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Everyone has a story about discovering that something we thought was true was not. Many people have 
had to change a program or process when new information showed that what we were doing wasn’t 
working, wasn’t helping whom we wanted to help, or possibly was harming others. 

This is normal. This is practical. This is integrity. 

Unfortunately, this is not what we’ve seen from the Department of Education or on college campuses 
when dealing with accusations of sexual assault. What do we see instead? 

Bad Data 

Rolling Stone’s “Jackie” from A Rape on Campus 

• After it had been irrefutably established that she’d made up the rape that that was the article’s 
centerpiece, long after her catfishing scheme to attract the attention of another student had been 
exposed, attorneys for Rolling Stone continued to insist that “something bad happened to Jackie.” 

The American Association of University Women  

• Clery data from all public and private four-year colleges and universities between 2010 and 2015 
include 4,517 reports of forcible sexual assault. Enrollment at those schools during the same 
period was just over 12 million. That’s an incident rate of 0.04.  

• Faced with data that flew in the face of the “rape epidemic” they’d insisted was true based on 
anecdote and flawed surveys, the American Association of University Women doubled down. 
They decided that lack of evidence was itself evidence of a conspiracy to cover up the true 
numbers.  

Virtually every college campus 

• In spite of a pronounced disconnect between the frenzied rhetoric and observed reality, Title IX 
coordinators are being hired and programs anointed by the Department of Education are being 
implemented as though the rhetoric was reality. 

Assertions need evidence. Evidence needs some anchor in the real world. But whenever flaws in the data 
are pointed out, the conversation shifts to the difficulty of collecting such data and the specious 
conclusion that, therefore, observations underestimate reality. 

Bad Intent 

Why is it so easy to believe that, for example, a quarter of women attending the nation’s colleges have 
been assaulted, with its attending assertion that higher education administrators care nothing about their 
students and everything about application rates or booster dollars?  

For individual stories, it’s often confirmation bias.  

The alleged rapes at U VA and Duke (recall the lacrosse scandal) fit with the “privileged frat boys” trope. 
The believability is a by-product of the nearly cartoonish stereotype of men at so-called “elite” colleges. 
People become giddy when presented an opportunity to highlight this perfect example of what they 



“know” goes on there. Perfect, indeed. Almost too perfect, and that is often the downfall of these 
individual stories. 

But statistics? Statistics are presumed to be objective. They signal seriousness of intent.  

Still, 1) we’ve regularly been warned that they can be dangerous because they can be manipulated and 2) 
some of these numbers are unreasonable by any standard.  

So the unquestioning acceptance of these numbers is part of a bigger danger than statistical slight of hand. 
It’s the alleged expert who becomes a celebrity by knowingly misinterpreting information in service of 
his own agenda.  

Don Henley put it well: 

I am an expert witness…because I say I am.  

I can get you any result you want.  

There is no wrong. There is no right.  

And I sleep very well at night. 

Let’s talk about David Lisak. 

I’ll skip the meandering path Dr. Lisak took to his “expert” status. But I will shine a light on the damage 
he’s caused since.  

If you managed to sit through “The Hunting Ground” or read Jon Krakauer’s Missoula, you’ve seen him 
in action. Although he’s not alone as a purveyor of bad data, he stands apart in terms of the contrast 
between the weight colleges give to his claims and the near total absence of foundation for them. 

The greatest hits are probably familiar to many of you. 

• 90% of campus rapes are committed by serial predators. 
• These serial predators commit an average of six rapes on their campuses. 

Here’s the reality. 

• The two points are a misrepresentation of a 2002 paper published in a small journal while Lisak 
was an associate professor at the University of Massachusetts—Boston. The basis of Lisak’s 
now-15-year old paper was not his own research but data collected as part of one student’s 
master’s thesis and three dissertations. None were about campus sexual assault. Lisak 
confirmed—reluctantly—both these latter points during a phone conversation I had with him. 

• “Confirmed” because I’d already read every dissertation Lisak supervised during his time at U 
Mass Boston and already knew the sources. 

• The “90%” and “average of six rapes” were calculated on a total of 76 non-traditional, primarily 
part-time students at a single commuter campus. Nothing in the surveys they were asked to 
complete asked when the offenses occurred, where the offenses occurred, whether they were 
students at the time, or whether the victims were students at all. 

