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Abstract 
 

 This dissertation is composed of three studies that examined the relationship 

between early adolescents’ sexual harassment experiences (as targets, witnesses, and 

perpetrators) and the peer environments in which they are embedded. Taking a feminist-

developmental perspective, these studies explored peer-contextual predictors of sexual 

harassment perpetration, as well as psychosocial correlates of perpetration and 

victimization. Students in Grades 7 and 8 (n = 435 participants at Time 1; n = 370 at 

Time 2) completed self-report measures of sexual harassment perpetration, victimization, 

witnessing, psychosocial functioning, and peer social networks at two time points, about 

four months apart. Study 1 examined cross-sectional associations among sexual 

harassment victimization, shame, and depressive symptoms, and explored how witnessing 

sexual harassment might affect these associations. Study 2 examined individual and peer 

contextual predictors of sexual harassment perpetration. Finally, Study 3 examined 

psychosocial consequences of sexual harassment perpetration, and explored how 

individuals’ social power might impact their experiences. The results of these studies 

suggest that peers play a complex role in the development of sexual harassment, and in 

predicting perpetrators’ and targets’ psychosocial responses to these behaviours. Findings 

can inform the development of effective intervention programs at the middle school level, 

with implications for preventing sexual harassment and mitigating its consequence. 

 KEYWORDS: adolescence; social development; peers; sexual harassment. 
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Chapter 1 – General Introduction:  

Sexual Harassment in Early Adolescence 
 

In the last few years, there has been growing attention given to the issue of 

sexual harassment and other forms of gender-based violence in the public sphere. High-

profile cases and the #MeToo movement (coined by activist Tarana Burke in 2006 and 

popularized in late 2017) have inspired conversations about the prevalence and 

consequences of these behaviours in mainstream and social media, as well as in homes, 

schools, workplaces, and communities (Giese, 2017; Lu, 2018; PettyJohn, Muzzey, Maas, 

& McCauley, 2018). For researchers and practitioners in the fields of youth health and 

social relationships, these events have underscored the importance of understanding and 

intervening in sexual harassment early in development, to prevent both concurrent and 

long-term consequences from developing across the lifespan (e.g., Azzopardi & Smith, 

2019; Mumford, Okeke, & Rothman, 2019). 

The studies that comprise this dissertation focus on sexual harassment in early 

adolescence, when these behaviours become increasingly prevalent (Doty, Gower, Rudi, 

McMorris, & Borowsky, 2017; Pepler et al., 2006; Petersen & Hyde, 2009). The 

overarching goal of the current dissertation was to examine the relationship between 

sexual harassment and the peer environment in adolescence. I aimed to contribute to the 

literature by showing how peer relationships influence young people’s experiences of 

sexual harassment, including their participation in these behaviours and the psychosocial 

consequences that they experience.  

In this chapter, I present the theoretical and empirical background that informed 

this dissertation’s research questions. I begin by reviewing the literature on the 

phenomenology of adolescent sexual harassment, including definitions, estimates of its 

prevalence, and its psychosocial correlates. Next, I discuss two theories of adolescent 

sexual harassment that contribute to our understanding of why these behaviours occur 

and why they might emerge during this age range. Finally, I review the literature on the 
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peer context of adolescence, and introduce the individual studies that comprise this 

dissertation. 

 

Overview of sexual harassment in adolescence 

History and definitions. Sexual harassment, in the tradition of socio-legal studies, 

originated in the 1970s from the American radical grassroots feminist movement and 

from research demonstrating the prevalence of harassment experiences among working 

adult women (MacKinnon, 1979; McDonald, 2012). The psychosocial definition of sexual 

harassment originally referred specifically to unwanted sexual behaviours that occurred 

in the workplace; legal definitions of sexual harassment followed, recognizing harassment 

as an act of discrimination that prevents equal participation in employment (McDonald, 

2012). In Canada, provincial legislation (which has jurisdiction over schools) defines and 

prohibits sexual harassment (Weiss, 2006). In Ontario, where the current research was 

conducted, the Human Rights Code (1990) defines sexual harassment as “engaging in a 

course of vexatious comment or conduct that is known or ought to be known to be 

unwelcome.” 

 The first academic studies of sexual harassment in adolescence were published in 

the 1980s (Bogart & Stein, 1987). Since that time, academics have examined adolescent 

sexual harassment from the viewpoint of multiple disciplines, including psychology (e.g., 

Rinehart, Espelage, & Bub, 2017), sociology (e.g., Uggen & Blackstone, 2004), health (e.g., 

Eom, Restaino, Perkins, Neveln, & Harrington, 2015), and law (e.g., Short, 2006). As a 

result of these varied perspectives, there has been no single accepted academic definition 

of the phenomenon of adolescent sexual harassment (Vega-Gea, Ortega-Ruiz, & Sánchez, 

2016). 

The most commonly used measure of sexual harassment in adolescence is the 

American Association of University Women (AAUW, 2001; Hill & Kearl, 2011) 

questionnaire. The AAUW operationalizes school-based sexual harassment as “unwanted 

sexual behavior that interferes with a student’s right to receive an equal education” (Hill 
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& Kearl, 2011, p. 7). With this definition, sexual harassment can include a wide range of 

behaviours that demean an individual in relation to their actual or perceived gender or 

sexuality, such as making unwelcome sexual comments, sending unwanted sexual 

pictures online, or referencing someone’s sexual identity in a negative way (Hill & Kearl, 

2011). The current dissertation uses a modified version of this measure and focuses 

specifically on verbal sexual harassment among schoolmates.1  

Prevalence and developmental trajectory. In North American middle school samples 

(approximately Grades 6 to 8, or ages 11 to 14 years), prevalence rates for peer sexual 

harassment range from 8% to about 34% for perpetration, and from 15% to almost 50% 

for victimization (the experience of being targeted; Lichty & Campbell, 2011; McMaster 

et al., 2002; Miller, 2013; Mumford, Okamoto, Taylor, & Stein, 2013; Rinehart & 

Espelage, 2015). Differences in measures may account for some of this variation. In the 

AAUW’s reports, about one one-third of students reported that their first harassment 

experience had occurred by Grade 6 (AAUW, 2001; Bryant, 1993), and 6% reported it had 

occurred by Grade 3 (Bryant, 1993).  

A few qualitative and mixed-method studies have demonstrated that elementary 

school-aged students can describe incidents of sexual harassment that they had 

experienced at school (Gådin, 2012; Law, 2008; Murnen & Smolak, 2000). There is a 

dearth of prospective research examining sexual harassment trajectories, however, 

precluding a conclusion of how the prevalence of sexual harassment changes across the 

full range of development. The adolescent research suggests that sexual harassment 

perpetration and victimization likely increases across this stage of development (Doty et 

                                                 
1 The modified measure used in the current study excludes physical assault, such as unwanted 
touching and sexual coercion (included in the original AAUW measure; Hill & Kearl, 2001). 
This study also does not examine aggression perpetrated by adults towards youth (e.g., 
Timmerman, 2003). The focus of this work was on peer-to-peer verbal sexual harassment. 
From a developmental perspective, verbal sexual harassment may be conceptualized as part of 
a trajectory of heterotypic continuity in aggression, situated between bullying and more 
severe forms of aggression that emerge later in adolescence and adulthood (Pepler et al., 
2006). From a feminist-sociocultural perspective, verbal sexual harassment can be considered 
part of a continuum of gender-based violence, situated between gender microaggressions and 
sexual assault (Gartner & Sterzing, 2016). 
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al., 2017; Petersen & Hyde, 2009), potentially peaking with the transition to high school 

(Pepler et al., 2006). There are also likely gender differences in these trajectories, as 

discussed below. 

Demographic correlates. Issues of identity and presentation are central to an 

understanding of sexual harassment, and as a result, demographic factors have been a 

dominant area of interest in the adolescent literature so far. While most studies on sexual 

harassment perpetration find that this behaviour is most common among boys (Clear et al., 

2014; Kennair & Bendixen, 2012; McMaster et al., 2002), there are mixed findings on 

gender differences in victimization. In analyses comparing girls’ and boys’ rates of 

victimization, some studies have demonstrated that girls report more victimization 

(AAUW, 2001; Goldstein, Malanchuk, Davis-Kean, & Eccles, 2007; Hill & Kearl, 2011; 

Kaltiala-Heino, Fröjd, & Marttunen, 2016b; Mitchell, Ybarra, & Korchmaros, 2014; 

Young, Grey, & Boyd, 2009). Others have found that boys report more victimization 

(Rolfe & Schroeder, 2017; Sainio, Veenstra, Huitsing, & Salmivalli, 2012), while still 

others have found no gender differences (Chiodo, Wolfe, Crooks, Hughes, & Jaffe, 2009; 

Felix & McMahon, 2006; Lichty & Campbell, 2011; McMaster et al., 2002). Some of these 

disparities may be attributed to gender differences in the developmental trajectories of 

these experiences. For example, Hill and Kearl (2011) found that about half of Grade 7 

boys and half of Grade 7 girls reported victimization, but by Grade 12 those figures were 

39% and 62% respectively. In addition, it appears that some of these disparities in findings 

can be due to differences in measures and analyses, and how they capture differences in 

the types of sexual harassment behaviours experienced by boys and girls. Girls, for 

example, may be more likely to experience unwanted sexual attention and boys may be 

more likely to experience homophobic comments (Chiodo et al., 2009; Schnoll, Connolly, 

Josephson, Pepler, & Simkins-Strong, 2014; Taylor, Liu, & Mumford, 2019).  

A number of studies suggest that youth who identify as gender minorities are at 

greatest risk of experiencing sexual harassment. In an American sample of adolescents, 

trans youth reported the highest rates of sexual harassment (81%), followed by gender 
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non-conforming/other-gender youth (69%); both of these rates were significantly higher 

than the rate experienced by cisgender boys (34%; Mitchell et al., 2014). Sexual identity 

may also predict increased risk for victimization: lesbian, gay, bisexual, and questioning 

youth report more sexual harassment compared to heterosexual youth (Katz-Wise & 

Hyde, 2012; Mitchell et al., 2014; Williams, Connolly, Pepler, & Craig, 2003). These 

findings are consistent with research showing that adolescents’ gender atypicality is 

associated with lower acceptance and greater overall victimization (i.e., not solely sexual 

harassment; e.g., Horn, 2007; Toomey, Card, & Casper, 2014; Toomey, Ryan, Diaz, Card, 

& Russell, 2010).  

Psychosocial correlates. In adolescence, sexual harassment victimization is 

associated with increased risk for depression, trauma symptoms, substance use, anxiety, 

and disordered eating (Bendixen, Daveronis, & Kennair, 2018; Bucchianeri, Eisenberg, 

Wall, Piran, & Neumark-Sztainer, 2014; Gruber & Fineran, 2008; Kaltiala-Heino, Fröjd, 

& Marttunen, 2016a; Petersen & Hyde, 2012; Reed, Salazar, et al., 2019). Victimization is 

also associated with lower academic achievement and engagement, self-esteem, physical 

health, and life satisfaction (Bendixen et al., 2018; Bucchianeri et al., 2014; Gruber & 

Fineran, 2007, 2008, 2016; Polce-Lynch, Myers, Kliewer, & Kilmartin, 2001).  

Though most research has been cross-sectional, a number of longitudinal studies 

suggest a causal relationship between victimization and psychosocial functioning, with 

increases in sexual harassment victimization predicting the development of disordered 

eating symptoms (Petersen & Hyde, 2012) and depressive symptoms (Rinehart et al., 

2017). Poor functioning may also increase the risk for victimization: in one sample of 

Canadian adolescents, deliberate self-injury predicted risk for sexual harassment 

victimization, but not vice versa (Marshall, Faaborg-Andersen, Tilton-Weaver, & Stattin, 

2013). In addition, sexual harassment may be particularly distressing or harmful for 

certain youth. Findings suggest that there may be greater impacts of sexual harassment 

on psychosocial functioning for adolescent boys versus girls (Kaltiala-Heino et al., 2016a); 

conversely, for girls versus boys (Mitchell et al., 2014); for lesbian, gay, and bisexual 
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youth versus heterosexual youth (Mitchell et al., 2014); for transgender and gender non-

conforming youth versus cisgender youth (Mitchell et al., 2014); and for middle school 

students versus high school students (Gruber & Fineran, 2007).   

 

Theories of adolescent sexual harassment 

Adolescence researchers have examined sexual harassment from two main 

perspectives: from a developmental-contextual framework and from a feminist-

sociocultural theory lens (Conroy, 2013). Each of these perspectives informs hypotheses 

about the causes and consequences of sexual harassment behaviours in adolescence, as 

well as the factors that may increase risk and the behaviours that comprise this term. The 

developmental-contextual perspective links sexual harassment to the biological, social, 

and psychological changes that accompany adolescence (Craig, Pepler, Connolly, & 

Henderson, 2001; Pepler et al., 2006). From this perspective, sexual harassment is related 

to other forms of aggression that emerge earlier (e.g., verbal bullying) and later in 

development (e.g., dating aggression, domestic violence); these different forms of 

aggression emerge as individuals face different types of social relationships. Evidence 

from longitudinal studies lends credence to this notion. In one study, students who 

bullied others in Grade 6 were also observed to sexually harass their peers in Grade 7, a 

relationship mediated by involvement in dating (Pellegrini, 2001). In another, middle 

school bullying and sexual harassment were both shown to predict later teen dating 

violence (Cutbush & Williams, 2016).  

From a developmental-contextual perspective, same-gender aggression is an 

aggressive act related to bullying, and other-gender aggression is related to young 

people’s burgeoning romantic and gender sexual interest (Conroy, 2013; McMaster et al., 

2002; Pellegrini, 2001). These theories suggest that the specific manifestation of these 

acts of aggression occurs as a result of the social and psychological changes that 

accompany the hormonal changes associated with pubertal development. Same-gender 

acts of aggression might be understood as attempts to assert one’s power and identity at a 
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time when identity formation and in-group conformity are important. Other-gender 

harassment might be understood as adolescents’ at-times clumsy attempts at showing 

heterosexual interest in their peers, a behaviour they are still learning to navigate in 

healthy ways (McMaster et al., 2002).  

Developmental-contextual theories are supported by a number of empirical 

studies showing links between pubertal development and sexual harassment; among early 

adolescent girls, early pubertal maturation is associated with greater sexual harassment 

victimization (Craig et al., 2001; Skoog & Bayram Ozdemir, 2015). Theorists have 

suggested a number of normative processes that may underlie this relationship. First, 

girls’ more sexually mature appearances may elicit more sexual attention from their 

peers, which may be wanted or unwanted (Craig et al., 2001). Second, girls’ increased 

romantic and sexual activity may possibly increase risk for harassment because they may 

signal to peers that they are sexually active, resulting in wanted and unwanted sexual 

attention (Skoog & Bayram Ozdemir, 2015). Increased romantic and sexual activity may 

also increase vulnerability to potential unwanted sexual attention. There seems to be 

evidence for both theories (Skoog & Bayram Ozdemir, 2015). This explanation is also 

supported by evidence showing a link between participation in mixed-gender social 

groups, which is associated with the transition into adolescence and the risk of sexual 

harassment (Craig et al., 2001; Lacasse, 2004). 

In the last decade, researchers have increasingly considered the limits of a 

developmental-contextual perspective on adolescent sexual harassment. Taking a 

feminist-sociocultural perspective, some researchers have examined adolescent sexual 

harassment within the wider cultural context that creates the conditions for these 

behaviours to develop. From this theoretical perspective, sexual harassment in North 

America is a product of contemporary Western culture’s heterosexism, misogyny, 

patriarchy, and narrowly proscribed gender norms (Conroy, 2013; Dunn, Clark, & 

Pearlman, 2017; Meyer, 2008a). A feminist sociocultural perspective is particularly useful 

in conceptualizing how the different behaviours considered under the umbrella of sexual 
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harassment are related to one another and to broader systemic and cultural factors. These 

acts can be understood as aggressive behaviours that serve to set and police traditional 

gender norms of heterosexual masculinity and heterosexual femininity (Chambers, 

Tincknell, & Loon, 2004; Conroy, 2013; Meyer, 2008a). In other words, gendered 

harassment is one way adolescents communicate to their peers about socially acceptable 

ways to perform one’s gender, assert one’s own sexual and gender identity, and like other 

forms of relationship violence, establish power and control over others (Conroy, 2013; 

Meyer, 2008a). 

The current dissertation takes an integrated theoretical perspective, combining 

both developmental-contextual and feminist-sociocultural perspectives. Bronfenbrenner’s 

(1979) socio-cultural model of development can aid in conceptualizing how these 

perspectives integrate. According to Bronfenbrenner’s model, individuals’ development is 

informed by multiple contextual spheres, each nested in one another. Young people’s 

sexual harassment experiences (including perpetration, victimization, and witnessing) 

may be influenced by their own individual characteristics, such as their gender 

expression, attitudes, and pubertal development. Individuals are nested within peer 

groups, which also have various attitudes and behaviours that can influence the 

individual. Peer groups, in turn, are nested within schools, a proximal cultural context 

that transmits cultural information and norms. For example, in one multilevel study of 36 

American middle schools (Rinehart & Espelage, 2016), researchers found that greater 

teacher-reported intolerance of sexual harassment was associated with fewer student-

reported experiences of homophobic and sexual harassment perpetration.  

Finally, schools and other social contexts are embedded within a wider cultural 

context. Youth may be exposed to messaging in their communities (Kosciw, Greytak, & 

Diaz, 2009), in entertainment media (van Oosten, Peter, & Valkenburg, 2015), and in the 

news (Lu, 2018) that may influence attitudes and behaviours related to sexual harassment. 

