for next stages of the research and
the directions the interventions must take. These recommendations must be considered for
improving the research design and final intervention messages. First, this study found that sexual
awareness and norm perceptions can vary based on age and lived experiences. Therefore, this
study recommends exploration of demographic factors that could lead to differences in norm
perceptions (e.g., age, location, dating experience) and segmenting audiences based on these
differences. Second, themes of resistance to norms show that there are positive deviants who can
be partners in change and interventions for sexual coercion. Third, entertainment media sources
are some of the most common initial sources of sexual information and indicate that
entertainment-education programs can help raise sexual awareness and promote ethical ways of
sexual consent negotiations. Finally, online self-learning opportunities can be a productive and
scrutiny-free way of introducing sexual education since social norms of sexual purity, dating

stigma, and resistance to sexual education limit interpersonal opportunities of learning about sex.

5.8.1 Audience Segmentation

Determining intragroup differences helps in splitting populations into distinctive
audience segments and developing different intervention messages based on the characteristics
of each segment to achieve the desired attitude and behavioral change and prevent unintended
campaign effects (Campo et al., 2012; Rimal et al., 2009). For example, this study’s findings

suggest older adults may be less likely to understand the importance of sexual consent and/or to
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know how to communicate with their children about sexual issues. Therefore, interventions for
older adults should focus on changing conservative beliefs and ideas that reproduce male sexual
aggression in the family context. Additionally, interventions for parents should spread awareness
about their children’s susceptibility to sexual violence and the consequences (e.g., teen
pregnancies, STIs, and other physical and mental health outcomes). Furthermore, these
interventions should also aim to emphasize the positive outcome expectancies of sexual
education and communication with children for parents (e.g., disclosing child sexual abuse, more
egalitarian marital relationships, positive mental and physical health). Finally, interventions
should guide parents on how to talk about healthy sexual behaviors that are not limited to the
abstinence model.

The themes that emerged in this study show that young adults have varying knowledge of
sexual consent. Findings show that participants who had some dating experience had a more
elaborate understanding of consent and how to negotiate it as opposed to those who had no
dating experience. Thus, interventions for this age group must focus on segmentation based on
perceived self-efficacy in negotiating consent to promote a nuanced understanding of consent
and modeling ethical ways to negotiate consent in romantic relationships to raise self-efficacy.

This study also found cultural norms that resist sexual education and communication.
This resistance may vary based on location, exposure to education, conservative beliefs, etc.
(Bhattacharya et al., 2020; Cislaghi & Bhattacharjee, 2017). For instance, individuals who have
less exposure to education or who come from conservative regions/families may conform to the
norms that resist sexual education and communication. Consideration of these factors for
audience segmentation is important to develop messages that will address resistance to sexual

education based on varying degrees of lack of awareness, conservatism, and norm conformity.
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5.8.2 Positive Deviance

Positive deviance is a strategy to diffuse health messages and ideas by enabling
communities to discover the knowledge they already possess (Singhal, 2010). One of the themes
that emerged when discussing cultural norms was that some individuals are resisting social
norms related to sexual coercion and encouraging sexual communication and consent
negotiation. For instance, some participants mentioned talking to younger relatives, participating
in educational theater that included sexual communication and consent themes, and having
talked with their parents about these issues. Collaborating with young adults who are trying to
spread awareness about sexual consent, coercion in romantic relationships, and sexual violence is
important for future research and to reach community members who are resistant to change.
These collaborations are also important to understand the beliefs that lead to resistance and
popularize existing positive behaviors of community members (e.g., teaching younger siblings
and cousins about consent, parents who talk to their children about safe sex) that deviate from
those beliefs (Anand & Batra, 2016). It is also important to reach individuals, particularly
women, who are not sexually aware and are affected by sexual coercion due to cultural norm

perceptions.

