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Editorial Note:

This latest issue of the Journal of Contemporary Society Education (JCSE) arrives at 

a moment when the boundaries between the academic, the social, and the urgently 

practical have never been more porous. A glance at the twenty-one articles in this 

forthcoming collection reveals a publication that understands its mandate: to serve 

not merely as a repository of scholarship, but as a sharp, coherent lens through 

which to examine the pressing complexities of contemporary society, with a firm 

grounding in education as a transformative force.

What distinguishes this issue is its refusal to settle for disciplinary comfort. The

contributions, drawn from institutions across Africa, demonstrate a welcome intellectual

restlessness. We see scholars interrogating the intimate, such as Mudau et al.’s exploration

of language as a source of family conflict within Vhavenḓa families alongside those

grappling with structural questions, such as Sikwela and Diedericks’ critical look at

performance management as “a mirror of inertia” in public administration. This range is

not a sign of incoherence; it is a testament to the journal’s understanding that societal

education occurs in classrooms, in homes, in municipal water governance (as Zulu and

Nojiyeza’s work on Zululand shows), and in the very language we use to communicate.

Several pieces stand out for their conceptual bravery. Maungedzo’s reframing of academic

literacy through sociocultural theory for rural teacher development tackles a perennial

challenge with fresh theoretical rigour. Similarly, Lubombo and Zethi’s work on

“linguistic justice” and the Disciplinary Literacies framework asks a question that South

African higher education can no longer afford to postpone: how do we re-imagine

instructional communication not as a barrier, but as an equitable foundation? These are

not abstract debates; they are core pedagogical interventions.

The journal also demonstrates a commendable commitment to surfacing marginalised

voices and experiences. Nkumane’s exploration of intersectionality and the lived

experiences of Black women scholars at UNISA, and Sibango’s ethnographic look at how

belonging is negotiated in Anthropology departments, remind us that the university itself

is a site of intense social contestation. When Lekoa and Nojiyeza connect off-campus

housing to “ecologies of distress” affecting student mental health, they do what good

contemporary scholarship must: they trace the material conditions of life directly into the

outcomes of education.

If there is a through-line to this collection, it is the insistence that no social phenomenon,

whether climate governance under the AU (Yemisi and Ani), the antinomies of

decolonisation in literature (Moopi), or the gendered nexus of marital status and poverty

(Dunga), exists outside the purview of rigorous inquiry. The JCSE is building a platform

where scholars can hold those complex phenomena up to the light.
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This volume does not offer easy answers. It offers something more valuable: a coherent, 

sharply focused set of questions, pursued with methodological care and regional 

relevance. For a journal of contemporary society and education, that is precisely the work 

that matters. 

Editor: Professor TJ Mudau 

Institute of Gender and Youth Studies 

University of Venda, South Africa 

Thizwilondi.Mudau@univen.ac.za 
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Abstract 

Sexual harassment is identified as a widespread form of aggressive behaviour with severe 

consequences for victims, organizations and institutions. The objectives of this study were 

to explore the perceptions of students on sexual harassment, to discover the common type 

of sexual harassment among students, to find out locations where sexual harassment 

occurs in the university, to explore the contributory factors influencing sexual harassment 

among students, and to explore the effects of sexual harassment on students. The 

methodology that was applied in this study is was qualitative in nature. The researcher 

used open ended questions in interview to assess sexual harassment among students in the 

university of Venda, Faculty of Humanities in South Africa. Purposive sampling was used 

to select 16 respondents made up of 8 males and 8 females. Data was analysed 

thematically by identifying and expanding significant themes that emerged from the 

informants’ responses. Ethical measures and trustworthiness were ensured. It appears 

common for sexual harassment victims to experience negative physiological effects and 

treatment for the victims and harassers is hindered because victims abscond reporting the 

incident. Sexual harassment occurs in and outside university buildings as shown in the 

study. Perpetrators of sexual harassment have evolved from males harassing females to 

female lesbians harassing other lesbians and male gays harassing other gays however, 

men are the harassers of others to a greater extent. Alcohol and drug use, dress code and 

age and level of study were major contributory factors of sexual harassment. It seemed 

common that verbal, physical and visual sexual harassment occur among students verbal 

sexual harassment being the most prevalent. 

Keywords: Effects; rural; sexual harassment; student; university

Introduction 

This study examines student sexual 

harassment in a rural university in 

South Africa. Sexual harassment is a 

crime that seems to occur often on 

campuses.  Sexual harassment and 

gender-based violence have become 

pervasive and normal within South 

African society. This trend is of grave 

concern at colleges and universities. 

Drawing on the social construction of 

the gender theory approach, this study 

explored the perceptions and 

https://doi.org/10.69778/2709-8338/2026/5.2/a4
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experiences of sexual harassment 

among students at a South African 

university, University of Venda. Social 

construction theory posits that our 

understanding of reality is shaped by 

social processes and interactions. It 

argues that knowledge and meaning are 

not inherent truths but are created and 

maintained through collective human 

agreement and influenced by cultural 

and historical contexts. This theory 

challenges the notion of objective 

truths, emphasizing that our 

perceptions of reality are constructed 

through social contexts. The 

phenomenon of sexual harassment in 

academia is a complex and 

multidimensional issue that concerns 

all members of the academic 

community and raises significant 

challenges, particularly in terms of how 

to address it. However, universities tend 

not to react to allegations of sexual 

harassment and rape in fear of 

damaging their reputation. A great need 

thus exists to improve the universities’ 

commitment to the safety of their 

students. Sexual harassment is 

unconstitutional and a crime. It is 

crucial that every university or college 

should have an ongoing evaluation of 

the effectiveness of the policies as well 

as monitoring of grievance procedures 

to ensure that those responsible for 

enforcement consider these violations 

seriously. It is well known that sexual 

harassment affects mostly women—

especially young working women, 

students, and minorities—at a much 

higher rate than men, with serious 

negative implications on their overall 

functioning, physical and mental 

health, and work or academic 

performance. Sexual harassment was 

first documented in 1908 (Fitzgerald, 

Weitzman, Godd and Omenold, 1988). 

However, it was not until the 1970s that 

it was recognised as a problem and 

labelled; the first research in the area 

emerged then (Farley, 1978). Australian 

research surveys by Saunders, Skye and 

Easteal (2013) reveal that sexual 

harassment plays an integral role in a 

masculine homogeneous society which 

stipulates that man have power over 

women and that the notion of manhood 

is defined by exercising authority over 

women.  Women have predominantly 

been the victims of sexual harassment. 

However, men over the years have 

become victims of sexual harassment. 

According to Wilson (2000) sexual 

harassment is a trending problem 

occurring in the educational sector in 

America midst of laws enacted against 

it. Hill and Silva (2005) argue that 

tertiary education plays a vital role in 

ensuring economic security for the 

youth, but these institutions still display 

a tendency towards bias and harassment 

which has an influence on students 

receiving fair education. Most students 

experience some kind of sexual 

harassment, especially during their first 

year. Ranging from unwanted sexual 

remarks to forced sexual contact, these 

experiences result in students, 

especially female students, becoming 

upset, uncomfortable, angry and 

disappointed in their college 

experiences, consequently crippling the 

holistic development of the victims 

(UNESCO; 2003).  

According to Hill and Silva (2005) 

student-to-student harassment is the 

most common form of sexual 

harassment on campuses in American 

colleges. More than two-thirds of 

students 68% say that peer harassment 

happens often or occasionally at their 

colleges, and more than three quarters 
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of students 80% who experienced 

sexual harassment have been harassed 

by a student or a former student. Given 

that students comprise the vast majority 

of the campus population, it is perhaps 

not surprising that most sexual 

harassment occurs between and among 

students. Still, the prevalence of peer 

harassment among college students 

suggests a student culture that accepts 

or at least seems to tolerate this type of 

behaviour. 

 South Africa Survey (2001/2002) show 

that education plays a vital role in 

ensuring career success and long-term 

economic security for youth. 

Commission on Gender equality (2018) 

further states that, without a university 

or college degree, youth earn 

substantially less pay, receive far fewer 

employer benefits, and are less likely to 

be financially independent. This is true 

for some students who have failed to 

perform well in their studies due to 

disturbances and effects of sexual 

harassment. The university is a defining 

experience and also a gateway to 

economic success and security. 

PROBLEM STATEMENT   

A huge population of youth around the 

world are enrolling into institutions of 

higher education to attain degrees 

which no doubt contribute positively to 

their holistic development. 