• Instead, prompted by studies of incarcerated rapists, he and his co-author wondered if "a 
substantial number of undetected rapists rape more than once." That he was speaking of the wider 



community, and not college campuses, is made particularly clear by his own language, and it’s 
worth presenting that verbatim: 

o “Given the number of interpersonal crimes being committed by these men, how is it that 
they are escaping the criminal justice system? ...These rapists create ‘cases’ that victims 
are least likely to report, and that prosecutors are less likely to prosecute.” 

• "These men," "criminal justice system," and "prosecutors" have now been seamlessly replaced by 
"college students," "college campuses," and "university officials" when David Lisak discusses his 
work. Yet there is not a single statement in the paper about assaults taking place on or near a 
campus; there is not a single reference to the campus environment. 

• More direct is his own disclaimer in the paper, also worth presenting verbatim: 

o “Because of the non-random nature of the sampling procedures, the reported data cannot 
be interpreted as estimates of the prevalence of sexual and other acts of violence.” 

• Yet Lisak subsequently has explicitly assigned the serial perpetrator role to male college students 
and the setting to the college campuses, and explicitly assigned 90% of campus rapes to them 
without a single piece of data.  

• That the men in his paper were “undetected” wasn’t even established. In fact, as he stated in his 
paper, in order to "avoid evoking defensive reactions in participants," the survey specifically did 
not ask whether subjects had been charged. 

• When I asked Lisak about the high number of assaults by individuals who allegedly remained 
"undetected" by law enforcement—including one subject who reported more than 50 rapes—
Lisak said that "a number of these cases were domestic violence," i.e., ongoing abuse in intimate 
partnerships, including marriages. 

• The 2002 paper never actually uses the phrase “serial rapist.” It uses “repeat offender” for exactly 
that reason. The paper does not distinguish between multiple offenses committed against multiple 
victims and multiple offenses committed against one victim. But Lisak has used “serial” ever 
since. 

Among the provisions of the Department of Education’s 2011 Dear Colleague letter on campus sexual 
violence is an obligation addressing recurrence. It assumes the serial predator model reflects reality.  

Organizations have popped up to help students file complaints based on the Clery Act’s "timely warning" 
provision, citing assertions that any accusation of sexual assault implies an ongoing danger to other 
students.  

Campus training and government policy are being built around presumptions of serial, predatory 
behavior, a fact not established in the data and contradicted by Lisak’s own characterization of the men 
included in his paper. 

The misrepresentations get worse. 

A particularly insidious aspect of Lisak’s presentations is the so-called “Frank video.” As described in 
material from Legal Momentum and the National Judicial Education Program—from whom the video 
may be purchased—the video "is a reenactment of part of an interview conducted by Dr. David Lisak." 



Lisak regularly presents it as representative of the mindset and motivation of a typical college perpetrator, 
the kind of serial offenders supposedly responsible for 90% of campus assaults.  

• “It’s like they’re easy prey,” Frank says in the video. “These girls won’t know what hit them…by 
then each girl would be kind of staked out,” he continues, describing the plan he and his fraternity 
brothers had put in place multiple times. 

• “We’d all be scouting for targets during the week. We’d pick them out, work them over during 
the week, and then get them all psyched up to come to one of our famous parties. They’d be the 
ones we’d really work on.” 

Frank’s language in the video becomes more graphic, his attitude is callous, and his account of assaults 
committed highlights Lisak’s theory that these serial predators are unfeeling sociopaths who target their 
victims and meticulously plan their attacks. The video illustrates these points perfectly. 

When introducing it, Lisak suggests but never explicitly states that it is connected to the research behind 
that 2002 paper. Even when the video is specifically identified as such by others—see The Hunting 
Ground or Missoula, for example—Lisak does not correct them.  

The reality: 

• There is no relationship between the interview and the research at U Mass Boston. The latter—as 
noted, not even done by Lisak—were anonymous surveys and included no interviews.  

•  It turns out “Frank” is not a single student and the video is not an unedited reenactment. 

• The video’s source material is actually interviews conducted with just 12 individuals 30 years ago 
as part of Lisak’s dissertation, none of which were videotaped. 

• The curated video is not even representative of those interviews.  

How do I know about Frank? 

• Given the content of two articles published shortly after Lisak completed his PhD, I began to 
suspect there might be a connection to his dissertation and tracked it down. It contained the case 
studies.  