5.8.3 Entertainment-Education

Entertainment-education (E-E) is a theoretically informed process of purposefully
designing and implementing formatively evaluated entertainment programs embedded with
educational messages about health and social issues to generate the desired audience response
and social change (Singhal, 2013; Sood et al., 2017). Participants in this study noted that they
learned about sex and sexual communication from different forms of entertainment; TV shows

and movies were frequently identified as shaping young adults’ perceptions of romantic relations



SOCIAL NORMS & SEXUAL COERCION 181

and consent negotiations. Bollywood is the largest film industry in the world in terms of number
of films produced and tickets sold (Nivesh Mitra, n.d.). This makes entertainment-education a
potentially meaningful avenue to raise sexual awareness in India.

Since this was a qualitative study with a relatively small, non-representative sample,
additional research is necessary. First, formative research needs to explore what kind of
entertainment content, shows, and movies the target audience watches. Second, it is important to
experimentally examine the extent to which the information provided in these shows and movies
shapes perceptions about romance and consent negotiations. Finally, principles of entertainment-
education should be utilized for message creation to promote ethical consent negotiations and
sexual well-being, and their effectiveness should be tested for attitude, norm perception, and
behavior change (Storey & Sood, 2013).

One of the important social norms themes that emerged in this study suggested that
sexual communication is stigmatized and there is both individual-level and community-level
resistance to sexual education in Indian society. This is one potential theme that could be
addressed using entertainment-education. Research has indicated that one way to overcome
resistance is through immersive and educational narratives that people find relatable (Green et
al., 2002; Moyer-Guseé, 2008; Slater & Rouner, 2002). Entertainment-education programs have
been successful in changing gendered norms related to the oppression of women (Anis & White,
2017; Riley et al., 2017). Conclusively, entertainment-education formats utilizing the extensive
reach of Bollywood can raise sexual awareness and change social norms related to sexual

coercion in romantic relationships in the Indian context.
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5.8.4 Online Self-learning Opportunities

In addition to traditional entertainment sources, the internet and social media emerged as
preferred sources of information for young adults in India. Sex is still a taboo subject in India.
While several young adults are more open to sexual communication than their parents and older
adults in their communities, some of them feel shy or ashamed talking and/or learning about it.
This study found that young adults prefer self-learning through social media and internet to avoid
shame and stigma associated with sexual knowledge. Past studies have shown that individuals
seek information online when they perceive barriers to communicating with parents or find
information shared by friends unreliable (Alquaiz et al., 2012; Mcharo et al., 2021; Ndugga et
al., 2023). Therefore, providing educational material related to sexual consent and
communication in romantic relationships on social media platforms and the internet may be a
productive way of promoting sexual awareness.

The next stages of formative research need to examine how individuals use the Internet
and social media to get information related to sex and what type of information they look for.
Collaborating with social media influencers such as Seema Anand and Dr. Cuterus, who are
trying to spread awareness about communication in romantic relationships and healthy sexual
behaviors, could be fruitful. These influencers can then become partners in providing accurate
information and resources online, where young adults can access them without feeling ashamed
or worrying about judgment from others. Furthermore, these channels can be a way to conduct
experiments and examine if online content can raise awareness and model ethical ways to

negotiate consent.
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5.9 Limitations

This study has several limitations. First, the location New Delhi and the NCR region
allowed the researcher to access English-speaking participants who had exposure to dating and
some sexual experiences. However, the socialization of individuals in metropolitan cities is
different from smaller cities, towns, and villages in India. Though the researcher was able to
reach out to participants who had experienced life in a metropolitan as well as smaller, less
developed regions, discussions suggested that the latter have a more conservative environment,
lower social mobility, and sexual awareness, specifically for women. Future research should
focus on smaller towns and rural areas in India.

Second, sex is a taboo and sensitive subject in India. Therefore, the researcher relied on
convenient and snowball sample to ensure the individuals were comfortable participating. This
resulted in a slightly skewed sample due to several factors. Some female students the researcher
interacted with were not comfortable to participate in the study because they thought that this
was not an appropriate subject to discuss. It is possible that even though the researcher ensured
anonymity, some participants feared judgment or exposure and the consequences that might
follow. Therefore, the findings of this study cannot be generalized to NCR or smaller cities and
villages as they might vary across these regions.

