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a b s t r a c t
Current research has postulated that sexual harassment is one of the most serious social problems. Perceptions of sexual harassment vary according to some factors: gender, context, and perceiver’s ideology.
The strategies most commonly used by women to cope with harassment range from avoiding or ignoring
the harasser to confronting the harasser or reporting the incident. The aim of this study was to explore
women’s perception of sexual harassment, and to assess the implications of different victim responses
to harassment. A total of 138 women were administered a questionnaire where the type of harassment,
and victim response were manipulated. Moreover, the influence of ideological variables (i.e. ambivalent
sexism and the acceptance of myths of sexual harassment) on perception was assessed. Results show
perception of sexual harassment was lower in gender harassment than in unwanted sexual attention
and participants believed women who confronted their harasser would be evaluated negatively by men.
Furthermore, effects of ideology on perception of harassment were found. The results underscore the
complexities involved in defining certain behaviours as harassment, and the implications of different
victim responses to harassment.
© 2017 Colegio Oficial de Psicólogos de Madrid. Published by Elsevier España, S.L.U. This is an open
access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).

Enfrentarse o no: la percepción del acoso sexual por parte de la mujer
r e s u m e n
Palabras clave:
Acoso sexual
Mitos
Sexismo
Percepción social
Afrontamiento

La investigación actual postula que el acoso sexual es uno de los problemas sociales más graves. La
percepción de acoso varía de acuerdo a factores como: género, contexto e ideología del perceptor. Las
estrategias más utilizadas por la mujer para hacer frente al acoso van desde evitar o ignorar al acosador
hasta enfrentarse a él o denunciarlo. El objetivo de este estudio fue explorar objetivo de este estudio fue
explorar cómo percibe la mujer el acoso sexual y evaluar las implicaciones de las diferentes respuestas
de las víctimas de acoso. A 138 mujeres se les administró un cuestionario en el que se manipuló el tipo de
acoso y la respuesta de la víctima. Además, se evaluó la influencia del sexismo ambivalente y la aceptación
de los mitos de acoso sexual en la percepción. Los resultados muestran que la percepción de acoso sexual
fue menor en el acoso de género que en la atención sexual no deseada y las participantes creen que las
mujeres que se enfrentan al acoso serán evaluadas negativamente por los hombres. Además, vio que la
ideología influía en la percepción de acoso. Los resultados ponen de relieve las complejidades que entraña
a definición de ciertos comportamientos como el acoso y las implicaciones de las diferentes respuestas
de las víctimas al acoso.
© 2017 Colegio Oficial de Psicólogos de Madrid. Publicado por Elsevier España, S.L.U. Este es un
artı́culo Open Access bajo la licencia CC BY-NC-ND (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
).
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To define the term “sexual harassment” has proved extremely
difficult to achieve. Researchers, lawyers, scholars, and policy
makers around the world have not, up to this point, agreed upon
a single definition (Pina, Gannon, & Saunders, 2009). In spite
of the broad spectrum of approaches for [legally, academically,
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psychosocially] defining sexual harassment, most researchers
contend that it is a psychological experience based on a sexually
unwanted, offensive, and threatening behaviour at work (Topa,
Morales, & Depolo, 2008).
Several authors have identified three types of sexual harassment: gender harassment, unwanted sexual attention, and sexual
coercion (Expósito & Moya, 2005; Gelfand, Fitzgerald, & Drasgow,
1995). Gender harassment (hostile, offensive, intimidating, and
degrading verbal and nonverbal behaviour against women) is a type
of subtle sexual harassment aimed at deterring women from transgressing male domains rather than being an expression of sexual
attraction. As for unwanted sexual attention (verbal and non verbal behaviour, such as persistent nonreciprocal requests for dates,
letters, phone calls, deliberate touching, grabbing, sexual advances
and propositions, and assault), it is among the most evident types of
this behaviour; this behaviour is perceived by the target as unwelcome, unreciprocated, and offensive acts of sexual interest. Sexual
coercion (also known as quid pro quo or sexual blackmail) is the
most explicit and recognizable type of sexual harassment, where
the harasser, a person in power, demands sexual favours from a
subordinate worker in exchange for organizational rewards and
benefits or threats of reprisal related to job prospects and conditions (e.g., job security and promotion) (Fitzgerald, Drasgow, Hulin,
Gelfand, & Magley, 1997). The literature on the incidence of sexual
harassment in different countries (O’Connell & Korabik, 2000; Pina
et al., 2009; Timmerman & Bajema, 1998) has shown that only a
small number of cases of harassment meet the inclusion criteria
for coercion, so this research has decided to study gender harassment and unwanted sexual attention, which are the most frequent
forms of sexual harassment. This study was undertaken in Spain,
a country where there are no official records for the prevalence of
sexual harassment at work (Amnesty International, 2011). Nevertheless, the most recent figures revealed a total number of 6,573
sexual offences against women in 2009, of which 330 were cases
of sexual harassment (Instituto de la Mujer, 2009).
Though both men and women may be exposed to sexual harassment, the literature on harassment is consistent in reporting that
an overwhelming number of victims are women, and harassers
are men (Ménard, Hall, Phung, Ghebrial, & Martin, 2003; Ménard,
Shoss, & Pincus, 2010; Pryor, 1995). Thus, one out of every two to
three women have experienced some type of sexual harassment
or have been subjected to unwanted sexual behaviour (European
Commission, 1998; Pina et al., 2009). The magnitude of the social
problem underscores the need for research focusing on this type of
gender violence. However, the data on incidence rates may fail to
provide an accurate description of reality, given the lack of consensus and the confusion of terminology, which only serve to further
confound the definition of harassment.
The strategies most frequently used by women to cope with
harassment range from avoiding or ignoring the harasser to reporting the offence (Cortina & Wasti, 2005; Fitzgerald, Gelfand, &
Drasgow, 1995). Unfortunately, none of these strategies has proven
to be clearly effective in combating harassment at work, nor in
raising the confidence of workers (i.e., potential victims) regarding
their expectations towards their current employers. Studies have
shown that women who report incidents of harassment are often
threatened with reprisals for reporting the incident or making it
public (Bergman, Langhout, Palmieri, Cortina, & Fitzgerald, 2002). A
further strategy employed by women in coping with sexual harassment is confronting the harasser. Some studies have found that
active confrontation benefited victims by empowering women, and
by helping them to expose social inequality (Kaiser & Miller, 2004).
Though there may be potential benefits in confronting the
harasser, few women appear to opt for this strategy. A few studies
on women’s beliefs about whether to confront or not sexual
harassment found the response that it was driven by the fear of the

