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Abstract

The aim of the study was to investigate victimization from sexual harassment, and level of emotional
distress due to it, are associated with four other types of victimization. A questionnaire was completed by
280 female university students and lecturers in Ghana. The mean age was 26.7 years (SD = 6.2). The
questionnaire included scales for measuring frequency of sexual harassment, emotional distress due to
sexual harassment, physical punishment during childhood, victimization from peer aggression at school,
and victimization from intimate partner aggression. Respondents who were more than average victimized
from sexual harassment scored significantly higher on physical punishment during childhood, victimization
from peer aggression at school (revictimization), and victimization from intimate partner aggression
(multiple victimization).When frequency of sexual harassment was controlled for, emotional distress
caused by sexual harassment correlated positively with victimization from peer aggression at school, and
victimization from verbal intimate partner aggression, thus suggesting sensitization to aggression.
Victimization from sexual harassment was associated with higher levels of both previous and simultaneous
victimization from other types of aggression, thus corroborating the principles of both revictimization and
multiple victimization. The finding does not suggest that sexual harassment in all cases is associated with
other types of victimization.
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Introduction

Victimization from one or multiple types of aggression has been found to be associated with a

higher risk of being victimized again by the same or some other type of aggression; this

reoccurrence of victimization has been termed revictimization (Finkelhor, Ormrod, & Turner, 2007;
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Henriksen, Mattick, & Fisher, 2015). The term ‘cycle of violence’ is often used to suggest that abuse

or maltreatment during childhood leads to victimization and/or perpetration of aggression later in

life (Tomsich, Jennings, Richards, Gover, & Powers, 2015).

Exposure to multiple types of aggression in adults has been associated with emotional distress

(Palm, Danielsson, Skalkidou, Olofsson, & Högberg, 2016) and poor mental and physical health in

female victims (Campbell, Greeson, Bybee, & Raja, 2008). It has been linked to higher levels of

psychological distress in other situations, thus implying sensitization to aggression (Holt, Finkelhor,

& Kantor, 2007). Multiple victimization has been found to predict levels of trauma symptoms

(Finkelhor et al., 2007).

The aim of this study was to investigate to what degree victimization from sexual harassment is

associated with other types of victimization, thus qualifying as revictimization or multiple

victimization, or both. Revictimization was, in the present study, investigated by examining whether

victimization from sexual harassment as an adult is associated with previous victimization from

childhood physical punishment, and victimization from peer aggression at school. Multiple

victimization was studied by examining whether there was an association between victimization

from sexual harassment and victimization from verbal and physical intimate partner aggression as an

adult. A further aim of the study was to investigate whether a heightened emotional vulnerability to

sexual harassment is associated with revictimization and/or multiple victimization.

Sexual Harassment

Sexual harassment hinders the freedom and mobility of women (Ilahi, 2009), and it impairs the

psychological and physical well-being of the victims (Avina & O'Donohue, 2002). Single or

unmarried females have been found to be more vulnerable to sexual harassment than others

(Neupane & Chesney-Lind, 2014; Madan &Nalla, 2016; Merkin, 2012). Sexual harassment of women

has in previous studies been associated with other types of victimization, such as victimization from

childhood abuse (Campbell et al., 2008; Wyatt & Riederle, 1994), from peer aggression at school

(Pellegrini, 2001), and from intimate partner aggression (Campbell et al., 2008).
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Childhood Physical Punishment

By 2019, 56 countries have by law banned physical punishment of children in all settings (Global

Initiative to End All Corporal Punishment of Children, 2019a). Physical punishment during childhood

has been associated with psychological, physical, and social negative outcomes later in life. Several

psychological concomitants of physical punishment have been identified including depression, mental

health problems (Afifi, Mota, Dasiewicz, MacMillan, & Sareen, 2012), alcohol abuse, depression,

mental health problems, and schizotypal personality (Österman, Björkqvist, & Wahlbeck, 2014).

