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Adolescents’ Perception of the Threat of Sexual Harassment:

The Development of an Index

Sexual harassment (SH) of females has been a serious problem in many countries around
the world (Wasti, Bergman, Glomb, & Drasgow, 2000). Similarly, research on adolescents’
exposure to the threat of sexual harassment identifies some major issues that influence the
dynamics of sexual harassment, such as vulnerability and risk (Gilson, 2016), nature and types of
sexual harassment (Hill & Kearl, 2011), the difficulty of measuring adolescents’ reactions
(Appollis, Lund, De Varies, & Mathews, 2015), and its effect (Lindberg, Grabe, & Hyde 2007).
Concerns over women and adolescents’ experience with sexual harassment in Arab societies have
been on the rise (Al-Motalak, 2017; Al-Taiar, 2015; Fahd, 2015; and Gad-Allah, 2016).

In Arab societies, especially in Egypt, young girls are exposed on a daily basis to various
forms of harassment as they walk to and from schools, ride public transportation, or visit with
friends (McClinton, Lund, De Vries, & Mathews, 2015). Davidson, Butchko, Robbins, Sherd,
and Gervais (2016) cited the Stop Street Harassment organization's definition of street
harassment as “unwanted whistling, leering, sexist, homophobic or transphobic slurs, persistent
requests for someone’s name, number or destination after they’ve said no, sexual names,
comments and demands, following, flashing, public masturbation, groping, sexual assault, and
rape” (p. 553). These forms of harassing behavior can be intimidating and intrusive for

adolescents (Goldstein, Malanchuk, Davis-Kean, & Eccles, 2007).

One major assumption in this study stems from the Bioecological theory (Bronfenbrenner
(2005) which views a child’s growth to be influenced by a network of subsystems. Accordingly,
the child perception of risk and threat can by his/her interactions with various environmental

settings such as the school, the neighborhood and the community. Furthermore, relying on the
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vulnerability and the ecological perspective, this study develops an adolescent sexual harassment
index (ASHI), which will examine other dimensions relevant to sexual harassment such as the
interpersonal aspect, cultural and traditional factors, and societal and environmental
characteristics.
Literature Review

Research on violence and sexual abuse of adolescents has been expanding across the
world (Al-Kylani, 2014; Vera-Gray, 2016). New areas of research have opened, such as
cyberbullying (National Women’s Law Center, 2018). Although characteristics, effects, and
imputes for sexual harassment are different from sexual abuse, still the topic of adolescents’
sexual harassment suffers from fragmentation, inconsistency, and separation (Stanley, 2000). In
the following sections, a number of specific findings on child sexual harassment are identified and
introduced as the foundation for this study.
The Prevalence of Adolescence Sexual Harassment

Adolescents are exposed to the trauma of sexual harassment early in their lives (Al-
Ajami, 2016). For example, a majority reports indicate that their first peer-to-peer sexual
harassment experience occurred in middle school, and some report first incidents occurring as
early as elementary school (Murnen & Smolak, 2000). Lacasse, Purdy, & Mendelson (2003)
believe that approximately 75% to 80% of students experience direct sexual harassment. In a
Midwestern U.S. middle school study (graders 5-8) recently indicated that 28% of girls and 34%
of boys reported perpetrating sexual harassment in the past year (Espelage, Basile, & Hamburgr,
2012).

The prevalence of both perpetration and victimization experiences of sexual harassment

