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Abstract
Sexual harassment is an intractable problem that harms the students, community, 
culture, and success of institutes of higher education (IHEs). The alarming preva-
lence of sexual harassment at IHEs highlights the urgent need for effective preven-
tion programs. However, there are few empirically supported preventive interven-
tions that effectively target the factors that most impact the determinants, trajectory, 
and short- and intermediate-term effects of sexual harassment. In this paper, we 
overview the problem of sexual harassment and propose an organizing framework 
to help IHEs develop effective interventions to prevent sexual harassment. Guided 
by prevention science, we propose a framework—modified from SAMHSA’s (2019) 
guidelines for prevention practitioners—that underscores the criticality of trauma- 
and equity-informed characteristics in prevention programs. We offer a discussion 
on how IHEs must consider and evaluate the empirical evidence of effectiveness, 
flexibility, cultural competency, and sustainability when developing and adapting 
prevention programs to reduce and—ultimately—ameliorate sexual harassment. We 
conclude with recommendations that can provide a roadmap for higher education 
stakeholders and researchers to prevent this urgent public health concern.
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Introduction

Sexual harassment remains an intractable problem in institutions of higher education 
(IHEs) in the United States. Although sexual harassment is an epidemic and a public 
health problem, research detailing the prevalence of, the causes of, and empirically 
supported prevention-intervention strategies for sexual harassment remains inade-
quate (Basile et al., 2020; Bloom et al., 2021; Bonar et al., 2022; Dills et al., 2016). 
This lack of research limits institutional efforts to prevent sexual harassment. The 
purpose of this paper is three-fold: (a) to highlight the need for sexual harassment 
prevention (to reduce its prevalence, limit negative effects, and identify practical 
gaps), (b) to overview prevention science for higher education stakeholders (e.g., 
institutional leadership, faculty, community members), and (c) to provide an organiz-
ing framework to enable IHEs to implement effective sexual harassment prevention 
programs. We assert that prevention science principles are instrumental in key-
decision making to identify, adopt, adapt, or develop sexual harassment prevention 
frameworks and programs within the IHE context. We contend that the comprehen-
sive, evidence-based, and culturally sensitive nature of the proposed framework will 
aid in adopting, adapting or innovating prevention efforts with diverse stakeholders 
at IHEs (e.g., staff, students, faculty, and community members; Wong et al., 2017). 
We conclude with recommendations that can provide a roadmap for higher education 
stakeholders and researchers to prevent this urgent public health concern.

Nature of the Problem

Sexual harassment is located on the spectrum of gender-based violence and dis-
crimination and can range from gender slurs, sexist insults, and bullying to sexual 
assault or threatening professional consequences if sexual favors are unmet. Sexual 
harassment encompasses three categories of behavior: gender harassment, unwanted 
sexual attention, and sexual coercion (National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, 
and Medicine [NASEM], 2018). Gender-based harassment comprises of behaviors, 
both verbal and non-verbal, directed at members of one gender to convey “hostility, 
objectification, exclusion, or second-class status” (NASEM, 2018), including offen-
sive remarks about bodies, insults to working mothers, unwanted sexual discussions, 
and more. Gender-based harassment, the most common form of sexual harassment 
(Bondestam & Lundqvist, 2020; Swedish Council of Higher Education [ACHE], 
2020; Aycock et al., 2019), happens more often in environments that condone it. 
Unwanted sexual attention entails unwelcome sexual advances and sexual assault tar-
geted at an individual, and sexual coercion occurs when favorable treatment towards 
an individual is a condition of their engagement in sexual activity.

The aftereffects of sexual harassment in IHEs can be pernicious and deleterious, 
leading to mental health challenges, substance use, decreased academic performance, 
impaired career trajectory, isolation, and helplessness for individuals (Marine & 
Hurtado, 2021). It also has negative impacts on workplaces, including substantial 
financial costs/damages; decreased employee motivation, satisfaction, and productiv-
ity; increased concerns about inequities; a hostile organizational climate; legal costs; 
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and high personnel turnover (Bondestam & Lundqvist, 2020). A systematic analysis 
of research of students and staff at IHEs worldwide (1966–2017) shows that globally 
11-73% of heterosexual women and 3-26% of heterosexual men in IHEs are exposed 
to sexual harassment, and these numbers are assumed to be far higher for people 
living with marginalized identities (e.g., age, race, ethnicity, sexuality, gender, dis/
ability, immigration status, and prior victimization; Bondestam & Lundqvist, 2020). 
While approximately 45% of all students at IHEs in the U.S. experience sexual harass-
ment, among the undergraduate students living with marginalized identities 31.3% of 
women and 46.3% of non-binary, transgender, and gender questioning individuals 
report experiencing sexual harassment (Cantor et al., 2019). Some scholars contend 
that the prevalence of sexual harassment at IHEs is significantly underestimated due 
to numerous factors (Burn, 2019; Cantor et al., 2019). These include underreport-
ing due to stigma, sample size and heterogeneity, societal norms, legal context, and 
differences in research methodology such as conceptual frameworks, operational 
definitions, and measurement. Compared to other workplaces in the U.S., women in 
academia experience sexually harassing behaviors (58%) more than any other work-
place except the military (69%; Ilies et al., 2003). Importantly, meta-analytical stud-
ies suggest that the prevalence of sexual harassment in IHEs has not declined over 
time (Bondestam & Lundqvist, 2020; Fnais et al., 2014).