Feminist-sociocultural perspectives aid us in understanding why sexual harassment is 

prevalent in our patriarchal, heteronormative culture, while developmental perspectives 
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help us understand the emergence and consequences of these behaviours in early 

adolescence. The integrated feminist-developmental perspective considers these different 

spheres of influence and how they interact. 

 

Peer context of adolescence 

The overarching goal of the current dissertation is to gain a better 

understanding of the peer contextual factors that influence sexual harassment. From an 

integrated feminist-developmental perspective, the peer network is key to understanding 

the phenomenon of adolescent sexual harassment. Not only does sexual harassment occur 

between peers, it often occurs in public places within schools, such as hallways and 

cafeterias (AAUW, 2001), where there is often an audience of peers. A central hypothesis 

of this dissertation is that peers’ behaviours are likely to influence one another’s sexual 

harassment perpetration behaviours, as well as how they experience perpetration and 

victimization. 

From a developmental perspective, peer contextual factors are particularly 

important to consider during the early adolescent period. While the family is the main 

socializing context in early and middle childhood, peers become an increasingly important 

context for development as youth enter adolescence (Blakemore & Mills, 2014; Furman & 

Buhrmester, 1992). At this age, youth experience a normative shift in which they spend 

increasing amounts of time with their peers and less time with their families (Larson, 

Moneta, Richards, Holmbeck, & Duckett, 1996; Larson & Richards, 1991). Young 

adolescents become more autonomous from their families while increasing in their 

susceptibility to peer influence (Steinberg & Silverberg, 1986). Friendships are 

particularly important for meeting young people’s need for intimacy, and provide an 

environment for modelling, learning, and self-discovery (Crosnoe, 2000).  

The developmental literature suggests a number of explanations for adolescents’ 

particular sensitivity to peer influence, all related to the sociocultural, psychological, and 

biological changes that typically accompany pubertal maturation (Blakemore & Mills, 
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2014). Socially, as adolescents spend increasing amounts of time in their peer groups, the 

process of social influence fosters in-group uniformity, meeting adolescents’ strong need 

for affiliation (Brown, Clasen, & Eicher, 1986; Steinberg & Monahan, 2007). 

Psychologically, adolescents’ increasing dependence on peers may facilitate the transition 

from a child’s dependence on parents to an adult’s relative independence (Steinberg & 

Monahan, 2007; Steinberg & Silverberg, 1986). Biologically, findings from imaging 

research has lent evidence to suggestions that pubertal maturation impacts the adolescent 

brain’s sensitivity to social and affective influences (Crone & Dahl, 2012; Kilford, Garrett, 

& Blakemore, 2016; Peper & Dahl, 2013). Taken together, these findings suggest that 

adolescents experience unique developmental challenges and influences that can affect 

how they relate to one another in both positive and negative ways.   

 
 

Current studies 

This dissertation comprises three manuscripts that examine sexual harassment as 

a social behaviour and experience that is embedded within, and influenced by, the peer 

context. The first manuscript, Adolescent sexual harassment, shame, and depression: Do 

experiences of witnessing harassment matter?, examined cross-sectional associations among 

experiences of being targeted by sexual harassment, shame, and depressive symptoms, 

and how experiences of witnessing sexual harassment might affect these associations. 

This research aimed to contribute to our understanding of mechanisms underlying the 

relationship between sexual harassment and wellbeing. It also aimed to contribute to an 

emerging body of literature on witnessing sexual harassment, a common experience in 

adolescence with unknown effects on young people’s wellbeing. 

The second and third studies examined sexual harassment perpetration. Study 2, 

Peer contextual influences on sexual harassment perpetration in adolescence, used a social 

network analysis approach to identify young people’s unique social contexts, and 

examined how individual and peer network factors predicted gendered harassment 
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perpetration over time. Specifically, I examined how individuals’ sexual harassment 

perpetration was predicted by sexual harassment victimization, sexual harassment 

witnessing, peers’ sexual harassment perpetration, peer group gender heterogeneity, and 

network centrality (a measure of social connectedness). This study aimed to contribute to 

the literature by examining a socialization hypothesis of sexual harassment perpetration 

in adolescence in order to better understand how these behaviours develop. 

The final study, Social power and the consequences of sexual harassment perpetration in 

adolescence, explored the role of social power in the dynamics of sexual harassment in 

adolescence. The goal of this study was to better understand the outcomes associated 

with sexual harassment perpetration, and how these might be related to social status. I 

hypothesized that social power, operationalized as high connectedness to others and low 

levels of victimization, might buffer some youth from the negative consequences of sexual 

harassment perpetration.  

Together, these three studies aimed to contribute to the literature by expanding 

our understanding of the role peers play in the development of sexual harassment 

perpetration and in young people’s psychosocial responses to it. Results from these 

studies can inform the development of effective intervention programs for sexual 

harassment at the middle school level, with implications for preventing sexual harassment 

and for mitigating the consequences of these behaviours. 
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Chapter 2 – 

Study 1: Adolescent Sexual Harassment, Shame, and 

Depression: Do Experiences of Witnessing 

Harassment Matter? 

 

Abstract 

This preliminary study explored a person-group dissimilarity hypothesis in the 

context of adolescent sexual harassment. Theory suggests that victimized youth are 

expected to experience worse outcomes if they perceive victimization to be a rare 

experience among their peers. This study comprised 435 middle school students who 

reported on their experiences of sexual harassment (victimization and witnessing), shame, 

and depressive symptoms. I tested a cross-sectional conditional indirect effects model, 

with shame mediating the relationship between victimization and depressive symptoms 

(the indirect effect) and with witnessing as a moderator of the indirect effect. For all 

students, shame mediated the relationship between victimization and depressive 

symptoms. For girls, there was a buffering effect of witnessing, whereby the indirect 

effect was weaker at high levels of witnessing. These findings have potential implications 

for theory and intervention, suggesting the importance of examining young people’s 

social contexts to better understand their responses to sexual harassment. 
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Introduction 

Experiences of peer sexual harassment become increasingly prevalent as children 

enter early adolescence (Birkett & Espelage, 2015; Craig et al., 2001; McMaster et al., 

2002). According to developmental-contextual and critical feminist theories, adolescent 

sexual harassment can be defined as aggressive behaviours with a sexual or gendered 

dimension; it can include such behaviours as unwanted sexual attention, homophobic 

harassment, and gender policing (Conroy, 2013; McMaster et al., 2002; Meyer, 2008a). 

These theories suggest that, in adolescence, sexual harassment perpetration can be 

understood as youth’s attempts to follow culturally sanctioned scripts for how to behave 

socially, in relation to their sexuality and gender (Robinson, 2005; Rolfe & Schroeder, 

2017). In North American middle school samples (approximately ages 11-14 years), 

prevalence rates for sexual harassment range from about 8% to about 21% for 

perpetration and from about 15% to about 43% for victimization (the experience of being 

targeted; Doty et al., 2017; Rinehart & Espelage, 2016; Rolfe & Schroeder, 2017; Schnoll 

et al., 2014). Longitudinal studies have identified multiple consequences of sexual 

harassment victimization on young people’s wellbeing, including increased risk for 

depression (Kaltiala-Heino et al., 2016a), disordered eating (Petersen & Hyde, 2012), and 

problematic substance use (Chiodo et al., 2009). Given the pervasiveness and potential 

consequences of victimization at this age, a greater understanding of young people’s 

experiences of sexual harassment, as well as the factors that affect differential responses 

to it, is needed. 

Research in the adolescent bullying literature has examined the role that 

attributional processes—how people understand the reasons behind their experiences 

(Weiner, 1986)—play in accounting for the wide variety of potential responses to 

aggression (see Graham & Juvonen, 2001, for a review). Self-blaming attributions about 

one’s character (e.g., “I am targeted because of who I am”) may be implicated in the 

relationship between bullying victimization and poor adjustment (Graham & Juvonen, 
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1998, 2001). More recently, prospective studies in the bullying literature have identified 

shame, an emotional experience related to characterological self-blame, as a mediator of 

the association between peer victimization and wellbeing (Duarte, Pinto-Gouveia, & 

Rodrigues, 2015; Duarte, Pinto-Gouveia, & Stubbs, 2017; Irwin, Li, Craig, & Hollenstein, 

2019). Less is known about how shame relates to sexual harassment in adolescence, but 

theory and emerging evidence suggest that sexual harassment may be a strong predictor 

of shame. In this study, I examined shame as a potential mechanism underlying the 

relationship between sexual harassment victimization and depressive symptoms. In 

addition, I aimed to understand the experience of witnessing sexual harassment as a 

contextual factor that may buffer this relationship. 

 

Shame, sexual harassment, and depression 

As a construct, shame—the painful self-conscious emotion of global 

worthlessness and powerlessness (H. B. Lewis, 1971)—is of particular interest to 

developmental scientists because of its role in driving behaviours and because of its 

impact on social-emotional wellbeing (M. Lewis, 1995; Mills, 2005; Reimer, 1996). Unlike 

the similarly self-focused emotion of guilt, shame is characterized by a stable, 

uncontrollable, and global attributional pattern (Tracy & Robins, 2006). In adolescence, 

peer sexual harassment may be a particularly salient trigger for shame. The adolescent 

period is characterized by heightened sensitivity to the peer social environment 

(Blakemore & Mills, 2014; Furman & Buhrmester, 1992), increased body self-

consciousness (K. Adams et al., 2000; Lindberg, Grabe, & Hyde, 2007), and the process of 

identity development (Steensma, Kreukels, de Vries, & Cohen-Kettenis, 2013). In 

adolescence, sexual harassment, with its focus on peer perceptions, bodies, and identities, 

may trigger vulnerabilities that evoke feelings of shame. Experiences of shame may, in 

turn, increase risk for mental health concerns, such as depression (Andrews, 1995; 

Andrews, Qian, & Valentine, 2002; Stuewig & McCloskey, 2005). Thus, shame may be a 

mechanism that underlies the established relationship between sexual harassment 
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victimization and poor psychosocial adjustment (Gruber & Fineran, 2016; Rinehart et al., 

2017). 

Objectified body consciousness, a feminist theory construct proposed by 

McKinley and Hyde (1996), suggests that women internalize impossible cultural body 

standards and develop beliefs about their bodies as objects, leading to shame about their 

body and their self. Extending this research to an early adolescent sample, Lindberg and 

colleagues (2007) demonstrated that, for both boys and girls, greater peer sexual 

harassment was indirectly related to greater bodily shame, via greater body self-

surveillance. In that study and others (McMaster et al., 2002; Skoog & Bayram Ozdemir, 

2015), increased sexual harassment was predicted by pubertal development. These 

findings suggest a developmental process of objectified body consciousness wherein 

greater sexual objectification accompanies the entrance into adolescence, leading to an 

internalization of the meaning of these experiences that then triggers the experience of 

bodily shame. 

Sexual harassment, however, is not solely about bodies. As proposed by critical 

feminist theories of sexual harassment, this umbrella term can encompass a wide number 

of behaviours that serve to assert one’s own sexual/gender identities and police peers’ 

behaviours (Conroy, 2013; Meyer, 2008a). From this perspective, all types of peer sexual 

harassment (including unwanted sexual attention, homophobic harassment, and 

harassment for gender nonconformity) communicate to youth what they should look like, 

how they should act, and how they should be. Thus, sexual harassment may be a trigger 

not just for bodily shame but for other aspects of shame, as well, including behavioural 

shame (shame about one’s actions and performance) and characterological shame (shame 

about one’s identity and abilities; Andrews & Hunter, 1997; Andrews et al., 2002). 

Repeated experiences of shame can, in turn, increase risk for depression, through 

mechanisms that are not yet fully understood (e.g., Kim, Thibodeau, & Jorgensen, 2011; 

Webb, Heisler, Call, Chickering, & Colburn, 2007). According to cognitive theories of 

depression, the negative internal attributional bias that accompanies shame may become a 
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general negative cognitive style over time, which may then lead to increases in depressive 

symptomology (Mills, 2005). When memories of shameful experiences become central to 

adolescents’ identities, they may develop beliefs about their fundamental worthlessness, 

inferiority, and unattractiveness, which are implicated in the development of depression 

(Cunha, Matos, Faria, & Zagalo, 2012). Research in the adult literature suggests that 

shame may also lead to depression via increased rumination over the need to belong 

(Orth, Berking, & Burkhardt, 2006). More research is needed to understand how, why, 

and when depression develops in relation to experiences of shame. 

 

The peer context of sexual harassment 

Why might some youth be more prone than others to experience increased 

shame and, consequently, greater risk for depression following peer victimization? M. 

Lewis’s (1992) developmental cognitive-attributional model of the self-conscious 

emotions suggests three cognitive prerequisites for the experience of shame. First, 

children must have acquired self-consciousness (the capacity to reflect upon the self), 

which emerges in toddlerhood. Second, the individual must have an understanding of 

cultural standards, rules, and goals. Through the process of socialization, these standards 

are learned and internalized across the lifespan. Third, the individual must make 

attributions about the causes of events. Shame is elicited by negative internal attributions 

focused on the global self (unlike guilt, which is elicited by negative internal attributions 

focused on specific actions). Thus, both internal factors (cognitive attributions) and social 

factors (cultural expectations) contribute to the individual’s experience of shame. 

Applying this model, young people’s emotional reaction to sexual harassment 

will depend on their external or internal attribution for their victimization, and their 

interpretation of the cultural meaning of the event. One qualitative study demonstrated 

the range of possible interpretations for victimization. For example, some youth 

understood bullying and sexual harassment as the perpetrator’s “bad mood or insecurity” 

(deLara, 2008, p. 85). Such external attributions may help youth manage their reactions 
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following potentially distressing experiences of aggression. In contrast, peer 

victimization may elicit shame when a young person perceives his or her experience to be 

a violation of cultural standards and thus makes an internal, global attribution for his or 

her victimization, such as “I deserved to be targeted because of how I am.” This 

internalization of the message sent by their harassment, along with the subsequent 

distress felt by the youth, is how sexual harassment serves to police young people’s 

sexuality and gender performances (Meyer, 2008a). 

I posit that young people’s understanding of the cultural meaning of sexual 

harassment may be informed, in part, by their observations of sexual harassment in their 

environments. The person-group dissimilarity hypothesis of peer victimization (e.g., 

Sentse, Scholte, Salmivalli, & Voeten, 2007) suggests that when peer victimization is 

perceived to be a rare experience in the youth’s social context, targeted youth experience 

worse outcomes compared with the case when victimization is perceived to be more 

common among peers (the latter situation is also referred to as the “shared plight” 

hypothesis; Schacter & Juvonen, 2019).The person-group dissimilarity phenomenon has 

been captured in multiple studies of bullying, using a variety of methods to operationalize 

contextual influences. For example, a couple of studies have examined friends’ self-

reported experiences of victimization and have found that, among youth who experience 

high levels of bullying victimization, having friends who are also victimized buffers 

against depressive symptoms (Brendgen et al., 2013; Schacter & Juvonen, 2019). Other 

studies have examined rates of victimization in the school context. In classrooms with 

lower rates of bullying, victimized youth reported lower self-esteem (Huitsing, Veenstra, 

Sainio, & Salmivalli, 2012) and greater depressive symptomatology (Garandeau, Lee, & 

Salmivalli, 2018; Huitsing et al., 2012) when classroom rates of victimization decreased 

over time. Victimized youth also reported greater characterological self-blaming 

attributions in schools where victimization was less common (Schacter & Juvonen, 2015). 

Capturing the potential importance of perception of commonality, Nishina and Juvonen 

(2005) found in a daily-diary study that victimized youth reported significant increases in 
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negative emotions on days when they perceived themselves to be the only target, but did 

not on days when they also witnessed peer harassment. These findings align with the 

cognitive-attributional model of shame (M. Lewis, 1992), wherein perceived deviations 

from the cultural norms lead to self-blaming attributions that induce shame and 

depressogenic cognitive styles. 

When victimization is (or appears to be) a common experience, targeted youth 

may be more likely to understand that victimization is a cultural norm and thus may be 

less likely to make internal attributions for their negative peer experiences. Conversely, 

when peer victimization is (or is perceived to be) rare, youth may believe that their 

victimization stands in opposition to cultural norms, increasing their likelihood to make 

internal attributions for their experiences. In early adolescence, when norms around 

sexual harassment are still being established, perceived group norms around this 

behaviour may be an important determinant of individuals’ experiences following 

victimization. According to the person-group dissimilarity model, witnessing sexual 

harassment may, perhaps counterintuitively, actually buffer adolescents from 

experiencing the full effects of shame following peer victimization. To my knowledge, this 

phenomenon has not yet been examined with regard to adolescent sexual harassment. 

 

Current study 

In this preliminary study, I tested a person-group dissimilarity model of sexual 

harassment in a cross-sectional early adolescent sample. I examined witnessing sexual 

harassment as a contextual factor that might affect the associations among experiences of 

being targeted by sexual harassment, shame, and depressive symptoms. An early 

adolescent sample was selected because sexual harassment emerges as an increasingly 

frequent experience during this time (McMaster et al., 2002) and peers become an 

increasingly important context for development at this age (Blakemore & Mills, 2014; 

Furman & Buhrmester, 1992). I hypothesized that there would be an interaction between 

victimization and witnessing when predicting shame and depressive symptoms, such that 
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higher levels of witnessing would weaken the associations between victimization and 

shame, and between victimization and depressive symptoms. I also hypothesized that 

witnessing would moderate the indirect effect of victimization on depressive symptoms 

through shame, such that at higher levels of witnessing the indirect effect would be 

weaker. 