Achievement of these goals is possible 

when the learning environment is 

hospitable and conducive to carrying 

out academic activities and tasks. These 

include protection on the campuses 

from all kinds of harm and providing 

safety for the students with a culture 

that embraces respect and dignity to 

mankind. Campuses are ideal for 

students when the environment is free 

from explicit or implicit behaviour that 

has the effect of offending, intimidating 

or humiliating students. Provision of 

services to students, for instance, 

accommodation, bursaries and 

assistance to any academic work, 

should be delivered equally and fairly 

to the students without any coerced 

compliance to a sexual request. 

Students must be free to make decisions 

that concern their sexuality and not be 

forced to do anything against their will.  

The learning environment must 

facilitate academic and social activities 

without fear of unwelcome sexual 

attention from persons who know that 

such attention is unwelcome.  A 

favourable learning environment 

advocates for the rights of students and 

equity and protection from any 

unwelcome conduct of any sexual 

nature. However, it is true that most 

students in universities experience 

unwelcome sexual attention from other 

students and staff in their daily 

activities on campuses.  

1.3 AIM OF THE STUDY 

The main aim of the study is to assess 

student sexual harassment at a rural 

university in South Africa. 

1.4 SPECIFIC OBJECTIVES OF 

THE STUDY 

• To explore the perceptions of 

students on sexual harassment 

• To find out locations where 

sexual harassment occurs in the 

university. 

• To explore contributory factors 

influencing sexual harassment of 

students; and 

• To explore the effects of sexual 

harassment on students. 
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Research Design and Methodology 

Research designs are the methods and 

procedures employed to conduct 

scientific research (Creswell, 2009). 

According to Feldman (2012), a 

research design is a detailed outline of 

how an investigation will take place in 

a scientific study. The researcher used 

qualitative method with field study as a 

research design because it enables the 

research to assess student sexual 

harassment in a rural university in 

South Africa. 

According to Yin (2010), research 

methodology is the process used to 

collect information and data for the 

purpose of making a decision or 

conclusion based on the study of 

interest. In addition, Strauss (2010) 

states that research methodology is the 

systematic, theoretical analysis of the 

methods applied to a field of study and 

it offers the theoretical analysis of body 

of methods and principles associated 

with a branch of knowledge. For this 

study the researcher is going to use a 

qualitative method. 

Qualitative research method was used 

to gather and analyze data in this study. 

The qualitative method was appropriate 

for this study because it facilitated an in 

depth and detailed understanding of 

student sexual harassment on the 

University of Venda campus. A 

qualitative method is defined by 

Feldman (2012) as a research that is 

primarily exploratory which is used to 

gain an understanding of underlying 

reasons, opinions and motivations. 

Furthermore, Yin (2010) stipulates that 

qualitative methodology is a process 

that enables the researcher to identify 

unanticipated phenomena and 

influences, as well as generating new 

grounded theories and understanding 

the process by which events and actions 

take place. 

POPULATION OF THE STUDY 

According to Silverman (2013), a study 

population is the total members of a 

defined class of people, objects places 

or events selected because they are 

relevant to the research question. In 

addition Potter (2011) defines 

population of the study as a group of 

individuals taken from the general 

population who share a common 

characteristic such as age, sex or health 

condition. For this study, the population 

consisted of students at the University 

of Venda. 

Data collection 

Schuman and Howard (1999) state that 

data collection is a systematic approach 

to gathering information from a variety 

of sources to get a complete and 

accurate picture of an area of interest. 

Potter (1996) adds that data collection 

is the gathering of data from surveys, or 

from independent or networked 

locations via data capture, data entry or 

data logging. For the purpose of this 

research, data were be collected 

through interviews. 

The main data collection instrument for 

this study was the interview. According 

to Strauss (2010), interview is a 

meeting of people face to face 

especially for consultation.  

Additionally Creswell, (2009) 

stipulates that interview is a formal 

meeting in which one or more persons 

question, consult or evaluate another 

person. For this study the researcher 

used interview as a tool to assess 

student sexual harassment, where open 
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ended questions were asked of 

participants because open ended 

questions do not limit the respondents, 

for example face-to-face interview was 

used and the researcher made an 

appointment before any interview could 

be conducted. 

During the interviews the researcher 

will be observed the nonverbal 

elements or cues. The researcher 

studied the respondent’s body 

language, facial expressions, tone of 

voice, gestures and deduced meaning 

from those activities. Permission of 

participants was requested to use a tape 

recorder as an assistive device to 

capture maximum information from the 

interviews. 

3.10 Data Analysis 

Strauss (2010) defines data analysis as 

a process of inspecting, cleaning, 

transforming and modeling data with 

the goal of discovering useful 

information, suggesting conclusions 

and supporting decision making of the 

study. Feldman (2012) argues that data 

analysis is the process of evaluating 

data using analytical and logical 

reasoning to examine each component 

of the data provided. 

For this study data collected through 

interview were analysed using thematic 

analysis. The information was grouped 

into themes, memos, and coding. In 

addition, the information was presented 

in a narrative form. The advantage of 

using thematic analysis is that the 

interpretation of themes is supported by 

data. Thematic analysis was applicable 

in this study as it enabled the researcher 

to acquire in-depth information from 

the responses given.  

 

Results 

THEME ONE: STUDENTS’ 

PERCEPTION REGARDING 

SEXUAL HARASSMENT 

This section discusses and analyses 

data on the perceptions of students on 

sexual harassment. All the respondents 

that were interviewed demonstrated 

that they identify sexual harassment as 

any unwanted sexual advance or 

gesture and that, sexual harassment can 

be verbal, physical and visual. Gruber, 

(1992) argues that there are three major 

elements to the behavioural definition 

of sexual harassment. First of all, the 

behaviour has to be sexual in nature 

which includes jokes, innuendos, 

flirting, forced fondling, and attempted 

or actual rape. In other words, the 

behavior must have a sexual 

connotation to it. The second element is 

that the behaviour has to be deliberate 

and repetitive. However, some first-

time behaviours are so offensive that 

they can be considered deliberate, 

inappropriate, and illegal. In most 

instances, the behaviour has to be 

repetitive before it can be considered 

sexual harassment. The third element of 

the behavioural definition is that sexual 

harassment is unwelcome by the victim 

(Gruber, 1992). 

4.3.1 Sub-theme: Sexual harassment 

can be verbal 

 The majority of the female respondents 

attested that they have been victims of 

verbal sexual harassment in the 

university. They also confirm that the 

perpetrators included faculty staff and 

student to student sexual harassment on 

campus. Verbal sexual harassment 

according to Tang et al, (1996) includes 

making sexual comments, jokes, 

gestures, spreading sexual rumors 
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about a person and calling someone 

gay, lesbian or homophobic names such 

as faggot, dyke or queer, commenting 

on someone’s sexual abilities, body 

parts or clothing and howling, 

catcalling or whistling. The 

respondents supported this view as 

substantiated by the following 

quotations: 

I once passed by a group of guys near 

the sports hall one of them started 

whistling at me. The others followed by 

jeering and calling me hot yellow bone. 

It made me feel very uncomfortable, I 

continued walking fast like there were 

not talking to me. 

In addition to this one respondent said 

that: 

I went to the new student administration 

to enquire on something, then I was 

directed to a cubicle were a male staff 

was assisting me. After he was done he 

mumbled the words ‘short thing’ I 

pretended like I didn’t hear then he 

wrote his phone number behind the 

receipt he gave me and winked at me. 

Gruber (1992) who analysed court 

cases, proposed a typology in which he 

identified eleven specific types of 

harassment, which consisted of four 

types of verbal requests, three verbal 

remarks, and four nonverbal displays. 

The verbal requests category includes 

sexual bribery, sexual advances, 

relational advances, and subtle 

pressure/advances. Verbal remarks 

include personal remarks, for example, 

offensive and embarrassing comments, 

jokes, or teasing directed to a particular 

woman. 

 

 

One female respondent testified and 

said that: 

I was sitting at the cafeteria waiting to 

attend a class when this guy approached 

me. We started having a normal 

conversation and then out of the blue he 

leaned backwards and said I really like 

your bums; I wouldn’t mind having that 

in my bed I just stood up and left. 

As highlighted above, sexual 

harassment which occurs at university 

include student to student and staff to 

student. Females in most instances are 

the victims of verbal sexual harassment. 

Stockdale (1993) proposed the 

misperception sexual model to explain 

why more females experience sexual 

harassment than males. The author 

suggested that males may misperceive 

women’s friendliness as sexiness and a 

desire to have a sexual relationship, 

leading to their sexual advances and 

seductive behaviour towards females. 