harasser’s possible reactions. These reactions may involve threats
of reprisal related to job prospects and conditions (e.g., job security
and promotion) or a social dimension (e.g., ostracism) and negative
appraisal (Saunders & Senn, 2009; Shelton & Stewart, 2004). The
tendency to respond negatively to any woman who attempt to
draw limits as to the behaviours of men, particularly if these
infringe traditional gender roles, is enshrined and perpetuated
by the sexist ideology. A good example is a study where women
who challenged traditional gender roles and undermined male
authority were found to be negatively evaluated by men (Herrera,
Expósito, & Moya, 2012).
The sexist ideology asserts men and women are different and
each should take their corresponding place in society; it also establishes the behaviour appropriate for men and women and what is
expected of each in a relationship (McHugh & Frieze, 1997). Thus,
the sexist ideology is a variable influencing challenges to the established order between men and women, and what is considered to be
acceptable and normal in traditional relationships. This system of
beliefs or ‘legitimizing ideologies’ serves to justify and perpetuate
gender inequality that has prevailed throughout history (O’Brien &
Major, 2005; Sutton et al., 2008).
Women themselves normally acquiesce to ambivalent sexist
beliefs, particularly of the benevolent type, as it enables them to
perceive of themselves in a positive light, and it is a subtler and
in turn more accepted type of sexism than hostile sexism. Moreover, as such beliefs are often covert, they are not perceived as
sexist, which hinders any attempt to combat these beliefs (Barreto
& Ellemers, 2005). This highlights the need for furthering our understanding of sexism among women given that a factor thwarting
social change among discriminated groups of women was the fact
that the members of such groups accepted their inferior status, and
consequently justified and perpetuated it (Jost & Kay, 2005).
In general, sexism is associated to attitudes legitimizing violence
against women, and would explain the nexus between hostile sexism and blaming the victim (Herrera et al., 2012; Lila, Gracia, &
Garcia, 2013). In relation to attitudes towards sexual harassment,
“a common aspect to all acts of violence are the numerous myths
related to them” (Leidig, 1981, p.199). Myths of sexual harassment,
including beliefs such as self-victimization, that women enjoy acts
of violence, these acts are only committed by mentally deranged
men, or that women exaggerate their reports are common to all
women. Acceptance of myths hinders the ability to visualize a
problem and this lack of awareness in turn undermines the willingness to assist the victim (Lonsway, Cortina, & Magley, 2008).
Sexist myths were shared by both men and women and, on the
whole, the more both of them adhere to traditional gender roles,
the greater the likelihood certain behaviours of sexual harassment
were considered to be acceptable or normal. Furthermore, the more
an individual considered sexist behaviour was normal, the greater
the likelihood they would deny the negative consequence of their
own actions or behaviour (Quinn, 2002).
Thus, the aim of this study was to assess the influence of the
type of sexual harassment (gender harassment vs. unwanted sexual
attention), and victim response (confrontation vs. no confrontation), on women’s perception of harassment and their beliefs about
the possible reactions of the harasser. Moreover, the efficacy of
confrontation as a victim coping strategy for combating sexual
harassment was analysed. Furthermore, the influence of certain
ideological variables, such as ambivalent sexism and the acceptance
of myths of sexual harassment, on social perceptions of harassment
and the evaluation of women was evaluated.
To achieve these goals, we posited the following hypotheses:

1. Gender harassment would be perceived less as sexual harassment in comparison to unwanted sexual attention.
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2. Participants believed the type of victim response (confrontation) would influence the harasser’s evaluation of the victim
(i.e., women who explicitly responded to harassment would be
negatively evaluated by the harasser).
3. A participant’s ideological variables (sexism, myths of harassment) would influence both the perception of harassment and
beliefs about how the harasser would react in response to confrontation.
Method
Participants
The sample consisted of 138 female undergraduates enrolled at
different faculties of the University of Granada; age range was 18
to 58 years (M = 24.69, SD = 10.49).
Procedure and Design
The sample was obtained through incidental sampling in different classrooms of several faculties at the University of Granada,
Spain. Having obtained informed consent, participants were randomly assigned to one of the experimental conditions, and were
given approximately 20 minutes to complete a questionnaire in
their habitual classrooms. All participants were assured their information and responses would remain anonymous and confidential.
Once all students had completed the questionnaire, they were
informed about the objectives of the study. All of the participants
freely volunteered to respond to the questionnaire, and were
awarded an extra 0.1 towards their final grade as compensation.
A 2 (type of harassment: gender harassment vs. unwanted sexual attention) x 2 (type of victim response: confrontation vs. no
confrontation) factorial design was employed.
Instruments
A questionnaire was designed containing all the variables to be
measured. The first step was to present a scenario, and participants
were instructed to adopt the role of the protagonist of the following
story (Ann):
John and Ann are workmates, they don’t have a relationship
other than at work, they are not friends, they don’t go out
together, nor do they meet up anywhere else than at work, they
are only workmates. At work, sometimes they talk about everyday tasks, discuss issues about the working day, whether it’s
been productive or not, the future of the business, any noteworthy events, just normal questions one would expect to discuss
with a workmate. During the conversation. . .
The type of sexual harassment was manipulated by providing
participants the following information. For gender harassment: “. . .
John tells Ann: You would be better off if you showed off more of
your charms (body).” For unwanted sexual attention: “. John tells
Ann while he puts his hand on her thigh: I know of a way we can
forget about these problems, and get rid of this stress. . ..”
The type of victim response was manipulated by providing participants with the following information. For confrontation: “In
view of the situation, Ann responds: Listen John, your behaviour is
entirely unacceptable, what you are doing is called sexual harassment, so I would appreciate it if you would make sure it never
happened again.” For no confrontation: “In view of the situation,
Ann feels distressed, but decides to do or say nothing.”
Thereafter, the following scales were administered:
Perception of sexual harassment was measured using the item:
“Do you think John’s behaviour constitutes sexual harassment?”

3

with a 7-point Likert type response format ranging from 1 (it is not
sexual harassment) to 7 (it is sexual harassment).
Women’s beliefs about how men would evaluate the victim were
measured using the items: “If you were Ann, to what extent would
you match John’s ideal partner?” with a 7-point response format
ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much); “(Remember, you are
Ann) John believes I behaved like this just to be provocative”, measured on a 7-point response format ranging from 1 (totally disagree)
to 7 (totally agree); and “(Remember, you are Ann) John thinks I
am impertinent”, rated on a 7-point Likert type response format
ranging from 1 (totally disagree) to 7 (totally agree).
Importance ascribed to the incident of harassment, described by
the item “If you were Ann and it was the first time it happened to
you, would you take no notice, and think it wasn’t important?”,
rated on a 7-point Likert type response format ranging from 1
(totally disagree) to 7 (totally agree).
Four items were used as manipulation checks: a) type of harassment, “To what extent did John suggest to Ann she would be better
off if she showed more of her charms?”, measured using a 7-point
Likert type scale ranging from 1 (he didn’t suggest it at all) to 7
(he clearly suggests it), “To what extent did John deliberately touch
Ann while he suggested a way of forgetting their problems?”, measured using a 7-point Likert type scale ranging from 1 (he didn’t do
it at all) to 7 (he did it deliberately); and b) victim response, confrontation, “To what extent did Ann respond assertively to John’s
behaviour, that is, clearly tell him his behaviour was entirely unacceptable, and that he should ensure it never happened again?”,
rated on a 7-point Likert type scale ranging from 1 (she didn’t
respond assertively) to 7 (she responded assertively), “To what extent
does Ann not respond to John’s behaviour?”, measured using a
7-point Likert type scale ranging from 1 (no response at all) to 7
(responded fully).
Gender stereotyping: a scale consisting of 26 items for measuring
the masculine perception of women (instrumental) and the feminine perception (expressivity) designed and validated by Expósito
(1997) was used. In this study, only the instrumental scale was
used given that the objective was to obtain masculine perception.
Examples of instrumental items were: ambitious, independent,
self-confident, individualist, leadership qualities, strong. Participants were told to imagine they were Ann, and were instructed to
indicate the degree to which they thought each item was applicable
by John to the protagonist of the story (herself) using a 7-point Likert type response format ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much).
The ␣ coefficient for participants on the instrumentality subscale
was .82.
The Illinois Sexual Harassment Myth Acceptance (ISHMA; Lonsway
et al., 2008; adapted to the Spanish context by Expósito, Herrera,
Valor-Segura, Herrera, & Lozano, 2014). The scale consisted of 20
items scored on a 7-point Likert type scale (1 = strongly disagree,
7 = strongly agree). High scores were indicative of greater acceptance of myths of sexual harassment. The scale consisted of four
dimensions: invention/exaggeration (alpha, .63), hidden motives
(alpha, .80), natural heterosexuality (alpha, .81), and woman’s
responsibility (alpha, .72). The alpha coefficient for the total scale
was .85. In this study, only global scores were analysed as the primary objective was to obtain an overview of myths rather than a
detailed analysis of each specific dimension.
The Ambivalent Sexism Inventory (ASI; Expósito, Moya, & Glick,
1998) consisted of 22 items rated using a 6-point response format ranging from 0 = totally disagree to 5 = totally agree. High scores
revealed more sexist attitudes. Half of the items were related to
hostile sexism (HS) (women get easily offended, women always
exaggerate the problems they have at work. . .), and the other half
were related to benevolent sexism (BS) (women are bestowed with
a purity that few men possess. . .). The Cronbach alpha coefficient
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Table 1
Type of Sexual Harassment, Victim Response, and Ideological Variables as Predictors of the Evaluation of Women.
Instrumentality
Variables
Step 1
VI 1
VI 2
HS
BS
ISHMA
Step 2
VI 1 x VI 2
VI 1 x HS
VI 1 x BS
VI 1 x ISHMA
VI 2 x HS
VI 2 x BS
VI 2 x ISHMA
HS x BS
HS x ISHMA
BS x ISHMA