and peer violence were comparable for boys and girls (Mumford, Okamoto, Taylor, & Stein,
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2013). Studies show that approximately 75% to 80% of harassed youth report that they
experienced harassment “often” or “occasionally” (Lichty & Cambell, 2012). Recent studies show
of 1,000 women surveyed, 67% experienced harassment in the street; 26% at a mall, restaurant, or
store, and 20% on public transportation (Kearl, 2014).
The Effect of Sexual Harassment on Adolescents
Early experiences with sexual harassment have also linked indirectly to increase shame
about one’s body in both boys and girls (Lindberg et al., 2007). Consistent evidence has identified
different types of effects of sexual harassment on victimized adolescents. On the educational
level, sexual harassment interferes with a student’s ability to do her school work and increases the
likelihood of experiencing emotional/psychological abuse and sexual abuse (Mumford et al.,
2013). Victimized adolescents report talking less in class (Lichty & Campbell, 2012); difficulty
paying attention in school, dropping out of activities, or dropping classes as a result of
harassment. Strauss (2012) indicated that sexual harassment can have negative effects on
students’ health and attitudes about school, leading to diminished educational performance and
academic withdrawal (AAUW Educational Foundation, 2001). Negative psychological effects of
sexual harassment vary from feeling upset, worthless, and helpless (Davidson et al., 2016), and
feeling worthless and helpless against the harassment (AAUW Educational Foundation, 2001).
Being a victim of sexual harassment makes victims feel afraid, nervous, and hesitant
about things that were once no problem. It changes victims’ lives and cheats them out of
happiness, fun, and peace of mind, which ultimately influences the adolescents’ views about the
social and educational environment (Ormerod, Collinsworth, & Perr, 2008). On the social level,
victims of sexual harassment tend to avoid social situations and relationships with friends as a

protective measure from sexual harassment (Stanely, 2000). Consequently, girls may become
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alienated and lose self-confidence (Lichty & Campbell, 2012), and “learn infectious apathy,

helplessness, and hopelessness” (Strauss, 2012, p. 97).

Street Sexual Harassment in Egypt

The prevalence of violence against adolescents in Arab countries has been documented.
“Around 46 percent of ever married females age 18-64 years have experienced some form of
spousal violence with 43 percent reported having been subjected to emotional violence, 32
percent physical violence and 12 percent sexual violence” (United Nations Population Fund,
(UNPF), 2015, p. 62). Accordingly, researchers indicate that violence and insult have become
part of the social fabric and the new reality of the Egyptian society (Egyptian Center for
Women’s Rights, 2007; and Gad-Allah, 2016).

A common form of sexual harassment that seems to represent a widespread phenomenon
in Egypt is street harassment (llahi, 2009). Addressing life in Egypt, in Cairo streets are
considered as major points of convergence as they contain various forms of social life and
human activities; however, women and girls experience hostility and sexual harassment there on
a daily basis (Egyptian Center for Women’s Rights, 2007; Ilahi, 2009). When not in school,
some of those unemployed youths spend their time roaming the streets looking for any type of
behavioral experimentation (Amin, 2006). This situation tends to put young girls at the risk of
victimization for sexual harassment.

Theoretical Framework
This study relies on a number of theoretical perspective as an attempt to view the way an
adolescent perceive sexual harassment as a threat to his/her identity and life. Initially, the
bioecological theory (Bronfenbrenner, 2005) emphasizes the child’s development to be

influenced by various levels of ecological systems. On the chronosystem, the child develops life
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experience based on not only the events that took place in the environment but on the way the
child interact with these events. Accordingly, where events evolved in the child immediate
environment which represents a sexual harassment risk exposure,” he or she develops a specific
cognitive and behavioral mechanisms to guide the child’s reactions and adjustment to these
events. However, it can be emphasized that on the exposure or the adjustment levels which occur
between the child and his/her environment, these event are viewed as a source of stress.
Furthermore, the vulnerability and the objectification perspective can also perceived as
foundation for examining the dynamics of adolescents’ sexual harassment. Based on the
vulnerability perspective, girls may be on the weak side as reflected in conditions of weakness,
tendency, passivity, incapacitation, incapability, and powerlessness (Gilson, 2015, 2016). Female
adolescents are in the boundaries of susceptibility to victimization by some individuals for
“harmful wrongs, exploitation, or threats to one’s interests or autonomy” (Mackenize, Rogers, &
Dodds, 2014, p. 6). Feminists theorize vulnerability as a state of tension and ambiguities of
experiences of gender, sexuality, and power in contemporary life (Alcoff, 2009).