The evidence above indicates that some 

of the students perceive sexual 

harassment as any unwelcome, 

unexpected, sexual gesture which is 

verbal. 

4.3.2 Sub-theme: Sexual harassment 

can be physical 

Besides sexual harassment being 

unwanted verbal sexual and seductive 

remarks. The majority of the 

respondents also from both males and 

females also defined sexual harassment 

as any unsolicited sexual physical 

conduct. This can be supported by the 

following extracts: 

A guy I don’t know grabbed my breast 

in the library by the book shelf passage 

as we were passing each other. I turned 

and hit him with an umbrella which I 

was holding. He kept walking like 
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nothing happened. I was so infuriated, 

everyone looked at me like I was crazy 

because they didn’t witness him 

touching me. 

European Directive (2002) defines 

sexual harassment as a situation where 

unwanted verbal, nonverbal or physical 

conduct of a sexual nature occurs. This 

violates the dignity of a person and 

creates an intimidating, hostile, 

degrading, humiliating or offensive 

environment (European Directive, 

2002). Moreover according to Sharma 

(2013), supported sexual harassment in 

education includes: inappropriate 

sexualised comments or gestures; 

unwanted physical contact such as 

touching, pinching or groping through 

to threats of exam failure; or sexual 

assault and rape. Another respondent 

indicated that physical sexual 

harassment is prevalent on campus 

when he stated that:  

I was attending a bash at the 

auditorium. A girl came squeezed my 

private parts and asked me to 

accompany her to her room. To be 

honest, I was surprised I also noticed 

that she was tipsy and politely declined 

her offer and told her that what she was 

doing is inappropriate. One of her 

friend came and grabbed her they left. 

It’s really sad how sometimes girls 

throw themselves at guys. 

The statement above is evidence that 

even male students are subjected to 

sexual harassment. Leach, (2013) states 

that sexual harassment could also 

include sexual favours in exchange for 

good grades or preferential treatment in 

class. The perpetrators can be students, 

lecturers, teachers or administrative 

staff. Correspondingly Owoaje and 

OlusolaTaiwo (2010), found that the 

majority of female respondents had 

been sexually harassed by male 

classmates and lecturers in several 

tertiary institutions in Nigeria. Of these 

48.2% experienced physical sexual 

harassment, while 32.2% had requests 

to do something sexual in exchange for 

academic favours Owoaje and Olusola-

Taiwo (2010). This same problem is 

occurring at the University of Venda. 

This is revealed by a respondent who 

reported that: 

I had been failing a particular module 

my lecture called me in. I went to the 

office expecting to get assistance or 

something. After a long discussion 

about solving the problem, he stretched 

his hand towards mine across the table 

caressing the palm of my hand and said 

“you know there is always a way out 

especially for a beautiful girl like you, 

give me a good time and you will 

graduate”. For that moment my brain 

froze, I stood up and rushed out of the 

office. I knew no one will believe me if 

I report this. I failed the exam that 

semester just as I expected. The 

following year I made application to 

change the degree; I didn’t want to 

cause any trouble. I have not 

encountered a similar problem in my 

current degree. 

In addition to this another female 

respondent further said: 

 

I got an invitation from a guy who was 

supposedly then my friend during a 

weekend at Lost City boys’ residence. I 

drink occasionally with him so he 

offered me a glass of wine he had 

drugged with silver bullet which 

sexually arouses you. I passed out and 

he forced himself on me. I slightly 

remember some of the things that were 

happening.  The following morning 
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when I had come back to myself we had 

a huge fight and he was denying it 

saying I drank too much and I asked for 

it from him and I know very well that’s 

not true. I felt disgusted by myself I still 

do … I thought he was my friend but I 

was wrong. I have never talked to him 

since that day I chose to move on with 

my life and be more careful. I just want 

to finish and leave this place. 

The above statements made by the 

respondents show that most students 

perceive or understand sexual 

harassment to be any unwelcome 

sexual physical conduct. These 

statements illustrate that sexual 

harassment is indeed a public health 

and public safety problem for both 

female and male students especially in 

the university. It can be noted from the 

above remarks that student sexual 

harassment is occurring among the 

students at the University of Venda. 

4.3.3 Sub-theme: Sexual 

harassment can be visual 

Data collected revealed that some of the 

students interpret sexual harassment as 

visual for example display of naked 

pictures or displaying body parts that 

should be covered, obscene gestures, 

display of sex related objects as well as 

long staring and sexually suggestive 

looks. 

Many of us men lose concentration 

when we see sensitive parts such as the 

nipples, breasts, hips of female students 

in class.  When this happens repeatedly, 

the shock lingers and affects one’ 

concentration to school work. Girls 

dress so provocatively in this university 

they sexually harass us by revealing 

sensitive parts of their body. 

Abiodun (2012) argues that 79% of 

faculty males in Nigerian universities 

have experienced visual/non-verbal 

sexual harassment. The same study 

reported that males have been in, at 

least, a situation with female student(s) 

whose dressing exposes sensitive parts 

of their body. Similarly, Thomas (2015) 

reported that a study conducted with the 

faculty males in Canadian colleges 

revealed that a good number of female 

students intentionally dress 

provocatively to school, leaving vital 

parts of their bodies uncovered, with 

the intention to seduce faculty males.  

Another respondent highlighted the 

following: 

Many a time female students visit our 

offices wearing revealing clothes you 

can even see the colour of the bra and 

panties. It’s really destructive and 

sometimes sexually arousing if you find 

the girl attractive. They know we are 

students in positions of influence and 

they just want to get their way. I am a 

man and I’m naturally affected by what 

I see and these girls take advantage of 

that by harassing guys using their 

bodies. 

The above response shows that a 

majority of male students regard sexual 

harassment as sexual act that is visual. 

This is due to the mostly the 

provocative way females dress around 

campus. Most of the male students in 

the sample claimed that they had 

experienced visual related sexual 

harassment from female students in the 

University of Venda. 

De Almeida (2014) defines visual/non-

verbal harassment as the unwanted 

display of visual material of a sexual 

nature for example slides, photos, 

posters and pamphlets. Gilmore, et al 
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(2015) support above illustration by 

stating that nonverbal sexual 

harassment  items include, among other 

things, displaying body parts through 

revealing clothing or pictures of a 

sexual nature through Facebook and e-

mail, inappropriate eye contact 

(twinkling) and inappropriate gestures 

that show someone’s sexual intention.   

According to the majority of the 

respondents, sexual harassment 

constitutes of touching body parts, and 

suggestive gestures. When asked about 

their understanding of sexual 

harassment female students rated 

touching body parts and sexual remarks 

as being the most indicative action of 

sexual harassment. Among male 

students a little less than half the 

students rated exposing body parts as 

being the most indicative action of 

sexual harassment. Male students also 

rated provocative attire to be the most 

terrible sexual harassment they 

experience. 

4.4 THEME TWO: 

AWARENESS OF THE 

UNIVERSITY POLICY ON 

SEXUAL HARASSMENT 

The respondents gave different views 

regarding their awareness of the 

university’s policy on sexual 

harassment.  The majority of the 

respondents outlined that they had no 

knowledge about the sexual harassment 

policy.  Only a few of the respondents 

indicated that they had little knowledge 

about the policy. Asked to give reasons 

why they are not aware of the policy all 

respondents construed that the 

university has not made proper and 

efficient effort to communicate with the 

students about the sexual harassment 

policy. Some of the respondents argued 

that awareness of the policy is only 

limited to the victims only if they report 

an incident. In addition a few of the 

respondents claimed that victims do not 

speak resulting in the policy being 

redundant     Furthermore others 

indicated that policy makers are also 

perpetrators of sexual harassment. 

4.4.1 Sub-theme: Sexual 

harassment policy is not readily 

worded to the students 

 

On the question of the awareness of the 

sexual harassment policy majority of 

the respondents indicated that the 

policy is not readily worded to help 

them. The policy of the university 

clearly stipulates what consists of 

sexual harassment. However, some 

students are experiencing sexual 

harassment in their day to day activities 

but are unable to recognise  it due to 

lack of awareness. This issue was 

indicated by what the majority of the 

students indicated below: 

The policy is not well communicated 

and there is lack of awareness as to how 

to go about this sexual harassment 

issue. I mean every student knows 

when and if they will be a bash or Mr 

and Miss Univen such events draw 

crowds so why is the same not being 

done about sexual harassment policy 

and awareness. This just shows what 

both the management and the students 

are not prioritising awareness of sexual 

harassment. 