I examined conditional indirect effects models separately for boys and girls, given 

the gendered nature of sexual harassment. No specific hypotheses were made regarding 

gender, as there are mixed findings about how sexual harassment differentially affects 

cisgender boys and girls, with some studies finding no gender differences in predicting 

depression (Rinehart et al., 2017) and others showing stronger associations for girls 

(Chiodo et al., 2009; Goldstein et al., 2007; Zetterström Dahlqvist, Landstedt, Young, 

Gådin, & Ga, 2016). Furthermore, gender differences on the person-group dissimilarity 

models of peer victimization experiences have rarely been studied, with one study finding 

no gender difference in the strength of the interaction between one’s own and other’s 

bullying victimization in predicting depressive symptoms (Brendgen et al., 2013). 

This study aimed to contribute to the adolescent literature on peer victimization 

in two ways: First, it adds to our understanding of mechanisms underlying the 

relationship between sexual harassment and wellbeing. Second, while there is a growing 

body of literature on sexual harassment victimization in adolescence, little is known about 

the experience of witnessing sexual harassment. Witnessing sexual harassment may serve 

to socialize young people about cultural norms around sexual harassment and thus may 

impact the experience of shame following victimization. In one study of middle school 

students, almost all (96%) had witnessed at least one incident of sexual harassment in the 

previous year, and, on average, each reported witnessing about 12 different behaviours 

(Lichty & Campbell, 2011). It is unclear, however, how the experience of witnessing may 

interact with the experience of being targeted by sexual harassment to predict wellbeing. 

Knowledge about how witnessing sexual harassment impacts young people can inform 

individual- and school-level interventions for sexual harassment by demonstrating the 
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ways in which perceived peer norms or school climate impacts individuals’ victimization 

experiences. 

Methods 

Participants 

Participants were students in seventh and eighth grades at six public schools in a 

large Canadian city. Seven schools were invited to participate in the study as part of an 

evaluation of a school board-developed intervention program on healthy relationships. Six 

schools agreed to participate. The invited schools were selected to represent different city 

neighborhoods which, according to student census data provided by the school board, 

would provide a diverse sample in terms of average household incomes, average academic 

achievement according to standardized tests, and proportion of recent immigrants to 

Canada. Schools were randomized to the control or intervention condition after agreeing 

to participate; data from this study were taken from baseline, before the intervention was 

implemented.  

Out of 740 eligible students, 504 (68.1%) obtained signed parental consent to 

participate, 41 (5.5%) returned forms where parents declined to provide consent, while the 

remainder did not return their consent forms. Of the 504 with parental consent, 435 were 

present on the day of data collection and assented to completing the survey (58.8% of 

total eligible students). 

Most students (98.9%) were between 12 and 14 years old, with the whole sample 

ranging in age from 10.9 to 14.4 years (�̅�= 13.1 years). To describe their gender, sexual, 

and ethnic/cultural identity, students could choose one or more options from a list or 

write in an answer of their own. Participants identified with the following gender 

identities: female (53.3%), male (44.8%), nonbinary (0.9%), transgender (0.7%), 

genderqueer (0.9%), and unsure (1.6%); these figures include the 1.2% who selected more 
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than one option.2 Participants identified with the following sexual identities: 

straight/heterosexual (73.8%), gay (0.5%), lesbian (0.7%), bisexual (2.8%), queer (0.2%), 

polysexual (0.5%), pansexual (0.9%), asexual (0.9%), questioning (3.0%), and unsure 

(3.9%). Finally, students identified with the following ethnic/cultural identities: White 

(40.9%), South Asian (12.6%), Black (8.3%), and Chinese (6.0%). In total, 3% or less 

identified with each of the following: Southeast Asian, Middle Eastern, Tibetan, Japanese, 

Filipino, Latin American, and Métis; 20.5% identified as multiracial, selecting two or 

more ethnic/cultural identities or writing in their own multiracial identity. 

 

Measures 

Sexual harassment victimization and witnessing. A modified version of the 

American Association of University Women (AAUW) Sexual Harassment Scale (Hill & 

Kearl, 2011) measured participants’ experiences with six sexual harassment behaviours 

both at school and online, for a total of 12 items. Items asked about participants’ 

experiences being targeted by a peer in the past month. Sample items from the original 

measure included the following: “A student made unwelcome sexual comments, jokes, or 

gestures to me” and “A student spread unwelcome sexual rumors about me.” Two items 

were added for this study to reflect gender policing/transphobic harassment at school and 

online, consistent with Meyer’s (2008a) feminist model of sexual harassment: “A student 

bullied/harassed me for not being as masculine as other guys or for not being as feminine 

as other girls” (Toomey, McGuire, & Russell, 2012). Due to ethical considerations, items 

from the original AAUW (Hill & Kearl, 2011) scale that included physical intimidation or 

assault were not included in the current measure (e.g., “being touched in an unwelcome 

sexual way”; “being forced to do something sexual”). The modified scale showed good 

                                                 
2 I acknowledge that the terms included here refer both to sex (male, female) and gender, 
when the intention was to measure gender. For the main statistical analyses, which intended 
to compare the experiences of cisgender boys and girls, I presumed that youth who did not 
identify as transgender identified as cisgender (but problematically, did not explicitly measure 
this construct).     



22 
 

internal consistency (Cronbach’s α = .81). Additional items asked about students’ 

experiences of witnessing each form of the six forms of sexual harassment, from 0 (never) 

to 2 (more than once). These items were developed for this study and showed good internal 

consistency (Cronbach’s α = .83). 

Shame. A total of 10 items from the Experience of Shame Scale (ESS; Andrews et 

al., 2002) were included in this study. The original scale included three examples of 

behavioural shame, three examples of characterological shame, and one example of bodily 

shame. For this study, the scale was shortened due to time limitations during data 

collection. One example of behavioural shame (shame about saying something stupid), one 

example of characterological shame (shame about the sort of person one is), and one 

example of bodily shame were included. For each subtype, one question addressed each of 

the three components of shame—experiential, cognitive, and behavioural 

(avoidance/concealment). An additional question, taken from the original scale, addressed 

an additional behavioural manifestation of bodily shame (avoidance of mirrors), for a total 

of 10 questions. Respondents rated the frequency of their feelings in the past year, on a 

scale from 1 (not at all) to 4 (very much). Example items include “Have you felt like a bad 

person when you said something stupid?” (an experiential example of behavioural shame), 

“Have you worried about what other people think of the sort of person you are?” (a 

cognitive example of characterological shame), and “Have you wanted to hide your body 

or any part of it?” (a behavioural example of bodily shame). The original ESS 

demonstrated strong internal consistency (Cronbach’s α = .92; Andrews et al., 2002). In 

this study, the shortened version also had strong internal consistency (Cronbach’s α = 

.92). 

Depressive symptoms. Nine items from the Center for Epidemiologic Studies 

Depression Scale (CESD-10; Haroz, Ybarra, & Eaton, 2014)assessed depressive 

symptoms among youth (e.g., “My appetite was poor”; “I lost interest in my usual 

activities.”) Respondents ranked the frequency of these symptoms on a five-point scale 



23 
 

from 0 (not at all or less than 1 day in the last week) to 4 (nearly every day for 2 weeks). This 

scale, originally developed for use with adult samples, has been validated with samples of 

youth and has demonstrated good internal consistency (Haroz et al., 2014). One item 

from the original scale about suicidality was not used in this study due to ethical 

concerns. In this study, the scale showed good internal consistency (Cronbach’s α = .92). 

 
Procedure 

Students in eligible classrooms were given a parent consent form to take home. 

Students with parental consent to participate were provided with an oral and written 

explanation of the study by trained research assistants and were assured of the 

confidential and voluntary nature of the study. They were then asked to provide their 

written assent to participate. Students completed the tablet-based surveys individually at 

their desks in their classrooms, under the supervision of their teachers and research 

assistants. The survey took approximately 30 to 40 minutes to complete. Students were 

debriefed as a group following their completion of the survey. 

 

Data analysis 

I tested a conditional indirect-effects model using path analyses, with shame 

mediating the relationship between victimization and depressive symptoms (the indirect 

effect) and witnessing moderating the relationship between victimization and shame, the 

relationship between victimization and the outcome, and the indirect effect (see Figure 1). 

Using the methods recommended by Preacher, Rucker, and Hayes (2007), I estimated the 

model in Mplus, version 8 (Muthén & Muthén, 2017). All parameters were estimated 

separately for boys and girls using a multiple-group path model. Due to a low sample size 

and a lack of statistical power, participants who did not identify as boys or girls were not 

included in the main analyses. Victimization, witnessing, shame, and depressive 

symptoms were group-mean centered by gender, so that observations were expressed 

relative to other participants with the same gender identity. Dummy-coded demographic 
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variables were entered as covariates predicting the mediator and outcome: grade level (7 

or 8), sexual identity (dichotomized as straight/heterosexual or 

nonstraight/heterosexual), and the four largest ethnic/cultural identities (White, Black, 

South Asian, and Chinese). Initially, I also included dummy-coded variables for each of 

the six schools, to account for school-level differences in outcomes; there were no 

significant associations so these variables were dropped for model parsimony. I used 

bootstrap resampling procedures (10,000 samples) to obtain empirical standard errors and 

95% bias-corrected confidence intervals (CI) for all parameters. Effects with CIs that did 

not include zero were considered statistically significant. 

 

Results 

Preliminary analyses 

Descriptive statistics of the focal variables—victimization, witnessing, shame, 

and depressive symptoms—are shown in Table 1.  Comparing cisgender boys and girls, 

there was no statistically significant gender difference on either victimization or 

Sexual harassment 
victimization 

Shame 

Depressive symptoms 

Sexual harassment 
witnessing 

Figure 1. The theoretical conditional indirect effects model. Shame mediates the relationship between 
victimization and depressive symptoms (the indirect effect). Witnessing moderates the relationships 
between victimization and shame and between victimization and depressive symptoms, as well as the 
indirect effect.  
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witnessing. Girls reported significantly higher shame and depressive symptoms than 

boys. Intercorrelations among the focal variables are shown in Table 2. For girls, all 

variables were significantly correlated. For boys, victimization and witnessing were not 

significantly correlated with depressive symptoms, but all other correlations were 

significant. 

 
 
Table 1 

Descriptive Statistics of Focal Variables by Participant Gender 

Note. Gender differences on variables were tested using Mann-Whitney U tests to 
compare mean ranks. Standardized z scores for the difference test are shown.  
*p < .001 

 

 

Table 2 

Intercorrelations among Focal Variables by Participant Gender 

 Victimization Witnessing Shame Dep. 
symptoms 

Victimization - .60* .27* .11 
Witnessing .51* - .21* .02 
Shame .37* .35* - .47* 
Dep. symptoms .38* .40* .64* - 

 
Note. Correlations for boys are shown above the diagonal; correlations for girls are 
shown below the diagonal.  
*p < .01  

 
 

 Boys  Girls  Difference test 

Variable (Scale range) Mean (SD) Median  Mean (SD) Median  z p 
Victimization (0 – 2) .09 (.21)  0  .13 (.25) 0  -.76 .45 
Witnessing (0 – 2) .21 (.32) .08  .28 (.36) .17  -1.70 .09 
Shame (0 – 3) .65 (.57) .50  1.16 (.77) 1.00  -7.12* < .001 

Dep. symptoms (0 – 4) .58 (.65) .33  1.00 (1.03) .67  -3.69* < .001 
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In the previous month, 38.5% of cisgender boys, 38.5% of cisgender girls, and 

81.8% of gender minority students (including students who identified as transgender, 

nonbinary, or genderqueer, and/or were unsure of their gender)  reported victimization 

by at least one form of sexual harassment. The majority of students reported witnessing 

at least one form of sexual harassment in the previous month: 62.4% of cisgender boys, 

65.8% of cisgender girls, and 81.8% of gender minority students. Table 3 shows the 

proportion of students who reported experiencing and witnessing each subtype of sexual 

harassment (collapsed across in-person and online environments), at least once in the 

previous month. 

 

 

Table 3 

Proportions of Students Reporting Each Subtype of Sexual Harassment in the Previous Month, as 

a Target Or Witness 

 Boys 
(n = 180) 

 Girls 
(n = 222) 

 Gender minority 
youth 

(n = 11) 
Subtype Target Witnes

s 
 Target Witness  Target Witness 

Gender policing 16.0 35.4  10.2 45.0  72.7 72.7 

Homophobic harass. 14.1 35.0  8.5 37.0  81.8 63.6 

Sexual name-calling 9.4 32.4  28.3* 41.7  54.5 81.8 

Sexual comments 6.1 19.2  17.1* 24.4  45.5 45.5 

Sexual rumors 10.1 21.2  7.7 22.9  27.3 27.3 
Sexual pictures 9.5 8.9  7.8 10.6  54.5 18.2 
Any of the above 38.5 62.4  38.5 65.8  81.8 81.8 

 
Note. Significant chi-square tests indicating differences between boys and girls are 
indicated. 
*p < .01 
  

 
 
  

I used chi-square tests to compare proportions of boys and girls reporting each 

subtype of sexual harassment. Girls were significantly more likely than boys to report 

experiencing being called sexual names, χ2(1, N = 402) = 22.38, p < .001, and having 
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sexual comments made about them, χ2(1, N = 402) = 11.38, p = .001. There was no 

significant difference between boys and girls on gender policing, homophobic harassment, 

sexual rumors, or being shown sexual pictures (all p > .05). In terms of witnessing, there 

was no significant gender differences for any subtype of sexual harassment. 

 

Path analyses 

Dummy-coded variables for grade level, racial/ethnic identity, and sexual 

identity were included as covariates in the models, predicting both shame and depressive 

symptoms. Among boys, none of the demographic covariates were significant predictors 

of shame or depressive symptoms (all p ≥ .05). Among girls, Grade 8 students reported 

greater shame (b = 0.19, SE = .09, 95% CI = [0.009, 0.38], p = .04) and depressive 

symptoms (b = 0.25, SE = .11, 95% CI = [0.03, 0.45], p = .02) compared with Grade 7 

students; Black students reported lower levels of shame than non-Black students (b = 

−0.43, SE = .18, 95% CI = [–0.77, −0.07], p = .02); and non-heterosexual students 

reported greater levels of shame (b = 0.34, SE = .15, 95% CI = [0.05, 0.65], p = .02) and 

depressive symptoms (b = 0.36, SE = .18, 95% CI = [0.02, 0.70], p = .04) compared with 

heterosexual students. 

The results from the path analyses are presented in Table 4. For boys, there were 

statistically significant direct paths between victimization and shame, and between shame 

and depressive symptoms. For girls, there were statistically significant direct paths 

between all focal variables. All relationships were in the expected positive direction, with 

greater victimization and witnessing associated with greater shame and depression, and 

greater shame associated with greater depressive symptoms. 
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Table 4 

Unstandardized Coefficients and 95% Confidence Intervals of Path Analyses Predicting 

Shame and Depressive Symptoms  

        Boys 

 

              Girls 
 Test of gender 

difference 

Predictor b (se) 
Lower 
2.5% 

Upper 
2.5% p  b (se) 

Lower 
2.5% 

Upper 
2.5% p  χ2(1) p  

Predicting shame            

Victimization 1.27 (.45)** .36 2.14 .005  1.40 (.27)** .98 2.04 <.001  .11 .74 
Witnessing  .29 (.21) -.11 .71 .28  .54 (.16)** .22 .83 .001  2.04 .15 

Vict. * Wit. -.74 (.66) -2.40 -.16 .26  -1.57 (.41)** -2.69 -1.05 <.001  3.70 .05 

             
Predicting depressive symptoms           
Shame .51 (.11)** .29 .73 <.001  .61 (.10)** .42 .80 <.001  .69 .41 
Victimization .47 (.48) -.69 1.20 .32  1.02 (.37** .28 1.77 .006  1.31 .25 
Witnessing -.20 (.17) -.54 .12 .23  .54 (.21)* .09 .94 .01  9.26** .002 
Vict. * Wit -.39 (.55) -1.76 .53 .48  -1.58 (.55)** -2.51 -.28 .004  5.61* .02 

 
*p < .05, **p < .01 

 
 

In addition, for girls, the interaction between victimization and witnessing 

significantly predicted shame and depressive symptoms. I probed these significant 

interaction effects using the Johnson-Neyman technique (Carden, Holtzman, & Strube, 

2017). This technique identifies the values of the moderator (i.e., witnessing) for which 

there was a significant effect of a predictor (i.e., victimization) on an outcome (i.e., shame 

and depressive symptoms). The effect of victimization on shame was significant for all 

values of witnessing below 0.92 (93rd percentile). Follow-up simple slopes analyses 

(shown in Figure 2) revealed that victimization was a stronger predictor of shame at 

lower levels of witnessing, b (25th percentile) = 1.88, SE = .32, 95% CI = [1.25, 2.51], 

and a weaker predictor of shame at higher levels of witnessing, b (75th percentile) = 

1.22, SE = .24, 95% CI = [0.76, 1.69]. The same pattern applied when predicting 

depressive symptoms. Victimization was a significant predictor of depressive symptoms at 

all values of witnessing below 0.77 (90th percentile). Follow-up simple slopes analyses 

demonstrated that victimization was a stronger predictor of depressive symptoms at 

lower levels of witnessing, b (25th percentile) = 2.80, SE = .48, 95% CI = [1.85, 3.75], 
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and a weaker predictor of depressive symptoms at higher levels (top 15th percentile) of 

witnessing, b (75th percentile) = 1.70, SE = .35, 95% CI = [1.03, 2.37]. 