• The word that is most applicable to Lisak’s 12 students is not predatory but impulsive. The 
interviews reveal young men who were immature and/or inexperienced. Seven of the 12 used 
language that made it clear their aggression rose up in the moment, primarily out of frustration. 
Eleven of the subjects committed a single act of violence and not necessarily connected to 
campus. The "undetected rapist" Lisak claims as typical is actually an outlier in his subject group 
(and for some reason is not Frank).  

• Lisak’s dissertation conclusions show not the barest resemblance to his serial predator theory.  

Even the word “target” is used in a completely different way by the single student who used it: He was 
referring to the college from which he’d transferred where there were relatively few men and—according 
to him—women competed for their attention by offering to cook meals or clean off-campus apartments. 
He described growing tired of the attention of one such woman and “targeting” a replacement. 

This is worth repeating: The interview with an undetected rapist that is David Lisak’s dramatic 
centerpiece, presented as statements made by a single person and used to illustrate the typical mindset of a 



present-day college rapist—to audiences at colleges, military bases, government agencies, and law 
enforcement— 

• Cherry-picks from interviews Lisak did with a handful of subjects in the 1980s,  

• Edited so that it provides credibility to Lisak’s campus serial predator theory. 

Bottom line: There is no evidence that David Lisak has conducted research of any kind on college-age 
rapists since his dissertation. What he has done is parlay conversations with 12 students three decades 
ago—and particularly one atypical conversation—into a career as a consultant and expert forensic 
witness. 

False Reports 

We find Lisak figuring prominently in misinformation around false reports as well but here he has lots of 
company. Still, his name is invoked sufficiently often and his “research” on false reports is utterly 
representative, so I’ll use his paper to illustrate. 

Let’s start with the best-known assertion: 

• 94% of sexual assault accusations are true.  

There’s some variation in what you’ll see reported, but the claim is solidly between 90% and 96%. We 
see it in a variety of otherwise credible sources. For example: 

• Coalition to End Sexual and Domestic Violence: “Reported sexual assaults are true, with very 
few exceptions.” 

• Commonwealth of Massachusetts Executive Office of Public Safety and Security: “The majority 
of sexual assaults are based in truth.” 

• The New York Times (helpfully showing its work): “Between two percent and 10 percent of rape 
reports are bogus. As one ponders this discomfiting information, though, it’s important to keep in 
mind what the flip side of these numbers reveal: Between 90 percent and 98 percent of rape 
allegations are true.” 

• The New Republic, in a story about the con perpetrated on Rolling Stone by the University of 
Virginia’s “Jackie”: “If someone tells you she was raped, she is most certainly telling the truth.” 

This list could go on and on. The list does go on and on. 

The reality: 

Lisak and his co-authors looked at 136 reports of sexual assault during a 10-year period at a single 
university. 

• 6% (8 cases) were classified as false by Lisak.  

o In order to classify a sexual assault report as false, Lisak required evidence of a 
“thorough investigation,” including interviews with the accuser, accused, witnesses and, 
as applicable, collection of forensic material (e.g., medical records, security cameras). 
Does it need to be said that it seems unlikely something that didn’t happen would yield 
evidence of any kind? 



o For five of the eight, the accusers had admitted to the fabrication. 

• 35% were referred for prosecution or disciplinary action. 

o Although the disposition of those cases is not reported, it would not be fair to count these 
cases as false. 

• 45% were not referred for prosecution or disciplinary action based on a lack of evidence, the 
accuser’s decision not to proceed, or the fact that the accuser’s account, though truthful, was of an 
act that didn’t qualify as sexual assault.  

o Again, there is no way to determine the validity of most of these cases but, at the very 
least, those that didn’t qualify as sexual assault should have been removed from the 
calculations. 

• 14% had insufficient information even to determine whether a case had proceeded or not.  

o Basic math dictates that, minimally, those cases—as with the cases that were not actually 
sexual assault—should have been removed from the calculations. 

Imagine two apples, two oranges, and two unknown pieces of fruit in sealed boxes on the table. All you 
can definitely say is that 50% of the visible pieces of fruit are apples. You absolutely may not conclude 
that the sealed boxes contain apples.  

Lisak did. He counted cases that couldn’t even be categorized or that were not sexual assault as though 
they were true. He counted cases with insufficient evidence to proceed, or where the accuser declined to 
proceed, as true. He counted cases that were referred for prosecution about which we know nothing of the 
outcome, as though they were true.  

