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Abstract: Sexual Harassment: Not an Isolated Problem

Is sexual harassment in academia an isolated problem, or is it linked to the academic
work environment and culture? Research at the Faculty of Mathematics and Natural
Sciences in the University of Oslo supports the latter view. Results show how sexual
harassment is associated with problematic features of the workplace organization,
environment and culture. This is especially clear in the case of unwanted sexual
attention, which is closely linked to professional devaluation and other problems.
Other more serious forms (unwanted physical contact, coercion, stalking, assault)
are less frequent, yet clearly associated with unwanted sexual attention. The chapter
presents and analyzes sexual harassment data in view of other recent research, and
discusses why this topic is important, and how research can be improved.
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Introduction

Sexual harassment is still part of working life in the Nordic region, includ-
ing academia. Disclosures and debates, for example in connection with
the #MeToo movement, have uncovered an unpleasant reality in many
countries, Norway included. However, sexual harassment is a relatively
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new research area, with little standardization of methods and definitions.
Therefore, research estimates of the extent of sexual harassment vary
greatly in different surveys (Bondestam & Lundqvist, 2018; Feldblum &
Lipnic, 2016). If the problem is defined strictly and narrowly, for example
as clearly legally punishable cases only, the proportion of those reporting
harassment falls, whereas it increases if the question is formulated more
openly. Research on sexual harassment may be compared to research on
bullying, which has been studied in Norway since the 1980s. In studies on
bullying, there is now greater consensus on the definitions of bullying,
and thus also greater agreement in studies reporting its extent.

All through its different definitions, research shows that women
are more exposed to sexual harassment than men, and that young age
increases the chance of exposure (Bondestam & Lundgqvist, 2020; KI
et al., 2022; McDonald & Charlesworth, 2016). On the individual level,
the consequences of sexual harassment have been described as “systemic
trauma” (Fitzgerald, 2017), which includes depression, burnout, and other
negative health effects (Henning et al., 2017; McDonald, 2012; Sojo et al.,
2016). Negative consequences for women’s careers have also been doc-
umented, such as women withdrawing from positions (Henning et al.,
2017; McLaughlin et al., 2017). On the whole, sexual harassment also has
negative consequences for organizations, such as higher absence rates
and turnover, and lower productivity (Henning et al., 2017; Gettman &
Gelfand, 2007).

In this chapter, we not only describe the extent and degree of sexual
harassment in the organization we investigate, the Faculty of Mathematics
and Natural Sciences in the University of Oslo, but also the circumstances
and conditions linked to it. We first asked about “unwanted sexual atten-
tion” without narrowing it down to “harassment”. We then followed up
with four detailed questions on: unwanted physical contact; pressure to
go on “dates” or perform sexual favours; stalking; and physical assaults.
This comprises a sufficiently detailed approach so as to include grey zones
and cases of doubt.

Our material is considerably broader and more detailed than sur-
veys focusing on sexual harassment usually are. It contains 190 vari-
ables on career development, work environment, academic culture,
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and social background. We can thus analyze the relationship between
sexual harassment and a wide range of conditions within the organi-
zation, such as work environment, culture, and experiences of differ-
ent forms of discrimination. In the interview material, we also have
descriptions of sexual harassment supporting and nuancing the quan-
titative material.

We begin the chapter by describing background and method of the
study moving on to the extent of sexual harassment compared to the
two other types of harassment — bullying and racist harassment — asked
about in the survey of employees at the faculty. We then demonstrate
how sexual harassment is connected to a number of other features relat-
ing to the work environment and culture. We address who is behind the
sexual harassment, and descriptions of “acceptance” of harassment in
the interview material. Finally, we discuss our results in light of other
research.

Background: Material and Method

What is sexual harassment? What is unwanted sexual attention? When
concepts are new and disputed, the chances of obtaining good information
through questionnaire surveys or interviews may be reduced. However,
new concepts such as “unwanted sexual attention” may also reveal more
information. They might capture something that has previously been
unspoken. This is relevant, for example based on debates and research on
“grey zones” connected to sexual harassment, sexual violence, and rape
(Bitsch & Kruse, 2012; Thoresen & Hjemdal, 2014; Vislie, 2015). When it
comes to rape, the legal system often emphasizes the “worst” cases.! But
these are often related to slightly less clear cases, or grey zones, that also
often include many more cases than the most serious ones (Bitsch, 2018;
Helseth & Sletteland, 2018; Madsen et al., 2005). It is therefore important
to expand the exploration of sexual harassment in order to include not
just the most serious cases. In other words, a narrow interpretation of
sexual harassment is not only oriented more towards the “worst cases”
than towards average cases, it also provides poorer (and perhaps mis-
leading) information on context and broader connections — what the
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phenomenon as a whole is related to. If we include “milder” cases, we will
know more about conditions that create harassment.

