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Campus safety 
personnel have 
long struggled to 
interpret and apply 
the regulations of the 
1990 Jeanne Clery 
Act. For example, 
while they are 
required to quickly 
issue Emergency 
Notifications “if there 
is an immediate 
threat to the health 
or safety of students 
or employees 
occurring on 

campus,” they have to balance that mandate with the need to 
maintain confidentiality, to verify information for accuracy, and 
to avoid compromising an active investigation–all under the 
threat of fines for mistakes.

 Complying with Clery became even more difficult in October 
2020, when Betsy DeVos’ Education Department replaced the 
265-page handbook that offered guidance about interpreting 
the Clery Act with a 13-page appendix. Abigail Boyer, associate 
executive director of the Clery Center, explained that the 
handbook had been developed in response to frequently asked 
questions and was a useful resource for campus authorities.

 The Clery Act 
is intended to 
increase safety on 
campus, primarily by 
informing students, 
staff, and faculty 
members about crime incidents by maintaining a daily crime log, 
issuing Timely Warnings (often sent via email) and Emergency 
Notifications (usually as text messages), and distributing annual 
reports that describe institutions’ safety practices and crime 
statistics. 

 Regulations that campuses must inform their community 
members about crimes and emergencies might seem like a fairly 
simple and effective way to help ensure safety. However, these 

policies have been criticized as overly complex and possibly 
ineffective in increasing safety. A growing body of research on 
Clery-mandated annual reports, notifications, and warnings 
suggests a range of unintended consequences. 

 In a recent Inside Higher Ed column, former municipal police 
commissioner Edward Davis criticized the “enormous diversion 
of resources to meeting this mandate” and argued: “Rather 
than concentrating on the correct response to an emergency, 
campus professionals are forced to focus on whether the form 
of emergency notice will comply with the [policies].”

 At the same time, universities are facing steep budget 
shortfalls, and money spent on campus security and policing–
especially on nearly empty campuses– is coming under 
increased scrutiny. Some students last summer called for 
universities to defund campus police1 in response to increasing 
attention to systemic racism and excessive use-of-force among 
police nationally.  

 At least in the area of Clery compliance, schools have few 
options for cutting costs, because failing to correctly record 
and report crimes can be expensive. From 2010 to 2019, the 
Department of Education collected nearly $8 million in fines for 
Clery compliance violations from nearly 40 institutions.

 In September of 2020, University of California Berkeley was hit 
with a $2.35 million fine for crime reporting violations. An official 
statement from the university explained, “Perfect compliance 
in one of the busiest campus law enforcement agencies in 

the country is 
a challenge.”2  
The statement 
said that some 
of the fines 
stemmed from 

a five-year review finding that 1,125 incidents–out of a total 
of approximately 32,000–were misclassified. The statement 
went on to explain that “many of the cases involved minors in 
possession of alcohol in residence halls,” which were originally 
classified as policy violations but should have been reported as 
crimes as well.

 The Department of Education under the Trump 
administration claimed that rescinding the handbook “will help 
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simplify Clery compliance” and “reduc[e] the regulatory burden 
on institutions.” Yet many Clery experts predict the opposite. 
Blaine Nickeson, Associate Vice President for Administration at 
the University of Northern Colorado and Clery Center instructor, 
said he thought rescinding the handbook “will only add more 
confusion to an area that is already difficult to understand.”

 While President Biden pledged during his campaign to 
increase Clery fines and enforcement, Boyer said campus 
officials have been wondering “how they can anticipate what 
that enforcement will look like” without the handbook. Boyer 
explained: “What campuses don't want to see is that they don't 
know that they're out of compliance until someone [from the 
Department of Education] comes to the campus.”

Information overload

Emergency alerts can save lives and help people reduce their 
risk in dangerous situations. But one key problem is that 
messages, especially about risks and safety, may not always 
work in exactly the ways we expect. In an article in the Review 
of Communication about wireless emergency alerts, researchers 
caution that their use “has outpaced investigation of their 
benefits, limitations, and actual and potential consequences.”3

 A number of studies by Steven Janosik at Virginia Tech and 
Dennis Gregory 
at Old Dominion 
University 
demonstrate that the 
resources devoted 
to the often over-
100-pages-long 
annual campus security reports is especially misplaced.4 Though 
these reports are intended to help people choose where to 
attend college, crimes are defined differently in different 
places, and the statistics do not account for the size of the 
campus or its location. Rows of 0s in a crime log may make a 
campus look safe to anxious parents, but the data could be 
the result of a small population, low reporting due to a lack of 
faith in authorities, or the kind of errors and misclassifications 
– intentional or not – that could lead to steep fines if they are 
discovered.

 Most people assume that having more information about 
crime will help increase safety, whether that's checking 
NextDoor for the latest package thefts or watching crime 
reports on the local TV news.

 But the problem is that people do not always react to 
information–especially on the topic of crime--in predictable 
ways. In a study a co-author and I published last year in the 

International Journal of Communication, we found some evidence 
that these notifications about crime on campus might actually 
decrease safety overall.5 We surveyed more than 100 students, 
faculty, and staff, and found that a lot of people are either 
overreacting to messages about crime or not paying attention 
to them at all.

 For people who are particularly worried about crime, getting 
these messages might contribute to their fear. In our study, 
nearly 30% of people said they are particularly worried about 
crime on campus, and many of them reported taking a lot of 
precautions, like carrying a weapon, avoiding being in particular 
places on campus, and avoiding classes that end after dark. 
And several people even said they would leave campus for the 
entire day after getting a notification about a crime that had just 
occurred.