Respondents who have been victimized from physical punishment during childhood have also been

found to be at a higher risk for developing physical health problems such as asthma, cancer, and

cardiovascular diseases (Hyland, Alkhalaf, & Whalley, 2013). It has been suggested that childhood

physical punishment might lead to the development of a victim personality (Björkqvist & Österman,

2014). It has furthermore been found that respondents who were abused or maltreated during

childhood became involved in criminal activities and became offenders in adulthood more often

than others (Widom & Maxfield, 2001). In Sweden, a decline in the involvement of adolescents in

criminal activities has been observed 21 years after the ban on physical punishment of children

(Durrant, 2000). Non-aggressive methods of childrearing have been found to be more effective than

physical punishment in order to develop prosocial behaviours in children (Petrovic, Vasic, Petrovic,

& Santric-Milicevic, 2016).

Peer Victimization at School

Victimization from peer aggression has been defined as being targeted by children of the same age

other than siblings (Finkelhor & Dziuba-Leatherman, 1994). Peer victimization is a broader concept

than bullying, since it also includes single episodes of aggression whereas bullying per definition is a

repeated activity. Victimization from peer aggression has been associated with serious physical and

psychological health problems including anxiety, depression, and loneliness (Iyer-Eimerbrink, Scielzo,

& Jensen-Campbell, 2015), social phobia and agoraphobia (Gladstone, Parker, & Malhi, 2006), and

suicide (Klomek et al., 2009).Victims of peer aggression have been found to develop internalisation

problems like anxiety, depression, and loneliness later in life (Iyer-Eimerbrink et al., 2015).

Correlations have been found between maltreatment during childhood and revictimization in the

form of peer aggression and intimate partner aggression later in life (Baldry, 2003). In western
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countries, physical punishment during childhood has been found to be a predictor of perpetration

and victimization from peer aggression in school (Duong, Schwartz, Chang, Kelly, & Tom, 2009;

Dussich & Maekoya, 2007; Zottis, Salum, Isolan, Manfro, & Heldt, 2014). Studies in several countries

including Finland (Björkqvist, Österman, & Berg, 2011; Söderberg, Björkqvist, & Österman, 2016),

the US (Afifi et al., 2012), Afghanistan (Corboz, Hemat, Siddiq, & Jewkes, 2018), and Iran (Jaghoory,

Björkqvist, & Österman, 2013) have shown that children who were physically punished at home

became victims of peer aggression at school more often than others.

Intimate Partner Aggression

Intimate partner aggression is one of the most common forms of aggression against women (World

Health Organization, 2012). It may be a question of different types of aggression, such as

psychological, physical, or sexual, perpetrated by a current or former partner or spouse (Coker et

al., 2002). Aggressive intimate partner relations have been shown to give rise to poor health,

physical injuries, depressive symptoms, and chronic mental illness (ibid.). A number of studies have

shown that women who had been physically punished during childhood also reported subsequent

victimization from domestic aggression later in life (Coid et al., 2001; Zamir, Szepsenwol, Englund,

& Simpson, 2018). Exposure to multiple types of aggression has been shown to be associated with a

decreased ability of escaping victimization in later abusive relationships (Auerbach Walker &

Browne, 1985).

The Context of the Study

Ghana has committed to legally prohibit physical punishment of children in all settings including

homes and schools (Global Initiative to End All Corporal Punishment of Children, 2019b). Still, the

Children’s Act 1998, article 13, and the Criminal Offences Act 1960, article 41 in Ghana support

the “reasonable” correction of children (ibid.) The Ghanaian society includes many ethnic groups

with various child rearing customs (MacCaskie, 2003). Physical punishment is culturally accepted

and commonly used (Kyei-Gyamfi, 2011; Twum-DansoImoh, 2013). Children in Ghana have been

found to perceive physical punishment as normal and acceptable (ibid.). Studies have also found

peer victimization to be prevalent among Ghanaian high school students (Antiri, 2016; Odumah,

2013).
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According to Hofstede’s cultural dimension theory, Ghana is a high power distance country and a

collectivist society (Hofstede, Hofstede, & Minkov, 2010). In Ghana, males have an advantage over

females in domestic and social matters (Mahama, 2004). Violence against women is widespread due

to the socially accepted superior status of men and their right to assert power over females

(Amoakohene, 2004). Cultural norms support male dominance and violence against women, this

includes both intimate partner aggression and sexual harassment (Ardayfio-Schandorf, 2005;

Aryeetey, 2004; Sedziafa, Tenkorang, & Owusu, 2016). Ghanaian women have reported

victimization from emotional aggression (i.e. name-calling, accusations of witchcraft, stalking,

husband’s extramarital affairs) physical aggression (hitting, slapping, kicking, pushing, and beating),

and sexual aggression (forced sexual intercourse and rape) by their husbands (Sedziafa et al., 2016).