 

 

Figure 2. Simple slopes indicating the predicted value of shame at low (bottom 25th 
percentile) and high (upper 25th percentile) levels of witnessing. 98% of victimization 
scores fell in the range of 0 (no victimization) to 1, with 2% falling in the range of 1 to 2 
(the scale maximum). 

 

I examined the indirect effect of victimization on depressive symptoms via shame, 

at varying levels of witnessing. For boys, the indirect path was significant at all levels of 

witnessing. The nonsignificant index of moderated mediation indicated that witnessing 

did not moderate the indirect effect of victimization on depressive symptoms through 

shame (est. = −0.47, 95% CI = [–1.11, 0.08], p = .05). For boys, regardless of levels of 

witnessing, there was an indirect effect of victimization on depressive symptoms via 

increases in shame, for example, at the median level of witnessing (est. = 0.70, 95% CI = 

[0.18, 1.43], p = .03). 

For girls, the index of moderated mediation indicated that witnessing 

significantly moderated the indirect effect of victimization on depressive symptoms 

through shame, est. = −1.96, 95% CI = [–3.39, −0.77], p = .001,. As levels of witnessing 

increased, the strength of the indirect effect decreased. The indirect effect was strongest 
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at low levels of witnessing (25th percentile: est. = 1.12, 95% CI = [0.68, 1.80], p < .001), 

weaker at the median level of witnessing (est. = 0.96, 95% CI = [0.57, 1.54], p < .001), 

and weakest at high levels of witnessing (75th percentile: est. = 0.72, 95% CI = [0.41, 

1.16], p < .001). 

 

Discussion 

Sexual harassment is a common experience in middle school, with about 40% of 

participants in this study reporting that they had directly experienced sexual harassment 

in the previous month, and almost twice as many—the majority of participants—

reporting that they had witnessed at least one incident in the same time period. The 

current results provide preliminary evidence that individuals’ direct experiences of sexual 

harassment, as well as their observations of peers’ experiences of sexual harassment, may 

simultaneously play a role in young people’s shame reactions and wellbeing. 

Consistent with my first hypothesis, shame mediated the relationship between 

victimization and depression for both boys and girls. At all levels of witnessing, 

victimization was associated with greater shame, which was associated with greater 

depressive symptoms. This finding extends past research that identifies shame as a 

mediator of the relationship between bullying victimization and depressive symptoms 

among adolescents (Duarte et al., 2015; Irwin et al., 2019). 

I was further interested in understanding how the social context may affect the 

emotional experience of shame. To this end, I examined witnessing sexual harassment as 

a contextual factor that may buffer young people from shame reactions. Consistent with 

my second hypothesis, there was a moderating effect of witnessing when predicting 

shame, depression, and the indirect effect of victimization on depression via shame. These 

moderating effects were found for girls only. The positive associations between 

victimization and shame, and between victimization and depression, were attenuated 

among adolescent girls who reported high levels of witnessing. The indirect effect was 
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also weaker at higher levels of witnessing. Adolescent girls who experienced sexual 

harassment but did not frequently witness it happening to others were at risk for the 

highest levels of shame and depression. 

These findings lend preliminary support to a person-group dissimilarity/“shared 

plight” model of sexual harassment victimization. Adolescent girls in this study who did 

not frequently witness sexual harassment may have perceived their victimization 

experiences to be rare and may have felt more isolated by their experiences. In seeking to 

understand her victimization experience, the adolescent girl who does not see harassment 

happening to others may attribute her experience to something negative about her own 

self—her character, her behaviour, her body—rather than factors related to the 

perpetrators or to the culture at large. Conversely, while the adolescent girl who both 

experiences and observes harassment may also be distressed by her experience, she may 

be better able to contextualize her experience within a culture where sexual harassment is 

common. In this way, witnessing sexual harassment may be one way in which adolescents 

learn about the cultural meaning of sexual harassment, an experience that informs the 

attributions they make for their own victimization. 

Adolescents who make internal, global, uncontrollable, and stable attributions for 

their experience may experience greater shame (M. Lewis, 1992; Tracy & Robins, 2006) 

and may be at risk for negative cognitive styles that increase risk for depression. The 

current results are consistent with findings from a study of adult heterosexual women 

that demonstrated that internalization and self-objectification—a construct similar to the 

shame measured in this study—may underlie the relationship between sexually 

oppressive experiences and psychological distress (Szymanski & Feltman, 2014). Future 

research can test, more explicitly, the mechanisms (such as attributions) by which 

witnessing may moderate the relationship between victimization and wellbeing. 

I was interested to find that there was a significant moderating effect of 

witnessing sexual harassment for girls only. At this developmental stage, the peer 

context may be particularly important for girls. Although this phenomenon has not been 
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tested explicitly in the context of sexual harassment, research in other domains of 

adolescent development—including social media use (Nesi & Prinstein, 2015) and body 

image (Jones, 2001)—suggest that girls may engage in more social comparison than boys. 

Comparing her experience to others’, the adolescent girl may be more distressed by 

sexual harassment if she believes she is alone in her experience. Gender differences may 

also be attributed to differences in experiences of sexual harassment, shame, and 

depressive symptoms. For example, in this study, girls were more likely than boys to 

experience sexual name-calling. Experiencing and witnessing different subtypes of sexual 

harassment may have variable effects on youth, an area for future study. Mean differences 

from this study also suggest that, consistent with past research, girls experienced greater 

levels of shame and depressive symptoms than boys, perhaps due to issues of socialization 

(Grabe, Hyde, & Lindberg, 2007). Witnessing sexual harassment could thus be one of 

many variables that help explain the greater variability in girls’ development of shame 

and depressive symptoms, compared with boys. Further research is needed to clarify how 

and why gender may moderate the relationships between victimization, witnessing, and 

wellbeing. 

The current findings highlight the importance of understanding individuals’ 

contextualized social cognitions in the development of negative outcomes following 

victimization, with numerous implications for intervention. As with bullying 

interventions, sexual harassment interventions can take on the dual tasks of (a) 

preventing sexual harassment from occurring in the first place and (b) helping young 

people cope more effectively with it when it does occur. The current findings, as well as 

other findings on person-group dissimilarity effects, can inform the second goal. One 

recent longitudinal study, conducted as part of an evaluation of a bullying prevention 

program, showed that, in classrooms that experienced the greatest reductions in bullying, 

those students who continued to experience peer victimization had worse outcomes than 

those classrooms where there were smaller reductions in bullying (Garandeau et al., 

2018). That study demonstrated that healthier classroom environments may be, 
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paradoxically, harmful for some students. The person-group dissimilarity hypothesis 

suggests a potential explanation for these findings: Victimized youth who experience 

their victimization as rare or isolating may be at risk for the greatest levels of distress. 

Findings from that study, and this study, suggest that reducing victimization may not be 

sufficient in addressing the negative outcomes associated with victimization. 

Thus, in addition to working on promoting healthier ways to relate to one 

another, it may be helpful, as part of classroom bullying/harassment interventions and 

individual counseling, to address self-blaming attributions that may lead to poor 

adjustment. The moderating effect of witnessing found in this study suggests one 

potential avenue for such an intervention. If an adolescent’s perception of sexual 

harassment norms affects their interpretation of their own experiences, then perceived 

norms may be a viable target for intervention. Intervention can help young people 

identify the sociocultural reasons for sexual harassment and give young people the 

platform to share their experiences with one another. Awareness that there are broader 

cultural reasons for their victimization experiences, and that they are not alone in their 

experiences, may help young people contextualize their victimization and reduce their 

likelihood to internalize blame. Interventions must be clear about describing the norms 

around sexual harassment so that youth feel less alone in their experiences, while also 

communicating that these behaviours are unacceptable. 

 

Limitations and future directions 

This study provides some preliminary evidence of a person-group dissimilarity 

effect in adolescents’ experience of sexual harassment. The study’s current cross-sectional 

design, however, means that one cannot identify the directionality of effects, and it is 

possible that the relationships among the focal variables work in the opposite direction or 

are bidirectional. For example, adolescents who are more shame prone and depressed may 

be less likely to witness others’ harassment, due to their being more isolated and/or self-

focused. Furthermore, recent findings suggest that there may be bidirectional associations 
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among bullying victimization, shame, and depressive symptoms (Irwin et al., 2019) 

between sexual harassment victimization and depressive symptoms (Zetterström 

Dahlqvist et al., 2016). Future longitudinal research that measures changes in young 

people’s environments and changes in experiences of shame and wellbeing will help better 

understand this phenomenon and the role that witnessing sexual harassment has on these 

associations. 

Another important limitation of this study is that, due to issues of methodology 

and statistical power, the main analyses only include participants who identified as 

cisgender boys or girls. Although I included all participants in the study in the descriptive 

sections of the results, gender minority participants were not included in the main 

analyses due to issues of statistical power. Given that sexual harassment is an inherently 

gendered phenomenon and that gender minority youth are at greater risk of experiencing 

peer victimization and negative outcomes following peer victimization (Felmlee & Faris, 

2016; Mitchell et al., 2014), there was a missed opportunity here to examine how 

experiences vary by gender identities beyond cisgender boys and girls. Furthermore, for 

similar reasons, I used ethnical/cultural identities as statistical controls rather than 

moderator variables. Developmental science, as a field, is becoming increasingly attuned 

to the importance of inclusivity and intersectionality in our research, where we consider 

the complexities by which young people’s experiences may vary along different 

intersections of identities, including gender, sexuality, race, and social-economic status, 

while also questioning the means by which we categorize individuals (e.g., Russell, 2016). 

Future research will require creative approaches to fully understand the wide spectrum of 

adolescents’ experiences. 

Future research could also examine variability among experiences of sexual 

harassment, in terms of different behaviours (e.g., homophobic harassment vs. sexual 

name-calling) and contexts (offline vs. online). For this study, because I was interested in 

sexual harassment experiences in general, I collapsed the data across these experiences. It 

is likely, however, that these different behaviours and contexts have different meanings 
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for youth. One can speculate, for example, that certain characteristics of the online 

environment—for example, the persistence of content, the potential for larger and 

invisible audiences—may impact the intensity of young people’s emotional responses to 

sexual harassment, as suggested by research comparing in-person and online bullying 

(Baier, Hong, Kliem, & Bergmann, 2019; Waasdorp & Bradshaw, 2015). In such contexts, 

young people’s perceptions that these behaviours are common among their peers may be 

more important for mitigating the sense of shame associated with harassment. In general, 

there is a need for a better understanding of young people’s experiences of witnessing 

sexual harassment, in all environments in which they spend time. 

 

Conclusion 

This cross-sectional study lends support to the hypothesis that shame may 

underlie the relationship between peer sexual harassment and depressive symptoms. For 

adolescent girls, while the experience of witnessing sexual harassment does not buffer 

that association completely, it does appear to provide some moderating effect. It is 

possible that knowing that others share a similar experience may help young people 

contextualize their experiences so that they are less likely to internalize shame for their 

victimization. Future longitudinal research can clarify the directionality of these 

associations and examine other individual (e.g., general attributional style) and contextual 

(e.g., teacher support, school climate) factors that affect young people’s experiences of 

shame following sexual harassment victimization. This line of research can inform 

interventions that help young people cope with peer victimization, by targeting shame 

and social cognitions. 
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Chapter 3 –  

Study 2: Peer Contextual Predictors of Sexual 

Harassment Perpetration in Early Adolescence 

 
Abstract 

In adolescence, the members of a peer group and the group’s structure can play a 

significant role in predicting individuals’ behaviours. This study examined the 

relationship between characteristics of the peer group and individuals’ sexual harassment 

perpetration, both cross-sectionally (to replicate previous findings) and longitudinally 

over a three-month period. 435 participants at Time 1 and 370 participants at Time 2 

completed measures of sexual harassment perpetration, victimization, and witnessing, and 

identified friends within their school. A social network analysis approach was used to 

determine individuals’ network centrality (a measure of social connectedness), as well as 

their peer group’s gender composition and average levels of sexual harassment 

perpetration. Key findings included a significant longitudinal relationship between peers’ 

average in-person sexual harassment perpetration and individuals’ in-person sexual 

harassment perpetration, and between experiences of witnessing sexual harassment 

online and perpetrating sexual harassment online. Broadly, the results lend support to a 

peer socialization hypothesis of sexual harassment perpetration. 
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Introduction 

Similar to other forms of aggression, such as bullying (Espelage, Bosworth, & 

Simon, 2000), sexual harassment can be considered a learned social behaviour, one that is 

influenced by the youth’s social context. While the family provides the main socializing 

context in early and middle childhood, peers becoming an increasingly important 

influence on development as youth enter adolescence (Blakemore & Mills, 2014; Furman 

& Buhrmester, 1992). An examination of peer contextual factors that might promote 

sexual harassment perpetration can add to our understanding of the dynamics of sexual 

harassment in adolescence, and inform interventions that can protect youth from 

following long-term trajectories of aggression (Chiodo et al., 2009; Cutbush, Williams, & 

Miller, 2016; Fredland, 2008). 

The literature on adolescent peer groups suggests that the members of the group 

and the way the group is structured can both play a significant role in predicting 

individuals’ behaviours. Adolescents may influence their peers by directly or indirectly 

reinforcing behaviours (via the regulation of norms and modelling of behaviours) and by 

providing opportunities for different behaviours to occur (Brown, Bakken, Ameringer, & 

Mahon, 2008; Brown & Klute, 2006; Brown & Theobald, 1999). In addition, an 

individual's own positioning within the social network appears to be related to peer 

aggression (Vaillancourt, Hymel, & McDougall, 2003). In the current study, I examined 

the potential influences of a number of peer contextual factors on individual sexual 

harassment perpetration, including peers’ perpetration of aggressive behaviours; 

individuals’ experiences of victimization and witnessing; the gender composition of the 

peer group; and individuals’ connectedness to others in their school social network. Each 

of these factors has been identified as an important influence on broad measures of 

adolescent aggression (e.g., Foshee et al., 2013; Kornienko, Dishion, & Ha, 2018; Low, 

Polanin, & Espelage, 2013); their role in sexual harassment perpetration, specifically, is 

explored in the current study. 



38 
 

The influence of peers’ behaviours  

Adolescents tend to exhibit similar traits to their friends across a wide range of 

domains, including multiple kinds of aggression; homophily (or within-group) similarity 

effects have been found for general aggression (Xie, Cairns, & Cairns, 1999), bullying 

(Espelage, Holt, & Henkel, 2003), and more recently, homophobic and sexual harassment 

(Birkett & Espelage, 2015; Jewell, Spears Brown, & Perry, 2014; Poteat, 2007). 

Researchers have proposed a number of mechanisms for peer influence in adolescence (for 

a review, see Brechwald & Prinstein, 2011). These mechanisms include social learning 

theory explanations, whereby youth’s observations of their peers’ actions – and their 

consequences – reinforce certain behaviours (Bandura, 1986). Peers’ regulation of group 

norms may also play an important role; in adolescence, when in-group identity becomes 

increasingly important, an individual may be strongly motivated to conform to group 

norms and may fear rejection for failing to do so (Brown et al., 2008; Steinberg & 

Monahan, 2007).  

In the current investigation, I theorized that individuals’ sexual harassment 

perpetration behaviours would be related to their peers’ behaviours, and their perceptions 

of their peers’ behaviours. I measured this construct in multiple ways. First, I considered 

the self-reported harassment perpetration of individuals’ nominated friends, to replicate 

findings from other studies on the peer influence of sexual harassment (Jewell et al., 2014; 

Mumford et al., 2013). I hypothesized that peers’ sexual harassment perpetration would 

be positively related to individuals’ self-reported perpetration. 

Second, I hypothesized that self-reported harassment behaviours would be 

related to individuals’ experiences being victimzed by and witnessing sexual harassment. 

This hypothesis was informed by a number of studies of other types of adolescent/young 

adult behaviours, including alcohol use (Perkins, Haines, & Rice, 2005) and smoking 

(Otten, Engels, & Prinstein, 2009), that have demonstrated that perceived behavioural 

norms may be stronger predictors of individual behaviour than peers’ self-reported 

behaviours. Experiences of victimization and witnessing may impact individuals’ sense of 
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sexual harassment norms, thus influencing their own behaviours. Cross-sectional studies 

have found strong overlaps between sexual harassment victimization and perpetration 

(e.g., Fineran & Bolen, 2006; Lee, Croninger, Linn, & Chen, 1996), suggesting the 

interrelatedness of these experiences in adolescence. More recently, in a longitudinal 

study of homophobic harassment, Birkett and Espelage (2015) found that high levels of 

victimization at time 1 predicted increased levels of perpetration at time 2, over and above 

time 1 perpetration. These experiences of victimization may have normalized these 

behaviours among targets, increasing their likelihood of perpetrating.  

Though less is known about the experience of witnessing sexual harassment, 

recent findings from a cross-sectional study suggest there is an association between 

youth’s experiences of witnessing harassment in their classrooms and their own 

perpetration levels (Tam, Jewell, & Brown, 2019). The current study examined these 

effects cross-sectionally (to attempt to replicate previous findings), as well as 

longitudinally, to determine how different measures of peer group norms may predict 

changes in individuals’ perpetration of sexual harassment.  