Beta

t

p

.047
.531
.017
.058
.139

0.604
6.79
0.160
0.668
1.45

.547
.000
.873
.506
.149

.092
-.121
-.078
.166
.005
-.059
.103
.161
-.052
-.210

1.23
-0.930
-0.748
1.51
0.041
-0.564
0.963
1.33
-0.506
-1.58

.219
.354
.456
.132
.967
.574
.338
.187
.614
.117

Ideal partner

R2

R2

.282

.308

.279

Beta

t

p

.221
-.045
.112
.022
.044

2.46
-0.502
0.913
0.220
0.399

.015
.617
.363
.826
.690

.004
.030
-.025
.046
-.183
-.015
.106
-.192
-.099
.063

0.052
0.204
-0.217
0.366
-1.32
-0.125
0.850
-1.38
-0.835
0.414

.959
.839
.829
.715
.189
.900
.397
.171
.405
.680

.050

Provocation

R2

R2

.049

.084

.033

Beta

t

p

.218
.089
-.136
-.042
.061

2.34
0.958
-1.07
-0.407
0.542

.021
.340
.287
.685
.588

-.100
-.149
.144
-.167
-.193
.107
-.027
-.147
.042
.142

-1.15
-0.981
1.19
-1.31
-1.34
0.874
-0.220
-1.05
0.351
0.922

.253
.328
.234
.192
.182
.384
.827
.295
.726
.358

.056

R2

R2

.021

.058

.040

.091

Note. VI 1: type of harassment; VI 2: victim response; HS: hostile sexism; BS: benevolent sexism; ISHMA: Illinois Sexual Harassment Myths Acceptance.

The same procedure was applied for each analysis. In Step 1,
the type of sexual harassment: gender harassment (value 0) vs.
unwanted sexual attention (value 1); type of victim response:
no confrontation (value 0) vs. confrontation (value 1); and the
participants’ centred scores in HS, BS, and ISHMA were analysed.
Step 2 involved second order interactions between the experimental manipulations and the ideological measures. The results
obtained for the first three dependent variables are shown in
Table 1, and the results for the remaining three dependent variables
are shown in Table 2.
As shown in Tables 1 and 2, more participants in the unwanted
sexual attention condition perceived behaviour as sexual harassment than participants in the gender harassment condition
(␤ = .173, p = .05), which substantiated Hypothesis 1.
Most participants believed women who confronted harassment
(vs. those who did not), would be attributed more instrumental
traits by men (␤ = .531, p < .001), perceived as impertinent (␤ = .334,
p < .001), and women would take no notice of the incident, and
think it was not important (␤ = .27, p < .01), which substantiated
Hypothesis 2.
Moreover, the results indicated that in terms of unwanted sexual attention, women believed they fitted better men’s ideal image
of a woman (␤ = .221, p < .05), and that men would perceive them
as provocative (␤ = .218, p < .05). In addition, an interaction was

for hostile subscale was .88, and for the benevolent subscale .89.
The alpha coefficient for the total scale was .92.

Results
Effects of the Type of Sexual Harassment, Victim Response, and
Ideological Variables on the Perception of Sexual Harassment, and
the Evaluation of Women
All the experimental manipulations were effective. In order to
assess how women perceived harassment and women’s beliefs
about how they would be evaluated by men according to the type
of sexual harassment (gender harassment vs. unwanted sexual
attention) (Hypothesis 1); type of victim response to harassment
(confrontation vs. no confrontation) (Hypothesis 2); and the role
of sexist ideology and the acceptance of myths of sexual harassment (Hypothesis 3), several hierarchical regression analyses were
performed with the following dependent variables: 1) instrumentality, 2) fits the image of the ideal partner, 3) evaluation of women’s
behaviour as provocative, 4) evaluation of women as impertinent,
5) the item: “If it were the first time it happened to you, would you
take no notice, and think it wasn’t important?”, and 6) perception
of behaviour as sexual harassment.