Other female participants were motivated to participate because they had personally been
impacted by sexual violence and wanted to contribute to research that might address it. They
helped connect the researcher to male participants who were also invested in the subject and
believed in changing patriarchal gender norms, which led to more homogenous perceptions of
consent. Several male participants mentioned that they were reluctant to connect the researcher

to their male friends who condoned norms of sexual coercion, male dominance, and female
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subjugation and engaged in behaviors like stalking. It is possible that there are young adults, both
men and women, who were not part of this study but embraced heteronormativity and patriarchal
gender norms. Therefore, these findings cannot be generalized to all young adults in India.

Furthermore, the participants in this study were highly educated, which may have
contributed to more positive sexual norm perceptions and ethical consent negotiations. However,
participants in the study highlighted that some of their friends who have been educated at some
of the best higher education institutes in the country embrace patriarchal gender norms.
Therefore, the impact of education on sexual attitudes and beliefs may vary. This line of inquiry
needs further attention to understand the interaction effect of education with factors such as
upbringing and sources of information (e.g., porn) on adherence to patriarchal gender norms.

Another thing to note is that female participants in this sample were college-going
students, who were still dependent on their parents and were living with their families as
compared to male participants they referred — most of whom were employed and living alone or
with friends. Financial independence influences social mobility in India and the freedom to date
and engage in romantic relationships. Therefore, male participants may have more sexual
experience and understanding of the complexities of negotiating consent.

The data for this study were collected only a few weeks after the brutal Kolkata rape of a
medical student. Several participants mentioned this case and how they had communicated about
this with their friends and family. It is possible that sexual consent was defined by several
participants in the context of sexual violence and not romantic relationships due to the extensive
news coverage of the Kolkata rape case followed by discussions of sexual violence on college

campuses and places of work.
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5.10 Future Studies

Social norms related to sexual communication, consent, and sexual violence needs to be
conducted in smaller cities, towns and villages in India. Future studies should also recruit a more
financially diverse sample with both working and college going male and female participants.
Furthermore, these studies need to include young adults with lower educational attainment to
develop a more comprehensive understanding of norms related to sexual communication and
consent in India.

This study was conducted in English. 1t was difficult for some participants to express
themselves in English, since it was their second language. Future studies would benefit from
interviews in regional languages that allow participants to fully express themselves. This will
also help tailor the interventions for target audiences that share regional languages and
perceptions of consent.

Future studies should have male interviewers to interact with male participants. This will
ensure that participants who embrace patriarchal values and/or are not motivated to reduce
gender-based sexual oppression are included in the study. Furthermore, anonymous online
surveys might help reach participants who are not comfortable talking face-to-face about sex.
Surveys can also be helpful in examining how individual factors such as personality traits,
duration of relationship, and familiarity influence consent negotiations.

Future studies should also conduct interviews of couples, including married couples.
First, such studies will offer a more organic understanding of sexual behaviors by including
perspectives of both partners. Second, conversations with couples can further explain the

emotional and esteem aspects of consent negotiations and how couples maneuver these
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challenges to ensure each other’s sexual agency. Finally, this will help in further studying

consent negotiations in long-term relationships.
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6 CONCLUSION

This study contributes to social norms and feminist studies literature by highlighting
different types of norms related to sexual consent negotiation — a private behavior — how these
norms contribute to sexual abuse, how they differentially impact men and women, and how they
resist these norms. Furthermore, this study elucidates how these findings are useful in
understanding sexual consent and coercion in romantic relationships from an ecological
viewpoint. This is important to examine different factors (individual, interpersonal, institutional,
community, and policy) that influence consent negotiation behaviors and intention for sexual
coercion in romantic relationships. In addition, the findings offer formative research for
developing and implementing interventions (e.g., entertainment-education) for preventing sexual
abuse against women in India. The findings highlighted young adults’ perceptions of consent and
how they negotiate consent in romantic relationships. Social norms related to gender roles, the
prevalence of sexual aggression in relationships and marriage, and stigma around sex and sexual
communication impact individuals’ perceptions of consent and consent negotiation behaviors in
India. Moreover, this study highlights how individuals learn about sexual consent and engaging
in sex in the absence of formal sexual education and stigma around sexual communication. The
findings suggest ways of utilizing social norms theories for examining the role of social norms
and other factors in predicting consent negotiation behaviors in romantic relationships. Though
the findings generated valuable information, additional research is required to understand social
norms across India, particularly in less developed rural regions, and how they influence sexual
consent perceptions and consent negotiation behaviors in romantic relationships and marriages.
In addition to raising awareness about bystander attitudes and behaviors, future sexual abuse