 

Gender heterogeneity 

Young people’s social networks provide a context for their experiences, shaping 

their opportunities for interaction. In this way, the structure of peer groups can influence 

its members, by influencing the dynamics of the group and by increasing or decreasing 

the likelihood for certain behaviours to occur. In the case of sexual harassment, gender 

may be a particularly relevant structuring variable that may influence different peer 

networks’ involvement in this behaviour. A number of studies have demonstrated that 

young adolescents who have started the normative social transition into increasingly 

mixed-gender peer groups may be most at risk of perpetrating or experiencing sexual 

harassment (Jewell et al., 2014; Lacasse, 2004; McMaster et al., 2002). Theories of sexual 

harassment can help explain this finding. Developmental-contextual theories of sexual 

harassment, for example, suggest that the increase in romantic and sexual interest that 
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typically accompanies pubertal development leads to an increase in both appropriate and 

inappropriate displays of affection, the latter of which may be considered sexual 

harassment (McMaster et al., 2002). Youth in peer groups that are more gender 

heterogeneous may perpetrate and experience more sexual harassment behaviours 

because of greater opportunities, and potentially more ambiguity about the nature of 

relationships as platonic or romantic (Lacasse, 2004; McMaster et al., 2002). From a 

developmental-contextual perspective, sexual harassment may be considered a harmful 

consequence of normative adolescent social development, whereby transitions in the 

composition of the peer group may predict involvement in harassment behaviours.  

This perspective is complemented by feminist sociocultural theories of sexual 

harassment, which suggest that these behaviours can be understood as young people’s 

enacting of culturally-sanctioned gender scripts (Meyer, 2008a; Robinson, 2005). Mixed-

gender peer groups may provide more opportunities to perform these heteronormative 

scripts in front of an audience of peers. For example, two common behaviours perpetrated 

by adolescent boys – the homophobic harassment of other boys, and unwanted sexual 

attention directed towards girls – may have the most impact when there is an audience of 

boys and girls to witness the act (Jewell et al., 2014; Meyer, 2008), allowing the 

perpetrators to assert their dominance and gender identity.  

From both a developmental and a feminist-sociocultural perspective, then, sexual 

harassment behaviours in adolescence can be understood as youth’s practicing of adult 

behaviours, and the gender composition of the peer group may be an important factor that 

can facilitate these behaviours. To my knowledge, this association has not yet been 

examined longitudinally, a gap the current study aims to address. An examination of this 

phenomenon in a longitudinal sample will add to our understanding of how peer 

contextual factors may precede sexual harassment behaviours.  
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Social status 

The third aspect of the peer context examined in this study was individuals’ 

social status within the peer group. Research evidence suggests a relationship between 

the number of social connections a youth has and their perpetration of sexual harassment 

(Doty et al., 2017; Jewell et al., 2014). Because of the cross-sectional nature of these past 

studies, the directionality of this relationship, and the reasons underlying it, are unclear. 

In the simplest explanation, social connectedness could be another form of structuring 

variable, in that those who have larger social networks may interact with more peers on a 

daily basis, increasing their opportunities for sexual harassment. Larger social networks 

may also be more likely to provide an audience for acts of sexual harassment, reinforcing 

these acts (Doty et al., 2017). This finding has been found for bullying behaviours, as well, 

where greater social connectedness predicted greater bullying perpetration (Barboza et 

al., 2009). 

An additional explanation can be found in the conceptualization of sexual 

harassment as an act motivated by the pursuit of dominance. In the adult literature, 

feminist-sociocultural theories categorize sexual harassment under the umbrella of sexual 

and gender-based violence and discrimination, a spectrum of behaviours motivated by the 

pursuit of power and control (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005; Fitzgerald, 1993; 

MacKinnon, 1979; Uggen & Blackstone, 2004). In the youth literature (within 

clinical/psychological fields), the construct of power has been often ignored, perhaps 

because power differences among peers are less clearly delineated (Fineran & Bennett, 

1999). There appears to be an emerging consensus in these fields, however, that power 

plays a role in adolescent gendered harassment, just as it does for adults (Conroy, 2013; 

Gruber & Fineran, 2016). If sexual harassment can serve to obtain and maintain power in 

adolescence, one might expect to see these behaviours most frequently among those in 

high-status positions in the peer group.  
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Current study 

The overarching goal of the current study was to examine the peer contextual 

factors that may influence sexual harassment behaviours among middle school students. 

A social network analysis (SNA) approach identified young people’s unique social 

contexts. SNA is often thought of as a theory or as a set of statistical techniques, but it is 

perhaps best understood as a paradigm that begins with the premise that social 

relationships form the basis of social life (Marin & Wellman, 2010). SNA provides a useful 

framework for understanding social behaviours like sexual harassment, as it considers the 

fact that youth are embedded within a context of their peers, who may influence one 

another’s actions in a number of ways. 

I hypothesized that sexual harassment perpetration would be predicted by peer 

contextual factors. I ran these analyses cross-sectionally (to replicate previous findings in 

the sexual harassment literature; e.g., Jewell et al., 2014) as well as longitudinally over a 

three-month time period, adding to the nascent longitudinal social network studies on 

sexual harassment perpetration (e.g., Birkett & Espelage, 2015). Over and above 

demographic factors of age and gender, I predicted that individuals’ sexual harassment 

perpetration would be positively related to peers’ sexual harassment perpetration; sexual 

harassment victimization; sexual harassment witnessing; peer group gender 

heterogeneity; and individual network centrality (a measure of social connectedness). All 

analyses were repeated twice, once for in-person (at school) sexual harassment, and again 

for experiences in online environments. No specific hypotheses were made with regards to 

differences between these contexts as the literature suggests a high degree of overlap 

between in-person and online sexual harassment perpetration and victimization (Leemis, 

Espelage, Basile, Mercer Kollar, & Davis, 2019; Taylor et al., 2019). It is possible that, 

given the unique characteristics of each context (Hill & Kearl, 2011; Reed, Wong, & Raj, 

2019), there might be differences in how these behaviours are socialized. 
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Methods 

Participants 

See Study 1 for the school recruitment procedure and participant characteristics 

for this study. T1 participants (n = 435) were the same as those included in Study 1. Data 

for T2 (n = 370, 85% of the T1 sample) were collected 13-14 weeks after T1, at a one-

month follow-up after the implementation of a 10-week healthy relationships intervention 

(assignment to the control or experimental condition was included as a control variable 

for the current analyses). Participants who dropped out at T2 did not significantly differ 

from those who participated in both timepoints, in terms of gender and grade level (as 

indicated by non-significant chi-square tests), or in terms of sexual harassment 

victimization and perpetration (as indicated by non-significant Mann-Whitney U tests). 

 

Measures 

Sexual harassment perpetration, victimization, and witnessing. A modified 

version of the American Association of University Women Sexual Harassment Scale (Hill 

& Kearl, 2011) measured participants’ perpetration, victimization, and witnessing of six 

sexual harassment behaviours both at school and online. Sample items from the original 

victimization measure included: “Made unwelcome sexual comments, jokes, or gestures to 

someone” and “Spread sexual rumors about someone”. One item was added for the current 

study to reflect gender policing/transphobic harassment at school and online, consistent 

with Meyer’s (2008) feminist-sociocultural model of adolescent sexual harassment: 

“Harassed or bullied someone because they aren’t as masculine as other guys or as 

feminine as other girls” (Toomey et al., 2012). These questions were repeated for 

experiences of being targeted by and for witnessing each of the six forms of sexual 

harassment. Participants responded on a scale from 0 (never) to 2 (more than once). All 

three subscales demonstrated good internal reliability at T1 and T2: perpetration 
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(Cronbach’s alphas at T1 = .83, at T2 = .79); victimization (T1 = .81, T2 = .81); and 

witnessing (T1 = .83, T2 = .85). 

 Social network mapping. Participants listed up to 10 of their friends enrolled at 

their school. From this T1 data, I constructed a map of each school’s social network 

(further details below) and derived the following three measures: peers’ sexual 

harassment perpetration; network gender heterogeneity; and network centrality.  

Peers’ sexual harassment perpetration. Each participant was assigned a score 

for their peers’ average sexual harassment perpetration, derived from the values of all the 

peers in their friend network (including those whom they nominated as friends and those 

who nominated them as a friend; Jewell et al., 2014).    

Network gender heterogeneity. Each participant was given a network gender 

heterogeneity score based on Blau’s (1977) index. Blau’s index is an indicator of the 

degree of homogeneity or heterogeneity of a categorical variable amongst an individual’s 

connections (i.e., a participant’s friend network).  It is calculated as 1 minus the sum of the 

squares of the proportions of each gender. A participant connected only to girls or only to 

boys will have a score of 0 (1 – [1^2]) for network gender heterogeneity, while a 

participant connected to equal proportions of girls and boys will have a score of .5 (1- 

[.5^2 + .5^2]). Higher scores therefore indicate greater gender heterogeneity in a 

participant’s network. 

 Network centrality. An eigenvector centrality score was computed for each 

participant, as a proxy for connectedness or popularity. Eigenvector centrality is a more 

complex measure of centrality, compared to degree centrality, which is computed as the 

number of connections an individual has to others in the network. Eingenvector 

centrality is a measure of social influence; it accounts not just for an individual’s 

connections to peers, but those peers’ connections, as well (Bonacich, 1987). 

Computationally, eigenvector centrality is proportional to the sum of centralities of all 

the peers to which an individual is connected.  Higher scores indicate an individual’s 

relative importance or influence within the network.   
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Procedure 

See Study 1 for the T1 study procedure. At T2, the data collection procedure was 

identical to that of T1.  

 
Data analyses 

 I used UCINET Version 6 (Borgatti, Everett, & Freeman, 2002) to map 

participants’ social networks within each school; Figure 3 shows visualizations of these 

social networks. I then computed the network-related predictor variables for each 

participant in UCINET, based on their mapped networks: peers’ mean perpetration, 

network gender heterogeneity, and centrality. I used SPSS Version 25 (IBM Corp, 2017) 

to conduct multinomial logistic regression analyses to estimate odds ratios of the four 

outcomes: T1 in-person sexual harassment perpetration; T1 online sexual harassment 

perpetration; T2 in-person sexual harassment perpetration; and T2 online sexual 

harassment perpetration. All outcomes were dichotomized as 0 (no perpetration) and 1 

(one or more incidents of perpetration). I used logistic regression as the distributions of 

the predictor variables were highly skewed, violating an assumption of linear regression. 
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Because these data were collected as part of an evaluation project, I included 

assignment to the intervention or control condition as a control variable in all logistic 

regression analyses. For the cross-sectional analyses, experimental condition and 

demographic predictors (grade and gender identity [due to a lack of statistical power, 

those who identified as non-binary/genderqueer were not included in the logistic 

regression analyses]) were entered as the first block of predictors, followed by the 

contextual factors (peers’ mean perpetration; victimization; witnessing; network gender 

heterogeneity; and network centrality) as the second block. The third block was the 

interaction between gender heterogeneity and gender, as suggested by Jewell et al. 

(2014). For the longitudinal models, control variables (experimental condition and T1 

perpetration) and demographic variables were entered as the first block, followed by 

contextual predictors as the second block, followed by the gender heterogeneity by 

gender interaction as the third block. When in-person perpetration was the outcome, only 

Figure 3. Visualizations of the social network within each of the six participating schools. Participants 
are represented by circles; arrows indicate connections to nominated friends. 
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in-person sexual harassment-related predictors were included (i.e., in-person experiences of 

sexual harassment victimization and in-person experiences of witnessing); when online 

perpetration was the outcome, only online sexual harassment-related predictors were 

included.  

For all analyses, bias-corrected 95% confidence intervals (CIs) of the odds ratios 

were computed. CIs with a lower limit greater than 1 indicate a significant positive 

association for that predictor variable, whereas confidence intervals with an upper limit 

less than 1 indicate a negative association for that predictor variable.  

 
Results 

Preliminary analyses 

Correlations. Table 5 shows the correlations among all continuous and ordinal 

variables. In-person sexual harassment perpetration (at both T1 and T2) was positively 

correlated with peers’ mean in-person perpetration, as well as individuals’ in-person 

victimization and witnessing. Online sexual harassment perpetration (at both T1 and T2) 

was positively correlated with online victimization and witnessing; T1 online sexual 

harassment perpetration was also positively correlated with peers’ mean online 

perpetration. 

Social networks. Each participant’s social network was comprised of those 

whom they had nominated and those who had nominated them as friends. Participants 

nominated between 0 and 10 friends (�̅� = 7.21, SD = 2.73, median = 8). Each participant 

was nominated between 0 and 13 times (�̅�  = 4.97, SD = 2.87, median = 5). Overall, 

participants had between 0 and 23 friends in their network (�̅�  = 12.18, SD = 4.72, median 

= 12). There was no significant gender differences in terms of number of nominations 

made, t(493) = -.97, p = .33, or received, t(493) = -1.24, p = .33.  

Descriptive statistics. Table 6 shows the proportion of youth who reported 

perpetration of at least one form of sexual harassment at T1 and T2. There was no 
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significant gender difference for any of the sexual harassment outcomes (all 𝜒2 n.s.). 

Table 7 includes descriptive statistics for all predictor variables. 
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Table 5 

Correlations among Predictor and Outcome Variables 

  

 

 
 

               Variable 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

             

In
-p

er
so

n
  

h
ar

as
sm

en
t 

1. T1 perpetration .62** .14** .22** .17** .71** .57** .13* .30** .17** .12* .08 

2. T2 perpetration - .20** .31** .23** .51** .64** .12* .19** .17** .10 .11* 

3. Peers' mean perp.  - .11* .15** .06 .11 .51** .04 .07 .18** .12* 

4. Victimization    - .43** .24** .26** .09 .65** .31** .10* .17** 

5. Witnessing    - .15** .12* .10 .35** .56** .10* .13** 

             

O
n

li
n

e 
 

h
ar

as
sm

en
t 

6. T1 perpetration     - .82** .12* .42** .24** .08 .09 

7. T2 perpetration      - .10 .26** .23** .11* .09 

8. Peers' mean perp.       - .10 .04 .08 .27** 

9. Victimization         - .41** .08 .07 

10. Witnessing          - .07 .08 
 11. Gender heterogeneity           - .20** 
 12. Centrality            - 
Note: *p  > .05, ** p > .01 
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Table 6 

Proportion of Youth Who Reported One or More Acts of Sexual Harassment in the Previous Month 

 

Timepoint/ 
Context Overall Boys Girls 

Non-binary / 
Genderqueer 

𝜒2   
(Boys vs. Girls) 

T1 in-person 32.0% 33.0% 30.9% 36.4% .19 (n.s.) 

T1 online 16.4% 14.3% 17.2% 36.4% .63 (n.s.) 

T2 in-person 31.7% 34.9% 28.7% 38.5% 1.86 (n.s.) 

T2 online 14.4% 14.2% 14.0% 23.1% .005 (n.s.) 

n.s. = non-significant, p > .05 

 
 
 
Table 7 

Descriptive Statistics Of Predictor Variables  

 
 
 
 
 
  

Variable (Scale range)  Mean (SD) Median Min. – Max. 

Peers' mean in-person perpetration (0 – 12)  .69 (.93) .40 0 – 6.00 
In-person victimization (0 – 12)  .80 (1.42) 0 0 - 9 
In-person witnessing (0 – 12)  1.91 (2.37) 1.00 0 - 10 
Peers' mean online perpetration (0 – 12)  .29 (.59) 0 0 – 5.18 
Online victimization (0 – 12)  .47 (1.31) 0 0 - 10 
Online witnessing (0 – 12)  1.04 (2.14) 0 0 - 10 
Network gender heterogeneity (0 – .5)  .20 (.21) .18 0 - .5 
Network centrality (0 – n/a)  .62 (.95) .20 0 – 4.53 
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Main analyses 

         Cross-sectional analyses predicting T1 sexual harassment perpetration. For all cross-

sectional and longitudinal outcomes, the most parsimonious model included the 

control/demographic predictors (Block 1) and contextual predictors (Block 2). For all outcomes, the 

gender by gender heterogeneity interaction (Block 3) was non-significant (all p > .05), so it was 

dropped from the final models. The results of the best-fitting logistic regression model, including 

model-fit statistics, for each outcome are shown in Table 8. The model-fit statistics indicate adequate 

fit for the final models. 

For the cross-sectional analyses, demographic variables (grade and gender) were not 

significant predictors of in-person nor online sexual harassment perpetration. For in-person 

perpetration, peers’ mean in-person perpetration levels, as well as individuals’ self-reported in-

person victimization and in-person witnessing were significant and positive predictors. The odds-

ratios indicate for these variables that a one-unit increase in these variables – peers’ perpetration, 

victimization, and witnessing – was associated with a 1.49-, 1.45-, and 1.35-fold increase in the 

likelihood of perpetrating sexual harassment, respectively. This model accurately classified 77.7% of 

participants as perpetrators or non-perpetrators of in-person sexual harassment at T1. 

         In predicting cross-sectional online sexual harassment perpetration, online experiences of 

victimization and witnessing were significant predictors. The odds-ratios indicate that a one-unit 

increase in victimization and witnessing scores was associated with a 1.34- and 1.32-fold increase in 

the likelihood of perpetrating sexual harassment, respectively. Peers’ mean online sexual harassment 

perpetration, network gender heterogeneity, and network centrality were not significantly 

associated with perpetration. This model accurately classified 85.3% of participants as perpetrators 

or non-perpetrators of online sexual harassment at T1. 

         Longitudinal analyses predicting T2 sexual harassment perpetration. T1 perpetration 

was a significant predictor of T2 perpetration; perpetrating sexual harassment in-person or online at 

T1 was associated with an approximately eight- and ten-fold increase in the likelihood of 

perpetrating sexual harassment at T2 in-person or online, respectively. After accounting for other 

variables, gender was also a significant predictor of T2 perpetration both in-person and online; risk 
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of perpetrating sexual harassment increased over two-fold for boys at T2, over and above other 

predictors. 

