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being victims of sexual harassment. As these researchers put it, youth who have 
witnessed or experienced such maltreatment “have formed a view of relationships that 
involves power differentials and control tactics, encased in emotions of fear, anger, and 
mistrust. Beyond these behavioral and cognitive distortions, the impact encompasses 
a disruption in the child’s ability to regulate emotions heightened by traumatic experi-
ences in the family that can persist into adolescence and adulthood,” which might lead 
to peer sexual harassment (Wolfe et al., 2006, p. 11).

Wolfe et al. (2016) emphasize the psychological impact of exposure to violence in 
the home, but their finding that this impact is gendered reminds us that there are 
structural and cultural risk factors for peer sexual harassment as well. One of the most 
important is adherence to specific norms of masculinity that some researchers have 
labeled hegemonic masculinity (Connell, 1995; DeKeseredy & Schwartz, 2013). 
Hegemonic masculinity includes the notion that males are superior to females and, 
therefore, males should have more power, status, and privileges than females. It also 
holds that masculinity and femininity are opposites. “Masculine men” are unemo-
tional, tough, competitive, and willing to take risks; any male who displays traits asso-
ciated with femininity—for example, fear, physical frailty, or passivity—is derided as 
weak, and called a “sissy” or any of the many demeaning slurs that are used to refer to 
women. Most of these slurs are sexualized; women and girls in the hegemonic mascu-
line frame are sexually objectified. It is not difficult to make a connection between 
adherence to such norms and perpetration of peer sexual harassment. As Gruber and 
Fineran (2016) point out, “hegemonic masculinity accounts for the sharp [gender] 
imbalance in perpetration that we and others have documented” (p. 128). Moreover, 
adherence to hegemonic masculinity is also associated with perpetration of gender 
harassment, given the myriad ways “in which adolescent boys (and adult men) unmer-
cifully police each other with rigid conventional notions of masculinity and the impo-
sition of compulsive heterosexuality” (Brown et al., 2007, p. 1261). As Brown and her 
colleagues (2007) argue, a primary operating feature of “boy culture” is for boys and 
young men to work tirelessly to ensure that their peers define them as “not gay.” The 
pressure that young men put on one another to demonstrate their acceptable mascu-
linity further reinforces a school environment conducive to both sexual and gender 
harassment (DeKeseredy & Schwartz, 2013).

•• Bullying at a young age
•• Witnessing and/or experiencing abuse at home
•• Adherence to norms of hegemonic masculinity
•• Peer support and reinforcement for harassing behaviors

Table 7.4 � Risk Factors for Adolescent Peer Sexual Harassment Perpetration

SOURCES: Clear et al., 2014; Espelage, Basile, & Hamburger, 2011; Gruber & Fineran, 2016; Wolfe, 
Jaffe, & Crooks, 2006.