Finding—in a limited analysis of a single campus—that 6% of reports were clearly and egregiously false 
does not mean that 94% were true. All that could be concluded with certainty is that Lisak and his co-
authors found 6% to be false and 35% credible enough to proceed. The cases that fell in between—the 
majority of cases—had no evidence, conflicting evidence, or insufficient information even to classify 
them. 

This is not complex math. Nor is it math in the abstract. 

The criminal case at the center of Jon Krakauer’s 2016 book, “Missoula: Rape and Justice in a College 
Town,” is an example of a particularly frightening real consequence. The defense attorneys for student 
Jordan Johnson believed the Missoula Police Department’s sexual assault investigation policy had 
violated the presumption of innocence. The judge said: 

The Court finds that the Missoula Police Department’s policy … is not in violation of the 
presumption of innocence. It is not improper for the police to have this policy because, as Dr. 
David Lisak noted in his expert witness disclosure, the percentage of false reports is very low. 

As you know, Jordan Johnson was acquitted in criminal court on March 1, 2013, and reached a settlement 
last year with the University of Montana based on what was found to be an unfair investigation. 

Other Statistical Issues 

I’ll touch just very briefly on a few other problematic statistics. 



The claim: 

• 1 in 4 woman has been sexually assaulted.  

This usually is applied specifically to college women. Sometimes “sexually assaulted” is replaced with 
“raped.” 

The math: 

• I don’t need to go into a lot of the math here because people like Ashe Schow and Emily Yoffe 
have masterfully dismantled this statistic. 

• I will point out that the studies from which it comes are full of descriptions of statistical tests and 
sample weighting techniques because…well, that’s what researchers do, including perfectly 
legitimate ones. But here the data manipulation is virtually entirely focused on one aspect of the 
research: The fact that none of these studies included a response rate sufficient to draw any kind 
of conclusion. So the authors made assumptions about non-respondents and extrapolated beyond 
the period of the survey, jacking up the now hypothetical incident rate at each step. 

The claim: 

• 15% of Swarthmore women have been sexually assaulted.  

• Sometimes “sexually assaulted” is replaced with “raped” and the implication is “in a single year.” 
You can find versions of this claim for many colleges. 

The math: 

• One source of this sort of statistic is the generally misread Clery report.  

o Incidents are counted in the year they’re reported regardless of the year they were alleged 
to have happened and need not have a date attached at all. 

o Clery data are extremely vulnerable to over-counting, as multiple people may report the 
same incident and investigating before entering the report is prohibited.  

o Once reported, incidents are almost impossible to “unfound”, even if it’s subsequently 
discovered that an incident doesn’t qualify—either legally or geographically—under 
Clery and even if a disciplinary panel or campus investigation shows it didn’t happen.  

o Only sworn officers of the court—of which there is a pronounced shortage on college 
campuses—can so “unfound” a report. 

• Another source for this sort of statistic is the “campus climate survey” encouraged (read 
‘encouraged’ as you will) by the Department of Education. 

o Studies on sexual assault incident rates are generally conducted by researchers with 
training in statistical methods although, as I’ve noted, that isn’t a guard against statistical 
manipulation. Still, most of these studies count the most serious offense and subsume less 
offenses under it.  

o Even if a respondent reported separate and distinct incidents of groping, coercion, and 
forced rape, the researchers would count the respondent once when calculating incident 
rate. 



o But campus climate surveys are generally deployed by campus staff. The problem there 
tends to be math. Here, the three separate incidents end up counted three times while the 
respondent is counted only once.  

o More cases in the numerator than are represented in the denominator when calculating a 
percentage is a violation of basic math.  

o If you’re counting incidents, you can calculate the percentage of each kind of incident 
across all incidents.  

o If you’re counting victims, you can calculate the percentage of respondents who report 
being a victim across all respondents.  

o You may not count a victim three times if she’s reported three types of incidents. 

The claim: 

• One third of all women have been raped. 

The math: 

• This was Naomi Wolf a couple weeks ago on MSNBC. I honestly have no idea what she’s talking 
about. 

What are the implications? 

I’ve focused on the most frequently repeated or highly volatile data and research misrepresentations. I’ve 
focused especially on David Lisak because his reach is staggering. 

A list of just some of the organizations that include material from David Lisak, for example, shows not 
only the range of that influence but its insidious nature. These are not one-off presentations. The material 
lives on in guidelines, procedures, and court decisions, information passed on to new practitioners in ever-
expanding spheres of impact. 