Qualitative studies of sexual assaults and harassment demonstrate
the importance of this open approach. The expression “unwanted sexual
attention” was used in a pioneering Norwegian study back in 1992, where
it was defined as an “invasion and attack on one’s integrity” (Brantsaeter
& Widerberg, 1992, p. 25). The ERAC Standing Working Group on Gender
Research and Innovation applies a similar definition of sexual harass-
ment, that is “unwanted verbal, nonverbal, or physical conduct of a sexual
nature, such as touching, comments on a person’s looks or body, stalking,
the sending of images with sexual content or sexual jokes,” while they
define sexual assault as “action of a sexual nature regulated in law, such
as rape or attempted rape” (GRIL S. 2020 pp. 14-15).

A consistent result from studies of sexual harassment is that the prob-
lems are surrounded by taboos and silence, often with a large amount of
shame, guilt and denial among the victims, including what is referred to
as “identification with the abuser”, among both male and female victims
(Andersen, 2009). Tendencies of denial — “she wanted it herself” — are
also well known from studies of assailants. The harassment becomes, as
a tendency, interpreted as “normal” and mutual attraction (@. Holter,
1981, 2013; Ringheim, 1987). According to Husu (2001), sexual harassment
in academia has, through various processes, become legitimized and
normalized. It has become part of an academic culture, and therefore
invisible.

In Norway as well as other countries, the #MeToo movement became a
signal for more research, including survey mapping. In Norway, the signal
was interpreted differently by different actors, however. Institutions, now
facing requirements to uncover the main problem, favoured a “narrow”
model, mapping the scope of sexual harassment, defined strictly. The legal
aspect also aimed at uncovering the “worst” or clearly illegal cases. On
the other hand, researchers mostly favoured a “broad” model, with more
extensive details and context questions in the surveys. Discussions in
the higher education sector led to a national scope survey in 2019 (Ipsos,
2019). The survey showed that the problem is relevant to the entire sector,
and helped to justify the need for measures, including improved systems
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of reporting, even though it was narrowly designed. By focusing only on
harassment, and omitting the question of unwanted sexual attention, the
problem was underreported (. Holter & Zachariassen, 2019).2

Underlying issues in this discussion are: the question of doing some-
thing about the problems here and now, and preventing problems of sex-
ual harassment in the long run. Both are important, and they are not
necessarily conflicting. A “narrow” mapping can be an important first
step followed by “broader”, more detailed research. This is our point of
departure. It is also important to point out that there is a long road ahead,
and many challenges in this area. Even the most narrow scope surveys of
sexual harassment show considerably higher figures than what emerges
through whistleblower systems in institutions (Ipsos, 2019; Universitets-
og hegskoleradet, 2019). In other words, students and employees dis-
close much more in an anonymous questionnaire survey than is actively
reported.

Three Forms of Harassment That Affect
Each Other

Our data on sexual harassment are primarily taken from a questionnaire
survey® with a broad set of variables relating to, among others, career
development, work environment, academic culture, and social back-
ground. In the survey, we asked about sexual harassment, bullying, and
racist harassment. In the two latter cases, we were not able to follow up
through detailed questions, as we did with sexual harassment, but we
wanted to include these topics too, based on the principle of incorpo-
rating important variables and problems in the work environment and
culture. Bullying is further described in Chapter 5, and racist harassment
in Chapter 6. Here, we will briefly describe the three types of harassment
together. The questions concerning harassment were not time-limited,
for example “experiences in the past year” and the like, and thus the
figures are not directly comparable to time-limited questions in other
surveys.

In the survey, approximately one in five employees mention problems
with bullying or harassment.* The proportion is largest among women:
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25 per cent of women and 12 per cent of men have experienced bullying or
harassment. These figures involve problems at the Faculty of Mathematics
and Natural Sciences in the University of Oslo. The proportion is even
larger if we also include those who checked two other alternatives: prob-
lems experienced at another academic institution, or in another line of
work. The figures are quite similar if we look at academic and administra-
tive employees separately. Women report problems approximately twice
as often as men. Results indicate that problems occur across position cat-
egories (and workplaces/units), and that the gender pattern is fairly simi-
lar among academic and administrative employees.

Bullying and sexual harassment are the most widespread harassment
problems in the study. In the faculty, 14 per cent of the women and 10 per
cent of the men have experienced bullying, 12 per cent of the women and 3
per cent of the men have experienced sexual harassment, and 5 per cent of
the women and 3 per cent of the men have experienced racist harassment.
The figures show that a number of those who said they had experienced
harassment had experienced several types of harassment. The tendency is
that women experience problems more often than men - here as well as
in other areas (see Chapter 5). The gender difference is particularly large
in relation to sexual harassment.