Limitations in Sexual Harassment Research and Practice

Most research on sexual and gender-based harassment is fraught with substantive 
limitations. The existing sexual harassment prevention frameworks tend to be more 
limited in scope than our proposed model. The existing models focus on sexual assault 
and violence (Dills et al., 2016) rather than the full spectrum of sexual harassment 
(and on short-term individual level outcomes rather than long-term individual behav-
ioral change or system level change within IHEs (Bondestam & Lundqvist, 2020). 
Additionally, existing frameworks tend not to stress the evaluation of their efforts or 
the experiences of marginalized individuals, who tend to be at higher risk of sexual 
harassment (Guilbeau, et al. 2021; Coulter et al., 2017; Kafonek & Richards, 2017).

The existing gaps in sexual harassment prevention research and practice include, 
but are not limited to (a) data drawn from homogeneous student samples, (b) a focus 
on individualistic rather than systemic factors, (c) a lack of standardized measure-
ment (d) a lack of understanding of risk and protective factors, (e) a lack of evidence 
of prevention programs and their effectiveness and sustainability, and (f) a lack of 
culturally responsive and trauma-informed implementation (McCauley & Casler, 
2015). Additionally, most research conceptualizes and defines sexual harassment 
from a legal perspective and theorizes gender as simplistic and binary; these defini-
tions are insufficient to grasp the full complexity of sexual harassment in IHEs. This 
insufficient theorization further constrains research questions and research method-
ology. For example, research on sexual harassment frequently fails to examine the 
underlying causal mechanisms of sexual harassment, the characteristics of the person 
causing the harm, and the people who are at the most risk of causing harm and/or 
experiencing sexual harassment (Anderson & Whiston, 2005; Vladutiu et al., 2011).
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Similarly, several barriers hinder an effective institutional response to prevent and 
reduce sexual harassment at IHEs. These barriers include a lack of understanding 
of the root causes of the problem, overreliance on the idea that sexual harassment 
is an individual problem rather than an institutional problem, overreliance on fast 
fixes and simplistic solutions that fail to grapple with contextual depth and history of 
exclusion in academia, overemphasis on legal procedures, ill-informed and generic 
trainings, and lack of diverse leadership and stakeholders in the design of solutions 
to prevent sexual harassment (Bloom et al., 2021; Chambers et al., 2021; Clancy et 
al., 2020; Linder et al., 2020; Lisak & Miller, 2002). There is an urgent need to radi-
cally redesign sexual harassment prevention and response systems in IHEs (Clancy 
et al., 2020).

Solution – Prevention Science: from Theory to Application

Prevention science can be effective in stopping or delaying sexual harassment from 
occurring with a specific focus on vulnerable populations, reducing the negative con-
sequences of sexual harassment on a target community and promoting policies and 
practices to enhance well-being at the individual, organizational, and community 
levels (American Psychological Association [APA], 2014). The transdisciplinary sci-
ence of prevention synthesizes empirical knowledge from the biopsychosocial sci-
ences, including sociology, psychology, behavioral science, economics, medicine, 
epidemiology, and neurology. This synthesis approach can help determine the multi-
level ecological conditions that lead to sexual harassment at IHEs and can help iden-
tify strategies, policies, procedures, and practices to reduce the incidence of sexual 
harassment (Bell et al., 2002). Prevention has a two-pronged goal – (a) to systemati-
cally study the “precursors of dysfunction or health, called risk factors and protective 
factors, respectively” (Coie et al., 1993, p. 1013), and (b) to develop, implement, and 
evaluate evidence-based practices that can decrease said risk factors and increase 
protective factors. Taken together, focusing on these two goals can reduce sexual 
harassment victimization and promote healthy higher education communities and 
organizations (Bell et al., 2002; Coie et al., 1993; Magley et al., 2013). In the context 
of higher education, Kafonek and Richards (2017) outlined the utility and transport-
ability of six of nine principles of effective prevention programs (Nation et al., 2003) 
described below, toward reducing gender-based violence in higher education.

Principles of Effective Prevention and a Proposed Needed Extension

Identifying underlying principles that guide prevention frameworks and programs 
can help in the successful development, adoption, adaptation of sustainable multi-
level prevention strategies for sexual harassment that can transform the culture of 
IHEs. Bonar and colleagues (2022) emphasized that, “prevention from a public 
health perspective involves a set of coordinated multi-component strategies that 
address risk and protective factors across the social ecology, that complement and 
reinforce each other with consistent messaging from multiple sources across multiple 
contexts, including addressing the diverse student population” (p. 145–15). Rooted 
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in these guidelines, six core principles of prevention science can inform the devel-
opment and implementation of effective prevention programs (Nation et al., 2003). 
Research investigating the adherence of the six principles of prevention programs in 
diverse IHEs show that adherence to these principles is low in most IHEs and that 
this adherence often excludes a focus on perpetrators and on the populations that are 
at the highest risk of experiencing sexual harassment: racial, ethnic, gender, or sexual 
minority students, staff, and faculty (Kafonek & Richards, 2017).