Female victims of intimate partner violence in Ghana have been found to suffer from depression,

stress, fear, and loss of control (Asante & Andoh-Arthur, 2015). Still, intimate partner violence is

perceived as normal and accepted by women (Doku & Asante, 2015).

Sexual harassment has been found in work places and public places in Ghana (Andoh, 2001) as well

as in homes and in educational institutions (Aryeetey, 2004). According to the results of a study

conducted in Ghana, females had been sexually harassed both by males known to them and by male

relatives (Aniwa, 1999). This fact could be one of the reasons why sexual harassment is seldom

made public in Ghana (ibid.), despite high awareness of its existence among the victims (Aryeetey,

2004). Under the Domestic Violence Act-732 (2007), sexual harassment has been declared an

offensive act against females. However, no formal law against sexual harassment exists in Ghana (US

Department of State, 2017) although Ghana is a signatory state to the Convention on the

Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW, 1979). No noticeable decline

has, however, been observed in aggression against women in Ghana (Civil Society Coalition, 2014).

Even though the Domestic Violence Act (2007) has criminalised violence against women in Ghana,

married women still report lack of information regarding the law (Sedziafa et al., 2016).

Originality of the Study

It has not previously been investigated whether victimization from sexual harassment among

women in Ghana and the level of emotional distress caused by it could be associated with past
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victimization from childhood physical punishment, peer aggression at school, and intimate partner

aggression.

Method

Participants

A questionnaire was filled in by 280 female university students and lecturers in Ghana. The mean

age was 26.7 years (SD = 6.2). The age span was between 17 and 64 years of age. Of the

respondents 6% had high school education, 49.1% had tertiary education, 36.7% had a Bachelor’s

degree, and 8.2% a Master’s degree.

Instrument

A questionnaire was created including scales measuring victimization from sexual harassment in

public places, physical punishment during childhood, victimization from peer aggression at school,

and victimization from intimate partner verbal and physical aggression. The two first ones were

retrospective measures. A scale measuring emotional distress due to sexual harassment was also

included. Responses were given on a four point scale (0 = never, 1 = seldom, 2 = sometimes, 3 =

often, 4 = very often) for all scales.

The scale measuring frequency of victimization from sexual harassment was based on a scale by

Kamal & Tariq (1997), it was shortened and slightly adapted for Ghana. Victimization from sexual

harassment was measured with 15 items: Has a man done any of the following things to you? a)

stared at you with dirty looks, b) told dirty jokes in your presence, c) shaked or pinched your

palms, d) tried to have bodily touch with you while sitting, e) tried to stand too close to you in a

crowded place, f) followed you in the street, g) offered you an unwanted lift in a vehicle, h) tried to

give you an unwanted card or gift, i) tried to kiss you against your will, j) tried to rape you, k) tried

to give or send you a text with sexual content, l) passed unwanted comments on your appearance,

m) tried to undress himself in front of you, n) threatened to spread rumors about you if you did

not fulfill his sexual demands, and o) threatened to harm you physically if you did not fulfill his

immoral sexual demands. The Cronbach’s alpha was .86.
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Victimization from verbal and physical intimate partner aggression was measured with two scales

from the Direct Indirect Aggression Scales for Adults (DIAS-Adult; Österman, & Björkqvist, 2009).

Victimization from verbal intimate partner aggression was measured with the following seven items:

Has your present partner, or a previous partner, done any of the following things to you? a)

threatened to hurt me, b) yelled at me, c) quarreled with me, d) purposely said nasty or hurting

things to me, e) called me bad names, f) interrupted me when I was talking, and g) angrily nagged at

me. Victimization from physical aggression was measured with six items: a) hit me, b) locked me in,

c) locked me out, d) shoved me, e) thrown objects at me, and f) damaged something that was mine.