prevention programs should also address social norms related to sexual violence, promote
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nuanced understandings of consent, and its importance for healthy relationships and sexual well-

being.
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APPENDICES
Appendix A
INFORMED CONSENT
Georgia State University

Department of Communication

Title of Study: Social Norms Associated with Sexual Violence Against Women: Exploring
Young Adults’ Perception of Sexual Consent in India

Principle Investigator: Holley Wilkin, Ph.D.
Student Principal investigator: Akansha Sirohi

Introduction and Key Information
Version Date: April 14, 2024

We invite you to take part in this research study. You will decide if you would like to take part in
this study.

The purpose of this study is to explore the social norms that are associated with sexual
communication and the negotiation of sexual consent in India.

Your role in this study will last for 60 to 90 minutes.

We will ask you to do the following: answer questions about your perceptions of sexual consent
and sexual communication in India.

If you take part in this study, you will not have any more risks than you would have in a typical
day.

This study is not designed to benefit you personally. We hope to understand factors that may
contribute to sexual violence in order to design an intervention in the future.

If you do not wish to take part in this study, you can simply continue with your day as usual.
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You are not required to take part in the interview and can stop at any time if you are
uncomfortable.

Purpose
The purpose of this study is to understand social norms and beliefs that influence sexual

communication and negotiation of sexual consent in India. We invite you to take part in this
study because you are above 18 years of age and likely to understand the issue of sexual
communication, consent, and how it impacts sexual violence, women and society at large. We
will invite a total of 50 people to be in this study.

Procedures

If you decide to take part in this study, you will participate in a one-on-one interview in person
on the university campus. You will be asked questions related to the study. The interview will
take about 60 to 90 minutes and the audio will be recorded. The interview is being recorded for
the purpose of making sure the interviewer has an accurate record of the conversation in each
interview. We will provide you the option of using a voice changing app (e.g., Clownfish or
Voicemod) to offer an extra layer of anonymity. This study is expected to last four to six weeks.

To take part in this study:
e You must be at least 18 years old.
e Must reside in New Delhi at the time of the study.
e Be willing to sit for a one-on-one interview which will last about an hour.
e Be willing to have the interview recorded.

Future Research
We will not use or share your data for future research studies.

Risks

There are risks involved in all research studies, and this study includes minimal risks. Please be
aware that this study will require that you share personal views about sexual communication and
sexual consent. While the study has minimal risks, the interview questions may cause some
emotional discomfort and trigger trauma if you have past experiences of sexual coercion. If a
question distresses you, you can let the interviewer know and she will move on to the next
question. If you feel unwilling to continue the interview and/or need to talk to a professional
counsellor, the researcher will help you reach out to campus student assistance office and sexual
violence counselling services in New Delhi. Contact the research team if you have been harmed
or need assistance. Georgia State University and research team have not set aside funds to pay
for any injury.

Benefits

This study is not designed to benefit you personally. There may/may not be indirect benefits to
you as a participant of this study. In better understanding the social norms associated with sexual
communication and sexual consent, this study will help researchers know how to change norms
to reduce sexual violence and improve the sexual well-being of both women and men in India.

Alternatives
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The alternative to taking part in this study is to not take part in this study.

Voluntary Participation and Withdrawal:

Your participation in this study is voluntary. You do not have to be in this study if you don't
want to be. You can skip the questions that make you feel uncomfortable. You have the right to
change your mind and leave the study at any time without giving any reason and without penalty.
Any new information that may make you change your mind about being in this study will be
given to you. You will be given a copy of this consent form to keep.