Table 2
Type of Sexual Harassment, Victim Response, and Ideological Variables as Predictors of the Evaluation of Women, and the Perception of Harassment.
Impertinent
Variables
Step 1
VI 1
VI 2
HS
BS
ISHMA
Step 2
VI 1 x VI 2
VI 1 x HS
VI 1 x BS
VI 1 x ISHMA
VI 2 x HS
VI 2 x BS
VI 2 x ISHMA
HS x BS
HS x ISHMA
BS x ISHMA

Beta

t

p

-.048
.334
.032
-.090
.022

-0.541
3.79
0.265
-0.915
0.205

.589
.000
.792
.362
.838

-.053
-.192
.224
-.025
-.066
-.023
-.134
.057
.165
-.199

-0.636
-1.32
1.94
-0.209
-0.475
-0.193
-1.12
0.426
1.46
-1.35

.526
.189
.055
.835
.635
.847
.264
.671
.148
.180

R

2

.095

.107

Importance
R

2

Beta

t

p

.017
.270
-.121
-.018
.372

0.203
3.17
-1.03
-0.193
3.56

.840
.002
.301
.847
.001

-.240
-.102
.123
.086
-.034
-.038
.118
-.136
-.007
.069

-3.00
-0.744
1.13
0.737
-0.262
-0.349
1.03
-1.04
-0.061
0.483

.003
.458
.260
.462
.794
.728
.306
.301
.952
.630

.129

R

2

.139

.078

.158

Perception Harassment
R

2

Beta

t

p

.173
-.043
-.195
.087
-.046

1.93
-0.474
-1.58
0.867
-0.414

.055
.637
.115
.388
.680

.116
.057
.113
-.154
.176
-.018
-.182
.150
-.036
-.015

1.35
0.389
0.963
-1.23
1.27
-0.157
-1.48
1.07
-0.302
-0.097

.180
.698
.337
.211
.207
.876
.142
.285
.763
.923

.170

.080

R2

R2

.037

.073

.031

.065

Note. VI 1: type of harassment; VI 2: victim response; HS: hostile sexism; BS: benevolent sexism; ISHMA: Illinois Sexual Harassment Myths Acceptance.
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Table 3
Mean Scores (and Standard Deviations). Correlation between Variables.

Instrumentality
Ideal partner
Provocation
Impertinent
Importance
P. Harassment
ISHMA
HS
BS

M

SD

Ideal partner

Provocation

Impertinent

Importance

P. Harassment

ISHMA

HS

BS

3.43
2.83
3.48
2.79
3.50
4.20
2.38
1.23
1.39

1.04
1.73
2.04
1.61
1.71
1.82
0.73
0.88
1.03

.081
1

.134
-.039
1

.292**
-.188
.143
1

.220*
.034
.054
.268**
1

-.051
-.143
.205*
.093
-.377**
1

.191*
.132
-.023
.017
.299**
-.134
1

.145
.156
-.111
-.005
.110
-.173*
.646**
1

.142
.095
-.090
-.054
.060
-.035
.344**
.540**
1

Note. HS: hostile sexism; BS: benevolent sexism; ISHMA: Illinois Sexual Harassment Myths Acceptance.
*p < .05, **p < .01.

observed for the type of harassment x type of victim response in
the variable “If it were the first time it happened to you, would you
take no notice, and think it wasn’t important?”, that measured the
importance women assigned to certain behaviours of harassment
(␤= -.24, p < .01). Though no significant differences were observed
for unwanted sexual attention (␤ = .04, ns), for gender harassment
participants gave less importance to this behaviour if the victim had
confronted the harasser vs. no confrontation (␤ = .53, p < .01). Furthermore, a significant interaction type of harassment x BS (␤ = .22,
p = .05) was found in the variable that evaluated women as impertinent, for unwanted sexual attention participants with high BS
scores tended to believe the women would be perceived by men
as impertinent (␤ = .08), and the opposite effect was observed for
gender harassment (␤ = -.19). Participants scoring high on acceptance of myths of sexual harassment tended not to take any notice
or think harassment was important (␤ = .372, p < .001).
Finally, to examine the relationship between the dependent
variables and the ideological measures, correlational analyses were
performed (see Table 3).
These analyses revealed that participants believed that men
who attributed women instrumental traits (r = .29, p < .01) would
also perceived of them as impertinent, and the participant would
not think the incident of harassment was important (r = .22, p < .05).
In comparison, participants perceived behaviour as sexual harassment when they thought men saw the woman as provocative
(r = .20, p < .05) and the woman gave little importance to the incident of harassment (r = -.38, p < .01). Most participants scoring
high on acceptance of myths of sexual harassment believed the
harasser would attribute the woman more instrumental traits
(r = .19, p < .05) and the participant gave little importance to the
incident of harassment (r = .29, p < .01). Similarly, participants scoring high on hostile sexism, scored high on acceptance of myths
of sexual harassment (r = .65, p < .01), and gave little importance
to harassment (r = -.17, p < .05). All of ideological measures were
correlated with one another.
Discussion
The aim of this study was to explore how women, potential
victims, think men will react to women who confront sexual harassment. The hypotheses predicted the type of harassment, type of
victim response (confrontation), and participant’s ideology would
drive women’s beliefs about how harasser may react.
As for the typologies of harassment to be found in the literature,
subtle forms of sexual harassment are considered to be those that
are not easily recognizable as discriminatory acts (Baker, Terpstra, &
Larntz, 1990; Herrera, Herrera, & Expósito, 2014; Jones & Remland,
1992; Saunders & Senn, 2009). The results of this study agree with
the findings of these authors in that, in general, perception of sexual
harassment was lower in gender harassment than in unwanted sexual attention. The fact that gender harassment was not perceived as
such, or even trivialised, in comparison to other more explicit and