Sexual objectification of a female may lead to viewing female’s behavior and clothing as a
justification for being a target, and eventually sets the blame on the victim (Loughnan, Pina,
Vasquez, & Puvia, 2013). Proponents of the sexual objectification perspective focused on how
people perceive women in a sexualized way, although fewer explanations are presented on how
sexual objectification influences the view of females in real life The implicit associations
between females’ body and other objects or concepts may influence the individual’s thoughts
and attitudes toward females (Rudman & Mescher, 2012).

Conceptualization of Sexual Harassment
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Sexual harassment has been considered a commonplace concept, and it may be
mistakenly viewed as normal behavior. For example, Larkin (1994) presented three reasons that
could lead girls to normalize such abnormal behavior: “(1) the frequency of the behavior, 2) the
way in which the behavior was interpreted by others, particularly the male harassers; and 3) the
fact that the topic of SH was seldom, if ever, discussed at school” (p. 62). Felix and McMahon
(2006) studied sexual harassment of young females and found multiple forms of peer-to-peer
victimization, which suggests significant associations between SH and both internalizing and
externalizing problems. Recently, researchers have also begun to examine prejudice-based
harassment, which takes into account the motivation behind the bullying and interpersonal
violence (Mumford, et al., 2013).

The conceptualization of sexual harassment was influenced to a certain degree by
existing myths and misrepresentation. The Alliance Against Sexual Coercion (AASC) (1980)
compiled a list of erroneous assumptions people make about sexual harassment. These myths
perpetuate sexual harassment, contribute to the victim’s feelings of guilt, and induce women to
keep quiet about it. Although few people believe all these myths, there is sufficient
misinformation about SH to warrant exposure of the facts that contradict the myths.
Operationalization

The operationalization of sexual harassment evolved around (a) the unwanted sexual or
gender- based behavior by a person who has power over another (Strauss, 2012), (b) the behavior
is informal, and may be more subtle because the two individuals may be peers, and it must be
sexual and/or gender-based and severe, persistent, pervasive, and offensive enough to create a
hostile educational environment, and (C) it interferes with the student’s personal life and his or

her ability to learn and engage in school activities.
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Existing measures for assessing sexual harassment started with the Sexual Experiences
Questionnaire-High School version (SEQ-HS), which was used to measure direct SH
experiences (Collinsworth, 2000). Items in the scale reflect a broad range of unwanted, sexual, or
gender-focused inappropriate behaviors. It is important to acknowledge that the SEQ-SH also
incorporates more items and accounts for more-specific forms of harassment, thus providing
greater insight into the nuances of students” SH experience. The 29-item, modified SEQ-HS
asked participants to report the frequency (i.e., “0” meaning never to ‘“2+” meaning twice or
more) at which they experienced a variety of sexual harassment behaviors during the current
school year (Ormerod et al., 2008).

The American Association of University Women’s 1993 measure is a 13-item scale and
is the most frequently adopted SH scale; however, limited psychometric or scale development
information has been published on that measure or any of its reincarnations in other studies. In
his attempt to measure sexual harassment among children, Mumford and colleagues (2013)
summed affirmative responses from a 9-item scale to create separate overall prevalence estimate
of sexual harassment victimization and harassment. The focus is to measure peer violence, both
in terms of victimization and to determine the effect of physical and sexual violence on children
(Mumford et al., 2013).

Method

This study develops an adolescents’ sexual harassment index (ASHI) for Arab society,
which fits with the existing cultural, social, and economic conditions in these societies. A
theoretical model was defined to capture elements in the literature based on sexual harassment in
Arab and non-Arab literature and available theoretical models. A number of variables that are

commonly discussed in the literature are included (Al-Motalak, 2017; Al-Taiar, 2015; Fahd,
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2015; Gad-Allah, 2016). Other new variables, which represents factors and causes for the spread
of sexual harassment in Arab countries and in Egypt were included in the model. These new
concepts are believed to influence women’s vulnerability to sexual harassment, such as social
activities, the media, social stability, and religiosity.