Confidentiality
Your personal information will be kept private, and your responses will be kept confidential. The
following people will have access to the information you provide during the interviews:

e The research team: Dr. Holley Wilkin and Akansha Sirohi

e GSU Institutional Review Board

e Office for Human Resource Protections (OHRP)
To protect your privacy, your records will be kept under a code name rather than by your actual
name. Your name and any other facts that might point to you will not appear when results of this
study are presented or published. The interview audio recordings will be saved in a password-
and firewall- protected computer till the completion of this dissertation. The recordings will be
deleted once this dissertation gets accepted.

Contact Information
If you have any questions about the study, you may contact:

Akansha Sirohi at asirohil@gsu.edu.
or
Dr. Holley Wilkin at hwilkin@gsu.edu.

The IRB at Georgia State University reviews all research that involves human participants. You
can contact IRB if you wish to speak to someone who is not involved directly in this study. If
you have any questions about your rights as a research participant, you may contact University
Research Services and Administration Office of Research Integrity at 404-413 3500 or at
irb@gsu.edu.

Consent
We will give you a copy of this consent form to keep.

If you are willing to participate in this study, please sign below.

Printed Name of Participant


mailto:asirohi1@gsu.edu
mailto:hwilkin@gsu.edu

SOCIAL NORMS & SEXUAL COERCION 214

Signature of Participant Date

Principal Investigator of Researcher Obtaining Consent Date
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Appendix B

Semi-Structured Interview Guide

The following protocol is meant to be followed in a semi-structed manner and delivered
extemporaneously. These questions will serve as a general guideline and additional questions
may be asked based on the interaction with the participant(s) and their willingness to share
information. The interviewer should ask probe questions as necessary.

Interview Script and Questions

[DIRECTIONS TO INTERVIEWER]

Before you start the interview, hand out the consent form to the participants and explain to
them what the study is about and what they will be signing up for if they agree to participate in
the study. Ask them if they have any questions about the study. If they agree to do the study,
ask them to sign the consent form. Scan and email a digital version of the consent form to the
participant and let them keep the printed version signed prior to the interview. If they do not
want to participate, thank them for their interest and request them to share information about
the study with their friends and fellow students who might be willing to participate.

Please note: Some of the questions in the guide should be modified based on whether the
participant identifies as male.

Interviewer: Thank you for agreeing to meet with me and answering questions for our study.
Before we get started, do you have any questions about the consent form or the study before we
begin?

As | indicated in the consent form, some of the questions I ask you will be of a personal nature as
we will be discussing sexual communication and consent. | assure you that there will be no
judgment about anything you say, but if you are uncomfortable with a question or wish not to
answer, please let me know and we will move along. Please know that everything you share with
me is confidential. | will keep information pertaining to your identity and this interview private. |
won’t use your name when discussing my research findings or discuss what you’ve said with
anyone you know.

| am also asking that you do not share any identifiable information about others with me like the
first and last names of family, friends, partners, or exes whom you may mention or anecdotes
that you may share about them as the interview progresses.

If you feel uncomfortable discussing the subject or fear being overheard in this part of the
campus, | suggest moving to a quieter area where you can speak freely with me.

Please keep in mind that | will be recording this interview, and the only reason I need to record is
so I don’t miss any details for the study I am conducting. Once the study is completed, the audio
recordings will be destroyed.
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Interview Script

Interviewer: Today we’re talking about social norms that influence sexual communication and
negotiating sexual consent. As | mentioned earlier, I am not going to identify you or your
responses by name, but I do need to record some basic information about each participant. Doing
this helps me understand potential differences in responses based on things like age, caste,
origin, or gender.

Before we get started, I would like to tell you a little more about myself. I’'m Akansha, and I’'m
from Dehradun. Though I was brought up in the city, | come from a middle class family and
have spent a lot of time in villages throughout my childhood and adolescence as my both my
parents’ families run farming businesses in rural Uttar Pradesh (about 30 kilometres from
Dehradun). | have chosen this topic for my Ph.D. because | know that sexual violence is a
common issue across India. I myself have experienced sexual aggression in public transits and
workplaces in both rural regions and developed cities. Before we get started on the interview
questions, is there anything else you’d like to know about me or my background?