A Broader Spectrum: Unwanted Sexual Attention

In order to capture the phenomenon of sexual harassment as a whole, and
to avoid underreporting, we began, as mentioned, with a broad definition.
In the questionnaire, we first asked about unwanted sexual attention. We
then followed up with four detailed questions on: unwanted physical con-
tact; pressure to go on “dates” or perform sexual favours; stalking; and
physical assault.

Results show that unwanted sexual attention is considerably more
widespread than the four other types. In the faculty, 7 per cent had
experienced unwanted sexual attention, and 3 per cent had experi-
enced unwanted physical contact’ Slightly less than 1 per cent had
experienced pressure to perform sexual favours, and 0,2 per cent had
experienced physical assault. Among the 843 participants, 7 per cent had
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experienced unwanted sexual attention at the MN faculty, 5 per cent in
other academic workplaces, and 5 per cent in other jobs. Of those who
had experienced unwanted sexual attention in the faculty, 21 per cent had
also experienced this in other academic workplaces.

Most of those who have experienced unwanted physical contact have
also experienced unwanted sexual attention. This proves that the more
serious types of sexual harassment, such as unwanted physical contact,
are strongly associated with unwanted sexual attention. One of the main
results of our study is that serious harassment, including physical assault,
is relatively rare, whereas unwanted sexual attention is fairly common.
12 per cent of the women and 3 per cent of the men have reported expe-
riences of unwanted sexual attention. However, the study shows that
unwanted sexual attention increases the chance of more serious sexual
harassment.

Sexual Harassment Is Not an Isolated Problem

In the survey, we explore experiences of academic devaluation through
several questions and statements, such as “I constantly feel/felt under
scrutiny/judged by my colleagues/peers.” Such negative academic atten-
tion is, surprisingly, strongly associated with unwanted sexual attention.
Those who have experienced unwanted sexual attention have an approx-
imately 60 per cent greater chance of experiencing negative academic
attention, compared to those who have not experienced unwanted sexual
attention. This applies to all employees. Among the academic employees,
this connection is even stronger. Here, those who have been exposed to
unwanted sexual attention have more than twice the chance of experienc-
ing negative academic attention.

Is this a pattern that varies by gender? The figures are small, particu-
larly for men, but as far as we can see, the pattern is more or less the same
for both genders. If we include everyone who has experienced unwanted
sexual attention at the faculty, not just women, we see a fairly similar pic-
ture compared with analyses of just women.

Also, those who had been exposed to unwanted sexual attention often
report other problems in the work environment, in addition to negative

87



CHAPTER 3

academic attention. They experience less often that their scholarly contri-
butions are valued, that they fit in, and that they have role models. They
are more worried about addressing problems at work. For example, the
proportion agreeing with the statement, “I have the feeling that my con-
tribution to the department is valued,” was only 36 per cent among those
who had been exposed to unwanted sexual attention, compared with
61 per cent among those who had not experienced this. The chance
of feeling valued was also nearly half in the exposed group. In rela-
tion to the statement, “I have the feeling that I ‘fit in” easily within my
department,” 44 per cent in the exposed group agreed, compared with
64 per cent among the rest. In other words, the exposed group only had a
67 per cent chance of feeling that they fit in compared with the rest.

We do not know what is cause and what is effect in this picture. It
might be that most reporting of unwanted sexual attention is a causal fac-
tor in relation to reporting other features of the culture in the unit. One
can imagine that several different conditions come into play, for exam-
ple: some are more exposed than others; some environments are more
characterized by problems than others; and some respondents are more
critical or have a higher tendency to report negative experiences. We will
return to this in the discussion.

What we can say with certainty is that there are clear and significant
connections between unwanted sexual attention on the one hand, and
various forms of academic devaluation on the other. The pattern is clear
across the six variables mentioned above, and it also emerges for other
variables.

Are these results also valid when we control for other conditions?
Multivariable analyses of the most important variables associated with
unwanted sexual attention show that gender appears as the strongest
associated variable.® Next on the list is a more critical assessment of the
culture in the unit (more sexism, less respect, openness and transpar-
ency), and that women experience support and encouragement less often.

In order to acquire more insight into this, we also analyzed possible
“causes”, defined more strictly - class, ethnicity, supervisor’s gender,
and a few others - and restricted the analysis to women. The supervi-
sor’s gender entered the picture rather weakly. One can imagine that a
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male supervisor would increase the chances for unwanted sexual atten-
tion, but this is very weak and not clearly significant. The other fac-
tors did not show any clear association. The most interesting part is,
perhaps, what the analyses did not show. Neither of the two variables
for ethnicity (family background, nationality) had any clear association
with unwanted sexual attention. Neither did the parents’ level of educa-
tion seem to matter.

The results of our analyses generally confirm that the problem dimen-
sion is relatively independent of ethnicity and class, but strongly linked
to gender.