Another respondent supported the 

above statement by stating that: 

The sexual harassment policy is not 

readily worded or displayed at strategic 

points. That is why I don’t specifically 

know it and what it states. 
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 Leach (2013) indicated that some 

victims are also reluctant to report their 

abuse because they do not have 

knowledge of where to get assistance 

on campus. They believe that if they 

report incidents no action would be 

taken against the perpetrator, because 

many of the perpetrators are not 

punished, especially in undeveloped 

countries (Leach, 2013). In Zimbabwe, 

most students do not report their 

victimisation because perpetrators are 

not publicly disciplined for sexual 

harassment (Jamela, 2011). Many do 

not report their victimisation because 

some of the male perpetrators blame 

female students for wearing 

provocative clothes or behaving 

provocatively (Leach, 2013).  

In addition, another respondent 

stated that: 

It is just common knowledge that 

institutions should have a sexual 

harassment policy to protect the staff 

and students. However, I have been a 

student here for the past three years I 

have not received any communication 

regarding the sexual harassment policy 

or seen a notice about it. 

In light of the above extracts, it can be 

deduced that students would be more 

safe and open to report any sexual 

harassment incidences if the policy was 

readily accessible. The culture itself of 

openly discussing sexual harassment 

has not been established at the 

University of Venda. This has led to an 

increase in the problem of sexual 

harassment. A large population of 

victims shy away from speaking up, 

causing perpetrators to continue with 

their unscrupulous acts. 

 

4.4.2 Sub-theme: Policy information 

limited to victims 

On the question of awareness of the 

sexual harassment policy some 

respondents demonstrated that the 

policy is only made known to victims 

who are brave enough to report their 

sexual harassment experiences. This is 

captured in the following extracts by 

the respondents: 

Ok I do not personally know about the 

policy of sexual harassment maybe 

because I have never directly 

encountered the problem, but I do know 

a lot about practising safe sex because 

there are condoms lying around in 

every corner of this university like 

gates, toilets, residences… I can just 

say the university management and 

student representative board has not 

made any effort to make the policy 

accessible and knowledgeable to 

students. They can also put the policy 

everywhere for students to know and 

read about it like they do with the issue 

of safe sex. 

A survey in South Korean universities 

found that 65% of the victims did not 

report their victimisation mainly 

because it was not clear which body is 

responsible for dealing with the issue 

and they were afraid of future 

victimisation which could include 

being blamed for the incident(s), 

stigmatization or ridicule (Wilson, 

2014).  Also the policies that are 

established by colleges and universities 

need to be implemented in order to be 

effective. Joubert, van Wyk and 

Rothmann (2011) found, in their study 

of higher education institutions in 

South Africa, that the implementation 

of the sexual harassment policies in 

South African universities was 
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ineffective because very few academic 

staff members received training and any 

guidance on how the policies should be 

utilised. In addition one respondent had 

this to say: 

I am not aware of the university policy 

on sexual harassment because it is 

conceptualized that such matters 

generally concern those who are 

affected. It’s not possible to just come 

across the policy in this university. I am 

only concerned with getting literature 

that is useful to my modules. There is 

no chance I will just think of searching 

for a sexual harassment policy. I think it 

will be better if there can be a way 

where the policy is made compulsory in 

all schools and distributed to all 

students. 

Jones, Boocock, Sem (2013) found that 

the New Zealand universities provide a 

poor level of information and support 

for students who think they may have 

been subject to sexual harassment. 

Jones et al (2013) recommended that 

universities in New Zealand place 

greater emphasis on the content and 

presentation of their policies and 

service information online so that 

students can have easy access to this 

information. They stated that “high 

visibility and easy accessibility should 

be the guiding principles of information 

provision for victims but it is also 

critical to ensure that the process and 

the bodies or individuals available to 

assist students are clearly identified” 

(Jones, et al, 2013). Moreover, another 

respondent supporting the above 

statement of lack of awareness said 

that: 

I have no knowledge about the 

university’s policy on sexual 

harassment because sexual harassment 

is not taken seriously unless it’s in the 

form of rape. Not everyone is 

comfortable walking around admitting 

that they have been raped this has made 

the university management to be 

reluctant on making the policy 

awareness a priority. As a result it will 

promote other less aggressive sexual 

behaviours to happen to students in the 

varsity. 

The statements listed above show that 

most students are not aware of the 

university policy on sexual harassment 

because it is not easily accessible to 

those who are not victims that is those 

who have reported the matter to the 

management. It can be supported that 

establishing the culture of discussing 

the issue of sexual harassment openly 

and making it compulsory knowledge 

will enable students to stand up for 

others and support victims by 

cooperatively fighting the perpetrator. 

4.5 THEME THREE: 

COMMON FORMS OF SEXUAL 

HARASSMENT  

This section covers the discussion and 

analysis of data on the common forms 

of sexual harassment among students. 

The data highlighted the common types 

of sexual harassment happening in the 

university. The following types of 

harassment were recorded to be 

occurring gender-based harassment, 

seductive behaviour, sexual bribery, 

sexual imposition, and sexual coercion. 

4.5.1 Sub-theme: Gender-based 

harassment 

This type of sexual harassment involves 

generalised sexist remarks and 

behaviour that convey degrading or 

insulting attitudes about women.  The 

majority of female respondents 
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indicated that they have experienced 

gender harassment in the university. 

This type of sexual harassment is 

supported by the patriarchal system 

which views men as superior to women 

in all facets of life. In this regard, even 

academically female students 

encounter experiences that degrade 

their humanity because of gender. The 

respondents reacted in the following 

manner with regard to this issue: 

One of my lecturers always makes 

sexually offensive jokes towards 

women. He doesn’t speak about anyone 

within the class in particular, but his 

jokes are always about sexual favours 

women should perform. He even makes 

suggestive jokes inviting females to 

offer him sexual favours for marks. 

Similarly, another respondent gave a 

statement revealing gender 

harassment in classes and said that: 

I had a lecturer in my first year who 

used an example of a prostitute to 

explain a concept, and he used me as the 

prostitute. 

Female students attest to experiencing 

sexual harassment which is gender 

based in the University of Venda. 

Female students in Zimbabwe‘s 

universities report that they are 

increasingly subjected to sexual 

harassment by their lecturers (Jamela, 

2011). Other research studies in 

different educational institutions of 

higher learning in many African 

countries revealed that sexual 

harassment by male faculty, staff and 

students included degrading verbal 

remarks, unwanted touching, and other 

types of gender based violence 

(Adedokun, 2004: Abati, 2006). 

Another respondent said that: 

I was struggling with a module in 

Statistics and my lecturer  told me that 

I took a degree which is not for women, 

he went on to say I just have the beauty 

and the sexy body but no the brains. 

Another respondent supported the 

statement above and said the following: 

I was in the stadium warming up for my 

soccer session minding my own 

business when one of the male athletes 

shouted, “don’t break those legs 

kicking the ball we still need them for 

baby-making”…that made feel so 

uncomfortable. 

These comments show that most female 

students in the University of Venda 

experience gender based sexual 

harassment from faculty staff and their 

peers that is male students, when they 

are assumed to have transgressed 

gender roles. There still exists a 

mentality that women are inferior and 

cannot do certain things. In an 

education setting sexist jokes and 

remarks that are offensive are common 

if the individuals are perceived to have 

transgressed gender roles (Cantor et al, 

2015). For instance female students 

who excel in sciences and take up jobs 

such as pilots, engineers and astronauts 

can face resentment from male 

counterparts (Hill and Silva, 2005).   

Another respondent supported with the 

following comment: 

I took my application for Masters to the 

Head of Department for 

recommendation and he made a joke 

saying I should concentrate on finding 

a man to marry me. He continued that it 

is the man who should make more 

money than the woman and offered 

himself as candidate to marry me and 

that I will be his second wife. 
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Gender harassment is generalised sexist 

statements and behaviour that convey 

insulting or degrading attitudes about 

women (Beninger, 2013). Examples 

include insulting remarks, offensive 

graffiti, obscene jokes or humour about 

sex or women in general. Braine, Bless 

and Fox, (2011) reported that an 

individual can be sexually harassed just 

because they are female. 

 The majority of female respondents 

have reported to have experienced 

gender based sexual harassment in their 

day to day activities in the university. 

This reveals that despite the culture in 

Africa, some people still think it is 

normal to violate a woman in some 

way. The men might believe that as 

long as they are not raping the victim, it 

is alright to say or do anything else. 

This sort of behaviour is wrong. It does 

not matter if the aggressor meant it as a 

joke, because there are limits to jokes. 

No joke should make anyone feel 

uncomfortable.  