Here, we incorporate nine characteristics of effective prevention programs intro-
duced by Nation and colleagues (2003) and further expounded upon by Bonar and 
colleagues (2022) to propose a comprehensive list of principles for effective pre-
vention targeting sexual harassment in IHEs (Table 1). Specifically, our recom-
mendations add to previously established core principles by incorporating cultural 
competence, sustainability, and the trauma-informed and equity-informed nature 
of prevention and address limitations evinced in the literature about IHEs. Cultural 
competence is defined as “the ability of an individual or organization to understand 
and interact effectively with people who have different values, lifestyles, and tradi-
tions based on their distinctive heritage and social relationships” (Substance Abuse 
and Mental Health Services Administration [SAMHSA], 2019, p. 4). Sustainability is 
“the process of building an adaptive and effective system that achieves and maintains 
desired long-term results” (SAMHSA, 2019, p. 4). The trauma-informed nature of 
prevention focuses on the “contextual features of environments and institutions that 
give rise to trauma, maintain it, and impact posttraumatic responses” (Goldsmith et 
al., 2014, p. 118). Trauma-informed principles can include trauma-specific assess-
ment, interventions and treatment, and structures supporting posttraumatic growth 
and recovery post-trauma. Equity-informed principles focus on mitigating system- 
and societal-level inequities that increase the risk of sexual harassment, such as his-
torical disadvantage and structural inequalities (Shapiro et al., 2024).

Ecological Systems Approach to Prevention

Prevention efforts can be directed at multiple levels within the ecology of an IHE, 
either at each level individually or simultaneously across different levels of a sys-
tem (see Fig. 1; individual, relational, organizational, community, and societal; APA, 
2014; Dahlberg & Krug, 2002; Shapiro et al., 2024). For a sustained and meaningful 
reduction of sexual harassment, a multi-level, multi-pronged, and multi-determined 
approach to prevention is warranted (Clancy et al., 2020; Dills et al., 2016). The most 
effective way to achieve this is through an ecological systems approach which com-
prises of nested, overlapping and bidirectionally intersecting levels of the ecological 
system (Bronfenbrenner, 1976; Shapiro et al., 2024). Primary, secondary, and tertiary 
prevention strategies can target the varied risk and protective factors at each of the 
different levels simultaneously as part of an ecologically valid, culturally competent, 
and sustainable prevention framework. For such an approach to be effective, it is 
important to consider the unique ecological context of the IHE (e.g., comprehensive 
universities, Historically Black Colleges and Universities [HBCU], and community 
colleges) where the intended prevention program is being implemented by using the 
ecological systems approach (Fig. 1, adapted from SAMHSA, 2019), including iden-
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tifying the community in which the IHE is embedded and assessing the needs, exist-
ing strengths, resources, and limitations of the IHE (Dills et al., 2016; DeGue et al., 
2014).

Multi-Level Risk and Protective Factors for Sexual Harassment in IHEs

Prevention programs can reduce or prevent sexual harassment by targeting empiri-
cally supported risk and protective factors at multiple levels of an IHE’s ecology. 
As the name denotes, risk factors are evidence-based variables/factors that increase 
the likelihood of sexual harassment occurrence at IHEs. On the other hand, protec-

Table 1 Principles for effective sexual harassment prevention programs (adapted from Nation et al., 2003)
Program Domains Principles Definition
Program 
characteristics

Comprehensive Multicomponent interventions address critical 
domains (e.g., family, peers, community) that 
influence the development and perpetuation of the 
behaviors to be prevented

Varied teaching methods Programs involve diverse teaching methods that 
focus on increasing awareness and understand-
ing of the problem behaviors and on acquiring or 
enhancing skills

Dosage Programs provide enough intervention to produce 
the desired effects and provide follow-up as neces-
sary to maintain effects

Theory driven Programs have a theoretical justification, are based 
on accurate information, and are supported by 
empirical research

Positive relationships Programs provide exposure to adults and peers in 
a way that promotes strong relationships and sup-
ports positive outcomes

Program characteris-
tics → target group/
population

Appropriately timed Programs are initiated early enough to have an im-
pact on the development of the problem behavior 
and are sensitive to the developmental needs of 
participants

Socio-culturally relevant Programs are tailored to the community and cul-
tural norms of the participants and make efforts to 
include the target group in program planning and 
implementation

Program → 
implementation

Outcome evaluation Programs have clear goals and objectives and 
make an effort to systematically document their 
results relative to the goals

Well-trained staff Program staff support the program and are pro-
vided with training regarding the implementation 
of the intervention

Program char-
acteristics and 
implementation**

Trauma-informed** Program staff support are provided with training 
regarding how trauma may affect the development 
of risk and protective factors and outcomes

Program char-
acteristics and 
implementation**

Equity-informed** Program staff are provided with training regarding 
how inequities may have an impact on the devel-
opment of risk and protective factors and outcomes

Note: ** = Adaptation appears in italics
SOURCE: Adapted from Nation et al. (2003)
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tive factors are proven to reduce the likelihood of incidence of sexual harassment. 
These factors can exist at different levels of an IHE’s ecology (see Fig. 1): individual, 
organizational, community, and societal levels (Dahlberg & Krug, 2002). These risk 
and protective factors can act alone or interact with each other to increase risk for or 
protect from sexual harassment at IHEs.