Figure 3.1 (below) summarizes how unwanted sexual attention is con-
nected to other variables in the work environment and academic culture.

lxz\ /

Unwanted
sexual attention
13%

=

Figure 3.1. Associations Between Unwanted Sexual Attention and Other Variables.
Source: FRONT Employee survey (N = 843).
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The figure shows the associations between unwanted sexual attention
and other variables” The circle size roughly depicts the extent of the
problem among respondents (also given in percentages). The thick-
ness of the arrows represents the association between unwanted sexual
attention and the other variables. The text below the arrows, for exam-
ple, X 2, means that the chance of having experienced other problems is
approximately twice as large in the group having experienced unwanted
sexual attention, compared with those not having experienced this.
Arrows are used to indicate a likely causal chain, but we do not know this
for certain.®

In the survey, we asked about 12 different conditions related to the work
environment. We found clear connections between important conditions
related to the environment and unwanted sexual attention. The analyses
showed four important factors, as shown in Figure 3.2 (below).

Beta 165
s Unwanted
sexual
attention
Beta .105

/
/

(unclear, not
{ part of the
analysis)

A1

?

|
|
|
|
|
\/

Figure 3.2. How Four Work Environment Factors Are Associated with Unwanted Sexual
Attention. Source: FRONT Employee survey (N = 843).
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Figure 3.2 shows the main features relating to unwanted sexual attention.”
The result is clear. Two factors in particular are linked to unwanted sexual
attention. The main factor is an organizational culture that incorporates a
lot of negative assessment, in which some have to work harder than others
in order to be recognized. The other factor is that one does not feel at home
or does not fit in. This factor is also very typical. The other two factors are
more uncertain (dotted lines), and probably less important. They are not
included in the analysis because the association becomes uncertain when
the first two factors are taken into consideration. The unit or environment’s
academic quality seems to matter relatively little, and the same applies to
one’s own resources, for example one’s own research networks.

Who Is Behind the Harassment?

In addition to asking about types of harassment, we asked who is behind
this - leaders, supervisors, colleagues or students. The distribution of
responses regarding sexual harassment largely resembles the two other types
of harassment (bullying, racist harassment). Colleagues are most frequently
involved. But there are also some important differences. In Figure 3.3, we see
how different groups are involved in bullying and unwanted sexual attention.

60

50

40

30

20

Leaders Supervisors Colleagues Students

o

B Bullying Unwanted Sexual Attention

Figure 3.3. Who Is Reported to Be Behind Bullying and Unwanted Sexual Attention, by Main
Group. The responses are given as percentages among those who have experienced the problem.
Source: FRONT Employee survey (N = 843).

91


https://press.nordicopenaccess.no/index.php/noasp/catalog/view/143/737/5516#FN30

CHAPTER 3

The figure shows percentages among those who report experiences of
bullying and unwanted sexual attention in terms of who harassed them.
Almost 60 per cent of those reporting unwanted sexual attention say that
colleagues were involved.

We see that bullying is a more “vertical” dimension than unwanted
sexual attention, which is more “horizontal”. In other words — leaders
and supervisors are more clearly in the picture in relation to bullying,
whereas colleagues and students are more clearly involved in unwanted
sexual attention. There is thus a considerable similarity in the “perpetra-
tor” profile for the two types of harassment, but also a clear difference.”

On the whole, we see that harassment — based on the groups behind it -
provides a picture strengthening the impression that the problem is not
an isolated one. It occurs across different groups. Leaders, colleagues and
others are involved. Since we do not know very much about the overall
degree of contact within these groups - leaders, supervisors, colleagues
and students — neither do we know much about whether any of the groups
are overrepresented. That colleagues appear vividly in the picture may be
interpreted to suggest that this represents the main part of professional
contact (rather than that this group is overrepresented). Leaders are per-
haps somewhat more strongly represented, especially in terms of bully-
ing, and students somewhat more weakly (again, especially in bullying)
than one might have expected. We do not know. What becomes clear is
that the problem arises from negative interactions between people in all
groups — leaders, supervisors, colleagues and students.

Some Harassment Must Be Accepted

No. No. N ... no. No ...  mean, that [laughter] is a bit difficult, but that, we had
one professor, an old professor, in our department who was, but it was some-
thing that everybody knew, that he could be a little like ... not that much ... he
was just very, like, hugging and stuff [laughter], but of course it’s ... so there
were stories about it and things, but that is like ... yeah, it is almost like a cliché.
But it’s, yeah. It hasn’t [laughter] deprived me of any sleep, it's more like, OK, I'll
move away from there [laughter].

(Siri, a female postdoctoral fellow)

92


https://press.nordicopenaccess.no/index.php/noasp/catalog/view/143/737/5516#FN31

SEXUAL HARASSMENT

We have relatively few examples of stories of harassment from the inter-
views. Nor did we ask systematically about this, as we did in the employee
survey. Therefore, the problems emerge more clearly, and to a greater
extent, in the quantitative than in the qualitative material. In the inter-
views, descriptions of sexual harassment sometimes came up when we
asked about the environment of the workplace or about experiences of
discrimination, but the interviews were not a detailed mapping of sexual
harassment.

