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Abstract

Sexual harassment, the unfair use of influence, power, or authority by one person over another or a lack
of respect for another person, has been reported at Makerere University in Uganda. However, no systematic study has been carried out to investigate the types, forms and magnitude of the sexual harassment
problem at Makerere University. This study investigated the sensitivity of male and female students of
varying secondary school backgrounds to sexual harassment, the prevalence of male - to - female and
female - to - male sexual harassment, as well as the relationship between self-esteem and sexual harassment
encounters. The study employed both comparative and co-relational designs. The comparative design
was used on levels of sexual harassment sensitivity between males and females, and prevalence rates of
male-to-female and female-to-male harassment. The co-relational design was employed to assess the
relationship between self-esteem and sexual harassment encounters. Participants included 226 male and
325 female students. The Rosenberg 10-item Self-Esteem Scale, the 20-item Sexual Harassment Sensitivity Scale and the 16-item Sexual Experiences Questionnaire (SEQ-DoDs) were administered. The SEQDoDs was developed as a common measure to capture sexual harassment experiences of both males and
females. The study found that female students at Makerere University with a background of a Single Sex
Boarding Secondary Schools (SSBSS) were more sensitive to sexual harassment than students from Mixed
Boarding Secondary Schools (MBSS)(P=0.026). School background had no influence on the sensitivity of
males. There was no significant difference in the prevalence of sexual harassment between male and
female students (sexist behavior P= 0.224; crude and offensive behavior P=0.63; unwanted sexual attention P= 0.077; and Sexual Coercion P= 0.501). However, females were more sensitive than males to
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sensitivite aux harassements sexuels et les 16 items questionnaire de l'experience sexuelle (SEQ-DoDs)
etaient administrees. Les SEQ etaient developpees commune une strategie commune de capturer
l'experiences sur le harassement sexuel des etudiants males et femelles. II a ete observe que les etudiants
internes en provenance des lycees des filles sont plus sensibles aux harassements sexuels que les etudiants
en provenance des ecoles mixtes (P=0.026). Le milieu et la formation scolaires n'avaient pas d'influence
sur la sensitivite des etudiants males. II y avait pas de difference significative sur la prevalence des
tracasseries sexuels entre les etudiants males et femelles (Comportement sexuel P=0.224 ; comportement
brutale et offensive P=0.63; attention sexuelle non voulu P=0.077; contrainte sexuelle P=0.501). Cependant,
les femelles etaient plus sensitives que les males pour ce qui est des experiences sexuelles non voulues
(P=0.000). Ce qui suggere que le genre feminin percoit une gamme elargie des comportements que les
hommes. II n'y a pas de relation significative entre l'estime personnelle et 1'harassement sexuel. II y a
necessite d'augmenter la vulgarisation concernant le harassement sexuel entre etudiants de l'Universite de
Makerere.
Mots cles: Estime personnelle, comportement sexuel, attention sexuelle, Ouganda
Introduction
Sexual harassment is one form of sexual discrimination which arises out of unfair use of
influence, power, or authority by one person over another, or a lack of respect for another
person. Sexual harassment can involve persons of authority, fellow students or workers by
subjecting one person or a group of persons to unwanted sexual attention. Various forms of
sexual harassment have been reported at Makerere University in Kampala, Uganda; however
no systematic study has been carried out to investigate the types, form and magnitude of the
sexual harassment problem.
Gelfand et al. (1995) identified three types of sexual harassment using the sexual experience
questionnaire (SEQ): gender harassment, unwanted sexual attention and sexual coercion.
Gender harassment includes both verbal and non-verbal behaviors that are insulting, degrading
or hostile across the gender divide. Unwanted sexual attention includes a broad range of
sexual behaviours, e.g. from repeated requests for dates to persistent attempts to establish
unwanted sexual relationships, Sexual coercion includes the use of threats or bribes to solicit
sexual involvement in order to gain a job-or school- related benefit, which may or may not be
implicitly stated. Research has consistently shown that gender harassment is the most common
form of sexual harassment followed by unwanted sexual attention and then sexual coercion
(Matchen and Desouza, 2000).
Sexual harassment impacts broad domains of the victims' life. Victims may feel powerless to
stop the situation and they may fear retaliation for example with grades or recommendations or
that complaints will not be taken seriously (Fitzgerald et al, 1997). Victims often blame
themselves and fear that others will blame them. They often change academic plans by dropping
courses, changing majors or neglecting academic commitments or responsibilities to avoid an
offending person, and finally dropping out (Fitzgerald et al, 1997). Victims often suffer
depressed self-esteem, self-respect and self-confidence. Sexual harassment in an academic
setting has been found to diminish the overall quality of the educational experience of target
women damaging both their career success and psychological well being (Marks and Nelson,
1993; Fitzgerald et al, 1997; Hotelling and Zuber, 1997).
Several studies have examined the subjective classification of sexual harassment with conflicting