Threats and vulnerability to sexual harassment. This construct refers to females’ feeling
of fear, worry, and concern of being targeted to be a victim of harassment. Twelve items were
drawn to reflect how a female feels sense of vulnerability to harassment, the lack of safety
measures for protection, and lack of laws and implementation of rules in the society to deter
violators or to protect females’ rights. Additionally, items were included to determine females’
thoughts about reporting violations and the effect of reporting on their own safety, and how
punishment of violators can be an effective solution to diminish harassment behaviors. Items in
this domain were adopted from Estrada, Olson, Harbke, and Berggren (2011); Fitzgerald,
Magley, Drasgow, and Waldo (1999) instruments on women’s perception of harassment. The
Cronbach’s alpha for the 12 items on this subscale was .844.

Exposure to sexual harassment. This domain is measured using 10 items, which identify
the level of harassment behavior that a female may experience in her daily life. The items were
adopted from the Sexual Experiences Questionnaire (Fitzgerald et al., 1999), the Turchik and
Wilson (2008) survey, and the work of Wasti et al. (2000). The items include types of verbal and
nonverbal remarks a woman may hear or suggestive stories or sexual discussion revealed with
others in her presence. Nonverbal remarks include leering at the victim’s body, offensive pin-
ups, demands for sexual favors, unnecessary touching/unwanted contact, physical assault, and

sexual coercion. The Cronbach’s alpha for the 10 items on this subscale was .931.
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Sense of pressure. This domain was measured by 10 items that are based on the Perceived
Stress Scale (Cohen, Kamarck, & Mermelstein, 1983). The items identify behavioral and
personal reaction to life events, which may cause the female to feel upset, a loss of control,
feeling irritated, coping with pressures, and ability to handle personal problems. The Cronbach’s
alpha for the 10 items on this subscale was .823.

Social engagement and activity. A composite scale of 6 items to determine the level of
participation of a female in social, sports, and cultural activities was used. These activities
include being open to interact with people and share ideas though open meetings, volunteering in
community initiatives, and participating in discussion with various groups. The Cronbach’s alpha
for the 6 items on this scale was .844.

Media impact. Using the argument developed by Gerbner (1998) on the cultural effects of
media on the people’s lives, an 8-item scale was developed to assess the negative effect of media
on the behavior of sexual harassment perpetrators. Specifically, the items measure females’
perception of violent messages portrayed in the media; the stimulation of sex and the hidden
meaning behind the media content; presentation of crime without discussion of punishment; and
media views of women’s abilities. The Cronbach’s alpha for the 8 items on this subscale was
.830.

Society awareness. This construct refers to the level of understanding of sexual
harassment from social, cultural, and legal dimensions. The construct is based on the assumption
that societal realization of the risk and the effect of sexual harassment on the victims and the
moral standards of the community are influenced by the political and economic stability of the
environment people live in. Accordingly, 12 items were developed based on the societal stability

protocol (Cline Center for Democracy, 2011) to assess females’ views on their awareness of
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social, political, and economic conditions that may contribute to the practice of sexual
harassment in the society. Items focused on sense of stability, law-breaking behaviors,
inconsistency in punishment, sense of security, protection of citizens, and the general level of
frustration. The Cronbach’s alpha for the 12 items on this subscale was .880.

Religiosity. This domain assesses how the level of religion influences the female’s
attitudes and opinion regarding her view of people’s behavior, interaction, and conduct. A 9-
item scale was developed based on the work of Abu-Raiya (2008) on the assessment of
religiosity of people. The item identifies the effect of religion on people’s behavior, awareness of
the influence of religion on people’s thoughts, making life decisions based on religious
instructions, the concept of rewards and punishment in religion, and how religion influences a
person’s judgment. The Cronbach’s alpha for the 9 items on this subscale was .881. Items on all
subscales were measured on a response scale ranging from 1 to 7.