The interviews in which harassment does appear nevertheless describe
an organizational culture strongly signalling that some types of harass-
ment must be accepted. In the introductory quote to this section, Siri, a
female postdoctoral fellow, describes the harassment type of unwanted
physical contact. Siri is careful to point out that she could handle the
situation. She was not afraid of the older male professor. The fact that
he embraced and touched the younger female colleagues was something
everybody knew about, something that happened regularly, nothing
harmful. The women were expected to be able to act in an appropriate
manner, by pretending that nothing is going on and move away.

Marianne, a female postdoctoral fellow, says that she was threatened
by students on two different occasions. She is alone in a room with a stu-
dent and afraid of not being able to leave the room: “He doesn’t touch
me, but it was a horrible experience, and ... yeah. He ... yeah, he said
a lot of things, he yelled, he began to ....” On the other occasion, she is
with a group of students and feels that she, as a lecturer, is responsible
for everybody’s safety: “And he is standing, he is banging his fist on the
table, yelling, “You, woman, you bla, bla, bla, bla, bla, and it was like ...
so I tried to say ... OK, that’s enough now, we will address this in another
meeting. [...] He doesn’t want to leave the room, so ....” Marianne feels
that the organization’s focus when handling the situation is that the stu-
dents have their exam. They are given new supervisors and other exam
forms. “I do realize that it has administrative consequences, but it also
has ... I don’t know, personnel consequences, and there must be a person
handling this.”

Marianne begins her description of the incident by saying, “Yeah, I've
completely forgotten this.” She continues, “No, because at the weekend,
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on Sunday, I don’t know what ... I did not think about our meeting or
anything, suddenly I'm back in a situation I was in here at the depart-
ment, which I fortunately, or I believe there will be many such things, we
do it often, women and men, if we have such experiences, that we place
them somewhere else.” Marianne describes how she has placed the expe-
rience “somewhere else”. It was so unpleasant that she does not want to
remember it.

That “we have such experiences, that we place them somewhere else,” is
an appropriate summary of a tendency in the interview material, in line
with research on underreporting - and with the picture that emerged
in the questionnaire survey. When we ask systematically about different
forms of harassment in an anonymous survey, the threshold for reporting
is lower. When we, in the interviews, do not ask directly about experi-
ences of sexual harassment, few participants address the topic.

Discussion

In 2019, a survey of bullying and harassment among employees in the
higher education sector in Norway was conducted (Ipsos, 2019). The
response rate was somewhat higher among women than among men, sim-
ilar to our survey, and the total response rate (42) was also similar. The
results showed that 13 per cent had experienced bullying and harassment,
whereas 2 per cent had experienced sexual harassment during the past 12
months. Women experienced bullying more often than men (14 compared
with 10 per cent). Figures from the University of Oslo were roughly in
line with the national average (Ipsos, 2019). Although the questions in the
survey were time-limited to “the past 12 months”, the figures for bullying
correspond with the results in the FRONT study. However, the definition
of sexual harassment was much narrower in the 2019 survey. For example,
they did not ask about unwanted sexual attention, which makes it difficult
to compare their figures with ours. As mentioned, due to different stan-
dards and question formulations, mappings of sexual harassment provide
widely varying figures for extent (Bondestam & Lundqvist, 2018).
According to Norway’s largest student survey SHoT (SHoT, 2018b,
p. 24), which focuses on the social-psychological work environment,
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including experiences of discrimination, the figures for sexual harass-
ment among students is somewhat lower at the MN Faculty (19 per cent)
compared with other faculties at UiO. The social sciences are at the top
of the list (34 per cent), followed by law (32 per cent), education (30 per
cent), the humanities (30 per cent), theology (26 per cent) and medicine
(24 per cent). The figures indicate that the MN faculty is less character-
ized by sexual harassment than the other faculties. However, the figures
are not distributed by gender, and since studies of academia show that
women are more exposed than men (Bondestam & Lundqvist, 2020), the
MN faculty’s low score here is probably related to the lower proportion of
women in the faculty. It is also possible to imagine that a certain “aware-
ness factor” comes into play (such as more discussion of the topic in the
social sciences). The threshold for reporting is an important factor with
regard to harassment, and it might not be equally low in every discipline.

On the whole, the SHoT survey shows that 31 per cent of the women and
8 per cent of the men have been exposed to some kind of sexual harass-
ment. The questions were formulated differently than in the FRONT sur-
vey, but the main tendency is the same: Women experience this roughly
four times more often than men (SHoT, 2018, p. 87). It is particularly
younger students who experience sexual harassment. An article from
the SHoT project addresses a likely tendency for underreporting among
men, documents significant health costs of harassment, and discusses
methodological limitations, including low response rates (Sivertsen et al.,
2019). To compare the results with other European countries, the ERAC
Standing Working Group on Gender Research and Innovation estimates,
based on a review of international studies, that 25% of female students in
Europe experience gender-based violence during their time in the higher
education sector (GRI, S., 2020). The concept of gender-based violence
included gender harassment, sexual harassment, and sexual assault.

