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Finn Wolff
(In the News: 2019)

Brock Turner
(In the News: 2016–2018)

OUTCOMES RELATED TO THE BROCK TURNER MEDIA STORM: 

Week of highest news coverage: June 7-13, 2016
Number of news articles week before: 6
Number of news articles that week: 90
Number of news articles during peak month coverage: 142

Week of highest news coverage: May 10-16, 2019
Number of news articles week before: 0
Number of news articles that week: 1
Number of news articles during peak month coverage: 1
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In May 2019, Finn Wolff, a UC Berkeley student, was arrested for sexually assaulting and raping two 
unnamed women in incidents reported from 2017 and 2019. Though initially charged with multiple felonies, 
Wolff entered a plea deal and was convicted of three misdemeanor charges. Unlike the Brock Turner case, 
Wolff’s situation drew little media attention or public outrage. Three years later, the case shifted when both 
accusers admitted to lying under oath and destroying key evidence, ultimately leading to Wolff’s exoneration.

In June 2016, 19-year-old Stanford student Brock Turner was convicted of sexually assaulting Chanel Miller 
during a fraternity party in 2015. Although Turner faced a maximum sentence of 14 years in prison, Judge 
Aaron Persky sentenced him to only six months in county jail, and he served only three months. The day after 
Turner was sentenced, Miller’s detailed victim impact statement was published by Buzzfeed, with her 
permission. The court’s lenient sentence and Miller’s statement ignited national conversations about sexual 
violence and led to tangible reforms from universities and legislatures.

• Judge Persky’s lenient sentence sparked outrage and controversy, highlighting stark injustices in the treat-
ment of perpetrators and victims of sexual violence.

• Additionally, Turner’s status as a white and male student-athlete at an elite university bolstered the story’s 
heat by connecting the injustice to a broader societal narrative of bias and privilege.

• Chanel Miller’s court statement bolstered the case’s emotional appeal and put a sympathetic 
face to the issue of sexual violence

• Like Turner, Finn Wolff attended a highly respected university in California,  and his fraternity 
affiliation added to the scandalous nature of the story. However, Wolff was not a college athlete, 
a feature that was key to Turner’s intrigue.

• The fact that there were two accusers with allegations over a year apart created a pattern of 
alleged criminal behavior that heightened the severity of the case.  

• However, both accusers were anonymous, which limited the ability of news outlets and audiences to 
personalize and empathize with the case. 

• Social movements including Me Too and Black Lives Matter also acted as fuel, bringing awareness to flaws 
in the criminal justice system and the injustices shaped by race, class and gender.

• In the midst of Donald Trump’s presidential campaign, Trump’s widely publicized sexual assault allegations 
and controversial remarks primed the public to be highly critical of Turner’s light sentence and supportive of 
Miller and attempts to bolster victims’ rights.

• The recent popularity of the Me Too Movement primed a wide audience of activists, law-
makers, and news consumers.

• Recent efforts by universities to increase accountability and enforce Title IX processes, 
especially following the Brock Turner case, made this story more relevant. Notably, UC Berkeley, 
where Wolff attended, had revised their sexual harassment and sexual violencepolicies in November 2018.

• Greek life, especially at UC Berkeley, was subject to prior sexual assault controversies, including nine sexual 
assault incidents reported in a single month in 2014, establishing a foundational awareness of the issue.

• The increasing awareness of sexual assault cases on college campuses provided significant 
fuel, with high-profile investigations at Harvard, Yale, and the University of Virginia exposing 
persistent flaws in university protocols and accountability.

• Miller’s statement sparked activism with hashtags like #IStandWithHer and #JusticeForChanelMiller, along 
with campus protests and a movement to recall the judge.

• Celebrities and politicians, including Joe Biden, Kamala Harris, Lady Gaga, and Channing Tatum, spoke out 
about the Brock Turner case.

• The story did not attract much attention outside the news media, with no comments from 
• celebrities, politicians, or the anonymous victims.
• There were no widespread activist movements, resulting in no policy reforms.
• The presidential primaries and impending impeachment of Donald Trump impacted the news agenda, 

leaving little room for this case to be picked up by news sources. 

• Buzzfeed’s publication of Miller’s victim impact statement received 11 million views in four 
days, was re-published on multiple outlets, and videos of Miller reading the statement in 
interviews went viral.

• Judge recalled: Judge Persky became the first California judge in nearly a century to be recalled by voters in 
2018 after over a million people signed a petition calling for his removal. 

• Stricter sexual assault legislation: California lawmakers passed stricter sexual assault sentencing measures. 
AB 701 expanded the state’s definition of rape and AB 2888 created a mandatory minimum of three years for 
sexual assault of an unconscious or intoxicated person.

• University response: Stanford University expelled Turner, contributed $2.7 million to expand campus services 

for sexual assault survivors, and changed its policy regarding alcohol and Title IX compliance.  
California State University and the University of California soon followed suit with their own policy 
revisions. Stanford also installed a plaque with a quote from Miller’s victim impact statement at the 
site of her assault.

• Policy Response: California universities and lawmakers passed reforms, though these changes 
largely stayed within the state.
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