         Peers’ mean in-person perpetration was a significant predictor of in-person perpetration at 

T2, over and above T1 perpetration. A one-unit increase in peers’ mean perpetration scores 

increased the likelihood of perpetration by a factor of 1.77. All other contextual factors were non-

significant predictors of T2 in-person perpetration. This model accurately classified 84.0% of 

participants as perpetrators or non-perpetrators of in-person sexual harassment at T2. 

Online witnessing of sexual harassment was the only significant contextual predictor of 

online sexual harassment perpetration at T2, over and above T1 perpetration. A one-unit increase in 

witnessing scores increased the likelihood of perpetration by a factor of 1.39. This model accurately 

classified 89.9% of participants as perpetrators or non-perpetrators of online sexual harassment at 

T2. 
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Table 8 

Logistic Regression Results Predicting T1 and T2 Perpetration 

 

 

 

 

 Cross-sectional analyses 
Odds ratios [95% CI] 

 Longitudinal analyses 
Odds ratios [95% CI] 

 T1 in-person  
SH perpetration 

T1 online  
SH perpetration 

 T2 in-person  
SH perpetration 

T2 online  
SH perpetration 

Control variables (measured at T1)      
     Experimental condition .84 [.41, 1.50] 1.18 [.48, 2.57]  .24 [.07, .61]** 0.28 [.07, .56]* 
     Grade 1.28 [.76, 2.15] 0.87 [.36, 2.10]  .75 [.30, 1.62] 0.34 [.07, .96] 
     Gender .65 [.40, 1.06] 0.87 [.43, 1.68]  .46 [.20, .93]* 0.41 [.14, .91]* 
     T1 SH perpetration1 n/a n/a  7.88 [3.20, 30.39]*** 10.43 [2.10, 132.29]*** 
Contextual factors (measured at T1)      

    Peers’ mean SH perpetration 1.49 [1.11, 2.24]** 1.57 [.90, 2.63]  1.77 [1.03, 3.69]** 2.35 [.97, 7.64] 
    SH victimization 1.45 [1.11, 2.09]** 1.34 [1.01, 2.08]**  1.21 [.96, 1.81] 1.16 [.72, 1.78] 
    SH witnessing 1.35 [1.20, 1.54]** 1.32 [1.13, 1.66]**  1.12 [.94, 1.38] 1.39 [1.05, 2.20]** 
    Network gender heterogeneity 4.11 [1.02, 21.20]* 1.50 [.26, 10.78]  2.09 [.37, 14.43] 1.45 [.12, 11.10] 
    Network centrality .88 [.68, 1.11] 1.06 [.76, 1.43]  1.11 [.71, 1.59] 1.13 [.61, 1.92] 
Model classification accuracy 77.7% 85.3%  84.0% 89.9% 
Hosmer-Lemeshow goodness-of-fit2 χ2(8) =4.74 χ2(8) = 5.42  χ2(8) =15.15 χ2(8) = 7.20 
Note 1: Variables related to in-person sexual harassment (perpetration, peers’ perpetration, victimization, and witnessing) were used to predict in-
person sexual harassment; the same applied for online sexual harassment. 
Note 2: For the Hosmer-Lemeshow goodness-of-fit test, a significant chi-square indicates poor model fit. 
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 
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Discussion 

The goal of the current study was to examine the role of the peer context in 

predicting sexual harassment perpetration in early adolescence. Specifically, I examined 

the ways in which peers’ and individuals’ sexual harassment behaviours and experiences, 

the peer group structure, and individuals’ positioning within their peer group were 

related to sexual harassment perpetration. I found partial support for my hypotheses. 

Experiences of sexual harassment as a target and as a witness were associated with both 

in-person and online sexual harassment perpetration, cross-sectionally. Peers’ sexual 

harassment perpetration and the gender heterogeneity of the peer group also were 

associated with in-person perpetration, cross-sectionally. The longitudinal findings 

broadly indicated that peers’ sexual harassment behaviours predicted individuals’ 

involvement in sexual harassment perpetration over time, with some differences in this 

relationship depending on the in-person or online context. Together, these findings lend 

support to a peer socialization hypothesis of sexual harassment perpetration, and can be 

understood in the context of the psychosocial transitions that youth experience in early 

adolescence.  

Results from the cross-sectional analyses suggest that there was an association 

between sexual harassment perpetration and experiences of victimization and witnessing 

sexual harassment, in both in-person and offline settings. This finding is consistent with 

past studies that have demonstrated that the majority of students who report sexual 

harassment perpetration also report victimization (Clear et al., 2014; McMaster et al., 

2002).  Emerging evidence also suggests there is an association between perpetration and 

witnessing sexual harassment (Tam et al., 2019). Together with the current results, these 

findings suggest that in some adolescent peer groups, sexual harassment may be 

experienced as a mutual behaviour, with fluidity among the roles of perpetrator, witness, 

and target. Within some adolescent peer groups, sexual harassment may become a 

normative and mutual behaviour. From a feminist-developmental perspective, as youth 
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complete the developmental tasks of exploring new identities and relationships, new 

interactional styles emerge, including those that follow gendered cultural scripts (Meyer, 

2008a; Robinson, 2005). In doing so, sexual harassment may develop into a norm within 

some peer groups that have reached this stage of development, with members of the 

group alternately perpetrating, being targeted by, and witnessing sexual harassment 

among their peers. This fluidity in roles also has been found in the field of adolescent 

dating violence (e.g., Orpinas, Nahapetyan, Song, McNicholas, & Reeves, 2012), 

suggesting a mutually aggressive relational pattern for some youth relationships. This 

fluid view of adolescent sexual harassment, as a harmful but normative mutual behaviour 

within some peer groups, contrasts with an understanding of how sexual harassment 

operates in adult contexts (e.g., in workplaces), where power differentials may be more 

clearly delineated (Fineran & Bennett, 1999). 

Longitudinal research can help clarify the ways in which the peer context may 

contribute to the development of these aggressive relational patterns. The longitudinal 

results lend support for a socialization hypothesis of sexual harassment perpetration; 

however, the mechanisms may vary depending on whether it is in-person or online. For 

in-person sexual harassment, peers’ self-reported perpetration significantly predicted 

changes in individuals’ perpetration. In contrast, for online sexual harassment, 

individuals’ experiences of witnessing sexual harassment significantly predicted changes 

in perpetration. In line with theories of socialization (e.g., Brown et al., 2008), the decision 

to participate in sexual harassment may be directly or indirectly, and intentionally or 

unintentionally, motivated by peers’ behaviours. In adolescence, youth experience a 

normative increase in their sensitivity to the social environment (Blakemore & Mills, 

2014) and their motivation to conform to group norms (Steinberg & Monahan, 2007). 

Youth who spend time with peers who perpetrate sexual harassment may come to exhibit 

similar behaviours for a number of reasons, such as observing the social rewards 

associated with these behaviours and desiring to fit in with the peer group.  
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The longitudinal results were slightly different for predicting in-person versus 

online perpetration, with peers’ perpetration predicting in-person perpetration, and 

experiences of witnessing sexual harassment predicting online perpetration. Because 

these outcomes were analyzed separately, I cannot draw any conclusions about the 

relative strength of each factor in predicting these two different perpetration outcomes. I 

can speculate, however, that differences in outcomes might be attributable to both 

theoretical and methodological considerations. From a theoretical perspective, sexual 

harassment, like other forms of aggression, may be experienced differently depending on 

the context. For instance, in online environments, perpetrators and witnesses may 

experience more psychological distance between perpetrators and targets; they are also 

able to act anonymously. These contextual differences may obscure the negative impact of 

aggression on its targets while amplifying the positive social rewards and may engage 

different moral responses (Allison & Bussey, 2016; Perren & Gutzwiller-Helfenfinger, 

2012), potentially leading to different socialization effects compared to in-person 

behaviours.  

In terms of methodology, the survey asked students to identify their friends at 

school, who may or may not be the same friends with whom they interact online. Thus, 

the identified friends’ perpetration levels may matter more in predicting in-person 

perpetration. Future studies could more accurately measure context-specific peer groups 

to draw conclusions about socialization effects in each environment. Sexual harassment 

also may be a qualitatively different experience online, one which may require a unique 

measure that does not assume a direct correspondence to offline behaviours. For example, 

Reed et al. (2019) recently developed a measure of online sexual harassment with items 

unique to that environment, such as having one’s sexual images shared with others 

without permission. Future research can examine the specific online peer group as well as 

the unique experiences of sexual harassment in order to identify the ways in which peer 

socialization occurs online.  
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Finally, I examined the role of two social network factors that may influence 

sexual harassment: the gender heterogeneity of the peer group and individuals’ network 

centrality. In the cross-sectional analyses of in-person sexual harassment, gender 

heterogeneity of the peer group was positively associated with sexual harassment 

perpetration. This finding was consistent with past studies (Jewell et al., 2014; Lacasse, 

2004; McMaster et al., 2002) that have shown increased risk for sexual harassment 

perpetration for youth in mixed-gender peer groups. This finding, however, did not hold 

for the online nor the longitudinal analyses. Although one cannot interpret these null 

results, I can speculate that the gender heterogeneity of the peer group may be 

particularly important for in-person sexual harassment, compared to online sexual 

harassment. The gender heterogeneity of the peer group is a relevant contextual factor 

for sexual harassment because it can affect the ways in which youth interact with one 

another (e.g., Jewell et al., 2014). In line with a feminist-developmental perspective, peer 

groups that are more heterogeneous provide more opportunities to practice a cultural 

script of sexual harassment behaviours, which are typically cross-gender in their 

dynamics or require an audience of other-gender peers. In online environments, this 

factor may be less relevant, as behaviours may occur in front of a potentially vast, 

anonymous, and/or unspecified audience.  

I also did not find a significant effect of network centrality, for the cross-sectional 

or longitudinal analyses. In the current study, I conceptualized network centrality as a 

proxy for social power. I hypothesized that greater centrality would be associated with 

greater sexual harassment perpetration (as demonstrated by Jewell et al., 2014), as this 

behaviour may be used to gain and/or maintain power. It is possible, however, that the 

relationship between sexual harassment perpetration and social power is not linear. In the 

childhood bullying literature, investigators (e.g., Peeters, Cillessen, & Scholte, 2010) have 

identified multiple subtypes of perpetrators, including a powerful, popular group and a 

less powerful, less socially skilled group. Members of each of these groups engage in 

bullying for different reasons; this more nuanced conceptualization of aggressive 
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behaviour may apply to adolescent sexual harassment, as well. For example, among more 

popular youth, sexual harassment may be understood as a way to show dominance over 

peers, whereas among less popular youth, sexual harassment may be a sign of poorer 

social skills. These differences have implications for interventions, as messaging may need 

to be tailored to fit different audiences (e.g., Garandeau, Lee, & Salmivalli, 2014). Future 

studies can examine this idea by identifying subtypes among youth who perpetrate sexual 

harassment, or by examining how different levels of popularity may be associated with 

different attitudes, behaviours, and outcomes in relation to sexual harassment 

perpetration.  

 

Limitations and future directions 

The current findings can be understood in the context of a number of strengths 

and limitations. First, this study covered a period of about 14 weeks, with minimal 

behavioural changes observed. Studies that cover longer time periods (such as spanning 

across adolescence) would likely capture greater changes in sexual harassment 

perpetration, and thus may be better able to identify factors that predict changes in 

behaviours. Despite this limitation, the current results suggest that some peer contextual 

factors are influential enough to contribute to subtle changes in sexual harassment 

behaviours even within a short time period.  

The current findings also are strengthened by a social network approach that 

measured peers’ behaviours and the structure of the peer group. This approach allowed us 

to examine each participant’s proximal social context. The social network measure was 

separate, however, from the sexual harassment measure and thus I could not identify the 

relationships between participants and those who perpetrated the behaviours they 

witnessed or were victimized by. For example, it is unclear whether witnessed behaviours 

were occurring within their peer group, which might influence the interpretation of the 

relationship between witnessing and perpetrating sexual harassment. Future studies that 

include measures of the relationships between perpetrators and targets can clarify how 
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these behaviours are socialized within and outside of peer groups. For example, the novel 

sexual harassment measure by Reed et al. (2019) asks adolescents to identify their 

relationship with the individual who perpetrated the behaviours against them, including 

such options as dating partners, acquaintances, friends, and strangers. By including such 

measures within a social network approach, a future study could elucidate how young 

people experience sexual harassment, as targets and witnesses, and how those experiences 

within different relationships affect their own behaviours. I would hypothesize, for 

example, that experiences in more intimate relationships, such as close friends and dating 

partners, may be most likely to affect one’s own behaviours. 

An additional limitation of the current social network measure was that it only 

included peers that were within the school. While this restriction may be a meaningful 

network boundary for measuring in-person behaviours at school, it is problematic for 

measuring sexual harassment that occurs online, where the peer may or may not overlap 

with the in-person peer group. This distinction limits the interpretation of the 

relationship between the peer group contextual factors and individual online behaviours 

in the current study, because the socializing group may not have been properly identified 

for some youth.  

Finally, in the current study, I used an analytic approach that assumes that peer 

socialization effects occur similarly for all adolescents. As demonstrated by studies of 

other adolescent behaviours, susceptibility to peer influence might depend on individual 

factors, as well as factors related to their peers, their relationships with those peers, the 

type of behaviour, and the environment (Brechwald & Prinstein, 2011). Future studies can 

identify the moderators that affect the relationship between individuals’ and peers’ sexual 

harassment behaviours. For example, the quality of relationships with adults, such as 

parents and teachers, may affect individuals’ susceptibility to peer influence (Goldstein et 

al., 2020) for sexual harassment behaviours. 
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Conclusion 

The current results highlight the importance of examining how the peer group 

influences individual youth’s sexual harassment behaviours, finding preliminary support 

for a socialization effect of sexual harassment. Understanding and intervening in sexual 

harassment in early adolescence may be one way to protect youth from following long-

term trajectories of aggression and other negative psychosocial outcomes. Interventions 

that target group norms and that harness the role of peers show promising effects in 

changing bullying behaviours (Dillon & Lochman, 2019; Perkins, Craig, & Perkins, 2011), 

and such interventions may have the potential to reduce sexual harassment in the early 

adolescent years, as well.  
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Chapter 4 –  

Study 3: Power, Gender, and the Costs of  

Sexual Harassment in Adolescence 

 
Abstract 

This study aimed to contribute to the growing body of literature on the 

consequences of sexual harassment perpetration in adolescence, and to extend this line of 

work by examining how individuals’ social power might protect some youth from these 

consequences. 435 participants at Time 1 and 370 participants at Time 2 completed self-

report measures on sexual harassment perpetration, social power (operationalized as 

sexual harassment victimization status and centrality), and two wellbeing outcomes 

(happiness and depressive symptoms). Three-way interaction models identified the effects 

of sexual harassment perpetration, gender, and social power on wellbeing. One main 

finding was that among youth who experienced high levels of victimization, greater 

perpetration predicted lower happiness; youth who experienced low or moderate levels of 

victimization were protected from this negative association. In addition, for boys only, the 

most socially central youth were buffered from the negative association between 

perpetration and happiness. These findings highlight the importance of examining young 

people’s social status within their peer environments, in order to better understand the 

dynamics and consequences of sexual harassment in adolescence.  
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Introduction 

Adolescent sexual harassment can be conceptualized as a gendered expression of 

power (Fineran & Bolen, 2006; MacKinnon, 1979). Although researchers have identified a 

number of potential consequences for targets of sexual harassment (e.g., Bucchianeri et 

al., 2014; Chiodo et al., 2009; Gruber & Fineran, 2008), we know considerably less about 

the consequences for young people who assert their power over their peers in this way. As 

with other forms of aggression, there may be both personal costs and benefits to 

perpetrating sexual harassment in adolescence. On the one hand, these behaviours may 

serve to alienate youth from their peers, as aggressive youth are often rejected for their 

poor social skills (Boulton & Smith, 1994). These behaviours also may be demoralizing for 

perpetrators: in devaluing their peers’ identities, bodies, and behaviours, youth may 

reinforce messages that devalue their own selves (Rinehart et al., 2017). Over time, these 

behaviours may have an effect on perpetrators’ wellbeing; emerging longitudinal research 

suggests that sexual harassment perpetration in adolescence predicts the development of 

poor mental health outcomes (Rinehart et al., 2017). On the other hand, by expressing 

their dominance over their peers (Conroy, 2013; Fineran & Bennett, 1999), some 

perpetrators of sexual harassment may be able to maintain or increase their social status. 

Participating in these behaviours may also increase a group’s sense of cohesion and 

protect some youth from becoming victimized themselves (Meyer, 2008). 

Currently, it is unclear what determines the extent to which youth experience the 

costs or benefits of perpetrating sexual harassment. One under-examined influence is the 

peer environment in which youth are embedded, where individuals’ social statuses are 

determined by their personal attributes and their contexts (Vaillancourt et al., 2003). 

Sexual harassment behaviours are likely perpetrated by adolescents across all levels of the 

social hierarchy. In the bullying literature, for example, it is now well recognized that, in 

contrast with the traditional notion that all aggressive youth are disliked and lack in 

social skills, many aggressive adolescents are well-connected, well-liked, and/or popular 
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(Peeters et al., 2010; Rodkin, Farmer, Pearl, & Van Acker, 2006; Vaillancourt et al., 2003). 

However, there are likely different motivations behind the aggression of high-status 

youth, compared to low-status youth, as well as different responses from peers. These 

differences may contribute to a diversity of outcomes for perpetrators. Thus, in the 

current study, I posited (1) that there is heterogeneity in the consequences that young 

people experience for perpetrating sexual harassment, and (2) that this heterogeneity is a 

function of individual variations in social power. To examine the moderating effects of 

social power on wellbeing, I examined two peer-related factors that may indicate the 

young person’s place in the social hierarchy: (1) social network centrality; and (2) 

victimization status.  