4.5.2 Sub-theme: Seductive 

behaviour 

Seductive behaviour is any unwanted, 

repetitive action performed by the 

harasser to get the victim to comply 

with sexual or intimate requests. 

Seduction is the process of deliberately 

enticing a person, to lead astray from 

duty, rectitude, or the like; to corrupt, to 

persuade or induce to engage in sexual 

behaviour.  The majority of both male 

and female students reported to have 

experience seductive behaviour from 

either peer students or faculty staff in 

the university. This is supported by the 

following statement below: 

One of my co-supervisors tells me often 

that she wishes that I liked older women 

and that she wishes I was her age or vice 

versa, says we would be perfect….  

Lord knows I cannot wait to be done 

with my research... The most confusing 

thing is that she has a husband. 

Seductive behaviour is any unwanted, 

repetitive action performed by the 

harasser to get the victim to comply 

with sexual or intimate requests. 

Examples of seductive behavior 

include, but are not limited to: repeated 

invitations for dinner or dates. 

Seduction includes persuasive 

behaviour or induce to engage in sexual 

behaviour (Adedokun, 2004). Another 

respondent added that: 

When I attended university in my first 

year, one male senior student told me to 

my face that he wanted to have a sexual 

relationship with me because I was the 

most beautiful thing he had ever seen… 

He would constantly come knocking at 

my door looking for me… despite 

having made it clear that I did not want 

him. 

Similarly one of the male respondent 

said: 

A girl I was in one of my classes kept 

telling me that she wants me and she 

will love me better than my girlfriend… 

She started sending me he nude pictures 

wearing just a bra saying that I was 

missing out on fun… okay it’s very 

tempting but hey I love my girlfriend 

we have been through a lot together. I 

told her to stop, but she continued so I 

had to block her on my WhatsApp. 

Examples of sexually harassing 

seductive behaviours include attire that 

exposes sensitive parts of female 

students’ bodies, teasing faculty or 

student males about their sexual 

prowess, suggestive text messages from 

female students, often passing pleasant 
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sexual remarks about faculty males and 

making frequent phone calls to faculty 

male (Abiodun, 2012). 

In addition, another respondent a 

male student stated that: 

A female friend of mine whom I usually 

hang out with on weekends introduced 

me to this other girl. We exchanged 

contacts and regularly chatted. 

Everything seemed okay until she 

started sending me messages telling me 

that she wanted me to break her 

virginity and that she really likes me… 

it came as a shock…. But I told her I 

was okay with just being friends and I 

did not want to sleep with her but she 

kept on insisting and coming to my 

room unannounced I just started 

ignoring her from then. I really am not 

into forward girls you know. 

Correspondingly female respondent 

said that: 

There is a guy in all my classes who 

consistently touches me around my 

waist when I’m not on guard I really 

don’t appreciate it... Sometimes he 

comes behind me and whispers in my 

ear that I smell nice… and everyone in 

class thinks that it’s cute I have told him 

several times to stop but he just does it 

anyway and he won’t stop. 

The above reports by the respondents 

reveal that both male and female 

students are victims of sexual 

harassment of the seductive kind. 

Student-to-student harassment is the 

most common form of sexual 

harassment on campus. The majority of 

female and male students say that peer 

harassment happens often or 

occasionally in the universities and 

more than three quarters of the students 

who experienced sexual harassment 

have been harassed by a student or a 

former student (Joubert et al, 2011). 

Given that students comprise the vast 

majority of the campus population, it is 

perhaps not surprising that most sexual 

harassment occurs between and among 

students. Studies stipulate that the 

prevalence of peer harassment among 

college students suggests a student 

culture that accepts or at least seems to 

tolerate this type of behaviour (Jones et 

al, 2013). 

4.5.3 Sub-theme: Sexual bribery 

Sexual bribery refers to solicitation of 

sexual activity or other sex-linked 

behaviour by promise of reward; it also 

refers to unwelcome or inappropriate 

promises of rewards in exchange for 

sexual favours. Data collected provides 

sufficient evidence that some students 

are experiencing sexual bribery. Some 

services which the university is obliged 

to offer the students freely are being 

manipulated by those in power to offer 

those particular services. This is evident 

in the following extract: 

A tutor offered me better marks for 

sexual favours because he had access to 

marking my paper. 

Similarly, another respondent said 

that: 

It was with a student representative 

working at the housing office he 

suggested that he could organise a room 

for me if I perform oral sex on him… at 

first I thought he was just making a joke 

then I realised he wasn’t.. He repeatedly 

suggested it to me. 

Studies reveal that student-to-student 

harassment is the most common form of 

sexual harassment on campus.  The 

majority of students say that peer 

harassment happens often or 
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occasionally at their college, and more 

than three quarters of students who 

experienced sexual harassment have 

been harassed by a student or a former 

student. Given that students comprise 

the vast majority of the campus 

population, it is perhaps not surprising 

that most sexual harassment occurs 

between and among students (Abati, 

2006). 

4.5.4 Sub-theme: Sexual imposition 

Sexual contact has a specific meaning, 

which is defined as the touching of an 

erogenous zone, including the thigh, 

genitals, buttock, pubic region, or 

female breast, for the purpose of 

sexually arousing or gratifying either 

person (Beninger, 2013). However 

when the contact is forced on a person 

without their will it becomes sexual 

imposition. Most students in this study 

agree that sexual harassment is 

upsetting. Minority of female students 

reported to have encountered sexual 

imposition personally as well as male 

students however they have heard about 

some students who experienced it. This 

is shown by the data collected below: 

My friend was raped when she was 

drunk. We were attending a pens down 

bash when we met some cool guys who 

were senior students we drank a lot.  We 

were both drunk and out of it and slept 

in one of the guys’ room. It was late to 

go off campus. My friend in the 

morning told me she felt someone 

having sexual intercourse with her it 

also showed on her body. When she 

confronted the guy he just said don’t 

worry I used a condom. 

Perpetrators of sexual imposition use 

force or take advantage of the impaired 

judgement of their victims. Sometimes 

perpetrators substantially impair the 

judgment or control the other person by 

administering any drug, intoxicant, or 

controlled substance to the other person 

surreptitiously or by force, threat of 

force, or deception. 

4.6 THEME FOUR:  

PREVENTION THROUGH 

UNIVERSITY SEXUAL 

HARASSMENT POLICY  

It is accepted that most organisations, 

and especially most institutions of 

higher education in South Africa, have 

sexual harassment policies in place. A 

study conducted by Wilken and 

Badenhorst (2003) confirms this but 

also points out serious deficiencies in 

the content and especially the 

implementation of these policies. 

According to Gouws and Kritzinger 

(2007) and Wilken and Badenhorst 

(2003), most higher education 

institutions in South Africa have 

introduced sexual harassment policies. 

However, questions arise about the 

effectiveness of these policies due to 

continuous occurrences of sexual 

harassment incidences.  

In this study, the majority of the 

respondents agreed that awareness of 

university policy on sexual harassment 

can play a great role in eradicating 

occurrences of sexual harassment. This 

is shown by the following statement 

below: 

Awareness of the sexual harassment 

policy will help to stop sexual 

harassment because every student will 

have knowledge of what constitutes the 

action and the consequences that follow 

breaking the rules stated in the policy. 

Another respondent said that: 

 University policy on sexual 

harassment awareness will promote a 
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culture of creating a safe environment 

hence reduce occurrences of sexual 

harassment among students. 

However, a few respondents stated that 

reduction in the occurrences of sexual 

harassment will not only happen due to 

awareness of the policy but that the will 

power of individuals is important. 

According to Stockdale (1996), there is 

no perfect policy or procedure for 

dealing with sexual harassment. Three 

reasons are provided for this statement. 

Firstly, it is nearly impossible to design 

a system that will satisfy all its users. 

Some complainants may feel more 

injured or unfairly treated, especially if 

the only evidence is one person’s word 

against another. Secondly, the 

differences between organisations in 

terms of their missions, rules, traditions 

and locations make it very difficult to 

have a perfect policy. The third reason 

refers to the differences between people 

regarding what constitutes a good 

policy (Stockdale, 1996). 

This is supported by the following 

data collected which stated that: 

 The will power of the person 

determines whether they will choose to 

comply with the policy of sexual 

harassment or not because staff 

members and students are experiencing 

this problem on a daily basis in this 

university. 

Another respondent added that: 

Each year in this university there are 

scandals about sexual harassment 

between staff and students despite the 

existence of the sexual harassment 

policy. 