As mentioned, our questions on harassment are not limited in time,
but apply to the participants’ entire period at the faculty. Studies show
that unwanted sexual attention and sexual harassment are strongly
linked to gender (women) and age (young) (see e.g., Akademiet for yngre
forskere, 2019; Bondestam & Lundqvist, 2020; Ipsos, 2019; McDonald &
Charlesworth, 2016; KI et al., 2022). We cannot directly test for age in our
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study, since we do not ask when the problem occurred. Our results do
not clearly demonstrate that young women are the most exposed. On the
contrary, more senior women report as many or even more experiences
of harassment. But since our questions were not time-limited, this may
be because older women report “accumulated” experiences, and there-
fore come out higher, although the actual incidence rate is higher among
younger women.

However, we have an indirect indication that part of the reporting
for our question on unwanted sexual attention is not very far back in
time. On the question of whether the culture in the department/unit is
non-sexist, only 15 per cent of those who have experienced unwanted sex-
ual attention completely agree, compared with 37 per cent of those who
have not experienced this. On the other hand, 20 per cent of those who
have experienced unwanted sexual attention completely disagree that the
culture is non-sexist compared with only 4 per cent of those who have not
experienced it. This may be interpreted to suggest persistent and not just
obsolete problems.

Sexual Attention and Negative Academic Attention

What is new in our results is that we are able to show that unwanted sex-
ual attention is not an isolated problem, but is instead linked to other vari-
ables in the work environment. Of those who have experienced unwanted
sexual attention, 37 per cent also report experiences of negative academic
attention, compared with 15 per cent of those who have not experienced
unwanted sexual attention. In other words, the chance of experiencing
negative academic attention is approximately 2.5 times greater among
those who have experienced negative sexual attention. This is not only a
new, but also an astounding result, in light of the fact that unwanted sex-
ual attention has been addressed only marginally in work environment
surveys. However, the result is in line with other recent research on sexual
and other types of harassment in working life. Harassment and other neg-
ative attention often go hand in hand, in that the person who is exposed
to this is also devalued as a professional (Bondestam & Lundqvist, 2018),
and this often leads to general unhappiness and psychological problems
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for those exposed (see e.g. Braten & Qistad, 2017). Recently, a major
Swedish study, with about 40,000 respondents from the higher education
sector, shows that those who have experienced unwanted sexual atten-
tion report a lower degree of support from colleagues and leaders, poorer
general health, higher stress levels, a higher degree of burnout, and they
consider leaving their work or studies more often (KI et al., 2022).

In our study, the connection between sexual harassment and other
conditions in the work environment and academic culture emerge in
a comprehensive and systematic manner. We see that some features of
the work environment play a particularly strong role. Among these are:
professional devaluation, unfair competition, and the feeling of not fit-
ting in. Unwanted sexual attention thus has a larger scope than is often
assumed, and is thus connected to other variables that are more “normal”
in everyday academic life, such as academic devaluation. The results con-
firm previous research relating to the many negative side effects of sex-
ual harassment, and show that doubting one’s own abilities is part of the
picture (e.g. Charney & Russell, 1994; Henning et al., 2017; McLaughlin
et al,, 2017).

Helseth (2020) is one of the researchers who summarizes #MeToo
and the subsequent academic debate. She emphasizes that the results
were shocking, also for researchers working in the field. Support was so
great, with manifestoes from many different occupational groups, from
actors to medical students — and much of it revolved around very serious
transgressions. Many stories that were not previously known emerged.
According to surveys, it is estimated that approximately one in ten
women in Norway have been exposed to unwanted sexual acts (Thoresen
& Hjemdal, 2014). Rape is part of this broader scope. Research aims to
include more of the grey areas, and acquire more information about
them. Underreporting is widespread.

“It has to do with what you want to admit to yourself that you have
been part of,” Helseth maintains (2020), claiming that underreporting is
even more widespread in terms of what one has exposed others to - being
the abuser or assailant is even more of a taboo. “We lack a language for
this,” she claims. Many have crossed lines at one time or another: “We
have to normalize this without trivializing it. Many make mistakes now
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and then when it comes to flirting. The difference is those who keep push-
ing and do not respect that the other party is not into it.”

Research on flirting and sexual attraction demonstrates a complicated
and often subtle interaction, traditionally characterized by different gen-
der roles and a structural inequality in relation to what each gender offers
and seeks (see e.g., @. Holter, 1981, 1990). Nevertheless, ordinary flirting
or dating has the character of an equal meeting. Unwanted sexual atten-
tion differs from flirting, according to our material - it is perceived as
unpleasant and offensive.