The first indicator, centrality, is a measure of how connected a young person is 

with other members of the wider network (e.g., students at a school) and can serve as a 

proxy for one’s popularity and social power (e.g., Freeman, 1978; Neal, 2009). Centrality 

itself, as well as the characteristics that contribute to young people’s centrality, such as 

leadership, attractiveness, and athleticism, can imbue youth with the abilities and 

opportunities to influence and dominate their peers (Faris & Felmlee, 2011; Vaillancourt 

et al., 2003). Of the studies that have examined the relationship between centrality and 

sexual harassment perpetration, one showed a significant association (Jewell et al., 2014), 

and other did not (Mumford et al., 2013). It could be that, similar to other forms of youth 

aggression, the relationship between centrality and perpetration is non-linear (e.g., Neal, 

2009), with youth at various levels of centrality perpetrating sexual harassment for 

different reasons and with different responses.  

At all levels of centrality, youth may perpetrate sexual harassment to assert their 

power and police the identities and behaviours of their peers. However, different levels of 

initial social power may affect the skill with which they do so and how their peers 

respond. Highly central youth may be able to use sexual harassment to their advantage, 

while less central youth may exercise their aggression in less socially skilled ways 

(Peeters et al., 2010). As a result, these less central youth may experience more negative 
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consequences for their aggression, while more central youth may be buffered from these 

negative associations. 

As a second indicator of social power, I examined individuals’ victimization 

status. Many youth who report perpetrating sexual harassment also report being 

targeted, with a number of studies finding large positive correlations between these two 

variables (e.g., Espelage, Low, Polanin, & Brown, 2015; Fineran & Bennett, 1999; Fineran 

& Bolen, 2006). Youth solely involved in perpetration may be relatively more powerful 

than youth involved in both perpetration and victimization, as they are able to assert their 

power over others without becoming targeted themselves. In other words, their social 

power may be what buffers them from becoming involved in a cycle of aggression. This 

greater power may also buffer them from some of the negative outcomes associated with 

aggression perpetration.  

This hypothesis is informed by research in the bullying literature that suggests 

that relative to youth identified solely as “bullies” or “victims”, so-called “bully-victims” 

are at greatest risk for experiencing psychosocial difficulties, including increased risk for 

depressive symptoms, poor school functioning, social isolation, and suicidality (Haynie et 

al., 2001; Veenstra et al., 2005; Winsper, Lereya, Zanarini, & Wolke, 2012). While youth 

identified as “bullies” also experience some negative consequences for their aggression, 

they may do so to a lesser degree compared to “bully-victims” (e.g., Holt & Espelage, 

2007; Swearer, Song, Cary, Eagle, & Mickelson, 2001) Thus, by examining the 

perpetration-victimization phenomenon and its association with wellbeing in the context 

of sexual harassment, we can expand our understanding of the heterogeneity of 

experiences among youth who perpetrate these behaviours. 

 

Current study 

The goals of the current study were to add to the growing body of literature 

examining the consequences of sexual harassment perpetration in a longitudinal sample, 

and to extend these findings by examining the moderating effects of social power on the 
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relationship between sexual harassment perpetration and two wellbeing measures 

(happiness and depressive symptoms), in a sample of early adolescents. I hypothesized 

that the costs of perpetration are higher for some youth compared to others: I expected 

that youth with less social power -- those who scored lower on centrality and higher on 

victimization -- would experience lower happiness and greater depressive symptoms as a 

result of perpetrating sexual harassment. I expected that higher centrality and lower 

victimization would buffer youth from those negative outcomes associated with 

perpetration.  

In all analyses, given the gendered nature of sexual harassment, gender was 

included as an additional moderator. In Rinehart et al.’s (2017) study of adolescents, 

gender did not moderate the direct relationship between sexual harassment perpetration 

and two wellbeing outcomes (depression and substance use). However, it is possible that 

gender may interact with social power to affect outcomes. I hypothesized that the 

moderating effect of social power on the relationship between sexual harassment and 

wellbeing would be even stronger for boys. Adolescent boys might feel a particularly 

strong pressure to participate in sexual harassment behaviours in order to assert their 

gender and sexual identities (Robinson, 2005), regardless of their position in the social 

network, and these behaviours may be particularly costly to those with lower power.  

 
Methods 

 
Participants and procedure 

This study used the same data set as Study 2; see the previous chapter for 

information about recruitment, participant characteristics, and the data collection 

procedure. 

 

Measures 

Sexual harassment perpetration and victimization. See Study 2. 
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Network centrality. See Study 2.  

Happiness. The happiness subscale of the EPOCH Measure of Adolescent 

Wellbeing (Kern, Benson, Steinberg, & Steinberg, 2016) included four items related to 

positive mood (e.g., “I feel happy”; “I have a lot of fun”). Respondents indicated their 

agreement with each item on a scale from 1 (almost never/not at all like me) to 5 (almost 

always/very much like me). The subscale had good internal consistency at T1 

(Cronbach’s α = .87) and T2 (Cronbach’s α = .86). 

Depression. Nine items from the Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression 

Scale (CESD-10; Haroz et al., 2014) assessed depressive symptoms among youth (e.g., 

“My appetite was poor”; “I lost interest in my usual activities.”). Participants rated the 

frequency of these symptoms on a five-point scale from 0 (not at all or less than 1 day in 

the last week) to 4 (nearly every day for 2 weeks). This scale, originally developed for use 

with adult samples, has been validated with samples of youth (Haroz et al., 2014). One 

item from the original scale about suicidality was not used in this study due to ethical 

concerns. The scale demonstrated good internal consistency at T1 (Cronbach’s α = .92) 

and T2 (Cronbach’s α = .92).  

 
Data analyses 

 I tested four moderated moderation models (or three-way interaction models; 

Hayes, 2012) using the PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2017) in SPSS Version 25 (IBM Corp, 

2017). I tested the conditional effect of sexual harassment perpetration on each of two 

wellbeing outcomes (happiness and depression), as depicted in Figure 4. For each 

outcome, I examined two sets of moderators. First, I examined the moderating effects of 

centrality, gender, and the interaction between centrality and gender on the relationship 

between perpetration and happiness (Model 1), then on the relationship between 

perpetration and depressive symptoms (Model 2). For each outcome, these analyses tested 

three direct effects (perpetration; centrality; and gender); two two-way interactions 

(perpetration by centrality; perpetration by gender); and one three-way interaction 
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(perpetration by centrality by gender). Significant interactions were probed using the 

Johnson-Neyman technique (Johnson & Fay, 1950), which identified regions of centrality 

scores where the effect of sexual harassment perpetration on the outcome was significant 

or non-significant. The previous process was repeated, replacing centrality with sexual 

harassment victimization. 

 

 

 

Control variables were included in each analysis. T1 happiness and T1 depression 

were included as control variables when predicting T2 happiness and T2 depression, 

respectively. When centrality was included as a moderator, victimization was included as 

a control variable, and vice versa. Finally, grade level (7 or 8), sexual orientation 

(heterosexual or non-heterosexual/sexual minority), and experimental condition (control 

or intervention, as this data were collected as part of an intervention study) were included 

as control variables in all analyses. I used bootstrap resampling procedures (10,000 

samples) to obtain empirical standard errors and 95% bias-corrected confidence intervals 

(CIs) for all parameters. Effects with CIs that did not include zero were considered 

statistically significant.   

 

Predictor: 
T1 Sexual harassment 

perpetration 
 
 

Outcomes (Wellbeing): 
a) T2 Happiness (Models 1 & 3)  
b) T2 Depression (Models 2 & 4) 

Moderators (Social power): 
a) T1 Centrality (Models 1 & 2) 
b) T1 Victimization (Models 3 & 4) Moderator: 

Gender 

Figure 4. The theoretical three-way interaction model, examining the moderating effects of gender and 
social power on the relationship between sexual harassment perpetration and wellbeing. 
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Results 

Descriptive statistics and correlations 

Table 9 shows means, standard deviations, and correlations for all focal variables. 

Given the non-normal distributions of these variables, I calculated gender differences 

using the non-parametric Mann-Whitney U test. Girls scored significantly lower than 

boys participants on T1 and T2 happiness, and significantly higher than boys on T1 and 

T2 depressive symptoms.  

For both boys and girls, sexual harassment perpetration was significantly 

positively correlated with sexual harassment victimization. All wellbeing outcomes (T1 

and T2 happiness and depression) were also intercorrelated for both boys and girls. For 

boys, victimization was significantly correlated with T1 depression. For girls, sexual 

harassment perpetration was significantly correlated with T1 depression, T2 happiness, 

and T2 depression.  
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Table 9 

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations among Predictor and Outcome Variables 

 

 

 Mean (SD)   Correlationsa 

Variable (Scale range) Boys Girls 
Difference 

testb 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

           
13. T1 perpetration (0 - 12) .10 (.57) .08 (.28) -.89 - .13 .21** .11 .07 -.07 .06 
14. T1 centrality (0- n/a) .51 (.73) .71 (1.09) -1.63 .05 - .15* .07 -.03 .09 -.05 
15. T1 victimization (0 – 12) .63 (1.06) .93 (1.71) -.26 .32** .17* - .07 .16* -.02 .16 
16. T1 happiness (0 - 5) 4.18 (.78) 3.80 (.99) -3.69** -.12 .08 -.22** - -.40** .68** -.27** 
17. T1 depression (0 - 4) .58 (.65) 1.00 (1.03) -3.69** .23** .05 .41** -.63** - -.34** .56** 
18. T2 happiness (0- 5) 4.08 (.53) 3.73 (1.03) -2.92** -.16* .10 -.22** .74** -.62** - -.37** 
19. T2 depression (0 - 4) .53 (.64) .99 (.96) -4.88** .28** .01 .34** -.64** .76** -.71** - 

Notes:  
a. Correlations for boys are shown above the diagonal; correlations for girls students are shown below the diagonal.  
b. Gender differences on variables were tested using Mann-Whitney U tests to compare mean ranks. Standardized z scores for the difference test are 
shown 
*p < .05, **p < .01  
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Main analyses 

 Centrality as moderator. Table 10 shows the results for the first two models, 

with T1 perpetration predicting T2 happiness and T2 depressive symptoms, moderated 

by centrality and gender.  

Predicting happiness. The results for this model indicated a significant three-way 

interaction among perpetration, centrality, and gender. I probed this significant 

interaction by examining the perpetration by centrality interaction separately for girls 

and for boys. For girls, there was no significant effect of interaction between perpetration 

and centrality; the main effects of perpetration and centrality were also non-significant. 

For boys, results from the Johnson-Neyman analysis indicated there was a significant 

effect of perpetration on happiness for those who scored in the lower 88.4% of centrality 

scores, as depicted in Figure 5. For boys who scored in this range for centrality, the 

negative relationship between perpetration and happiness became stronger as centrality 

decreased. For those who scored the lowest on centrality, the effect of perpetration on 

happiness was strongest. Perpetration did not predict happiness for boys who scored in 

the top 11.6% of centrality.  
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Figure 5. Johnson-Neyman plot of the conditional effect estimates of perpetration on 
happiness for boys. The solid line plots the conditional effect estimates of T1 perpetration on 
T2 depression, across the range of centrality scores (for boys only). The shaded area 
represents the 95% confidence interval for these estimates. Where the upper bound of the 
confidence interval passes the x-axis (at a centrality score of 1.45), the relationship between 
perpetration and happiness ceases to be significant. Youth who scored in the lower 88.4% for 
centrality are represented in the significant range. 

 



71 
 

 
Predicting depressive symptoms. In the model predicting T2 depression, T1 

depression was the only significant predictor. There was no other significant main effect 

nor any significant interaction effects.  

 
Table 10 

Conditional Effects Estimates (95% CIs) Predicting Happiness and Depression, Moderated by 

Centrality and Gender 

 
 
 Victimization as moderator. Table 11 shows the results for the next set of 

models, with T1 perpetration predicting T2 happiness and T2 depressive symptoms.  

Predicting happiness. The results for this model indicated a significant two-way 

interaction between perpetration and victimization; gender was not a significant 

predictor. I probed the significant interaction by examining the perpetration by 

victimization interaction while controlling for gender.  Results from the Johnson-Neyman 

analysis indicated that there was a significant effect of perpetration for the upper 17.4% of 

victimization scores. As victimization increased, the negative relationship between 

 T2 Happiness T2 Depression 
Control variables    
     T1 happiness or depression1 .68 (.59,.76)*** .60 (.52, .69)*** 
     Experimental condition .01 (-.17, .19) -.08 (-.23, .09) 
     Grade -.14 (-.30, .02) .14 (0, .28) 
     Sexual orientation -.06 (-.32, .21) .24 (0, .47) 
     Victimization -.05 (-.10, .01) .03 (-.02, .08) 
Focal variables        
     SH perpetration -.63 (-1.09, -.18)** .06 (-.35, .48) 
     Centrality .07 (-.09, .22) -.04 (-.17, .10) 
     Gender  -.10 (-.30, .09) .11 (-.06, .29) 
     Perpetration*centrality .25 (-.07, .59) -.03 (-.34, .27) 
     Perpetration*gender .61 (-.13, 1.36) .33 (-.33, .99) 
     Centrality*gender 0 (-.18, .17) .02 (-.14, .17) 
  Perpetration*centrality*gender -.57 (-.18, .17)* .19 (-.30, .67) 

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 
Note 1: T1 happiness was a control variable for predicting T2 happiness; T1 
depression was a control variable for predicting T2 depression. 
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perpetration and happiness became stronger. For those who scored in the bottom 82.6% 

for victimization, there was no significant effect of perpetration on happiness.  

Predicting depressive symptoms. The results from this model indicated that sexual 

orientation was a significant positive predictor of depressive symptoms. Youth who 

identified their sexual orientation as non-heterosexual/sexual minorities were at 

increased risk of increased depressive symptoms, over and above T1 depressive 

symptoms. There was also a significant interaction between perpetration and gender. A 

probe of this effect indicated that there was a significant positive effect of perpetration on 

depressive symptoms for girls only (b = .56, CI95 = .21, .90, p = .002), and no significant 

effect of perpetration on depressive symptoms for boys (b = .03, CI95 = -.24, .29, p = .83).   

 
Table 11 

Conditional Effects Estimates (95% CIs) Predicting Happiness and Depression, Moderated by 

Victimization and Gender 

 
 

 

  

 T2 Happiness T2 Depression 

Control variables    
     T1 happiness or depression .67 (.59, .76)*** .61 (.52, .69)*** 
     Experimental condition .01 (0.16, .18) -.08 (-.24, .07) 
     Grade -.15 (-.30, .01) .14 (0, .28) 
     Sexual orientation -.09 (-.35, .18) .24 (.01, .48)* 
     Centrality .06 (-.02, .13) -.02 (-.09, .05) 
Focal variables        
     SH perpetration .19 (-.27, .64) -.15 (-.57, .27) 
     Victimization .05 (-.07, .17) .02 (-.09, .13) 
     Gender  -.03 (-.20, .15) .11 (-.05, .27) 
     Perpetration*victimization -.23 (-.37, -.09)** .07 (-.06, .27) 
     Perpetration*gender -.51 (-1.37, .34) .79 (.07, 1.52)* 
     Victimization*gender -.11 (-.24, .03) .01 (-.12, .13) 
Perpetration*victimization*gender .25 (-.02, .52) -.10 (-.33, .13) 
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 
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Discussion 

Findings from the current study contribute to our understanding of youth who 

perpetrate sexual harassment behaviours. First, I demonstrated that, consistent with 

existing literature (Rinehart et al., 2017), sexual harassment perpetration was broadly 

associated with poorer wellbeing. For boys, greater perpetration generally predicted 

lower self-reported happiness four months later, after controlling for initial levels of 

happiness. For girls, greater perpetration predicted greater depressive symptoms, after 

controlling for initial levels of depressive symptoms. These findings demonstrate that 

even within a short time frame, we can observe changes in wellbeing that correspond 

with variations in sexual harassment perpetration.  

Partially consistent with my hypotheses, social power and gender moderated 

some of the effects of perpetration on the two wellbeing outcomes. For boys only, when 

predicting changes in happiness, those lowest in centrality were most vulnerable to the 

risks associated with perpetration. As centrality decreased, the strength of the association 

between perpetration and lower happiness increased. However, for boys who scored at the 

top 11.6% for centrality, there was no significant association between perpetration and 

happiness. In other words, sexual harassment perpetration influenced the wellbeing of 

most boys in the sample, and only those most centrally located in their social networks 

were buffered from this effect.  

This finding is consistent with the bullying literature, which suggests that some 

aggressors may enjoy a relatively high social status and that these youth may be able to 

use aggression in different ways than less popular youth (Vaillancourt et al., 2003). 

Popular youth may be more socially skilled and thus able to use their aggression to 

effectively assert their dominance over their peers, whereas less popular youth’s attempts 

to do so may only serve to alienate them further (Prinstein & Cillessen, 2003). Popular, 

aggressive youth may also be generally perceived more positively by peers and adults in 

their environment compared to less popular, aggressive youth (Vaillancourt et al., 2003), 
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and therefore may be able to escape some of the negative social consequences of 

perpetration.  

This finding is also consistent with developmental-contextual models of sexual 

harassment that suggest that within this age range, some sexual harassment behaviours 

can be understood as clumsy attempts to signal romantic or sexual interest to peers (e.g., 

McMaster et al., 2002). When performed by unpopular youth, who are often considered 

less desirable as romantic partners at this age (Bower, Nishina, Witkow, & Bellmore, 

2015), these behaviours may be most likely to be met with rejection. In contrast, popular 

youth might be more likely to receive a positive or neutral response for similar 

behaviours. These higher status youth’s social power may allow them to escape the 

negative ramifications that most youth experience as a result of sexual harassment 

perpetration, and perhaps experience some of the benefits, such as increases in social 

power.  

