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ABSTRACT

Transgression refers to a nonnormative attitude, behavior, or condition. One
type of transgression is sexual harassment in the workplace, which is a form of
gender discrimination. Since Iranian research has rarely dealt with the issue of
sexual transgression by faculty members, studying the global literature can help
raise awareness among university leaders, professors, and students. This article,
adopting a "gendered power dynamics™ approach, and employing a "thematic
synthesis" methodology on 14 primary studies, sought to answer the following
questions: What are the characteristics and motivations of faculty members who
commit sexual transgressions? What are the characteristics of their victims and
the consequences of victimization? In the context of gendered power dynamics,
the current research has identified the characteristics and motivations of
transgressors, as well as the characteristics of victims and their post-
victimization behaviors. Policymakers, legislators, and academic leaders can
gain a better and broader understanding of the phenomenon of sexual
transgressions by faculty members by using these findings. This will help them
identify areas that require immediate action or reform.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Transgressions refer to attitudes, behaviors, or conditions that violate
social norms and expectations (Herington & van de Fliert, 2018).
Among various types of transgressions, workplace sexual harassment—
a visible form of sexism (Kirkner et al., 2022)—is intertwined with
gender discrimination and inequity. It is fostered in environments that
perpetuate gender disparities, such as male-dominated industries or
settings where women are the numerical majority but minority in power
(Taylor, Smith, et al., 2018; Lu et al., 2020).

In higher education, faculty sexual harassment is a pervasive,
underreported, and ignored epidemic that exists due to power
differentials (Young & Wiley, 2021; O’Callaghan et al., 2022). The
most prevalent form of sexual harassment is gender harassment, which
primarily includes disrespect (Clancy et al., 2020). Indeed, sexual
violence is driven by both sexual and nonsexual motivations (Kipane,
2018).

Faculty members are granted high levels of due process protections,
as well as considerable authority and autonomy in their work with
students. Consequently, their sexual academic transgressions, the
potential for repeat faculty harassers, and concerns over the “pass-the-
harasser” phenomenon raise societal concerns (Cantalupo & Kidder,
2017; Cantalupo & Kidder, 2018).

Research Questions

In this paper, adopting a gendered power dynamics perspective, we
aimed to address the following questions: What are the characteristics
and motivations of faculty members who perpetrate sexual academic
transgressions? What are the characteristics of their victims, and what
are the aftermaths of victimization?

Literature Review

Power dynamics shape different forms of sexual academic
transgressions at a socio-organizational level: (1) the abuse of power in
the form of top-down/vertical downward harassment (Rissi et al., 2016;
Hurren, 2018; York, 2022); (2) horizontal sexual harassment at the
same hierarchical level (Rissi et al., 2016; Maito et al., 2021; York,
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2022); and (3) contrapower harassment (vertical upward harassment)
(Rissi et al., 2016; York, 2022).

Gendered power dynamics further complicate these patterns and
shape additional forms of sexual academic transgressions, including
other-sex (downward/upward) and same-sex (horizontal) harassment
(Berdahl, 2007). Some faculty members may engage in mixed
harassment (Rissi et al., 2016; York, 2022) simultaneously employing
multiple types of power dynamics across different victims.

A meta-analysis on sexual harassment “found that academia (58%)
was second only to the military (69%) ” (Young & Wiley, 2021).
Another study found that among 125 faculty members accused of
sexual misconduct between 1982 and 2019 at U.S. higher education
institutions—who collectively affected at least 1,668 targets—about
98% were male, and about 92% targeted only females. Sixty-eight
percent were full professors, department chairs, directors, or deans.
Eighty-seven percent exhibited recurring inappropriate behaviors and
targeted multiple victims (Espinoza & Hsiehchen, 2020).

A study found that 20.0% of American students surveyed reported
experiencing sexual harassment perpetrated by a faculty or staff
member (National Academies of Sciences, 2018). Another study
showed that at least 13% of women in academia experience sexual
harassment by a faculty member. However, these reported numbers are
likely much lower than the actual occurrence, as there is no publicly
available dataset for reported incidents (Young & Wiley, 2021), and
most cases of faculty-to-faculty and faculty-to-student sexual
harassment go unreported (Hurren, 2018; Young & Wiley, 2021).

Our research (Meraji Oskuie et al., 2023) on faculty members’
perceptions of the prevalence of academic transgressions found that,
despite variations in their ratings (ranging from 0 to 10), the mean score
for the perceived prevalence of sexual transgressions among lranian
faculty members was very close to 5 (i.e., the average value).