results(Donovan and Drasgow, 1999). Studies have found that women perceive a greater
range of behaviors as sexually harassing than do men (Donovan and Drasgow, 1999). Also,
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more persons who had been targets of sexual harassment in the past viewed ambiguous
situations as sexually harassing than persons who had no history of sexual harrassment
(Blakely et al.,1995).
Since males are considered the power brokers of organisations, a formal power differential is
often cited in instances of sexual harassment at work and in higher education (Rospenda et al.,
1998). Female college students, however, are not the only people adversely affected by sexual
harassment. According to Mckinney (1990), all faculty academic staff of both sexes, may be
targets of sexual harassment from students. This has been labeled "contra-power" sexual
harassment, which goes against the idea that sexual harassment occurs only against those of
less organisational power than the perpetrators. In their study, Matchen and Desouza (2000)
concluded that male professors appeared to experience sexual harassment from students at
about the same rate as females. Most researchers have paid little attention to peer harassment
where both the target and perpetrator are at the same level, for example both may be students
at university.
According to several reports, Gutek(1985); Fitzgerald et al. (1988); and Martindale (1990), the
most common form of sexual harassment is the harassment of women by men. Most researchers
have focused on male-to-female sexual harassment (Fitzegerald et al., 1995; Fitzgerald et al,
1997). Donovan and Drasgow (1999) noted that limiting sexual harassment research to male female harassment neglects the sexual harassment experiences of men, i.e., female -to - male
harassment and male - to - male harassment. They also noted that the sexual harassment of
men is an important and complex problem.
Most researchers investigating sexual harassment have treated women as the victims and men
as the perpetrators of coercive sexual acts. There are several research groups that have found
that comparable proportions of men and women report experiencing some form of sexual
coercion (Latimer et al., 1999). In a survey of college students, Latimer et al. (1999) found that
approximately 21% of men and 28% of the women had experienced some type of unwanted
sexual contact. These findings appear to conflict with the prevailing belief that women are the
sole recipients of coercive acts that result in sexual assault or rape (Felton et al., 2001).
The objectives of this study were to (1) power
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informed consent was obtained from each respondent prior to instituting a blind, selfadministered standardized questionnaire that consisted of 4 sections A to D outlined below.
Section A was designed to collect general personal information, including age, sex and nature
of respondent's former secondary school. Section B was Rosenberg's 10-item self-esteem
scale (Rosenberg, 1965). It is a 4-point likert scale for each of the 10 items that require the
respondent to do a self evaluation in a manner that provides insight into the individual's level
of self esteem as a composite score for all the 10 items. The composite score ranged from 0 to
30, where 0 was low, and 30 was high self-esteem. Section C consisted of 20 researcherdeveloped items assessing the respondent's sensitivity to sexually harassing experiences on
a 4-point likert scale. Each item described an aspect of sexually implicit or explicit social
interactions ranging verbal sexual insinuations to active demands for sexual intercourse. A
composite score was obtained by summing the respondent's score for each item; the higher
the composite score, the greater the respondent's sensitivity to sexual harassment. Section D
was a 16-item Sexual Experiences Questionnaire (SEQ-DoDs) that was originally developed by
Fitzgerald et al. (1995), but later revised by Stark et al. (2002). This is a common measure that
captures sexual harassment experiences of both male and female victims on the same scale and
thus permits comparisons to be made across the 2 sexes. Under SEQ-DoDs, the sexual
harassment experiences are captured from four dimensions, namely, Sexual hostility-sexist
Behaviour, Sexual Hostility- Crude and Offensive Behaviour, Unwanted Sexual Attention, and
Sexual Coercion. The study was done in a heterosexual context and, therefore, incidences of
sexual harassment were presumed to have occurred across the 2 sexes, i.e., male-to-female (MF) or female-to-male (F-M), depending on the respondent's sex. After administering the
questionnaire, the respondents were debriefed and provided with information on counseling
services available for victims of sexual harassments.
The independent samples t-test was used to compare the prevalence of M-F and F-M sexual
harassment as well as to assess the victim's sensitivity to sexual harassment relative to his/her
sex and secondary school background. However, due to the relatively more heterogenous,
and, hence, more complex psychosocial environment for day school students compared to
that for boarding school students, the former (21.6% of total sample) were excluded from the
assessment of sensitivity to sexual harassment against the victim's secondary school
background. Pearson's correlation analysis was used to evaluate the relationship between
sexual harassment and the victim's self-esteem.
Results and discussion
Table 1 shows the secondary school background of the respondents. For each of the 4
dimensions considered under the SEQ DoD, M-F sexual harassment occurred at similar
Table 1: Counts of sample population by sex and secondary school background.