Population and Sampling

The population of the study consisted of adolescent girls who reside in five governorates.
A convenience sampling technique was used, yielding a total of 874 females age 1718 years old
(M =17.89 years, SD = 0.32 years). The sample was distributed among these five governorates
as Cairo (20%), Al-Shargiah (50%), Al-Qaliubia ((5%), Al-Dagahlia (5%), and Al-Fayoum
(5%). adolescents were voluntarily asked to fill out the study survey and verbal consent was
obtained. Participants learned about the confidentiality of the study and no names were obtained.
The participants represent a diverse segment of adolescents in Egypt as they were school
students, freshman in universities, and working groups from shops and small companies.

Data Analysis
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Descriptive analysis of the 874 subjects who participated in the study reveals important
characteristics. Most of the adolescents were 18 years old (774, 88.6%), and the remainder were
17 years old (100, 11.4%). In terms of marital status, most participants in the study were single
(622, 71.2%), others were engaged (215, 24.6 %) or married (34, 3.9%). Participants’ education
was distributed as 6 (.07%) had elementary education, 705 (80.7%) were high school students,
and 155 (17.7%) were college students. A majority of the participants, 508 (58.1%), lived in
villages, 192 (22.0%) lived in small towns, and 174 (19.9%) lived in large cities. A large portion
of participants, 847 (96.9%), were “unemployed” as full-time students, 20 (2.3%) worked part
time, and only 7 (0.8%) held full-time positions. As for participants’ type of dress, 14 (1.6%)
wore a nigab, 811 (92.8%) wore a hijab, and only 36 (4.1%) did not wear any covering over
their heads.

Results and Findings

Because the factor structure of this instrument has not been fully investigated to date with
this population, exploratory factor analysis was employed to examine the pattern of correlations
in the data without imposing an a priori theory.

SPSS, version 25 (IBM, 2017), software was used to conduct exploratory factor analysis
on the sample. Parallel analysis (Horn, 1965) suggested extracting 10 factors. Velicer’s
minimum average partial (Velicer, 1976) suggested extracting 9 factors. A scree plot suggested
extracting four factors, although a less substantial pivot was apparent at the10th eigenvalue,
accounting for the parallel analysis and minimum average partial solutions. Thus, both 4- and 10-
factor solutions were examined for their value in theory building. Principal axis factoring was

used because it was desired to factor only the common variance among the study variables. The
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solution was submitted to oblimin rotation because there was no reason to believe that the
constructs would be uncorrelated with one another.

Both the 4-factor solution and the 10-factor solution produced useful results. The 4-factor
solution was favored because it had simpler structure due to having fewer items with cross-
loadings than the 10-factor solution. It was desired to reduce the number of items from the 4-
factor rotated solution. Items were retained if they had a structure coefficient with magnitude .50
or greater on at least one of the four factors. The .50 threshold is more stringent than values of
.40 or .30 typically applied in the literature. The more stringent threshold was chosen to select
very strong items for theory building. This resulted in 18 items eliminated from further analysis.

The remaining 49 items were subjected to reanalysis using principal axis factoring with
oblimin rotation as before. The 4-factor solution alone was examined. With oblimin rotation, two
types of loadings were produced. Structure coefficients represent the correlation between the
factor and the item. Pattern coefficients represent the unique relationship between a factor and an
item, controlling for the other factors. The communalities and structure and pattern coefficients
for the 4-factor rotated solution are found in Table 1. Given that commonalities in this study
ranged from .18 to .68, and 10 to 17 items were associated with individual factors, the sample
size in this study was appropriate (Hogarty, Hines, Kromrey, Ferron, & Mumford, 2005;
MacCallum, Widaman, Preacher, & Hong, 2001; MacCallum, Widaman, Zhang, & Hong, 1999).

Based on the study plan, items included in the analysis had thresholds falling just below
the .5 criterion. Finally, the analysis concluded with four factors: Factor 1 "society awareness
and media impacts"; Factor 2 "interpersonal characteristics and exposure to sexual harassment™;

Factor 3 "personal activities and religiosity,” and "Factor 4 sense of self and reality."