The Cronbach’s alpha was .87 for the scale of verbal aggression, and .86 for the scale of physical

aggression.

Victimization from aggressive behaviour by peers at school was measured in retrospect with The

Mini Direct Indirect Aggression Inventory (Mini-DIA; Österman, & Björkqvist, 2010) which includes

three questions: When you were a pupil at school, how often were you victimized from the

following things by another pupil:a) Physical aggression: Someone has for example hit you, kicked

you, or shoved you, b) Verbal aggression: Someone has for example yelled at you, called you bad

names, or said hurtful things to you, and c) Indirect aggression: Someone has for example gossiped

maliciously about you, spread harmful rumours about you, or tried to socially exclude you from

others. The Cronbach’s alpha of the scale was .79.

Victimization from physical punishment during childhood was measured with The Brief Physical

Punishment Scale (BPPS; Österman, & Björkqvist, 2007) which includes four questions: When you

were a child, did an adult subject you to any of the following things? a) pulled your hair, b) pulled

your ear, c) hit you with the hand, and d) hit you with an object. Responses were given on a four

point scale. The Cronbach’s alpha was .80.

Emotional distress due to sexual harassment was measured with the Emotional Distress due to

Sexual Harassment Scale (EDSH; Anwar, 2016) with the question “If any of the previously

mentioned things happened to you, how did it make you feel?” for the following six items: a) angry,

b) humiliated, c) embarrassed, d) scared, e) afraid of what others might think of me, and f) sad. The
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Cronbach’s alpha of the scale was .91. Educational level was measured on a four point scale (high

school, tertiary education, Bachellor’s degree, and Master’s degree).

Procedure

The approval of six heads of tertiary educational institutions in Ghana was obtained. A link to an

online questionnaire was sent to the institutions and were administered to female students and

workers within the institutions. The link was active for three months in 2017. The electronic

questionnaire generated 120 responses. Additional paper versions of the questionnaire were

collected in Accra and Cape Coast in Ghana. The paper version was completed by 160

respondents.

Ethical Considerations

Data were collected with informed consent and under strict anonymity. The study adheres to the

principles concerning human research ethics of the Declaration of Helsinki (World Medical

Association, 2013), guidelines for the responsible conduct of research of the Finnish Advisory

Board on Research Integrity (2012), as well as the general data protection regulation of the

European Union (European Commission, 2016).

Results

Correlations between the Victimization Scales

All four scales measuring victimization correlated with victimization from sexual harassment, all

except one correlation, at a p< .001-level (Table 1). The highest correlation was found between

victimization from physical and verbal intimate partner aggression (r = .54), and the second highest

between physical punishment during childhood and victimization from peer aggression at school (r

= .50).
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Table 1

Correlations between the Scales Measuring Victimization (N = 280)

Victimization from 1. 2. 3. 4.

1. Sexual Harassment in Public Places

2. Verbal Intimate Partner Aggression .27 ***

3. Physical Intimate Partner Aggression .15 * .54 ***

4. Victimization from Peer Aggression at School .34 *** .37 *** .24 ***

5. Physical Punishment during Childhood .34 *** .34 *** .23 *** .50 ***

*** p< .001; * p< .05

Victimization from Sexual Harassment

The most common places where the victimization occurred were: the university (m = 1.0), in the

street (m = 0.8), while waiting for a transportation (m = 0.6), inside a public transportation (m =

0.6), and in a market place or shop (m = 0.5) [F(4, 277) = 15.80, p< .001, ηp
2 = .186]. The most

common perpetrator was a friend (m = 1.4), followed by an acquaintance (m = 0.97), a student (m

= 0.96), and a colleague (m = 0.95) (F(5, 276) = 28.15, p< .001). The most common single behaviours,

that the respondents were victimized from, were being stared at with dirty looks (m = 2.4), having

one’s hand shaken or pinched in the palm (m = 2.3), and being told dirty jokes (m = 2.2) [F(16, 265) =

49.68, p< .001, ηp
2 = .750].

No correlation was found between the amount of sexual harassment and age of the respondents.

An univariate analysis of variance, with age as covariate, showed that respondents who were single

(m = 1.7) were significantly more often victimized from sexual harassment compared to married

respondents (m = 1.5) [F(1, 273) = 9.61, p = .002, ηp
2 = .034].