Sex

Secondary school background

Total

Male

Female

Mixed sex day school (MSDS)
Single sex day school (SSDS)
Mixed sex boarding school (MSBS)
Single sex boarding school (SSBS)

59
4
133
30

54
2
175
94

113
6
308
124

Total

226

325

551
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prevalence as F-M among undergraduate students at Makerere University (Table 2). Whereas
F-M sexual harassment was mainly due to Sexual Hostility- Crude and Offensive Behaviour,
M-F sexual harassment was largely due to Unwanted Sexual Attention. Sexual Coercion was
the least scored for both M-F and F-M sexual harassment. Overall, however, female students
were significantly (P<0.05) more sensitive to sexual harassment than male students.
Table 2: Comparison of prevalence of, and sensitivity to, sexual harassment between male and female
undergraduate students at Makerere University.
Mean score+SD

Sexual harassment dimension

Male (n = 226)
SH - Sexist behaviour
SH - Crude and offensive behaviour
Unwanted sexual attention
Sexual coercion
Sensitivity to sexual harassment

8.066±3.187
9.841 ±3.757
9.611±3.994
7.469+3.762
55.394±8.616

Female (n = 325)
7.840±3.303
9.283±3.895
10.126±4.274
7.126+3.783
60.997±8.858

Statistics

t
1.219
1.869
-1.773
0.679
-7.381

df
548
549
548
549
548

P
0.224
0.063
0.077
0.501
0.000

SD = Standard Deviation; SH = Sexual Hostility.

The similarity in prevalence of M-F and F-M sexual harassment among undergraduate students
at Makerere University is in line with the findings of Latimer et al., 1991 and those of StruckmanJohnson and Struckman-Johnson (1991). However, in a largely African community like where
the current study was conducted, this finding is rather surprising given that social norms
therein dictate that females play a passive role in matters of sexuality. The anomalous similarity
of M-F and F-M sexual harassment in the current study can be explained in terms of the rising
tide of women's liberation/emancipation movement and its associated feminist ideals, which
are particularly strong among elitist women in Uganda, those at tertiary institutions of learning
like Makerere University. Women's emancipation ideals encourage women to step up from
what they deem culturally-assigned passive roles in social interactions, to positions of authority,
particularly in those areas that have traditionally been a reserve for men, for example taking the
lead in matters of sexuality. Another way in which women's emancipation ideals are being
manifested is the change in dress code from what society considers 'decent' to what the
women feel enhances their feminity; which often, carries some measure of sexual connotations
or is out rightly sexually suggestive. Such dressing is trendy among female undergraduate
students at Makerere University. These reasons perhaps explain why their male counterparts
scored Sexual Hostility- Crude and Offensive Behaviour most highly among all the 4 dimensions
for F-M sexual harassment (Table 2). Sexually suggestive dressing among the female students
on the other hand is naturally bound to elicit sexually connotative attention from their male
counterparts. This probably explains why Unwanted Sexual Attention was the most highly
scored dimension for M-F sexually harassment (Table 2).
The finding that female students at Makerere University were more sensitive to sexual
harassment than male students (Table 2) is in line with reports by Donovan and Drasgow
(1999) to the effect that women perceive a greater range of behaviours as being sexually
harassing compared to men. It is ironical from the foregoing account that female students,
who are more sensitive to sexual harassment than their male counterparts, do encourage it
upon themselves in terms of their body language. This, however, highlights the differences
between men and women in terms of their reaction to sexually suggestive behaviour from
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members of the opposite sex, which may either be a se-linked inherent attribute or acquired by
virtue of past experience in their psychosocial interactions.
Female undergraduate students at Makerere University with a Single Sex Boarding School
(SSBS) background were significantly (P<.05) more sensitive to sexual harassment than their
counterparts with Mixed Sex Boarding School (MSBS) background. However, there was no
significant (P>0.05) difference in sensitivity to sexual harassment among male undergraduate
students at Makerere University due to secondary school background (Table 3). On the other,
whereas sexual harassment depressed female students' self-esteem, it boosted that of male
students (Table 3) though not significantly (P>0.05) in either case.
Table 3: Effect of secondary school background on sensitivity to sexual harassment and self esteem among
male and female students.
Sex