Examples of organizations with policies or guidelines attributed to David Lisak 

• National Judicial Education Program 

• American Prosecutors Research Institute 

• National District Attorneys Association 

• United States Commission on Civil Rights 

• United States Air Force 

• Fraternity Sexual Assault Prevention Peer Education 

• National Center on Domestic and Sexual Violence 

• Reporting on Sexual Assault Guide for Journalists 

• American Association of University Professors 

• White House Task Force on Women and Girls 



• Washington State Courts Manual on Sexual Offense 

• World Health Organization: Global Violence and Prevention 

Summary 

The unfortunate reality is that if a number is repeated often enough, it gains credibility. It’s not enough to 
note that the very foundation for the Dear Colleague letter of 2011 and subsequent campus sexual assault 
programs  is an unremarkable 15-year old paper with no relevance to college campuses. It’s not even 
enough to point to every instance where someone has implied that assertions are based on research and 
interviews, or allowed such an assumption to stand, when they are not.  

It is exceedingly difficult to breach the combination of bad data and an “expert” intent on maintaining that 
status. We’re not fighting just against the numbers but against the road show, the campus presentations, 
news coverage, and the buddying up of Lisak—and Julie Valentine and Laura Dunn—with reporters, 
authors, and documentary filmmakers singularly focused on exploiting a non-event. 

If those of us advocating against misinformation have made a tactical error, it might be this: We've noted 
what's wrong but not what to use instead. More than that, we haven't provided a sufficient roadmap for 
the incorporation of the right information. As a student life person told me "we're practitioners, not 
researchers." And that resonated. People like David Lisak are wrong but they’re crystal clear with their 
directions.  

• Campus sexual assault is the result of sociopathic predators. Find them and expel them.   

• Allegations of rape don't stand up to the scrutiny of evidence and logic. Default to believing the 
accuser.  

Our roadmaps, though, tend to be written for researchers, not practitioners.  

• Koss and Swartout recently made a compelling case against the serial predator model but it was 
very much a statistical study, funded by the NSF and published in a medical journal.  

• Studies in 2012 and 2013 confirmed the nuanced dynamics almost anyone who works on a 
college campus sees but used user-unfriendly language about lifetime-persistent versus 
adolescent-limited offenders, equilibrium in biological normative development, and aggression-
facilitating personalities.  

• We have journal articles. They have a young woman carrying a mattress. 

I’m not sure how we provide that roadmap. I suspect it involves partnerships. 

• With the media to understand why exposure of bad data gets so little traction and why 
personalities loom so large.  

o The latter was really brought home to me shortly after my first article on David Lisak. A 
reporter from the Chronicle of Higher Education called me to ask what had prompted my 
interest. I said my statistical radar had pinged. When someone claims to explain virtually 
all instances of an act as complex as rape via a rare psychological disorder, I’m skeptical. 
I want to see the data. “No,” she said. “I mean what do you have against David Lisak?” 
Those were her exact words. 

• With student life staff on college campuses.  



o My experience has been that they’re often quite open to new information because they 
see the disconnect between the claims and the reality, and because they genuinely care 
about students. All of them. But the programs they currently have available to them are 
based on the claims. Can we help them design options? 

  



Additional Material 

I’ve provided links below to some of what I’ve written related to today’s topic here.  

I’d also point to a recent three-part series in The Atlantic by Emily Yoffe. For its particular value as a 
critique of journalism on emotionally-laden subjects, I’ve also included the investigation of the Rolling 
Stone article by the Columbia School of Journalism published, to its credit, in Rolling Stone. 

http://reason.com/archives/2015/07/28/campus-rape-statistics-lisak-problem 

http://reason.com/archives/2015/11/20/lisak-frank-interview-problem-rape 

https://www.realclearpolitics.com/articles/2015/08/23/skewed_response_to_critique_of_campus_
rape_expert_127850.html 

https://www.realclearpolitics.com/articles/2017/06/11/sexual_assaults_broken_system_of_justice.
html 

https://www.theatlantic.com/education/archive/2017/09/the-uncomfortable-truth-about-campus-
rape-policy/538974/ 

https://www.theatlantic.com/education/archive/2017/09/the-bad-science-behind-campus-
response-to-sexual-assault/539211/ 

https://www.theatlantic.com/education/archive/2017/09/the-question-of-race-in-campus-sexual-
assault-cases/539361/ 

http://www.rollingstone.com/culture/features/a-rape-on-campus-what-went-wrong-20150405 
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