A number of authors concur that the 

mere presence of a policy does not 

ensure its effectiveness (Owens, Gomes 

& Morgan, 2004; Paludi, 1996). A 

policy has to be effectively 

implemented, in order to have value 

and to avoid becoming another well-

formulated, impressive sounding 

document compiled by consultants and 

filed by the human resource 

department. 

4.7  THEME FIVE: LOCATIONS 

WHERE SEXUAL HARASSMENT 

OCCUR 

This section covers the discussion and 

analysis of data pertaining to on 

locations where sexual harassment 

occurs. The most common location 

were identified which are classrooms, 

offices and residential rooms. 

According to Gouws and Kritzinger 

(1999), most of the harassment in high 

schools and universities happens in 

hallways. Classrooms are the second 

most frequent locations where 

harassment occurs. Durmus, (2013) 

further states that sexual harassment 

occurs nearly everywhere on campus, 

including student housing and 

classrooms. It happens on large and 

small campuses, at public and private 

colleges and universities, and at two-

year and four-year institutions. It is 

most common at large universities, 

four-year institutions, and private 

colleges.  

The majority of the respondents agreed 

that sexual harassment happens 

anywhere on campus as long as it is a 

conducive environment for the harasser 

and the type of sexual harassment 

occurring. One respondent indicated 

the occurrence of sexual harassment in 

student housing and said that: 

I had been drinking and went into his 

dorm room with him so I thought it was 
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my fault. However, when I told him to 

stop, he did not, even though he knew I 

wanted him to stop. I knew I could not 

break away at that point in time. He was 

too strong for me, he forced himself on 

me. I blame myself. I have to remind 

myself that if it had been the other way 

around and he told me to stop, I would 

have stopped... he did not… he raped 

me. 

Apart from the student housing 

locations some students indicated that 

sexual harassment happens in the 

university administrative buildings 

such as offices of staff members. A 

large number of female heterosexual 

students and female homosexuals are 

prone to unwelcome explicit behaviour, 

messages and remarks and other forms 

of sexual harassment (Jones et al 2013). 

Students holding offices of authority 

are responsible for provision of services 

to other students have implied promise 

of reward to their financially 

disadvantaged peers if they comply 

with a sexually oriented request (Abati, 

2006). Furthermore, some students are 

threatened by their fellow students in 

power or staff members if they do not 

comply with a sexually oriented request 

as revealed by this respondent: 

My lecturer offered me better grades in 

exchange for a romantic relationship 

while in his office. I had 39% I just 

thought if I go negotiate for a 40% or 

get a special test I can write right the 

exam... I figured it will be better to 

repeat the module next year and pretend 

that conversation never happed… I 

really don’t want any trouble. 

Sexual harassment may be carried out 

anywhere on colleges by 

administrators, trustees, educators, 

school staff, students, third-party 

service providers, visitors and others. 

Sexual harassment will further result in 

a poisoned environment for students or 

school staff (Beninger, 2013).One of 

the respondent said that: 

A guy in my class constantly sends 

messages on my phone… every time I 

walk in the lecture hall, he sends me a 

text telling me how sexy my breasts 

look in my clothes. He has made it a 

habit…. I have confronted him several 

times telling him to stop but he won’t. 

On the question of locations where 

sexual harassment occurs on campus 

majority of the respondents agreed that 

sexual harassment happens anywhere 

on campus.  Depending on the 

conduciveness of the environment for 

the harasser and the type of sexual 

harassment occurring. 

4.8. THEME SIX: 

CONTRIBUTORY FACTORS OF 

SEXUAL HARASSMENT 

Data collected from the interviews with 

the respondents revealed different 

contributory factors of sexual 

harassment. The data highlighted the 

following factors: alcohol and drug use, 

age and level of study, residential 

occupation and dress code. 

4.8.1 Sub-theme: Alcohol and drug 

abuse 

The majority of the respondent in the 

study revealed that alcohol and drug 

abuse is a huge contributing factor as it 

puts the victim in a vulnerable state of 

not being able to defend 

himself/herself. With regard to alcohol 

use by the victim, it is interesting to 

note the findings of studies by Durmus 

(2013), which indicated that the effects 

of alcohol and group drinking increase 

the chances of a man interpreting 
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female behaviours as possible sexual 

interest. Binge drinking and drug use 

are related to increased rates of 

harassment among young females 

(Jones et al., 2013). This is supported 

by the following statements from the 

respondents: 

My political party won they organised 

an outdoor bash Saturday night 

everyone was drinking including 

myself. One of the student leaders 

approached me we started dancing I 

didn’t think anything was wrong 

everyone was in jovial mood…until he 

started brushing his hands everywhere 

around my body and shoved his hand 

into my under wear and touched my 

private area. I pulled away from him in 

shock walked through the crowd and 

left… I have never talked to him about 

it I didn’t know how to say it or what to 

say.” 

One respondent said that: 

I came across a bunch of drunk guys at 

Lost City parking lot coming from 

student bar on. I was studying for a test 

at the classes and writing the following 

morning. They started jeering and 

asking me to join them. One of the guys 

followed me asking for my number and 

pulling my hand when I got angry and 

told him to stop… he spanked my bum 

and ran back to the boys. They were all 

laughing. 

Alcohol and drug consumption by the 

victim is a major risk factor for sexual 

harassment. Taiwo et al, (2014) found 

that heavy episodic drinking was the 

strongest predictor of both rape when 

intoxicated and other types of rape 

(physically forced rape and rape due to 

threats of force). High school heavy 

episodic drinking patterns were also 

significantly associated with the risk of 

rape while in college (Anju, 2015). The 

Harvard College Alcohol study also 

found that drug use was associated with 

an increased risk of rape (Finkelhor and 

Asdigian, 2009).  

The study indicates through data 

collected that the majority of the 

respondents attest to the fact that sexual 

harassment is highly possible when 

there is alcohol or drug use involved. 

Alcohol and drug use result in one 

becoming a perpetrator or one 

becoming vulnerable to being a victim 

of sexual harassment. 

4.8.2 Sub-theme: Age and level of 

study 

Freshmen and sophomore women 

appear to be at greater risk of being 

victims of sexual assault than are 

upperclassmen. A recent study 

employing a convenience sample of 

university women found that 84% of 

the women who reported sexually 

coercive experiences experienced the 

incident during their first four 

semesters on campus (Bennett et al, 

2007). Age itself may be a related risk 

factor. Himelein (1995), recorded that 

underage women were more likely to 

report being raped (including rape 

when intoxicated) than women 30 or 

older (Mamaru et al, 2015).   

Less than half of the respondents agreed 

that the age and level of study of the 

students is a contributing factor to 

sexual harassment incidence.  Data 

collected revealed that first year 

students are taken advantage of because 

of their age and lack of familiarity with 

their surroundings. The above concept 

is supported by the respondent who 

commented and said that:  
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I experienced sexual harassment the 

first day I enrolled into the university as 

a first year student. Staying in the male 

dorm was horror because I am gay… 

guys would shout and make fun of my 

manhood in dorm corridors of how I 

have sex with other guys compared to 

how they have sex with girls… once I 

returned from class and found nude 

magazine pictures of girls spread on my 

bed by my roommate and his friends. 

The third week I had already moved 

and found a room off camps I couldn’t 

stay on campus anymore… I didn’t 

know where to report I also didn’t want 

to create any unnecessary attention to 

myself. 

Relatively another respondent 

indicated that: 

During orientation days, in my first 

year, I became friends with one of the 

senior students, because he was kind 

and church going from the conversation 

we were having. I felt safe and 

comfortable. For days he came to my 

room just to see if I was settling in well. 

So I invited him to sit on my bed and 

we chatted as usual. That’s when he 

started making sexual advances forcing 

his head inside my bra… he told me its 

ok I should relax he could become my 

boyfriend if I wanted… I shoved him 

off in panic, ran towards the door told 

him to leave or I would scream. 

From the above comments it is apparent 

that age and level of study especially 

being a first year student contributes to 

being sexually harassed. Being a senior 

student also contribute to one being a 

potential perpetrator. De Almeida, 

(2014) stipulated that college students 

are in one of the most vulnerable age 

groups for sexual assault and the first 

six weeks of college are considered a 

“red zone” for incoming freshmen 

when it comes to rape. The first month 

and a half of college is the time when 

freshmen women are most likely to be 

raped or experience attempted rape. 

This time period is known as the “Red 

Zone” meaning a period of 

vulnerability for sexual assaults, 

beginning when freshmen first walk 

onto campus. 

4.8.3 Sub-theme: Residential 

occupation 

Some of respondents highlighted that 

staying in university residences 

contributes to sexual harassment 

because students have no supervision 

and they exercise too much freedom. 