Sexual harassment has adverse effects not only on women’s
professional and educational attainment, accomplishments, networking
opportunities, and mental and physical health but also on bystanders,
coworkers, workgroups, and entire organizations. It cumulatively
damages research integrity and imposes the cost of talent loss on
academia (National Academies of Sciences, 2018).

Homepage: https://jrlat.atu.ac.ir/
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Methodology

Research synthesis, using different methods, is employed to organize,
summarize, integrate, combine, and compare findings from primary
studies on a specific topic to accumulate knowledge for practical
application (Cruzes & Dyba, 2011; dos Santos & Travassos, 2020). We
conducted a thematic synthesis based on the principles of thematic
analysis (Cruzes & Dyba, 2011), following the sampling, coding, and
reporting processes outlined by Viksveen et al. (2021), APA (2020),
Levitt (2018), Cruzes and Dyba (2011), Timulak (2009), Thomas and
Harden (2008), and ENTREQ Statement for enhancing the
transparency, as described by Tong et al. (2012).

To answer our research questions, we selected and searched relevant
keywords (including: “Sexual Harassment” University Faculty;
“Sexual Assault” University Faculty; “Sexual Misconduct” University
Faculty; “Sexual Misbehavior” University Faculty; “Rape” University
Faculty) (excluding: Prevention; Policy; Reporting and Complaints
processes) in Google Scholar.

In total, the 14 selected primary studies included 2,107 participants,
of whom 60.51% were faculty members. These studies examined 2,808
cases of both formal court accusations and informally narrated incidents
of sexual harassment.

Using Microsoft Excel and NVivo 10, we coded documents line by
line with an integrated approach that combines deductive and inductive
coding (Cruzes & Dyba, 2011). The following sections of the selected
documents were coded: findings in the abstract and the entire results
section; operational definitions in the methodology section; discussion
and conclusion sections; and the entirety of review articles.

To ensure trustworthiness, the following strategies were employed:
persistent observation, thick description, verification strategies,
ENTREQ statement criteria, audit trail, peer debriefing, and diagrams
(Morse et al., 2002; Shenton, 2004; Tong et al., 2012; Hadi & Closs,
2016; Korstjens & Moser, 2018).

Results

Our findings include detailed tables under the following titles: “Who
Sexually Harasses Whom and Why?” “Characteristics the Perpetrator
Exhibits,” “Victim: The Traits,” and “Victim: The Aftermaths of
Victimization.”
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Figure 1. Gendered Socio-Organizational Power Dynamics between Perpetrator and
Victim in Higher Education

Perpetrator
Faculty Members

Non-Faculty Members
Students
Third-Parties

Victim
Faculty Members
e Non-Faculty Members
e  Students

Discussion

For about a millennium, the university has been a male-dominated
institution (Hawkesworth, 2020), where women have played a
negligible role in its control (Taghavian & Taheri Kia, 2021). Men in
power at universities “have justified their inaction in terms of the best
interests of the institution, the protection of academic freedom and due
process, and their concern with the protection of all disadvantaged
groups and the rights of the accused” (Hawkesworth, 2020).

As our findings demonstrate, the transgressors are mostly men, and
their victims are mostly women, subordinates, and minorities.
Gendered power dynamics influence the perpetrator’s characteristics
and motivations, as well as the victim’s characteristics that increase the
likelihood of victimization. Traditional organizational hierarchies and
power differentials (Hawkesworth, 2020; Byerley et al., 2022) exist
between students and faculty members, who quite literally hold the keys
to students’ career advancement (Rihal et al., 2020).

Our findings align with previous research (Cole, 2020; Tinkler &
Zhao, 2020; Wood et al., 2021; Byerley et al., 2022; Zacchia & Zuazu,
2023), which highlights the role of intersectionality in exacerbating
victimization. By better understanding these factors, higher education
leaders can take steps to mitigate the conditions that facilitate sexual
harassment.

Conclusion

This research, by focusing on the understudied topic of sexual academic
transgressions among faculty members, seeks to raise awareness of this
phenomenon and the gendered power dynamics underlying it.
Policymakers, legislators, and academic leaders can use these findings
to identify contexts that require urgent measures or reforms.
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3. Gender pay gap
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5. Power threat model
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1. Power over situations
2. First-mover disadvantage
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