Studies of various forms of harassment and bullying began, naturally
enough, with information from those who had been exposed to it (see
e.g., Seetre et al., 1986). Research might take the form of a list of problems,
“Have you been exposed to any of these?”. This is important, at least as
a first phase. But if we look at the matter from a preventive perspective,
information about assailants is just as important. One goal is to reduce
the damage, but an overarching goal is to reduce the cause of the damage.
Here, research on harassment in academia has come up relatively short.
Research on men’s violence against women indicates that many men who
have used such violence later change their behaviour, whereas others
develop a regular pattern (@. Holter, 2013; Rakil, 2002). Sexual harass-
ment is probably an area with even more grey zones than violence. It is
therefore possible that quite a few men (and some women) are involved
in “unwanted sexual attention” as assailants, but mostly in camouflaged
and subtle forms, while only a small proportion progress towards sexual
assault through physical contact, coercion and so on. Here we need more
research.

Features of Organizations That Increase the
Chance of Sexual Harassment

Research shows that the chance of exposure to sexual harassment is
greater in some occupations than in others. Physical contact and close
personal contact increase the chances. Actors and service personnel are
more exposed. The same applies to alcohol in job contexts (Braten &
Qistad, 2017). These are nevertheless “external” factors. Good jobs and
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workplaces can probably involve both (some) physical contact, and (some)
alcohol without necessarily involving more harassment. What is decisive
are the “internal” factors — work environment and culture. Highest on
the list here is equality or a low degree of power relations, security, and
the opportunity to speak up.

“Culture” has become more visible, also in institutions’ attempts to
prevent sexual harassment. There is a desire to change the culture, not
just reduce damage. But if we are to change the culture, we need to know
how it actually works. It is not sufficient to register only the “worst” cases
of harassment. We must include the setting — the environment, culture,
context — and the grey areas too. This is an important argument for using
a broad definition of sexual harassment as a basis, and not just criminal
cases. As we have seen, the grey zone of “unwanted sexual attention” pro-
vides new and vital information both as to the extent of the problems and
how they are connected to other variables.

Academia does not necessarily score high on factors like physical con-
tact. But it scores high on “close personal contact”, for example between
a supervisor and a PhD student, and other structural features that may
increase the chance of sexual harassment. This has to do with a strong
and unequal power balance between levels (such as the supervisor/PhD
student relationship), major insecurity relating to one’s job situation, and
a high degree of competition. Both power and insecurity play signifi-
cant roles. Often, it also has to do with individual relationships not being
open to the surroundings, for instance in small academic communities.
All of this may help explain why the proportion experiencing unwanted
sexual attention and other forms of sexual harassment can become rela-
tively high in academia, even when other factors might perhaps not indi-
cate this (e.g., Bondestam & Lundqvist, 2018, 2020; Henning et al., 2017;
MacDonald, 2012; O’Connor et al., 2021).

In an overview of recent studies of sexual harassment in Norway,
Jardim et al. (2022) found tendencies similar to those in the FRONT
material, such as much higher rates among women than men, as well as
higher rates among younger than older respondents. In addition, a con-
siderable variation between occupations indicates the importance of the
work culture, as well as the character of the work. Hotel/restaurant staff,

99



CHAPTER 3

nurses and health workers, journalists and media employees, and military
employees were among the groups having the highest incidence of sexual
harassment (p. 15). Some groups, like health workers, reported that most
of the harassment came from patients/users, while other groups, such as
journalists and military employees, reported that it came mainly from
colleagues or leaders (p. 20). The consequences of harassment appeared
most serious in the hotel/restaurant industry and the health services.
Men are the main problem factor in all sectors. Men are the assailants
in four out of five cases of sexual harassment in academia (Jardim et al.,
2022, pp. 15, 20, 23).

Some researchers have argued that increased attention to sexual harass-
ment in the wake of #MeToo has not resulted in an equally increased
theoretical understanding. The causal conditions are still unclear. In a
retrospective view of the Norwegian study by Brantsaeter and Widerberg
from 1992, Widerberg (2020, p. 84) writes that “our understanding holds
true also today. #MeToo does not express a different or better under-
standing of sexual harassment than the one we arrived at, perhaps rather
the contrary. In our book, we dig deep in order to understand all varieties
of experiences and reactions. Maybe it was due to this complexity, but
also the image of society’s “highly” patriarchal structure, that we did not
reach a wider audience back then.”