Studies by Abiodun (2012) and 

Beninger (2013) show that a traditional 

dormitory-style residence places young 

men and women in constant contact in 

a 'family' environment where males 

appear to have influence on 

establishing the organizational culture. 

One respondent reinforced the above 

concept and said that: 

There is guy staying opposite my block 

who constantly knocks at my door 

asking me to take a shower with 

him…and that he wants to see my 

naked body in the water… it’s also 

uncomfortable standing in the queues 

for a shower with boys. They 

intentionally come to use our showers 

to watch girls in towels. 

 Another respondent indicated that: 

Girls come to my room very late at 

night unannounced wearing short 

revealing pyjamas to get help with 

school work… sometimes they 

intentionally rub their breasts on me 

pretending to reach out for something. 

According to Anju (2015), both female 

and male residents agreed that a variety 
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of behaviours which, under most 

current sexual harassment policy 

standards, would be considered as 

sexual harassment, occurred routinely 

at moderate to high levels of frequency 

in the day to day activities of the 

residence (Anju, 2015).   

My neighbour always grabs me, 

squeeze my bum and carrying me when 

he greets me. I have told him I’m not 

comfortable… sometimes he listens 

sometimes he just does it these days I 

avoid going out my room when he is 

outside…I don’t want to seem uncool  

by making a big deal of it. 

Fair and Vanyur, (2011) stated that 

female students who resided on campus 

had an increased risk for sexual 

victimisation occurring on campus due 

to peer to peer sexual harassment. 

4.8.4 Sub-theme: Dress code 

Few of the respondents agreed that 

dress code that is sexually provocative 

is a contributory factor to sexual 

harassment incidences. To say a woman 

dresses provocatively does not simply 

mean that she dresses in order to be 

attractive to others. To describe a 

woman’s outfit as provocative is to say 

that her outfit is likely to create certain 

sexual feelings in observers, and that 

those reacting to her outfit are not fully 

responsible for their behaviour 

(Prinsloo, 2006). This is supported by a 

respondent who said that: 

Sexual harassment incidents of girls I 

have witnessed involved the female 

wearing extremely revealing clothes 

like see through tops you can see the bra 

and short skirts while others will be 

wearing long dresses but very tight 

fitting you can even see the lining of 

their under-wears. As a guy when you 

see these things it just provokes a 

reaction in you naturally. 

There appears to be agreement that 

“certain types of clothing are sexy, 

sexually alluring, or sexually 

provocative, particularly clothing that 

reveals the shape of a woman’s body 

and sexual body parts, such as her 

breasts (Anju, 2015). Another 

respondent said that: 

It’s easy to cat call girls who wear sexy 

clothes. It shows that they want 

attention so we give them the 

attention…they dress in short dresses 

because they know we will be drawn to 

them. 

Men more than women assign sexual 

meanings to women’s outfits. 

According to Prinsloo (2016) men 

interpret women’s verbal and nonverbal 

behaviours to be more sexually related 

than women intend (Prinsloo, 2006; 

Taiwo et al, 2014 and Bennett et al 

2007). In general, men routinely 

attribute sexual intent to certain kinds 

of women’s clothing and behaviour. 

Thus, a woman’s outfit may be judged 

as sexually provocative (Taiwo et al, 

2014). 

4.9 THEME SEVEN: EFFECTS 

OF SEXUAL HARASSMENT ON 

STUDENTS 

Data collected from the interviews with 

the respondents revealed many and 

different effects of sexual harassment. 

The effect and impact of sexual 

harassment varies from person to 

person depending on the severity of the 

harassing behaviour. Data highlighted 

the following effects of sexual 

harassment on education, health and 

social life: isolation, illness from stress 

and trauma, alcohol and drug abuse, 
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poor academic performance and 

depression. 

4.9.1 Sub-theme: Isolation 

The majority of the respondents 

identified isolation as one evident effect 

caused by sexual harassment. 

According to QuaicoeDuco (2010), 

sexual harassment has a destabilising 

effect on the education of students. 

Some even lose interest in studying and 

as a result transfer to new universities 

or simply leave school because of 

feelings of hopelessness and pregnancy 

if they had unsafe sex with their 

perpetrators. Cementing these 

experiences is Astin’s theory of student 

involvement, which states that, sexually 

harassed students may display 

avoidance behaviour, which includes 

avoiding the environment that promotes 

such behaviour (Okeke, 2011). One 

respondent expressed this view and said 

that: 

Ever since the night I was taken 

advantage of because I was drunk by 

someone I thought was my friend, I 

can’t stand being around guys for too 

long… the problem is guys are 

everywhere on campus… I feel safe and 

sane being in my room I only go to class 

if there is a test or exam. 

Another respondent said that: 

Being gay is unacceptable in this 

university especially to male students. 

They are cruel…I always avoid places 

where male students hangout and male 

residential places… I have learned to 

dependent on myself. 

This harassment may curtail, academic 

growth and contribute to low self-

esteem and low self-efficacy 

(Schwartz, 2000). The academic 

performance of the students involved 

suffers. Heterosexual female students 

and homosexual males find it very hard 

to concentrate on their work as they are 

mostly victims. 

4.9.2 Sub-theme: Illness from stress 

and trauma 

Some respondents revealed that sexual 

harassment can cause illness due to 

stress and trauma. Survivors of sexual 

assault often experience severe anxiety, 

which may manifest in physical 

symptoms such as difficulties in 

breathing, muscle tension, nausea, 

stomach cramps or headaches. These 

symptoms can be eased as they 

gradually deal with the issues 

underlying the stress, and employ 

relevant stress management strategies. 

This view is supported by one 

respondent who said that: 

“I was sick for months after I realised 

from a rumour that the guy who forced 

himself on me intentionally spiked my 

drink so that he could make it look like 

it was consensual because we were both 

drunk… I suffered from headaches and 

nausea… I feel dirty and ashamed … he 

was bragging to his friends about it to 

them it’s clearly not an assault. 

Omole (2014) and Braine et al (2011) 

asserts that there is a list of 

environmental changes that might 

occur to sexually harassed victims. If 

the people know about the harassment, 

the victim might wonder who knows 

and what they are thinking about the 

case. The victim might overhear 

conversations from other students 

around about their case and they might 

become the subject of gossip and 

derogatory information and 

speculations. 
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Another respondent said that: 

There are days I have trouble sleeping 

because of headaches and stomach 

cramps… I'm constantly jumpy. A 

sudden noise, an angry voice, moving 

bushes and I am afraid… I know that if 

I had not taken the drink it wouldn’t 

have happened. 

During an assault, many victims fear 

for their lives. Often this fear is a direct 

result of the offender's threats. After the 

assault, a victim may be fearful of the 

dark, being alone or going out by 

themselves. They may experience fear 

generated by the possibility of 

pregnancy or STD's (sexually 

transmitted diseases) or live in fear of 

running into the offender again or 

facing him in court. All of these fears 

are very real concerns which cause 

illnesses (Beninger, 2013). 

4.9.3 Sub-theme: Alcohol and drug 

abuse 

One respondent indicated that a popular 

perception is that being drunk or high 

makes one more susceptible to sexual 

abuse or assault. In fact, the first 

incidence of sexual abuse or assault 

usually precedes first alcohol or drug 

use. In other words, people do not get 

raped because they are drunk; they may 

get drunk because they have been 

raped. This view is supported by the 

respondent who said that: 

Since my friend was sexually assaulted, 

she drinks uncontrollably and hangs out 

with bad crowd. It’s almost like she has 

lost will to live. I have begged her many 

times to report the incident to the 

management, but she refuses. 

The long-term consequences of sexual 

violence can be devastating. Studies 

have found that survivors of sexual 

violence are more likely to develop 

drug addiction and alcoholism, and are 

less successful in completing substance 

abuse treatment. Durmus (2013) states 

that it is usually necessary to begin 

therapy to replace substance use with 

healthier coping strategies before 

clients can be expected to maintain 

sobriety for any length of time.  

Moreover, both adolescent and adult 

survivors may "act out" sexually, 

engaging in high risk sexual activities 

with multiple partners (Beninger, 

2013).  

4.9.4 Sub-theme: Poor academic 

performance 

Some respondents agreed that sexual 

assault at any stage has terrible 

repercussions on the academic 

performance of the victims. Mamaru et 

al (2015) reports that the academic 

performance of the victims suffers 

because they find it very difficult to 

concentrate on their academic pursuits. 