direct forms (unwanted sexual attention), may lead to this type
of behaviour becoming normalised in relationships between men
and women, the implications of which transcend both occupational
and social settings. Thus, victims exposed to sexual harassment at
work who do not dispose of strategies for detecting and coping with
harassment feel vulnerable and inept. This instils a sense of helplessness in potential victims that is conveyed in the responses of
participants in relation to both types of harassment. Faced with a
situation of unwanted sexual attention, most participants thought
the woman would perceive herself as coming closer to fitting a
man’s image of an ideal partner, and the woman would see herself
as being seen by John as provocative, regardless of the type of victim
response to the incident of harassment. This highlights the influence of myths in the perception and evaluation of events (Lonsway
et al., 2008), given that myths modulated the image women had of
themselves, and what was expected of them. Similar results have
been reported for other types of violence against women, which
underscores that attitudes to gender violence are crucial for understanding reactions and behaviours towards victims and harassers
(Gracia, García, & Lila, 2009).
In relation to victim response, the results show that participants
believed women who confronted their harasser would be evaluated negatively by men and would be attributed more instrumental
traits than women who did not confront the harasser, regardless of
the type of sexual harassment.
As for the evolution of feminine stereotyping, most democratic
nations have progressively evolved into perceiving women as competent – at first sight this would appear to be a positive step towards
gender equality. Notwithstanding, the data reveals that women
who took the initiative or challenged traditional gender roles were
chastised for lacking the femininity that is expected of a woman
(Rudman & Glick, 1999).
Most of the participants in this study believed that women who
confronted their harasser would be perceived by men as impertinent in comparison to women who did not. Previous studies
have reported similar results confirming the influence of traditional
gender attitudes on the evaluation of victims of violence against
women (Herrera et al., 2014; Valor-Segura, Expósito, & Moya, 2008;
Yamawaki, 2007). Moreover, participants indicated they would
overlook and take no notice of an incident of harassment, probably
because they considered the confrontation response was sufficiently explicit and clear and they had done what was necessary
to deter the harasser, particularly in response to more subtle forms
of gender harassment.
Furthermore, effects of sexist ideology on perception of harassment were found. Women scoring high on acceptance of myths
of sexual harassment gave less importance to incidents of harassment. Several studies have observed how myths of violence against
women, e.g., on sexual assault, serve to deny, trivialize, and justify patriarchal violence against women (Gerger, Kley, Bohner, &
Siebler, 2007; Herrera et al., 2014; Herrera, Herrera, & Expósito,
2016). These myths include beliefs and behaviours that blame the
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victim, minimize the psychological impact on victims, and justify
the behaviour of the harasser (Lonsway et al., 2008). All of these
myths are designed to raise harassment tolerance levels; consequently, they have negative repercussions on victims and hinder
the recovery process (Campbell, Wasco, Ahrens, Sefl, & Barnes,
2001), and reduce the chances victims will report incidents of
harassment.
The results have shown that there is no fully efficacious strategy
for coping with sexual harassment, and that women’s beliefs about
the negative consequences and reactions deter many women from
confronting the harasser and/or reporting the incident (Cala, Trigo,
& Saavedra, 2016; Shelton & Stewart, 2004).
The results of this study have important implications for
sexual harassment prevention and/or education programs
designed to help women to understand the construct of sexual harassment, and to develop strategies for detecting and coping
with harassment. Finally, studies on perceptions of harassment
and victim response contribute in providing data for the design
and implementation of evidence-based social policy on sexual
harassment and other types of violence against women. Throughout society and from all quarters of government victims are
encouraged to report offences to the police, but those who dare
to do so face a barrage of obstacles with negative repercussions
on their lives. The results of the influence of ideological variables
highlight the importance of raising social awareness, and in
developing effective tools and strategies for detecting and coping
with harassment.
It should be noted that this study has several limitations which
can most certainly be rectified in the future. The study assessed how
women think men will react to women who confront sexual harassment, using a story and questionnaires. Though the literature on
the usefulness of these types of studies is extensive, it nonetheless
entails certain limitations. Due to the impossibility of recreating
real-life situations, the participants in this study may have to fully
evaluate and react as they would in real life. Thus, the size and the
occupation of the sample used, as all participants are university
students from Spain, is a limitation, so future studies should try
to work with more heterogeneous samples which would allow the
possible influence of cultural values, age, and sociodemographic
and economic status to be analyzed.
Bearing in mind the limitations of this study, the results shed
some light on the understanding of how women think that men
react to victims of harassment when they challenge such behaviour
and on understanding some of the main obstacles hindering women
from reporting harassment.
This underscores the need for further research to advance our
understanding of this phenomenon and to provide accurate definitions representing real-life incidents of sexual harassment that