 For example, one of our respondents recalled his reaction to 
a message from a few months prior: “The texts that went out 
about shots fired made me not go to campus that day for its 
entirety, even after the situation was all clear.” 

 On the other hand, another group of people in our sample 
seem to be relatively unworried about crime and inattentive to 
notifications: A total of 36% said they did not always read the 

text messages, 
and 63% said 
they did not 
always read 
the emails. Our 
concern is that 
in a genuine 
emergency, that 

means they might miss important information.

 Part of the problem is that sometimes, messages are only 
being sent because emergency managers want to make sure 
they won’t be fined for failing to comply with Clery policies.

The chief of Police on my campus, Michael Phibbs, explained: 
“The spirit of the law is good; transparency in police operations 
is good, … and we provide information that could make people 
safer if they take it seriously. But I also think there are times 
when it’s just silly and we’re worrying people for no reason.”

 Boyer also explained that she often sees institutions 
“conflating the function and what’s required for Timely 
Warnings and Emergency Notifications.” This can mean that 
members of a campus might get a text message in the middle 
of the night about a crime that has occurred when it could have 
been reported in an email the following day. Boyer suspected 
that rescinding the handbook could exacerbate this problem.

3 Bean, H., Sutton, J., Liu, B. F., Madden, S., Wood, M. M., & Mileti, D. S. (2015). The Study of Mobile Public Warning Messages: A Research Review and Agenda. Review of 
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4	Gregory,	D.	E.,	&	Janosik,	S.	M.	(2002).	The	Clery	Act:	How	Effective	Is	It?	Perceptions	from	the	Field—The	Current	State	of	the	Research	and	Recommendations	for	Im-
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44(6), 763–778; Janosik, S. M. (2004). Parents’ views on the Clery Act and campus safety. Journal of College Student Development, 45(1), 43–56; Janosik, S. M., & Gehring, D. D. 
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 As long as the Clery fines are in place, campus emergency 
managers and police may feel that they have fairly limited 
options. Campus police have the discretion to decide not to 
issue a notification if doing so might hinder efforts to investigate 
or respond to the emergency, but the need to avoid violations 
and fines constrains their decisions.

COVID-19: The new risk on campus

On most college campuses, crime rates are generally lower 
than national averages, but as COVID-19 rapidly spread across 
campuses that re-opened, the risks of being on a university 
campus are perhaps higher than ever.

 In early April, the Department of Education clarified that 
universities weren’t required to send out an emergency 
notification for each positive COVID-19 test result. Instead, 
placing “a banner at the top of the institution’s homepage” and 
sending all members of the campus a single message informing 
them about the pandemic–which by then had been dominating 
the news for nearly three weeks–would suffice.

 This guidance means that there is no requirement for 
universities–even those that have fully reopened–to track and 
publicize the current numbers of COVID-19 cases on campus, 
though some of them are doing so. Given the widespread 
failures in the United 
States to control 
the pandemic, if 
campuses were 
required to publicize 
their local COVID-19 
rates, it might at least 
help some people manage their personal risk.

 Further, while many campuses remain nearly empty, it seems 
especially unnecessary to send a text message to the entire 
stay-at-home workforce and student population at 4 am about 
an attempted mugging at a campus bus stop. 

 If Clery guidelines were more flexible, campus authorities 
might be able to feel more confident using their discretion 
about when to issue urgent text messages and when an 
email might suffice. A study in Communication Research 
demonstrated that anxiety about crime notifications increased 
when people received them on mobile phones as compared 
with laptop and desktop computers.6 

 The broader question remains: Why do colleges need a 
separate crime notification and reporting system that is far 
more extensive and thorough than nearly any other type of 
institution or jurisdiction? Sexual assaults are a significant 

problem both on-campus and everywhere else. But most 
campuses aren’t sending out notifications about date rapes 
anyway,  and even if they were, it’s not clear how it might help 
students to get a text message in the middle of the night telling 
them that a rape had been reported at a frat house.

 Indeed, the (Trump administration) Department of Education 
statement on rescinding the handbook raises questions about 
the exceptional amount of data collection and reporting that 
Clery requires of college campus personnel. The statement 
also suggests that colleges could step away from their in loco 
parentis role and instead “recogniz[e] that most members of 
their community are adults who share responsibility for their 
personal safety and security.” Yet it is unclear how rescinding 
the handbook would actually support such a shift, because all 
the Clery regulations about issuing notifications and distributing 
annual security reports remain unchanged.

 Campus closures and budget cuts present an occasion to step 
back and think about whether it is time to repeal Clery entirely 
and start over. While the Clery Center maintains that “Clery 
still matters,”8 COVID-19 highlights that–at the very least–it is 
essential to overhaul the notification requirements on empty 
campuses.

    The appealing 
premise behind 
the Clery Act’s 
crime reporting 
and notification 
requirements is 
that providing 
members of a 

campus with more information about crime will help increase 
their safety, presumably by making potential victims more alert 
and cautious. This assumption relies on the simplistic idea 
that people interpret and respond to messages about crime in 
rational and predictable ways.

 Unfortunately, a range of studies suggest that simply knowing 
about crime incidents does not necessarily make people 
safer. In particular, our research found that Clery policies may 
inadvertently decrease safety by desensitizing some audiences 
while potentially reducing campus participation for those who 
are particularly fearful.

 Ideally, when campuses do eventually reopen completely, 
they would be able to rely on evidence-based policies about 
the best ways to use mobile notification systems to help people 
protect themselves when there is a serious emergency, but 
without creating unnecessary fear. 
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