In this chapter, we have concentrated primarily on connections (asso-
ciations), not empirical data or theories of the causes of harassment.
In her 1992 study, Harriet Holter (1992) postulated three main types of
causes of harassment. These could be on the level of social actors, where
unwanted sexual attention rendered women invisible as equal colleagues,
while they were simultaneously visible as gender (H. Holter, 1992,
p- 131). But in addition to such actor-power, often linked to “domination
techniques” (see Chapter 2; Holter, 1976), another cause of harassment
could include hierarchical and structural power. Hierarchical power is
often open, between position levels (and professional levels in academic
prestige hierarchies), whereas structural power is more hidden and indi-
rect. “Structural power is incorporated into social systems in such a way
that one cannot identify specific people as exercisers of power” (H. Holter,
1992, p. 135). “Organizations present themselves, and are perceived, as
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gender neutral “shells” that are not themselves responsible for being gen-
dered in such a way that they are systems of male power” (H. Holter, 1992,
p. 140).

Our results reflect this interpretation as still being relevant. Harassment
has to do with actors, but also with hierarchies and structures. In part
two of this book, we discuss further how such neutral structures may
contribute to a gender gap in academic experiences.

Conclusion

Our study shows that sexual harassment is still an extensive problem.
Moreover, it shows how sexual harassment is clearly connected to other
conditions in academia - such as work organization, culture, and envi-
ronment. Among the respondents, unwanted sexual attention is linked
to academic devaluation and outsiderness. Furthermore, we see that
unwanted sexual attention is the most widespread type of sexual harass-
ment, whereas other and (usually) more serious forms, such as unwanted
physical contact, coercion, stalking, and physical assault, are less preva-
lent. However, most of those who have experienced more serious types of
sexual harassment have also experienced unwanted sexual attention. The
five forms of sexual harassment for which we have data are connected and
form a pattern.

The occurrence of unwanted sexual attention is much higher among
women than among men. This also applies to the other forms of sexual
harassment. This is known from previous studies. However, we also see
a new, clear pattern - less well-known. Results show a strong connec-
tion between unwanted sexual attention and academic devaluation, and
deprecation in various forms. In other words, sexual harassment is not
“isolated” or “unique”. It is part of an overall pattern.

The fact that the proportion who have experienced one or several types
of harassment is so high (1in 4 women, 1in 5 among all respondents), and
that harassment is so strongly connected to other conditions of environ-
ment and culture, is a refutation of the idea that this problem applies to
only a few, and represents isolated incidents, in which unwanted sexual
attention involves a few very special cases.
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By identifying problem factors, our study also leads to the possibility of
organizational and cultural change. The fact that the problems are closely
connected to environment and culture makes it possible to improve the
situation, precisely through measures in these areas. More openness with
regard to sexuality, a more comprehensive understanding of problems
relating to gender and gender equality, along with low-threshold sys-
tems for reporting and conflict resolution tackling problems before they
develop further, can all be elements of such an approach.

The extent of sexual harassment and its connection to academic deval-
uation emphasizes the need to work against imbalance and gender dis-
crimination, and raise awareness of the importance of gender equality
in academic institutions. Systematic work over time is needed to change
an environment and culture in which harassment still occurs. Improved
research and a more systematic knowledge base are central to this work.
Further research may build on the breadth of our study, in which sexual
harassment is investigated in terms of career development, environment
and culture, and at the same time develop the level of detail. It can study
connections between various forms of harassment, and monitor changes

over time.
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Notes

1 According to Bitsch (2019), this tendency is linked to gender stereotypes in the legal system, and
simply what types of cases are easiest to work with for lawyers, and are easiest to prove. In this
chapter, we will not address the legal debate, such as consent legislation.

2 Asimilar criticism (of a too narrow definition of the problem) may be directed at the term often
used internationally, “gender-based violence”, which is strongly focused on violence, but does
not clearly include sexuality. The academic debate on how conditions may be mapped, and what
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terms may be used (such as sexualized violence, offensive sexuality, and assault), has been ongo-
ing in Norway since the 1980s (Saetre et al., 1986) and testifies both to different points of view and
to a wide and partly diffuse area.

The questionnaire survey comprised 843 employees, and was conducted in 2018. The project
material also consisted of a student survey, interviews and action research, described more clo-
sely in the appendix “Method”.

Such as “bullying/harassment” in the questionnaire form (without specifying the grounds for
this).

The figures apply to the entire sample in the employee survey (N = 843).

The methods are described in more detail in the appendix “Method”.

The FRONT employee survey (N = 843) paired correlations.

The association may include cause and effect both ways, but this is probably the main direction
(see Chapter 8). The analyses are bivariate, with correlation as a yardstick for association or pos-
sible connection in the material. The figures apply to the entire sample. For some variables, the
associations are even stronger if we look only at the women in the sample.

Based on factor and regression analyses. The arrows represent associations in a regression ana-
lysis, in which the factors are controlled for each other. We first selected the 12 most impor-
tant variables through pairwise correlation with unwanted sexual attention, then grouped the
variables through factor analyses selecting a four-factor solution, and finally tested the solution
through regression analysis (shown in the figure).

Regression analysis, standardized beta values.

Figures from the employee survey, all employees (N = 843).

We also have a certain indication of this based on multi-variable analyses.
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