Sensitivity to SH by secondary school background
Mean score±SD
MSBS

SSBS

Male
55.924
±8.474
55.433+8.688
Female
59.817±8.752
62.329+8.891

SH-SE relationship

Statistics
t

P

0.286
-2.233

0.776
0.026

Pearson's correlation
df
161
267

Coefficient
0.039 (n=226)
-0.078 (n=325)

P
0.557
0.163

SH = Sexual harassment; SE = Self-Esteem; SD = Standard Deviation; MSBS = Mixed Sex Boarding School;
SSBS = Single Sex Boarding School.

Blakely et al. (1995) postulated that victims of sexual harassment are more sensitive to sexual
harassment in that they perceive even ambiguous situations as being sexually harassing. It
was, therefore, hypothesised in the present study that male and female students with a MSBS
background would be more sensitive to sexual harassment than their SSBS counterparts. This
is because the former are more likely to have experienced some form of sexual harassment than
the latter. This was, however, shown not to be true in this study; indeed the reverse was true
for female undergraduate students at Makerere University (Table 3). It is probable that earlier
less severe experience renders the victims emotionally numb to sexual harassment; hence, the
significantly lower sensitivity of female students with a MSBS compared to their SSBS
counterparts. This is particularly appealing bearing in mind the fact that experiences are
generally taken to be sexually harassing in a psychosocial sense when the victim perceives
them to be threatening, hostile or abusive. This also probably partly explains why male
undergraduate students were less sensitive to sexual harassment than the female students
(Table 2). Furthermore, Cochran et al. (1997) suggest that men are less likely to rate their
experiences as upsetting than women. Indeed Berdahl et al. (1996) reported that men were less
likely to experience anxiety from a range of potentially harassing behaviour than women.
These studies corroborate an earlier study by Gutek (1985), who reported that men often
described their experiences as benign, trivial or even welcome, in light of which Waldo (1998)
questions as to whether men's experiences should be readily classified as harassment.
The finding that sexual harassment was not significantly related to self-esteem (Table 3)
contradicts several earlier reports (Marks and Nelson, 1993; Fitzgerald et al., 1997; Hotelling
and Zuber, 1997). From these earlier studies, it is known that sexual harassment will affect the
victim's self-esteem only if the harassment is so oppressive and persistent that the victim feels
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helpless to change the state of affairs, which perhaps was not the case with the sample
population in the current study. However, it is interesting to note that sexual harassment
depressed boosted the self-esteem for male students, whereas it depressed that for female
students, though not significantly (Table 3). Unlike for female victims, sexual harassment, far
from being upsetting or threatening, is often a trivial or even welcome experience to male
victims (Gutek, 1985). Personal level attention from female individuals often boosts the recipient
male's ego unlike for female recipients to whom it can be upsetting and therefore damaging to
self-esteem.
Conclusions and recommendations
Whereas it is widely believed that men are the aggressors and women the victims of sexual
harassment, this study revealed that F-M sexual harassment is as prevalent as M-F sexual
harassment among undergraduate students at Makerere University. However, female students
are more sensitive to sexual harassment than the male students. Female students with a SSBS
background are more sensitive to sexual harassment than female students with a MSBS.
However, there is no relationship between sexual harassment and victim's self-esteem among
undergraduate students at Makerere University.
This study points to the need to increase sensitisation and awareness of sexual harrassment
among both students and staff at Makerere University. This could be done through talks
during orientation week and through seminars on sexual health throughout the students stay.
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