This has resulted in victims’ low 

participation to avoid unwanted 

attention from teachers. This view is 

supported by a respondent who said 

that: 

I have repeated my accounting module 

twice because I was failing to 

concentrate after my tutor asked for sex 

in return for a better mark … I think he 

also intentionally failed me since he had 

access to marking my paper… our 

lecturer rarely comes to class and I 

couldn’t go and complain to him I 

constantly bunked class because I felt 

uncomfortable being around the tutor… 

this year I can focus because he is 

graduating and leaving. 

Another respondent said that: 

My lecturer asked for a romantic 

relationship with me, I refused and he 
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failed me for two years and I had 

trouble concentrating in class or 

submitting assignments in his office 

until I decided to switch degrees I 

didn’t report this because there is no 

evidence it happened between the two 

of us no one witnessed. 

From the responses above students lose 

zeal to concentrate on their studies as a 

result of unwanted sexual advances 

they encountered. This disturbs the 

normal academic focus that every 

student should have at average. 

Comparatively Fair et al (2011) stated 

that a persistently hostile learning 

environment increases students’ loss of 

focus in their studies and contributes to 

a distaste for learning, which results in 

less involvement in academic and 

social activities. Moreover, Julie (2013) 

reported that sexual harassment has a 

significant psychological effect on the 

academic performance of female 

students. 

4.9.5 Sub-theme: Depression 

Depression is a state of low mood and 

aversion to activity or apathy that can 

affect a person's thoughts, behavior, 

feelings, and sense of well-being. 

According to Gilmore et al (2015) 

cognitively, victims tend to form 

negative stereotypes in their minds 

about males and begin to ruminate and 

constantly check to see if there is 

anything that caused the male students 

or lecturers to sexually harass them and 

end up developing dissociative identity 

disorder (Anju, 2015).  The majority of 

respondents indicated that depression is 

one of the negative effects caused by 

sexual harassment. One of the 

respondents said that:  

I'm disgusted by myself, by the 

memories. I'm just worthless. 

 In addition another respondent 

indicated that: 

If only I hadn’t tried so hard to fit in and 

stayed in my room, no drinking, no 

parties I could have prevented it. 

One of the respondents said that: 

Sometimes I just want to die… I hate 

being different and I hate being judged 

for it and I hate myself …. Everyone 

thinks it’s a choice to be gay. 

Victims of sexual harassment can 

experience long-term depression, 

(Blackstone, 2011). In a recent study of 

1,000 youths, Blackstone (2011) found 

that people sexually harassed in their 

teens and early 20s can experience 

depressive symptoms into their 30s. 

Many people who experience sexual 

harassment have feelings of self-doubt, 

Blackstone indicated that for some 

people, that self-doubt turned into self-

blame, and victims can feel responsible 

for what happened. Such self-blame 

may have a negative effect on mental 

health, including promoting feelings of 

depression. One respondent supported 

this view and said that: 

I felt helpless I wasn’t in control of my 

life. My educational success depended 

on my complying with a demeaning act 

and I hated being in this university I felt 

lose and cheap and I couldn’t report 

it… no one would believe me anyway. 

The above responses reveal that 

depression becomes a serious effect to 

the victims affecting their day to day 

lives on campus, as well as their mental 

and physical health. 
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4.10 THEME EIGHT: SEXUAL 

HARASSMENT EXPERIENCES 

OF DIFFERENT STUDENT 

GROUPS 

In this section data was collected to 

determine if some student groups 

experienced sexual harassment more 

than other in the university. The 

different groups comprised of lesbian, 

gay, bisexual and transgender group of 

students, first year female students and 

male heterosexual students. 

4.10.1 Sub-theme: Lesbian, gay, 

bisexual and transgender  

Some of the respondents agreed that the 

lesbian, gays, bisexual and transgender 

group of students experience more 

sexual harassment than straight 

students or first year students. This is 

supported by one respondent who said 

that: 

Lesbians and gays are more prone to 

verbal sexual harassment in this 

university that I have personally 

witnessed that… this also comes with 

the university rural set up it will take 

time before people adjust to gays and 

lesbians… communities here are pretty 

conservative and traditional. 

Another respondent said that: 

Gays experience sexual harassment in 

this university especially from their 

male counterparts. You see it when they 

walk around straight guys. The latter 

audibly pass nasty comments about 

their sexuality and people laugh. 

A national survey conducted by the 

Gay, Lesbian and Straight Education 

Network (GLSEN) and administered to 

the (LGBT) Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, 

and Transgender  found that, more than 

four-fifths of LGBT youth experience 

verbal harassment, and 42% have 

experienced sexual harassment 

(Kosciw, Greytak, Villenas and 

Danischewski, 2016). 

Correspondingly another respondent 

commented that: 

I have a gay classmate. Every time he 

contributes during class, other guys 

whisper things like you should get a 

girlfriend or who are you dating now… 

it’s really sad. 

Verbal harassment is the most 

frequently reported type of sexual 

harassment by LGBT students because 

it contains no limitations (Jamela, 

2011). Several studies have revealed 

that, among homosexual youth, there 

are more thoughts and actual suicide 

attempts than among heterosexual 

youth. Kosciw et al (2016) strongly 

suggests that the above view is because 

sexual harassment is the main cause of 

suicide among homosexuals. 

4.10.2 Sub-theme: First year female 

students 

The Majority of the respondents 

indicated that first year heterosexual 

female students and lesbians encounter 

sexual harassment on campus more 

than male heterosexuals and LGBT 

students and male heterosexuals. 

Freshmen and sophomore women 

appear to be at greater risk of being 

victims of sexual assault than are 

upperclassmen in the universities 

(Mamaru et al, 2015).  This view is 

supported by one respondent who said 

that: 

A lot of first year female students are 

taken advantage of by male senior 

students… senior students exploit the 

first year students’ newly found 

freedom… by inviting them to attend 
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their parties organised to get the girls 

drunk and sleep with them without their 

consent this has been going on every 

year for the past three years I have been 

here. 

 Another respondent indicated that: 

They call the first year female students 

fresh blood, fresh vegetables or 

projects… senior students intoxicate 

these girls and abuse them sexually. My 

friend was a victim of this culture. They 

always make it seem like it was 

consensual. 

A study employing a convenience 

sample of university women found that 

84% of the women who reported 

sexually coercive experiences 

experienced the incident during their 

first four semesters on campus (Bennett 

et al, 2007). Age itself may be a related 

risk factor. Himelein, (1995), recorded 

that underage women were more likely 

to report being raped (including rape 

when intoxicated) than women 30 or 

older (Mamaru et al, 2015).   

During my first year a guy offered, to 

help carry my shopping bags to my 

room when we got to my room, he 

stayed for a while. Then he didn’t want 

to leave at all saying he wants to sleep 

over because it was late… He forcefully 

hugged me saying I should start acting 

like a grown up because I’m now in 

college. I managed to kick him out of 

the room. 

The above comments reveal that the 

majority of the respondents are of the 

view that first year females students are 

more vulnerable to sexual harassment 

on campus than other groups. 

 

 

4.10.3 Sub-theme: Male heterosexual  

Few of the respondents highlighted that 

the male heterosexual group 

experiences sexual harassment more 

than first year female students and the 

LGBT students. Although the most 

common direction of sexual harassment 

is male to female, a wealth of 

scholarship shows that men, too, are 

targets of sexual harassment in the 

workplace and educational settings 

(Owens et al, 2001). This view is 

supported by one respondent who said 

that: 

I have seen incidents around campus 

where girls grope private parts of male 

students in public for attention. 

Especially popular girls they walk all 

over guys… its uncool to be mad that a 

hot girl touched your private parts 

without your consent in the 

university… as a guy you just have to 

pretend to be okay with it. 

Another respondent said that: 

These days, girls force you to be in a 

relationship. It starts with never ending 

messages to bra less pictures and even 

more being send on your Facebook 

inbox, email inbox WhatsApp 

messages everywhere… if you are not 

strong you will fall into the trap. 

For instance, men may not find staring 

or whistling by women sexually 

harassing, but they may find these same 

behaviours by men harassing. The 

incongruity between men’s and 

women’s reactions to staring and 

whistling again suggests that men and 

women’s experiences as targets of 

sexual harassment are asymmetrical 

and vary with the gender and perceived 

sexual orientation of the aggressor. 
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4.11 CONCLUSION 

This chapter presented and analysed 

data collected for the purpose of 

assessing student sexual harassment at 

a rural university, in South Africa.  Data 

were gathered through interviews and 

focus group discussions from sixteen 

participants. Thematic data analysis 

was used as an overall approach of data 

analysis. Chapter five will looks at the 

overview of the study, summarises the 

research findings, makes 

recommendations and concludes the 

study.  
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