Examination of risk and protective factors is integral and preliminary to pre-
vention efforts. Such examination can help identify several points of intervention 
where we can develop programs to reduce risk and increase prevention. Most of 
the prior research in this area (Bondestam & Lundqvist, 2020) has been conducted 
to determine individual risk factors for a traditional undergraduate college popula-
tion. Research that includes staff and faculty and determines both risk and protective 
factors at higher levels of an IHE’s ecology is scarce (Bell et al., 2002; Wood et al., 
2018). Protective factors that have been associated with lower incidents of sexual 
harassment at organizations are diverse leadership and its commitment to decreasing 
sexual harassment, zero tolerance policies, bystander intervention training to prevent 
and intervene sexual harassment (Mujal et al., 2021) specifically targeting the major-
ity culture (e.g., men), and regular assessment of organizational climate and culture 
(Bell et al., 2002). The following paragraphs provide a summary of risk factors that 
have been identified at the four levels of IHE ecology.

At the individual level, U.S.-based students, trainees/learners, staff, and faculty 
who identify as cis-gender women, ethnic minority, sexual minority (LGBQIA), gen-
der minority (transgender, non-binary, genderqueer, non-conforming, or question-
ing), and who are living with disability are at a higher risk of experiencing sexual 
harassment (Cantor et al., 2015; Klein & Martin, 2019; Wood et al., 2018). People in 
the U.S. who are younger in age, spend more time on campus, have insecure employ-
ment, consume alcohol in social settings, and have a history of experiencing prior 
sexual victimization, domestic violence, and bullying are also at a higher risk of 
experiencing sexual harassment (Abbey, 2011; Campbell et al., 2017; Clear et al., 
2014; Clodfelter et al., 2008).

Fig. 1 Ecological systems 
approach. SOURCE: Adapted 
from SAMHSA (2019)
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At the community level, there is limited research that identifies the risk factors for 
sexual harassment at.

IHEs. Some U.S.-based studies show that undergraduate students, students attend-
ing two-year colleges, students who participate in extracurricular activities, and stu-
dents involved in sororities and fraternities are at an increased risk of experiencing 
sexual harassment (American Association of Community Colleges, 2020; Cantor et 
al., 2019; Howard et al., 2019; Klein & Martin, 2019; Minow & Einolf, 2009). How-
ever, it is unknown what contributes to this difference of experiences. Future research 
highlighting how sexual harassment incidents differ based on the nature of members 
of IHEs, for example commuter versus residential students, would be beneficial in 
recognizing the community-level factors and the specific impact of community set-
tings that lead to difference in experiences of sexual harassment for diverse members 
of IHEs (Howard et al., 2019; Potter et al., 2020).

For prevention at organizational and systems level, one must explore organi-
zational aspects such as varied structures, institutions, and inter-relations. Studies 
from the U.S. show that the environments where sexual harassment is established 
and normalized are characterized by higher gender-power differentials, unequal gen-
der ratios, hierarchical and dependent structures, contempt and scorn for femineity, 
culture of silence around sexually harassing behaviors, male-dominated workplaces, 
isolating learning and training environments, and passive and ineffective leader-
ship (Clancy et al., 2020; Dzau & Johnson, 2018; Ilies et al., 2003). Environments 
with normalized sexual harassment also tend to have organizational structures that 
decrease employment engagement, satisfaction, and belongingness at work; are char-
acterized by employment instability; lack transparent communication about discrimi-
nation and sexual harassment; and lack investment in efforts to recruit and advance 
women’s careers and to promote bystander intervention trainings (Bell et al., 2002; 
Bowes-Sperry & O’Leary-Kelly, 2005).

Further, organizational tolerance of sexual harassment and institutional betrayal 
have been identified as systems-level trauma-informed risk factors for sexual harass-
ment. Organizational tolerance of sexual harassment includes organization’s failure 
of making sexual harassment grievances easy to report, taking serious actions against 
complaints of sexual harassment, sanctioning the perpetrators (Fitzgerald & Cortina, 
2018). Institutional betrayal occurs when IHEs cause harm to those dependent on 
them for protection and safety, for example failure to investigate sexual harassment 
allegations (Smith & Freyd, 2014).