Demographic Information

Can you state for the record your gender, age, caste, religion, economic background (lower class,
middle class, upper class), and region you originally belong to/were born in, and education?
Thank you!

Perceptions of Consent

1. To begin, can you tell me a little about yourself, your family, and community? (2
minutes)

Sample probe: What brought you to New Delhi?

Sample probe: How long have your family and/or you lived in New Delhi?

As | mentioned earlier, I am interested in knowing more about sexual communication and how
people understand the idea of sexual consent.

2. When | say sexual consent, what does that mean to you? (3-4 minutes)
3. How do you know when someone wants to kiss, touch, be intimate or have sex with you?
Are there things they do or say to make you know that they want to have sex? (5-6
minutes)
e Sample probe: How about if they do not want to be intimate or have sex with you?
e Sample probe: How do you communicate with others whether or not you want to be
intimate or have sex with them?

4. Where did you learn about sexual consent? (2-3 minutes)
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e Sample probe: What are the media sources from where you learned about sexual
consent?

e Sample probe: What are the interpersonal relationships (e.g. parents, friends, teachers,
etc) from which you learned about sexual consent?

e Sample probe: How was consent mentioned in these sources/discussions?

5. How important is sexual consent? (3-4 minutes)

e Sample probe: How do think sexual consent affects intimate relationships?
e Sample probe: What do you think are the consequences of not seeking consent?

Giving Consent in Intimate Relationships
Let’s talk a little bit about intimate relationship.

6. Are you currently dating? If so, then how would you describe your relationship? For
example, How serious are you? How long have you been together? (1-2 minutes)

7a. If currently dating: Thinking specifically about your current or any previous
relationship you may have had, how do you express consent/desire to your partner for
kissing/touching/sex/using condoms? (3-4 minutes)

7b. If not currently dating but dated in the past: Thinking about your most recent
relationship, how did you express consent/desire to your partner for
kissing/touching/sex/using condoms?

7c. If never dated: Imagine you were dating someone, how would you express
consent/desire to your partner for kissing/touching/sex/using condoms?

e Sample probe: How do you tell/show your date/partner that you are interested in
Kissing/touching/having sex/using condoms?

e Sample probe: How do you tell/show your date/partner that you don’t want to
Kiss/touch/have sex with them/using condoms?

8. How do you/would you ask for or get consent from your partner for
kissing/touching/intimacy/sex/using condoms? (2-3 minutes)

e Sample probe: How do you know if/when your date/partner has consented to
Kissing/touching/sex/using condoms?

9. What do you/would you do if your date/partner expresses that they do not what to be
kissing/touching/intimate/have sex with you? (2-3 minutes)

e Sample probe: How do you respond when your date/partner refuses to kiss/have sex
with you?



SOCIAL NORMS & SEXUAL COERCION 218

Finally, I know that we do not have any formal sexual education in India. I’'m wondering...

10. How did you learn about engaging in sex (e.g., friends, parents, movies, porn, internet,
etc).? (3-4 minutes)

e Sample probe: Where did you look for information about having sex?

e Sample probe: Who did you ask about how to engage with sex?

e Sample probe: Who/what is your go-to source for sexual advice or sex-related
information?

e Sample probe: What do you do when you need information about sex?

e Sample probe: Where did you learn how to communicate about sex?

Social Norms Related to Consent
Now, let’s talk about other people in your life.

11. How do people in your social circle (e.g., friends, family, parents and/or other)
communicate about kissing/touching/intimacy/sex? (3-4 minutes)

e Sample probe: Have you discussed about Kissing/touching/intimacy/sex with people in
your social circle (e.g., friends, family, parents and/or other)?

e Sample probe: What are some examples/instances when you discussed about
Kissing/touching/intimacy/sex with people in your social circle?