Levels of Victimization from Sexual Harassment and Four Other Types of Victimization

Z-scores were created for the scale measuring sexual harassment. Respondents were then divided

in two groups; high vs. low sexual harassment group. A multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA)

was conducted with high/low sexual harassment group as independent variable and the four scales

as dependent variables. The multivariate analysis was significant (Table 2). The univariate analyses
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showed that respondents belonging to the high sexual harassment group scored significantly higher

on physical punishment during childhood victimization from peer aggression at school, and

victimization from verbal and physical intimate partner aggression (Fig. 1). The highest F-values were

found for victimization from aggression at school and physical punishment during childhood.

Table 2
Results of a Multivariate Analysis of Variance (MANOVA) with Sexual
Harassment Group as Independent Variable and the Four Scales Measuring

Victimization as Dependent Variables (N = 280)
F df p ≤ ηp

2

Effect of Sexual Harassment Group
Multivariate Analysis 9.69 4, 276 .001 .123
Univariate Analyses

Verbal Intimate Partner Aggression 9.81 1, 279 .002 .034

Physical Intimate Partner Aggression 6.30 ” .013 .022

Victimization from Peer Aggression at School 26.87 “ .001 .088

Physical Punishment during Childhood 28.56 ” .001 .093
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Figure 1. Means for victimization from verbal and physical intimate partner
aggression, peer aggression at school, and physical punishment during
childhood for respondents belonging the high vs. low sexual harassment
groups (N = 280).

Level of Education

A univariate analysis of variance was conducted with educational level as independent variable and

the scale for sexual harassment as dependent variable. The differences between educational levels

were not significant. When different educational groups were compared it was found that

respondents with higher educational levels underwent significantly stronger emotional distress due

to sexual harassment [F(3, 277) = 6.57, p< .001, ηp
2 = .066]. Scheffé’s test revealed that respondents

with only high school education scored significantly lower than respondents on all the other
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educational levels (all p < .010) on emotional distress. No significant differences were found

between the other three educational levels.

Emotional Distress Due to Sexual Harassment

Level of emotional distress due to sexual harassment correlated significantly positively with all the

five scales measuring victimization from aggression (Table 3). When the frequency of sexual

harassment was controlled for, the correlations were still significant for verbal intimate partner

aggression and victimization from peer aggression at school.

Table 3
Correlations between Emotional Distress due to Sexual Harassment and Scales
Measuring Victimization from Other Types of Aggression (N = 280)

Emotional Distress
due to Sexual Harassment

Bivariate Correlations Partial Correlationsa)

r p ≤ r p ≤

Sexual Harassment .48 .001 - -

Verbal Intimate Partner Aggression .24 .001 .14 .021

Physical Intimate Partner Aggression .15 .013 .09 ns

Victimization from Aggression at School .30 .001 .17 .005

Physical Punishment during Childhood .18 .003 .02 ns
a) Controlled for frequency of sexual harassment

Discussion

The aim of the study was to investigate whether victimization from sexual harassment could be

associated with previous victimization from physical punishment during childhood, and victimization

from peer aggression at school, as well as with victimization from verbal and physical intimate

partner aggression as an adult. Ghana was selected since previous studies have shown that sexual

harassment of females has been found in educational institutions in Ghana (Aryeetey, 2004). Ghana

is also a country with high power distance according to Hofstede’s categories (Hofstede et al.,
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2010) which explains the prevailing inequalities and the subordinated status of women. Social norms

have been found to encourage males to openly perpetrate sexual harassment in public places

against females (Aryeetey, 2004).

It was shown that the most common place where the female students were victimized from sexual

harassment was the university, and the most common perpetrator was a friend. The most common

behaviours were being stared at with dirty looks, and having one’s palm pinched. It is hardly

surprising that the university was the most common place, since this is a place where female

students spend much of their time. Still, it is alarming since the victimization interferes with their

studies and might in some cases even lead to the discontinuation of them. Many studies on sexual

harassment in public places in different countries have identified strangers as the most common

perpetrator (Ilahi, 2009; Neupane & Chesney-Lind, 2014). The results of the present study are,

however, in line with previous research in Ghana where the offender was found to be a relative, a

friend, or a person known to the victim (Aniwa, 1999; Aryeetey, 2004).