Determining the Focus of Prevention: Universal, Selective, and Indicated

Informed by the discipline of public health, prevention programs can have universal 
(primary), selective (secondary), or indicated (tertiary) focus (Gordon, 1983; Insti-
tute of Medicine, 1994; Reiss & Price, 1996). Prevention programs with universal 
focus consist of proactive primary prevention strategies to identify the root causes of 
sexual harassment to ensure its prevention before it begins (Bell et al., 2002). These 
universal or primary prevention efforts involve efficient and time-limited strategies 
delivered to all individuals in an organization in large group formats. Examples of 
existing primary prevention programs include organization-wide trainings during 
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orientation that impart knowledge on the attitudes, beliefs and behaviors that con-
stitute sexual harassment. Such trainings are shown to have only short-term posi-
tive effects on participants, but people who participate in these trainings are more 
prone to identifying sexually harassing behavior than those who do not participate in 
such trainings. It is important to note that having an awareness of sexually harassing 
behaviors does not guarantee that an individual will take actions to stop or prevent 
such behaviors from occurring.

In their systematic review of sexual harassment in higher education, Bondestam 
and Lundqvist (2020) summarize the characteristics of effective primary prevention 
sexual harassment programs in IHEs. These characteristics include sensitivity to the 
sex of the training instructor and to the gender composition of participants; chal-
lenging normative assumptions about gender roles; highlighting sexual harassment 
prevention strategies that are rooted in organizational needs and culture; targeting 
resistance to changing the organizational culture; directing support from leadership 
and management in a top-down manner; and using pedagogical methodology to 
impart knowledge that combines learning in both affective and reflexive ways.

Prevention with a secondary or selective focus is designed to target vulnerable 
populations in IHEs who are at a higher risk of perpetrating or experiencing sexual 
harassment. Some examples of secondary prevention methods include formal griev-
ance procedures and case management structures that focus on reparations, redressal, 
and restorative justice for survivors (Koss et al., 2014). There is a lack of evidence of 
effectiveness of the secondary prevention methods such as case management proce-
dures and formal mechanisms of complaint of sexual harassment in IHEs (Bondes-
tam & Lundqvist, 2020). This lack of evidence is compounded by the data that shows 
that most sexual harassment incidents go underreported (only 5-30% of all cases 
are reported), and less than 1% of the reported cases use legal process of redressal 
(McDonald, 2012). Identifying this challenge, Bondestam and Lundqvist (2020) 
noted that these compounding challenges have remained intact over the years, hence 
emphasizing the need for investing in evidence-based secondary prevention methods.

Indicated or tertiary prevention programs are designed to target individuals who 
are either perpetrators or survivors of sexual harassment. Tertiary prevention is clos-
est to after-the-fact intervention strategies and is designed with the aim of mitigating 
the deleterious consequences of sexual harassment as well as reducing the likelihood 
of future sexual harassment occurrence, for example restorative programs that focus 
on reintegrating individuals causing harm back into the community (Koss, 2014). 
Tertiary prevention programs involve “systematic establishment of accountability 
for the perpetrators’ own violent actions” (Bondestam & Lundqvist, 2020, p. 408). 
Although primary prevention is considered the preferred point of intervention for 
sexual harassment, it may lack the essential dosage and timing to have a long-lasting 
impact (Weissberg et al., 2003), thus it is essential to also invest in secondary and 
tertiary prevention programs (Bell et al., 2002).
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Adoption, Adaptation, and Innovation: Pathways Leading to Program 
Implementation

Once the principles, approach, and focus of prevention have been realized and the risk 
and protective factors of sexual harassment in the target IHE have been determined, 
it is crucial to identify the pre-existing evidence-based prevention programs (EBPPs) 
that can guide the adoption, adaptation, or innovation of a prevention program. A 
comprehensive review of existing prevention programs guided by the evidence of 
their effectiveness and their conceptual/practical fit with the target IHE is a good first 
step in this direction (SAMHSA, 2019). It is also crucial to determine whether the 
evidence-based program is a good fit with (a) the specific institutional need of the 
problem (e.g., underreporting, organizational tolerance), (b) the target population at 
the IHE (e.g., undergraduate students or professional students, students with margin-
alized backgrounds or intersectional identities), and (c) the type of institution. For 
example, an EBPP that has evidence of increasing leadership investment in diversity 
and inclusion and in decreasing organization’s tolerance would be a good conceptual 
fit for an IHE where systems-level risk factors such as institutional betrayal and lack 
of transparent communication about discrimination and sexual harassment are the 
main barriers to sexual harassment prevention.

The result of the comprehensive review to find the best-fit EBPP could lead in one 
of three directions toward implementation: (1) adopting the program as-is if it repre-
sents the best-overall-fit; (2) adapting the program to the target IHE needs and popu-
lation if it is an imperfect yet viable fit; or (3) developing a new program altogether if 
no viable pre-existing program is available. An IHE that finds an EBPP that is the best 
fit for the IHE population, culture, and unique needs can adopt the program. Here, 
implementation fidelity and effectiveness are key. The adoption of the chosen model 
should be followed with strict adherence to the original design of the pre-existing 
program to ensure that it is implemented at the target IHE with fidelity. In real-world 
settings, however, it is rare to find a pre-existing program that represents a best fit to 
the target IHE’s unique needs and can be implemented with absolute fidelity. In these 
cases, carefully planned and executed adaptation can produce desirable outcomes. 
This requires retaining the core components of the EBPP that are established to be 
directly responsible for creating positive prevention outcomes. SAMHSA (2019) 
recommends preserving the setting, maintaining the dosage (e.g., number, length, 
and frequency of prevention sessions), adding new content as required, and making 
adaptations with care by working with the original developers of the EBPP and with 
members of the target IHE. When there is no best-fit or good-fit EBPP for adoption 
or adaptation, then being innovative and developing a new evidence-informed pre-
vention program may be the best route. This innovation should be guided by existing 
research in the field and by an assessment of the target IHE population, identifying 
the optimal culture-based real-world practices to meet the needs of diverse commu-
nities and consulting with experts at the local and international levels who can help 
inform the development of a new prevention program.

