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Prevalence of Peer Sexual Harassment

Estimates of peer sexual harassment among adolescents and emerging adults vary 
widely, ranging from 23 percent to more than 80 percent (Clear et al., 2014). This vari-
ation is largely due to the characteristics of the samples surveyed, definitions used, the 
way questions were worded, and the time period examined. For instance, the percent-
ages, not surprisingly, are higher if one asks about experiences that occurred during the 
respondents’ “school years” versus during the past school year. But questions that ask if 
a respondent has ever been “sexually harassed” yield lower percentages than those that 
are behaviorally specific, asking, for example, if the respondent has experienced 
unwanted sexual comments from a classmate (see also Box 7.2).

One recent study of students attending 26 high schools throughout the state of 
Kentucky asked behaviorally specific questions about sexual harassment experiences 
that had occurred during the past 12 months (Clear et al., 2014). These experiences 
included a classmate who: told the respondent sexual jokes or stories that made her 
or him feel uneasy; made gestures, rude remarks, or used sexual body language to 
embarrass or upset the respondent; and kept asking the respondent out on a date or 
to hook up, even though the respondent had already said no. Of the 20,806 students 
who completed surveys, 37.1 percent of girls and 21.4 percent of boys reported hav-
ing experienced at least one form of sexual harassment from a classmate over the 
past 12 months. These findings support those of other studies that consistently show 
that girls experience more sexual harassment than boys, although it may be surpris-
ing to some readers that about one in five boys report sexual harassment by a class-
mate (American Association of University Women [AAUW], 2001; Gruber & 
Fineran, 2016; Hill, Kearl, & American Association of University Women, 2011). Far 
fewer students admit to perpetrating sexual harassment, but the findings again show 
gender differences: about twice as many boys as girls have sexually harassed a 

•• Making unwanted and unwelcome sexual comments, jokes, or gestures, or telling 
stories or spreading rumors of this nature

•• Repeatedly asking a person out on a date or to hook up, even though that person has 
already refused

•• Showing sexual pictures or images to someone when they do not want to see them
•• Sending unwanted sexual messages (e.g., e-mails, texts, notes) or writing such messages 

about someone in public spaces (e.g., graffiti in public restrooms)
•• Touching or grabbing someone in a sexual way without their consent, or forcing 

someone to touch or grab another person against their will
•• Using sexual body language to embarrass or upset someone
•• Calling someone gay or lesbian or a pejorative term for homosexuality in a malicious 

way (also called gender harassment)

Table 7.3  Examples of Sexually Harassing Behaviors

SOURCES: Gruber & Fineran, 2007; U.S. Department of Education, 2010.