12. What is sexual consent according to people in your social circle (e.g., friends, family,
parents and/or other)? (3-4 minutes)

e Sample probe: How have you and people in your social circle (e.g., friends, family,
parents and/or other) discussed sexual consent (e.g., desire to be intimate/kiss/have sex,
wearing condoms)?

e Sample probe: What are some examples that people in your social circle may have
shared about negotiating consent (e.g., have they discussed with you situations in which
they may not have wanted to Kiss their partner, send pictures of themselves, etc.).

13. How does society (e.g., your peer group, parents, others) expect individuals to negotiate
consent when dating? (3-4 minutes)

e Sample probe: How do they expect you to say yes/no to your date’s advances to making
out/having sex?

14. How does society (e.g., your peer group, parents, others) expect individuals to negotiate
consent in a marriage? (3-4 minutes)
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e Sample probe: How do they expect you to say yes/no to your husband/wife’s advances
to making out/having sex?

Social Norms Related to Sexual Communication
Now, let’s talk more broadly about sexual communication in India.

15. What cultural aspects (religion, traditions, family values, etc.) should be kept in mind
while communicating about intimacy, sexual desire and sexual consent? (4-5 minutes)

e Sample probe: According to you, what are come cultural values essential to dating,
marriage and other forms of intimate relationships?

16. Thinking about your culture, how do you think women should communicate about
intimacy and sexual desire? (4-5 minutes)
e Sample probe: How should an ideal woman behave with men?
e Sample probe: How should an ideal woman behave with their
partner/boyfriend/husband?

17. Thinking about your culture, how do you think men should communicate about
intimacy and sexual desire? (4-5 minutes)

e Sample probe: How should an ideal man behave with women?

e Sample probe: How should an ideal man behave with their partner/girlfriend/wives?

18. Is there anything else that you would like to add on the topic before we conclude?

Thank you so much for your time today. Before we end the interview, | want to share with you
information on sexual violence support organizations here in New Delhi. You can reach out to
National Sexual Assault Hotline at 0124-4007444 or mahilabol.org and the National
Commission for Women at 7827-170-170 or ncw@nic.in in case you or someone close to you
needs their services.

| also want to ask if would you be willing to agree to share my contact information with up to
three people willing to do this interview with me? My contact information is available in the
consent form | shared with you.

Thanks again for taking the time to speak with me!


tel:0124-4007444
mailto:ncw@nic.in
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Theme

Sub-themes

Description

Examples

Binary
understanding
of consent

Definitions of consent
that leaned on ‘no
means no’ and ‘yes
means yes’ model.

“If she, she or he
says yes, then
obviously you can
agree on the same
point and do
whatever stuff you
we wanna do. And if
it's a no, then it's a
no from either her

or him.”

Consent
through the
lens of sexual
violence

Narratives of

sexual violence
Consent as sense

Definitions and
understanding of
sexual consent that
stemmed from
experiences of sexual
violence.

“I was very young, |
was not aware of
things but |
remember this
incident clearly. So
like that uncle
(elderly man)
touched me on the
breast and stomach
and I didn’t even
know what was
happening to me
and neither could I
run away from him
and didn’t know
how to get out of
that seat. When he
like enter his hands
in my pants then
only I ran back to
my mom and |
never said a word or
anything.”

Consent — A
complex and
dynamic
perspective

Consent transcends
sexual activity
Consent as
agreement

Consent — an
ongoing process

Definitions of sexual
consent that were
elaborate and aligned
with the definitions
presented in this study.

“My understanding
that it's not a one-
time thing, right. So
during... whenever
the entire act you
are involved in, if
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Consent as state of
mind

Spatiality and
consent

like either party
doesn't feel
comfortable, so the
right to withdraw
that consent exists
even, which is not a
one-time thing.”

“Consent comes in
even in social media
aspect because
sometimes some
people would share
very adult memes
with you without
having any consent
if the person you are
sending it to will
like it or not.”

Consent and
Health

Consent
fundamental for
healthy
relationship
Consent and
mental health
Consent and
physical health

Definitions of consent
that were associated
with health and how
presence/absence of
consent can influence
individuals’ and
couple’s health.