In summary, researchers have failed to uncover the root cause of sexual harass-
ment and sexual violence on college and university campuses in the United States. 
Currently, there is a lack of evidence on who perpetuates sexual harassment, risk 
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and protective factors, prevention programs that work, an identification of factors 
that are implicated in the effect size (e.g., moderator variables; Linder et al., 2020) 
culturally responsive implementation and trauma-informed (McCauley & Casler, 
2015) methods, and the evaluation and sustainability of prevention and intervention 
programs. Bonar and colleagues (2022) offer the most comprehensive and inclusive 
recommendations for prevention science programs for researchers and practitioners 
to consider. In the context of their recommendations is the importance of ecological 
validity (e.g., the inclusion of community- and societal-level factors to build multi-
level strategies that transform the system and climate that impact and are sustained 
over time). A Guide to SAMHSA’S Prevention Strategic Framework (2019) is a sound 
option to inform prevention and intervention programs among diverse IHEs (Bonar 
et al., 2022, Botvin, 2004; Kafonek & Richards, 2017).

There are few empirically supported prevention interventions and programs that 
effectively target the factors that impact the trajectory, determinants, and short- and 
intermediate-effects and outcomes of sexual harassment (Bonar et al., 2022; Clancy 
et al., 2020; Kafonek & Richards, 2017; Walsh et al., 2021) in diverse higher edu-
cation contexts (e.g., comprehensive universities, Historically Black Colleges, and 
Universities, community colleges). Many IHEs have a focus on evidence-based pre-
vention practices, policies, and programs (Botvin, 2004). Recommendations for the 
use (or uptake) of empirically-supported prevention programs ought to be flexible 
and transportable given the diversity of IHEs and the diverse population who they 
serve and employ. We contend A Guide to SAMHSA’S Prevention Strategic Frame-
work (2019) fits the recommendations proffered by Botvin (2004) and others (e.g., 
Clancy et al., 2020) and can serve as an exemplar that can be culturally tailored and 
ecologically valid for diverse IHEs. Another benefit of the proposed adapted SAM-
HSA’S Prevention Strategic Framework (2019) is the recognition of the criticality of 
systems. Sexual harassment is a systems problem which negatively impacts both the 
system itself and all of its constituents (Bell et al., 2002). The next section outlines 
steps to our proposed adapted SAMHSA’S Prevention Strategic Framework (2019) 
that can be used in IHEs and that affords an approach and process that addresses the 
limitations in the literature base.

Proposed Framework for Prevention of Sexual Harassment in IHEs

A framework can be described as a road map that informs the step-by-step process 
or a prescriptive series of steps that guides how the prevention program should be 
implemented (Bauer et al., 2015; Meyers et al., 2012). Our proposed framework (see 
Fig. 2) is adapted from SAMHSA (2019) and is guided by evidence-based preven-
tion principles, focus, approach, and examination of risk and protective factors as 
described in Table 2. The following paragraphs highlight the five key steps of our 
proposed framework: assessment, capacity building, planning, implementation, and 
evaluation. It is important to note that these steps, although presented linearly, can 
also be implemented iteratively; for example, it may be necessary to return to step 1 
(assessment) if the expected outcomes of the prevention program are not achieved.
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Table 2 Prevention science program development framework. (adapted from SAMHSA, 2019)
Step 1:
Assessment

Step 2:
Capacity 
Building

Step 3:
Planning

Step 4:
Implementation

Step 5:
Evaluation and 
Dissemination

Assess problems and 
related behaviors

Engage 
organizational 
stakeholders

Prioritize protective 
and risk factors

Deliver programs 
and practices

Conduct pro-
cess evaluation

Prioritize problems 
(magnitude, trends, 
severity, comparison)

Develop and 
strengthen a pre-
vention team

Select prevention 
interventions with 
empirical support and 
organizational fit

Balance fidel-
ity with flexibil-
ity and necessary 
adaptations

Conduct 
outcome 
evaluation

Assess risk and 
protective factors

Raise organiza-
tional awareness

Develop a plan that 
is consistent with a 
logic model

Retain core 
components

Disseminate 
evaluation 
outcomes

Assess available 
resources

Engage 
organizational 
stakeholders

Prioritize protective 
and risk factors

Establish imple-
mentation supports

Make 
improvements

Deliver programs 
and practices

Conduct pro-
cess evaluation

Fig. 2 Proposed framework for preventing sexual harassment in higher education. SOURCE: Adapted 
from Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (2019)
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Step 1: Assessment