will help victims to identify and report incidents of harassment.
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las niñas en el mundo [Data about violence against women and girls
in the world]. Retrieved from http://www.es.amnesty.org/temas/mujeres/
violencia-contra-las-mujeres/magnitud-cifras-y-datos/.
Baker, D. D., Terpstra, D. E., & Larntz, K. (1990). The influence of individual characteristics and severity of harassing behaviour on reactions to sexual harassment.
Sex Roles, 23, 305–325, http://dx.doi.org/10.1007%2FBF00288336
Barreto, M., & Ellemers, N. (2005). The burden of benevolent sexism: How it contributes to the maintenance of gender inequalities. European Journal of Social
Psychology, 35, 633–642. http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/ejsp.270
Bergman, M. E., Langhout, R. D., Palmieri, P. A., Cortina, L. M., & Fitzgerald, L. F.
(2002). The (un)reasonableness of reporting: antecedents and consequences
of reporting sexual harassment. Journal of Applied Psychology, 87, 230–242.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037//0021-9010.87.2.230
Cala, M. J., Trigo, M. E., & Saavedra, F. J. (2016). Women’s disengagement from legal
procedings for intímate partner violence: sociodemographic and psychological
variables. The European Journal of Psychology Applied to Legal Context, 8, 35–42.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ejpal.2015.10.002
Campbell, R., Wasco, S. M., Ahrens, C. E., Sefl, T., & Barnes, H. E. (2001).
Preventing the “second rape”: Rape survivors’ experiences with community service providers. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 16, 1239–1259.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/088626001016012002
Cortina, L. M., & Wasti, S. A. (2005). Profiles in coping: Responses to sexual harassment across persons, organizations, and cultures. Journal of Applied Psychology,
90, 182–192. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.90.1.182
Expósito, F. (1997). Factores psicosociales en las relaciones igualitarias: Ideología
y realidad en el fenómeno de la soledad [Psychosocial factors in egalitarian
relationships: Ideology and reality in the phenomenon of loneliness] (doctoral dissertation). University of Granada. Granada, Spain. Retrieved from
http://digibug.ugr.es/bitstream/10481/14491/1/2288.pdf.
Expósito, F., Herrera, A., Valor-Segura, I., Herrera, M. C., & Lozano, L. M. (2014). Spanish Adaptation of the Illinois Sexual Harassment Myth Acceptance. The Spanish
Journal of Psychology, 17(e40), 1–13. http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/sjp.2014.42
Expósito, F., & Moya, M. (2005). Violencia de género [Violence against women]. In F.
Expósito, & M. Moya (Eds.), Aplicando la psicología social (pp. 201–227). Madrid,
Spain: Pirámide.
Expósito, F., Moya, M., & Glick, P. (1998). Sexismo ambivalente: Medición y correlatos
[Ambivalent sexism: Measurement and correlates]. Revista de Psicología Social,
13, 159–170, http://dx.doi.org/10.1174%2F021347498760350641
European Commission (1998). Sexual harassment in the workplace in the
European Union. Retrieved from http://www.un.org/womenwatch/osagi/
pdf/shworkpl.pdf.
Fitzgerald, L. F., Drasgow, F., Hulin, C. L., Gelfand, M. J., & Magley, V. J. (1997).
Antecedents and consequences of sexual harassment in organizations: A
test of an integrated model. Journal of Applied Psychology, 82, 578–589.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.82.4.578
Fitzgerald, L. F., Gelfand, M. J., & Drasgow, F. (1995). Measuring sexual harassment:
Theoretical and psychometric advances. Basic and Applied Social Psychology, 17,
425–445, http://dx.doi.org/10.1207%2Fs15324834basp1704 2
Gelfand, M., Fitzgerald, L., & Drasgow, F. (1995). The structure of sexual
harassment: A confirmatory analysis across cultures and settings. Journal
of Vocational Behaviour, 47, 164–177, http://dx.doi.org/10.1006%2Fjvbe.1995.
1033.
Gerger, H., Kley, H., Bohner, G., & Siebler, F. (2007). The acceptance of modern myths
about sexual aggression (AMMSA) scale: development and validation in German
and English. Aggressive Behavior, 33, 422–440.
Gracia, E., García, F., & Lila, M. (2009). Public responses to intimate partner violence
against women: The influence of perceived severity and personal responsibility.
The Spanish Journal of Psychology, 12, 648–656.
Herrera, M. C., Expósito, F., & Moya, M. (2012). Negative reactions of men to the loss
of power in gender relations: Lilith vs Eve. The European Journal of Psychology
Applied to Legal Context, 4, 17–42.
Herrera, M. C., Herrera, A., & Expósito, F. (2014). Stop Harassment! Men’s reactions
to victims’ confrontation. The European Journal of Psychology Applied to Legal
Context, 6, 45–52. http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ejpal.2014.06.006
Herrera, A., Herrera, M. C., & Expósito, F. (2016). Is the beautiful always so good?
Influence of physical attractiveness on the social perception of sexual harassment. Revista de Psicología Social, 31, 224–253.
Instituto de la Mujer. (2009). Violencia sexual y tráfico de seres humanos [Sexual violence and trafficking of human beings]. Retrieved from http://www.inmujer.es/
estadisticas/consulta.do?metodo=buscar.
Jones, T. S., & Remlanbd, M. S. (1992). Sources of variability in perceptions of and responses to sexual harassment. Sex Roles, 27, 121–142,
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007%2FBF00290013
Jost, J. T., & Kay, A. C. (2005). Exposure to benevolent sexism and complementary gender stereotypes: Consequences for specific and diffuse forms of
system justification. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 88, 498–509.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.88.3.498
Kaiser, C. R., & Miller, C. T. (2004). A stress and coping perspective on confronting
sexism. Psychology of Women Quarterly, 28, 168–178. http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/
j.1471-6402.2004.00133.x
Leidig, M. K. W. (1981). Violence against women: A feminist psychological analysis.
In S. Cox (Ed.), Female psychology. New York, NY: St. Martin’s.