“So I think consent
is fundamental to
any sort of healthy
relationship, not
even healthy, like I
feel like bare
minimum.”

“When consent is
missing an anxiety
develops inside the
woman, a fear sets
inside of you in
cases where there is
sexual violence and
physical violence,
especially in
marriages and it
then somehow it
becomes a
triggering point
throughout their
life.”
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Mix of verbal Activity-based Participants’ “Bodily gesture
and consent descriptions of how would mean that I
nonverbal negotiations they negotiate consent | have the consent,
Dating experience — verbally, but it might not be
Personality traits nonverbally, or amix | the case. So instead
Gender-based of both, and the of you know just
differences reasons for their touch and
Innuendos and specific preferences. everything, I should
flirtation first ask the girl
Gestures for explicitly whether I
negotiating consent do have_ her consent
or not, just for
clarity.”
Relationship Type of Responses indicating | “For me, I'm not
type and relationship that time and duration | sure whether it
duration Duration of the of the relationships would be an
relationship influence consent arranged marriage
negotiations or a love marriage.
So I think if it
would be an
arranged marriage,
it would most
probably be
behavior wise. Like
if I am telling him
through body
gestures or giving
him signals he
should be able to
understand. But if it
is a love marriage
case, then I'll
probably be more
clear about my
thoughts and what I
prefer and what [
don’t prefer.”
Coping with Respecting Participant responses | “It has happened in
nonconsent decisions that indicated how the past. So it's then
Communication they responded when | you do not have

and elaboration
Emotions and
esteem

a partner said no to
their sexual advances.

consent or the
partner is not feeling
up to it, so you stop
the act or you ask
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what’s wrong. And
then it goes into that
direction where you
think what
bothering them?”

“When I initiate
contact, and partner
says no, it's either I
mean, of course,
there's some amount
of disappointment in
that going to
happen.”

Social norms

Patriarchy and
male dominance
Idealizing
subservient and
docile women
Social coercion in
marriages

Male ego and
sexual aggression
in dating
Collective
punishment and
victim blaming

Anything pertaining to
gender socialization,
perceptions of gender
roles rooted in
heteronormativity and
patriarchy and their
influence on consent
negotiations and
sexual communication

“So as you and I are
aware that India is a
patriarchal society.
It runs on the
decisions made by
our father or
grandfather, mainly
the male person, in
the family. And the
people believe that
men have the right
to demand sex from
women, even if they
are not married.”

Cultural
norms

Dating stigma
Resistance to
sexual
communication
and education
Dating
expectations
Generational
differences in
norms
Resisting norms

Anything pertaining to
socio-cultural beliefs
(and resistance to
these beliefs) in India
and their influence on
consent negotiations
and sexual
communication.

“Maybe I'm very
old fashioned, but I
don't believe in
getting intimate
before marriage is a
right thing for me. I
just. I just can't deal
with this Gen-z
thing. How could
they have like body
count? All those
things? It's not up to
me. So if [ want my
person with whom I
want to be in
relationship, he
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should have the
same morals, which
I have.”

Sources of Formal education | Participant responses | “I think there was a
consent Interpersonal that indicated where workshop in my
knowledge sources they learned about school about good
Observation and sexual consent. touch and bad
past experiences touch. So in that
Entertainment and workshop I learned
media what is a good touch
and what is a bad
touch. And that no
one can touch you
without your
consent. This
workshop was
conducted when |
was in 8% or 9
standard. But I
learned properly
after school.”
Sources of Formal education Participant responses | “In biology classes,
sexual Entertainment and | that indicated where it's something we
knowledge media they learned about just learned about as
Interpersonal engaging in sexual a science, not
sources activities. necessarily the idea
Preferred of'it. So we know
that it's an act, but
we don't we never
learn what it's
socially implies in
those classes.”
Possible ways Entertainment- Participant responses | “You know, it's
to teach education that emphasized how | really hard to
sexual Interpersonal sexual consent and communicate in
consent education engaging in sex such situations. So

should be taught.

what we used to do
is that's why, like
street play emerged
as an art form.”
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