Assessment entails determining the scope of sexual harassment in the target IHE, 
identifying the vulnerable populations most impacted by sexual harassment, exam-
ining risk and protective factors, conducting needs assessment, identifying gaps 
in existing data, and including previously ignored diverse voices related to sexual 
harassment. Other key data to gather during the assessment phase include (a) the 
aspects of sexual harassment that are a priority, (b) the frequency of different types 
of sexual harassment, (c) the people most vulnerable to experiencing sexual harass-
ment, (d) the key characteristics of the perpetrators of sexual harassment among 
students, learners, staff, faculty, and administrative leaders, and (e) the magnitude, 
severity, and trends of sexual harassment. It is also crucial to regularly assess the 
organizational culture, climate, and context. Organizational culture may include an 
organization’s languages, attitudes, beliefs, values, and experiences, as well as those 
of its key stakeholders and target population. Annual institution or department-wide 
climate surveys that assess individual, community, organizational, and systems level 
risk and protective factors at an IHE can both direct the priority-based efforts of the 
prevention program and can demonstrate evidence of effectiveness of the prevention 
program.

Step 2: Capacity Building

Capacity building entails determining the extent to which the organization has the 
necessary infrastructure (e.g., financial and human resources, leadership “buy-
in”), knowledge, tools, resources, and trained individuals (i.e., trauma- and equity-
informed) to provide the appropriate prevention services (e.g., cultural and linguistic 
competence and cultural humility training, implicit bias training, and trauma-informed 
practices). Other critical aspects of the capacity building step are engaging diverse 
stakeholders, raising organizational awareness about the priority problem, and assess-
ing the organization’s readiness and capacity to adopt, adapt, or develop an effective 
prevention program based on the strategies described above.

Step 3: Planning

Planning involves engaging IHEs’ diverse stakeholders and building consensus 
regarding the priority problems related to sexual harassment that need to be addressed 
first. Receiving input from and building consensus among diverse stakeholders 
ensures cultural and ecological validity of the prevention program. A logic model 
can play a crucial role at this step since it highlights the inputs, activities, resources, 
outputs, and the outcomes (short-term, intermediate-term, and long-term; Lawton et 
al., 2014). Incorporation of diverse organizational and community voices and the use 
of logic model would also help identify if a prevention program needs to be adopted 
(i.e., use all aspects of a prevention program), adapted (i.e., use the primary aspects 
of a prevention program and make some changes to culturally fit the organization and 
population), or developed anew.
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Step 4: Implementation

Implementation entails implementation of the planned prevention program with cul-
tural compatibility, fidelity, and flexibility. Proper implementation ensures successful 
adaptation of the prevention program to meet the unique needs of an organization and 
its community. SAMHSA (2019) contends that evidence-based programs are effec-
tive when most of the components of empirically supported programs are retained 
and implemented with fidelity. SAMHSA recommends that adapting pre-existing pre-
vention programs should be advanced with caution and care to culture-fit. Although 
cultural adaptations may be needed, knowledge experts in the target IHE’s culture 
should be consulted before implementing adapted programs and cultural adaptations 
should be documented.

Step 5: Evaluation

An empirically supported evaluation of the prevention program can help establish its 
effectiveness and can identify any changes that might improve its implementation. 
Here, evaluation is defined as “the systematic collection and analysis of information 
about prevention activities to reduce uncertainty, improve effectiveness, and facili-
tate decision making” (SAMHSA, 2019, p. 20). This step includes both process and 
outcome evaluations. Process evaluation determines whether the prevention program 
activities have been implemented as intended. Outcome evaluation determines the 
extent to which the prevention program has impacted the outcomes of the program 
as intended. Both process and outcome evaluation consider the prevention program’s 
utility, feasibility, propriety, and accuracy in accordance with the desired program 
outcomes. SAMHSA also recommends that any adaptions made during the adapta-
tion phase be documented (SAMHSA, 2019) and follow-up interviews and data col-
lection regarding the prevention program be conducted to ensure comprehensive and 
inclusive evaluation.

The dearth of evidence-based sexual harassment prevention programs in IHEs 
highlights the critical need to develop preventative and protective measures (Walsh 
et al., 2021). An empirically supported prevention science framework can guide 
the development of evidence-informed interventions that can help determine stake-
holders, outcomes, mechanisms of change, and evaluation protocols for continued 
improvement. These evaluation protocols will in turn, guide and inform what you 
do, with whom, how, what you are trying to accomplish at what level, and how you 
evaluate the intervention. A focus on prevention science-based programs and evalu-
ation will help the field move beyond fragmented solutions which have not been 
shown to be effective (e.g., sexual harassment grievance procedures, environmental 
assessment for prevalence of sexual harassment, and compliance with federal legisla-
tion), toward comprehensive and sustainable ways of preventing sexual harassment 
at IHEs (Dobbin & Kalev, 2019; Kafonek & Richards, 2017).
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Conclusion