There was also a significant moderating effect for another measure of social 

power, victimization, that applied to both boys and girls. As hypothesized, for youth who 

scored the highest on victimization, greater sexual harassment perpetration predicted 

lower happiness scores. Youth who were not victimized or who experienced low or 

moderate levels of victimization were protected from this association. Youth who both 

perpetrate and are targeted by sexual harassment may become caught in negative 

relationship patterns that affect their wellbeing. In contrast, youth who are able to 

perpetrate sexual harassment without becoming targeted themselves might possess the 

skills to use aggression instrumentally to achieve a goal (e.g., asserting one’s dominance 

over peers) rather than reactively, which may negatively affect relationships and one’s 

wellbeing. 

A different pattern of results emerged when examining depressive symptoms; 

while there were no moderating effects of social power (centrality or victimization status), 

there was a significant interaction between gender and perpetration. Greater perpetration 

was associated with greater depressive symptoms for girls only. In the current sample, as 



75 
 

with other adolescent samples (e.g., Cyranowski, Frank, Young, & Shear, 2000), girls 

experienced significantly higher scores on depression in general, compared to boys. For 

boys, who experienced a relatively low base rate of and lower variance in their depressive 

symptoms, greater statistical power may be required in order to detect a significant effect 

of perpetration on this outcome.  

The correlational and longitudinal results also highlight potentially important 

gender differences in adolescent experiences of sexual harassment. The correlational 

matrix suggests that broadly speaking, sexual harassment experiences were more closely 

related to wellbeing for girls, with both perpetration and victimization significantly 

associated with T2 wellbeing. For boys, neither victimization nor perpetration was 

correlated with T2 wellbeing. It could be that sexual harassment is a more universally 

distressing experience for adolescent girls, whereas various contextual factors may be 

more important for determining how adolescent boys experience sexual harassment. 

Future research can examine additional individual- and peer-related factors (e.g., friends’ 

attitudes about sexual harassment) that might affect the consequences that adolescent 

boys face as a result of perpetrating sexual harassment. 

Findings from the current study have a number of potential implications for 

interventions. First, the findings demonstrated that we can observe changes in wellbeing 

associated with sexual harassment perpetration, even within a short time frame (3-4 

months). One can speculate that over time, there might be even greater consequences for 

youth. Early and consistent intervention is thus important to prevent long-term 

trajectories of sexual harassment and other forms of aggression that might contribute to 

poorer wellbeing. For most youth, interventions that focus on social-emotional learning 

(SEL) may be effective at providing youth with healthier ways of interacting with one 

another. However, findings from the moderation analyses suggest that a different 

strategy may be needed to reach socially powerful youth, who may not experience 

negative consequences, and may instead experience rewards, for perpetrating sexual 

harassment. This theory is consistent with findings by Garandeau et al. (2018), who 
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demonstrated that one SEL-based bullying intervention was effective for most youth, but 

not for popular perpetrators of bullying. The authors hypothesized that there are different 

motivations and outcomes for popular bullies, leading to less responsiveness to 

intervention. Interventions that recognize the importance of social status and harness the 

power of the social network may be more effective at reaching these youth (Faris & 

Felmlee, 2011). These interventions could focus on changing the responses of bystanders 

and help youth develop more positive ways of maintaining their social power, such as 

through leadership roles. 

In addition, the findings on victimization suggest that the apparent mutuality of 

some sexual harassment behaviours—with many youth involved in sexual harassment as 

both perpetrators and targets—is not harmless. This finding is important for educators 

and other adults who work with youth to recognize. Some adults might expect that as 

behaviours become more normative within a peer group, they may become less 

distressing, as youth may become desensitized to a familiar way of interacting with one 

another. This attitude can lead some adults who work with youth to dismiss sexual 

harassment behaviours as harmless banter between friends. However, the current findings 

suggest that this is not necessarily the case, with those who were involved in both 

perpetration and victimization at greatest risk for negative outcomes. Youth who interact 

with their peers in this way may be in greatest need of intervention in order to develop 

more positive interactional styles. These findings also suggest that adults need to be able 

to recognize sexual harassment when it is perpetrated by all youth, even those who are 

relatively well liked and popular, lest they risk supporting the unhealthy aspects of the 

power dynamics that allow these behaviours to persist. 

 

Limitations and future directions 

Findings from the study can be considered in light of a number of limitations that 

future researchers can consider in order to extend the current findings. A central 

theoretical assumption of the study was social power affected how sexual harassment 
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behaviours were performed and how they were perceived. A limitation of the current 

study was the use of broad, self-report measures of sexual harassment and wellbeing that 

do not necessarily capture the nuances of these behaviours and the in-the-moment 

responses of peers. Future studies may consider the use of daily diary, observational, 

and/or qualitative methods to more fully illustrate these phenomena.  

Further, in the current study, I operationalized social power as centrality and 

victimization. Social power is a complex issue in adolescence, and future studies can 

consider a number of different operationalizations of this construct, such as peer-

perceived popularity, acceptance, or likability, that might influence how sexual 

harassment perpetration affects young people’s wellbeing. These different constructs may 

be particularly important to consider in early adolescence, when conceptions of social 

status are in flux, and likability and popularity start to become more distinct constructs  

that are differentially associated with aggression (Cillessen & Borch, 2006; Cillessen & 

Mayeux, 2004; de Bruyn, Cillessen, & Wissink, 2010; Prinstein & Cillessen, 2003). Future 

research on adolescent sexual harassment would benefit from considering these 

distinctions when examining how social status affects experiences of these behaviours. 

An additional limitation of the current study is that due to the small number of 

schools involved, I did not employ multilevel analyses. Findings in the bullying literature 

suggest that contextual factors, such as larger group norms, are important for 

understanding the consequences of perpetration. For example, Sentse et al. (2007) found 

that aggressors were more likely to be met with rejection in classrooms where bullying 

was less common, and to be perceived more positively in classrooms where it was more 

common. Future research can explore the role of classroom- and school-level factors on 

sexual harassment perpetration and its consequences, and how these factors interact with 

individuals’ social power to affect their wellbeing. 
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Conclusion 

The current study adds to the literature on the psychosocial correlates of sexual 

harassment perpetration in adolescence, and is the first to examine social power as a 

potential moderator of this relationship. The current findings suggest that for the 

majority of youth, sexual harassment perpetration is harmful in some way, and may have 

the potential to contribute to wellbeing in the short- and long-term. Findings from the 

current study suggest that individuals’ social power may buffer them from this 

association, and highlight the importance of examining social power in order to better 

understand the dynamics of sexual harassment in adolescence.  
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Chapter 5 –  

General Discussion 
 
 

The three studies that comprise this dissertation examined the relationship 

between adolescents’ sexual harassment experiences and the peer context from an 

integrated feminist-developmental perspective. The findings from these studies suggest 

that the social environment influences young people’s experiences of sexual harassment, 

including their participation in these behaviours and the psychosocial consequences 

associated with being targeted by and perpetrating sexual harassment. These results add 

to our understanding of the social dynamics of sexual harassment in adolescence and can 

inform researchers’ and practitioners’ approaches to prevention and response. 

Study 1 examined the experiences of being targeted by and witnessing sexual 

harassment. This study found preliminary support for a person-group dissimilarity effect 

in sexual harassment victimization, where girls’ direct experiences of sexual harassment, 

as well as their observations of peers’ experiences of sexual harassment, simultaneously 

played a role in predicting shame and depression. Girls were partially buffered from the 

negative consequences of victimization the more they reported observing their peers’ 

victimization. Victimized youth may interpret their experiences of sexual harassment, in 

part, in the context of their observations of their peers’ experiences. I speculate that these 

observations may allow them to make internal or external attributions for their 

victimization, contributing to their experiences of shame and depression. Future 

longitudinal research can examine the directionality of the associations found in the 

current study. 

For Studies 2 and 3, the focus shifted to predictors of sexual harassment 

perpetration and to predictors of the consequences of sexual harassment perpetration, 

respectively. In Study 2, I examined how individual and peer network factors predicted 

sexual harassment perpetration. The central finding from this study was that, in certain 

conditions, peers’ sexual harassment behaviours predicted changes in individuals’ 
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involvement in sexual harassment perpetration over time, lending support to a peer 

socialization hypothesis of sexual harassment perpetration. In this study, there was not a 

significant relationship between network centrality (a proxy for social power) and sexual 

harassment perpetration. This finding raised the question of how youth at different levels 

of the social hierarchy may experience sexual harassment perpetration, which I explored 

in Study 3.  

For Study 3, I hypothesized that sexual harassment perpetration would be 

associated with poorer wellbeing outcomes, and social power might buffer some youth 

from this association; the results partially supported this hypothesis. Sexual harassment 

perpetration predicted poorer wellbeing for the majority of youth. For all participants, 

low victimization buffered this association, and for boys, high centrality also had a 

moderating effect. These results demonstrate the complexity of sexual harassment in 

adolescence, suggesting that there may be a range of motivations and consequences for 

perpetrators of sexual harassment. As with Study 1, this study showed that adolescents’ 

peer environments may shape youth’s psychological responses to their own involvement 

in sexual harassment. 

 

General implications 

Together, the results from the three current studies suggest that adolescent 

sexual harassment is a learned behaviour that may be harmful for targets, witnesses, and 

perpetrators. Effective interventions have the potential to prevent the development of 

negative outcomes in the short and long term. Currently, there are few evidence-based 

sexual harassment interventions for this age group (e.g., Espelage et al., 2015). As with 

bullying interventions, effective sexual harassment interventions will likely need to 

address multiple levels of the social ecology, including efforts at the individual, peer, and 

school levels (Espelage, 2014; Pepler & Craig, 2000; Ttofi & Farrington, 2011). The 

current studies suggest a few potential avenues for addressing sexual harassment at 

various levels of the social ecology.  
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At the individual level, one interpretation of the results from Study 1 is that 

individuals’ perceptions of group norms of sexual harassment may affect their attributions 

for their victimization and, subsequently, their psychosocial functioning. This conclusion 

is supported by findings from person-group dissimilarity studies that show that at schools 

with lower rates of bullying victimization, targets may be more likely to blame 

themselves for their victimization (Schacter & Juvonen, 2015). If this is the case, it is not 

sufficient to reduce sexual harassment (though that is certainly an important goal for 

interventions); addressing individual attitudes about their experiences should be an 

important component of effective prevention and response as well. Young people who are 

able to contextualize sexual harassment within the larger culture in which they live may 

have a better understanding of their experiences when they are victimized, and may be 

less likely to develop negative attributions that affect their wellbeing. Support for this 

hypothesis is found in a study that demonstrated college women’s feminist consciousness 

buffered the relationship between perceived sexist events and a wellbeing outcome, 

disordered eating (Sabik & Tylka, 2006). Interventions that involve a psychoeducational 

component pointing to feminist-sociocultural theories of sexual harassment may be 

effective as both a general preventative measure, as well as a specific response to acts of 

sexual harassment; adults can take those opportunities to support individual youth in 

developing healthy attributions about their experiences of victimization, and to process 

behaviours that they have witnessed or engaged in. 

At the peer level, the results from all three studies speak to the importance of 

considering adolescents’ influence on one another’s behaviours, as well as their responses 

to those behaviours. The results from Studies 2 and 3 suggest that peers’ group norms 

may shape the development of sexual harassment behaviours, and their social hierarchies 

may impact the dynamics of those behaviours. The finding that popular, powerful youth, 

compared to less powerful youth, may be somewhat buffered from the negative 

consequences associated with sexual harassment perpetration can be challenging for 

interventions, which often focus on the development of positive social skills, rather than 



82 
 

de-incentivizing aggression (Dijkstra, Lindenberg, & Veenstra, 2008). A focus on 

changing group norms, such as by empowering witnesses to intervene (Coker, Bush, 

Clear, Brancato, & McCauley, 2020; e.g., E. Miller et al., 2020), may be an effective way to 

address this aspect of the sexual harassment dynamic in adolescence.  

Finally, individual- and peer-level interventions must be supported by the culture 

in which they operate. Educators and other school staff need clear guidelines, appropriate 

training, and institutional support in order to be able to respond effectively to sexual 

harassment and promote a safe school environment for all students (Meyer, 2008b). 

School resources and policies can support staff in developing a culture free of victim-

blaming and an environment where all adults share a collective responsibility for 

supporting youth who are involved in sexual harassment. School staff likely also need 

support in developing the ability to reliably differentiate between developmentally-typical 

social behaviours and harmful sexual harassment (Charmaraman, Jones, Stein, & 

Espelage, 2013). In addition, it is important that adults model the same healthy 

relationship dynamics that they expect youth to develop, and to support them in 

developing these healthy relationship skills (Pepler, 2006). Finally, institutions require 

the support of policymakers to be able to devote resources to promoting healthy 

relationships (e.g., Exner-Cortens, Wells, Lee, & Spiric, 2019). 

 

General limitations  

Because the studies that comprise this dissertation used a single data set, some 

general limitations to this research can be considered, in addition to those discussed in 

each manuscript. First, with any study of adolescent behaviours, and particularly negative 

behaviours, self-report measures can present some challenges. Even with a valid, reliable 

self-report measure and efforts to ensure participants’ sense of the confidentiality of the 

study, participants’ honesty, memory, and self-awareness can affect their ability to 

accurately report on their behaviours and experiences. With sexual harassment, there 

may be the additional issue of individual thresholds for what constitutes harassment, 
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which may be related in complex ways to the prevalence of these behaviours. For 

example, for some youth, experiences of victimization or perpetration may be rare, so 

when it does occur, it may be more memorable; whereas it is possible that other youth 

may experience victimization or perpetration to such a frequency that they become 

desensitized to individual occurrences. These individual differences can affect our 

understanding of prevalence rates and the consequences of sexual harassment. Studies 

that utilize mixed methods can help mitigate some of these issues. The use of qualitative 

analyses, vignettes, daily diaries, and peer reports, for example, could all help to 

contextualize participants’ experiences and reduce the reliance on individual recall and 

subjectivity. 

A second general limitation to this dissertation is that, due to issues of study 

design and statistical power, the main analyses did not include a number of demographic 

variables that are related to risk for sexual harassment and to wellbeing, and which may 

moderate the findings in this study. This is a notable weakness in the current studies 

because according to the integrated feminist-developmental perspective employed by this 

dissertation, issues of power and identity are central to our understanding of sexual 

harassment. As shown in the descriptive statistics of Study 1, for example, gender 

minority youth in the current sample reported high rates of sexual harassment 

victimization, consistent with a number of past studies (e.g., Mitchell et al., 2014). Other 

demographic factors that, due to wider structural oppressions, are associated with 

increased risk for gender-based violence include disability (Alriksson-Schmidt, Armour, & 

Thibadeau, 2010), immigrant status (Decker, Raj, & Silverman, 2007), and ethnic or racial 

identity (Espelage, Hong, Rinehart, & Doshi, 2016). It is regretful that, as in many other 

quantitative studies, methodological issues led to the exclusion of marginalized youth in 

this research, limited the generalizability of the current findings, and precluded more 

nuanced analyses of the intersections of multiple identities. To move the field forward, 

future research should intentionally include these groups in both qualitative and 
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quantitative analyses, moving beyond an examination of prevalence rates among these 

groups. 

 
Future directions 

The current set of studies primarily focused on the peer context, which is only 

one level of the social ecology of youth. Future research can examine this level in more 

detail, as well as other aspects of social ecology. Within the peer context, future studies 

can more closely examine how the specific dynamics of different sexual harassment 

interactions (e.g., whether the perpetrator(s), target(s), and witness(es) are friends or 

acquaintances) might affect young people’s responses. Further, a dynamic social network 

analytical approach, which considers changes in the peer group over time can help 

disentangle simultaneous effects of selection and socialization that may occur within the 

context of sexual harassment. At other levels of the ecology, future research can examine 

how aspects of the family environment and school context, such as perceived social 

support (e.g., Goldstein et al., 2020) and school demographic factors (Graham, Bellmore, 

& Mize, 2006) interact with individual- and peer-level factors to predict behaviours and 

responses. 

Finally, the current studies focused on involvement in sexual harassment and its 

relationship to wellbeing, identifying a number of areas of risk. While this focus is 

important for being able to understand these negative behaviours and experiences, future 

research should also focus on the protective factors that support positive development. 

This kind of strengths-based (versus deficits-based) approach is particularly helpful in 

intervention research, as it considers developmentally important goals beyond the 

prevention of some negative outcome (Crooks, Jaffe, Dunlop, Kerry, & Exner-Cortens, 

2019), and makes use of young people’s inherent resources, such as leadership skills 

(Connolly et al., 2015), to achieve those goals. With this approach, researchers and 

interventionists can focus on the development of healthy relationships as a vital 

component of young people’s overall healthy development. 
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Conclusion 

Together, these studies explored how young people’s social experiences might 

shape their sexual harassment behaviours and experiences. The results lend credence to 

the notion that sexual harassment may be harmful to all youth, whether they are involved 

as perpetrators or targets. Each adolescent’s unique social context may shape their 

emotional responses to sexual harassment victimization, their propensity to become 

involved in sexual harassment perpetration, and the consequences they face as a result of 

perpetration. Future work in this line of research can more closely examine the influences 

of these social dynamics, as well as influences of other aspects of the adolescent’s 

environment.  
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