<Table 1 here>
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The four factors accounted for 42.38% of the variability in the study variables. The factor
correlation matrix is in Table 4 along with maximal reliability for each factor. The maximal
reliabilities for all four factors were high, indicating good reliability (Hancock & Mueller, 2001;
Raykov, 2004).

<Table 2 here>
Discussion

This study examined the factor structure of an index that addresses the interpersonal,
social, and cultural aspects of the children’s perception of threat and vulnerability to sexual
harassment. The bioecological theory emphasizes the adolescents’ perspective on viewing sexual
harassment as an environmental threat. Based on such view, an adolescents’ sense of threat and
other serious problems can be the product of daily interactions among material and value
subsystems. In a sense this ASHI provides empirical justification for the ecological system
perspective which enhances the contribution of such perspectives on explaining human
interactions with complex social phenomenon.

The construct of vulnerability represents the basis for the child’s fear, apprehension, and
worry of being exposed or targeted for any emotional and physical harm or pain (Mackenzie et
al., 2014). In this view, vulnerability as a construct is determined by specific feelings or behavior
that set the child mentally and emotionally in a condition of passivity and incapability (Gilson,
2015). This construct was reflected in Factor 3 of the ASHI, “interpersonal, activities and
religion.” The condition of threat can contribute to the vulnerability construct as the society may
endure specific characteristics, culture, and values that implicitly tolerate or ignore sexual
harassment against children. Accordingly, in the ASHI Factor 1, “society and media” validated

the climate and social conditions that manifest sexual harassment behavior. Furthermore,
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children’s experience of threat of sexual harassment was to some extent influenced by
assumptions drawn from the objectification perspective in which females are portrayed by the
media and other forms of public communication as sex objects (Loughnan et al., 2013).

As the focus of the adolescents’ sexual harassment instrument was on the harassment
behavior (Fitzgerald et al., 1997), or the experience and types of harassment (Collinsworth,
2000), the ASHI added other critical factors to the literature. For example, the ASHI recognizes
the child’s sense of self and the world around him or her, leading to the victimization state.
Accordingly, Factor 4, “sense of interpersonal equality” provided the linkage between the
adolescent’s view of self in relation to the risks and threats around him or her. The ASHI
introduces new perspectives to the way the research can consider and view the complexity of
adolescents’ sexual harassment. For researchers who show interest in examining sexual
harassment as a negative social phenomenon, it is critical to address the cultural aspects and the
nature of interrelations among social, economic and political systems existed in the community.
Accordingly, negative interactions produce risky dynamics leading to the growth of unhealthy
environment which may cause tremendous impact on adolescents’ growth and adjustment.
Practitioners who work on providing adolescents with guidance and mental health services may
benefit from the ASHI to assess the adolescent’s sense of safety, trust on own ability, views of
exposure to sexual harassment and his/her perspective on existing system within the environment
which can help deter harassment behavior and promote awareness and sense of self among
adolescents. Finally, as with all exploratory analyses, it is important to remember that the model
presented is only one possible representation of the relations among the variables. Alternative

models may explain the data just as well or better than the model found in this study.
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Policy makers, therapists, educators and law enforcements can learn from this study the
ways adolescents perceive the risk and threats of sexual harassment, as it became part of their
social experience. Before setting policies to eliminate the risk of sexual harassment on
adolescents or raising the awareness of such phenomenon, it is imperative for many people to
assess adolescents’ views, feelings and thoughts about what generates such a problem and how
female adolescents perceive it within the context of social, ecological and cultural parameters.
Furthermore, therapists and social workers may benefit from the ASHI to assess the level of
threats that adolescents experience and how such SH threat impact other functions in their life.

Limitations

These results are exploratory and represent the structure of the data for this particular

sample. The model suggested by the results of this study should be cross-validated with a new

sample to assess the stability of the factor structure.
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