Sexual harassment is an intractable problem that harms the students, communities, 
climate/culture, and success of institutes of higher education. Currently, there are few 
empirically supported prevention interventions and programs that effectively target 
the factors that impact the trajectory, determinants, and short- and intermediate-effects 
and outcomes of sexual harassment (Bonar et al., 2022; Clancy et al., 2020; Kafonek 
& Richards, 2017; Walsh et al., 2021) in diverse higher of education contexts (e.g., 
comprehensive universities, Historically Black Colleges, and Universities, commu-
nity colleges). Additionally, many prevention programs and evaluation methods lack 
rigor, consistency, and an organizing framework (Biglan et al., 2003; Magley et al., 
2013). Given the diversity among IHEs, we outlined a framework based on preven-
tion science that can be culturally tailored and scaled up with varied IHEs and diverse 
stakeholders (e.g., staff, students, faculty, and community members; Wong et al., 
2017). Our framework begins with theory from the literature (SAMHSA framework, 
prevention science, ecological systems) to hypothesize about how to prevent, delay, 
or minimize the impact of sexual harassment in IHEs. Next, our framework helps to 
identify the variables (sexual harassment risk and protective factors at multiple levels 
of an individual’s and system’s ecology) to manipulate and measure through group 
assignment to understand root causes of sexual harassment and develop interventions 
to target those root causes. Finally, an empirical study would be conducted based on 
experimentation to understand how to prevent sexual harassment (i.e., effectiveness 
of effectiveness of interventions). Findings from the experiment can strengthen and 
refine sexual harassment prevention theory, which would help us better understand 
how to prevent or delay sexual harassment or minimize its negative effects. Thus, our 
framework takes a positivistic ontological approach to science and aligns with the 
hypothetico-deductive method (Park et al., 2020).

More specifically, this paper proposed an updated, empirically supported organiz-
ing framework for the prevention of sexual harassment in IHEs guided by preven-
tion science. The transdisciplinary nature of prevention science is ideal to undergird 
the prevention of sexual harassment programs in IHEs. Additionally, Botvin (2004) 
asserted that “culturally competent prevention is the only type of prevention worth 
doing—and sustaining” (p. 30). We concur with Botvin (2004) that recommendations 
for prevention programs should be simple, flexible, easy to use, culturally competent, 
trauma-and-equity-informed, and sustainable. Our framework addresses the spec-
trum of gender-based violence, including gender-based harassment, the most com-
mon form of harassment (Bondestam & Lundqvist, 2020). We also focus on change 
at multiple levels of IHEs, and marginalized groups, and the need for systematic, 
on-going evaluation efforts. Our proposed framework places an explicit focus on 
a limitation described by Kafonek and Richards (2017). They contended few IHEs 
have prevention programs focused on IHE targeted populations who often are at the 
greatest risk for harassment (e.g., racial, ethnic, gender, or sexual minority students). 
An additional benefit of the proposed framework addresses a limitation discussed 
in the literature: attention to individual- and systemic-level risk and protective fac-
tors that ought to be considered in the prevention and intervention efforts of sexual 
harassment programs in IHEs. Sexual harassment is a systems problem, which Bell 
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and colleagues (2002) described as “dysfunctional organizational behavior…with 
negative consequences for others in an organization and for the organization itself” 
(p. 161). Taken together, although we are uniquely focused on IHEs in this paper, it is 
likely that this framework could be used in other organizations and systems.

Our proposed five-step framework for preventing sexual harassment in IHEs is 
based on evidence-based prevention principles and approaches. These steps provide 
the roadmap to targeting sexual harassment prevention at the primary, secondary, and 
tertiary levels at both the individual and organizational levels embedded in IHEs’ 
unique socio-cultural contexts. Future research on the application and translation of 
this framework as well as evidence-based evaluation of prevention programs can 
help guide researchers, practitioners, IHE leaders, and policymakers toward the most 
effective sexual harassment prevention programs – their conceptualization, devel-
opment, implementation, outcomes, and evaluation. There is no doubt that more 
research is needed to determine what prevention programs—and thus ingredients—
work for whom (e.g., perpetrator, survivor, university community), in what context 
(e.g., type of university, student population, and community characteristics) at what 
level or levels (Bronfenbrenner, 1976) on short- and long-term outcomes (DeGue et 
al., 2014).

In conclusion, we recognize that our proposed framework is informed by a dearth 
of accumulated research specific to IHEs. Marine and Hurtado (2021) contended: 
“most research conducted on sexual violence and sexual harassment in higher educa-
tion to date draws data and inferences from problematically homogeneous student 
samples: White, cisgender, and heterosexual women” (p. 9). On the other hand, the 
benefit of using prevention science and principles to undergird the proposed frame-
work is a strength. Specifically, the benefit of prevention science in reducing prob-
lems, increasing wellness, and promoting positive outcomes across separate and 
overlapping levels to reduce sexual harassment in IHEs has promise (APA, 2014; 
Kafonek & Richards, 2017). Because evidence-based prevention policies, programs, 
and practices to prevent sexual harassment would be consistent with a mission of 
promoting inclusion, well-being, and a safe environment, IHEs can adapt, adopt, or 
develop and implement programs based on these guidelines (Botvin, 2004).
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