Single female students were significantly more sexually harassed than married ones. Similar results

have been found in studies carried out in Nepal (Neupane & Chesney-Lind, 2014), India (Madan

&Nalla, 2016), and Latin American countries (Merkin, 2012).

Respondents at different educational levels did not differ regarding the amount of sexual

harassment they had been subjected to. Nevertheless, respondents with a higher education

underwent significantly stronger emotional distress due to the sexual harassment they were

exposed to. Awareness due to education could explain this result. Educated females could be

expected to be more aware of their rights and recognise sexual harassment as an offensive and a

discriminatory behaviour.

Re- and Multiple Victimization

Respondents who had been more than average victimized from sexual harassment scored

significantly higher on victimization from physical punishment during childhood and peer aggression

at school. The finding suggests that victimization from sexual harassment can be considered to be a

form of revictimization. The same respondents had also been significantly more victimized from
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both verbal and physical intimate partner aggression, which, in turn, could be interpreted as

multiple victimization. Victims of sexual harassment in this sample had thus been subjected to both

revictimization and multiple victimization. It can also be noted that the effect was slightly higher in

the case of childhood adversities, physical punishment and peer aggression, as compared to intimate

partner aggression occurring during adulthood.

The Sensitization Model

A previous study has shown that multiple victimizations contributed to post-traumatic symptoms,

anxiety symptoms, and suicidal ideation (Palm et al., 2016). Multiple victimization increases the

emotional distress among the victims, thus making them psychologically more vulnerable to further

victimization.

In the present study, physical punishment and victimization at school, as well as intimate partner

aggression, were all significantly associated with higher levels of emotional distress when victimized

from sexual harassment as an adult. Sensitisation due to previous victimization might serve as a

mediating variable for higher levels of emotional distress when victimized from sexual harassment

as an adult.

After controlling for the frequency of being sexually harassed, it was shown that the emotional

distress when victimized from sexual harassment still gave rise to heightened distress reactions in

women who had been highly victimized from peer aggression at school, as well as from physical

intimate partner aggression as adults. The finding supports the sensitisation model. Revictimization

and multiple victimization might both be associated with higher vulnerability, which gives rise to

higher levels of distress when confronted with sexual harassment.

When frequency of sexual harassment was controlled for, it was also shown that victimization from

physical punishment during childhood was not correlated with emotional distress due to sexual

harassment. This unexpected finding might be due to the fact that physical punishment of children is

not illegal (Global Initiative to End All Corporal Punishment of Children, 2019b) and still socially

supported in Ghana (Kyei-Gyamfi, 2011). Acceptance of aggression during childhood could thus
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explain why these women did not show increased sensitisation when confronted with emotional

distress due to sexual harassment in later life.

Limitations of the Study

A limitation of the study is that when victimization from intimate partner aggression was measured

it is not known whether it occurred before, after, or parallel with victimization from sexual

harassment. It could thus be interpreted as multiple victimization or/and revictimization.

Victimization from sexual harassment during adulthood preceded by victimization from physical

punishment during childhood can, however, clearly be categorised as revictimization. The small

sample size and the fact that the sample was not representative are also limitations. Future research

with larger samples from different regions in Ghana would enable a better understanding of the

association between victimization from sexual harassment and other types of aggression.

Conclusions

The findings suggests that victimization from sexual harassment can in some cases be considered to

be a form of revictimization and/or multiple victimization. It can also be noted that the effect of of

childhood adversities was slightly higher than the effect of victimization as an adult. It is suggested

that sensitisation due to previous victimization might serve as a mediating variable for higher levels

of emotional distress when victimized from sexual harassment as an adult. Even though respondents

at different educational levels did not differ regarding the amount of sexual harassment they had

been subjected to, respondents with a higher education underwent significantly stronger emotional

distress by being sexually harassed. Due to social pressure to comply with cultural norms,

education alone does not safeguard women from emotional distress caused by sexual harassment.

There is a need to implement laws protecting women form sexual harassment. The findings

emphasize the need to provide social support for women in Ghanain order to prevent the ongoing

cycle of victimization.
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