Please cite this article in press as: Herrera, M. d. C., et al. To confront versus not to confront: Women’s perception of sexual harassment.
The European Journal of Psychology Applied to Legal Context (2017), http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ejpal.2017.04.002

Document downloaded from http://www.elsevier.es, day 23/10/2018. This copy is for personal use. Any transmission of this document by any media or format is strictly prohibited.

G Model

EJPAL-37; No. of Pages 7

ARTICLE IN PRESS

M.d.C. Herrera et al. / The European Journal of Psychology Applied to Legal Context xxx (2017) xxx–xxx
Lila, M., Gracia, E., & García, F. (2013). Ambivalent sexism, empathy and law
enforcement attitudes towards partner violence against women among male
police officers. Psychology, Crime & Law, 19, 907–919. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/
1068316X. 2012.719619
Lonsway, K. A., Cortina, L. M., & Magley, V. J. (2008). Sexual harassment mythology: Definition, conceptualization, and measurement. Sex Roles, 58, 599–615,
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007%2Fs11199-007-9367-1.
McHugh, M. C., & Frieze, I. H. (1997). The measurement of gender-role attitudes: A review and commentary. Psychology of Women Quarterly, 21, 1–16.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1471-6402.1997.tb00097.x
Ménard, K. S., Hall, G. C., Phung, A. H., Ghebrial, M. F., & Martin, L. (2003). Gender
Differences in Sexual Harassment and Coercion in College Students: Developmental, Individual, and Situational Determinants. Journal of Interpersonal
Violence, 18, 1222–1239. http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0886260503256654
Ménard, K. S., Shoss, N. E., & Pincus, A. L. (2010). Attachment and personality predicts
engagement in sexual harassment by male and female college students. Violence
and Victims, 25, 770–786. http://dx.doi.org/10.1891/0886-6708.25.6.770
O’Brien, L. T., & Major, B. (2005). System-justifying beliefs and psychological wellbeing: the roles of group status and identity. Personality and Social Psychology
Bulletin, 31, 1718–1729. http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0146167205278261
O’Connell, C. E., & Korabik, K. (2000). Sexual harassment: the relationship of personal vulnerability, work context, perpetrator status, and type
of harassment to outcomes. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 56, 299–329.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1006/jvbe.1999.1717
Pina, A., Gannon, T. A., & Saunders, B. (2009). An overview of the literature on sexual
harassment: Perpetrator, theory, and treatment issues. Aggression and Violent
Behavior, 14, 126–138, http://dx.doi.org/10.1016%2Fj.avb.2009.01.002.
Pryor, J. B. (1995). The phenomenology of sexual harassment: Why does sexual behaviour bother people in the workplace? Consulting Psychology Journal:
Practice and Research, 47, 160–168, http://dx.doi.org/10.1037%2F%2F10614087.47.3.160.

7

Quinn, B. A. (2002). Sexual harassment and masculinity: The power
and meaning of “girl watching.”. Gender & Society, 16, 386–402.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0891243202016003007
Rudman, L. A. W., & Glick, P. (1999). Feminized management and backlash toward
agentic women: The hidden cost to women of a kinder, gender image of middlemanagers. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 77, 1004–1010.
Saunders, K. A., & Senn, C. Y. (2009). Should I confront him? Men’s reactions to
hypothetical confrontations of peer sexual harassment. Sex Roles, 61, 399–415.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007%2Fs11199-009-9638-0.
Shelton, J. N., & Stewart, R. E. (2004). Confronting perpetrators of prejudice: the
inhibitory effects of social cost. Psychology of Women Quarterly, 28, 215–223.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1471-6402.2004.00138.x
Sutton, R. M., Douglas, K. M., Wilkin, K. J., Elder, T. J., Cole, J. M., & Stathi,
S. (2008). Justice for whom, exactly? Beliefs in justice for the self and
various others. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 34, 528–541.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0146167207312526
Timmerman, G., & Bajema, C. (1998). Sexual harassment in European workplaces.
In European Commission (Ed.), Sexual harassment in the European Union (pp.
1-148).
Topa, G., Morales, J. F., & Depolo, M. (2008). Perceived Sexual Harassment at Work:
Meta Analysis and Structural Model of Antecedents and Consequences. The Spanish Journal of Psychology, 11, 207–218.
Valor-Segura, I., Expósito, F., & Moya, M. (2008). Atribución del comportamiento del agresor y consejo a la víctima en un caso de violencia
doméstica [Attribution of the aggressor’s behavior and advice to the victim in a case of domestic violence]. Revista de Psicología Social, 23, 171–180.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1174/021347408784135896
Yamawaki, N. (2007). Rape perception and the function of ambivalent sexism and
gender-role traditionality. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 22, 406–423.

Please cite this article in press as: Herrera, M. d. C., et al. To confront versus not to confront: Women’s perception of sexual harassment.
The European Journal of Psychology Applied to Legal Context (2017), http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ejpal.2017.04.002

