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ABSTRACT 

 

This thesis employs the use of Carol Bacchi's "What's the problem represented to be?" 

(WPR) approach and sets out to analyze the articulation of sexual harassment in fifteen 

existing and current US academia policies. The analysis was completed within the broader 

framework of gender theories including radical feminism and intersectionality, examining 

how patriarchal systems can or cannot influence the development and application of policy 

documents within the context of gender and law. This thesis explores the real and impactful 

implications of policy interventions and scrutinizes the position of sexual harassment being a 

gender-neutral issue and not a gendered one.  

 

Keywords: sexual harassment, US academia policies, WPR approach, gendered issues, policy 

discourse analysis. 

 

  



 3 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Abstract      2 

Table of Contents      3 

Introduction       4 

Aim      5 

Research Questions     5 

Background      6 

 Sexual Harassment    6 

 Current Statistics on Sexual Harassment   6  

 Title IX     7 

Previous Research and Existing Literature    8 

 Prevalence, Categorization, and Health Issues  9 

 Research focused on 'the right to everyday life'  10 

 Gray areas of sexual harassment   11  

Theory      11 

 Theoretical Positions of the WPR Approach   12 

 Intersectionality    13 

 Radical Feminism    15 

Material       15 

Method      16 

 What is the problem represented to be? (WPR) Approach 16  

Results and Analysis     17  

 Gender Neutrality    21 

 Power Imbalances    22 

 Gray Areas     23 

Discussion and Concluding Remarks    27 

References      30  

 Previous Research and Existing Literature  30 

 Web-Based Resources    31 

 Policies     31  



 4 

1. Introduction: 

Sexual harassment can have an overwhelmingly profound impact on a victim's mental 

health and well-being. It is a component of gender-based discrimination that can create a 

power difference in a relationship, instill fear, affect productivity levels, and cause genuine, 

life-lasting damage and trauma to anyone who experiences it. The United States' National 

Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine states that “sexual harassment 

undermines women’s professional and educational attainment and mental and physical 

health. Negative outcomes are evident across lines of industry sector, occupation, race, 

ethnicity, and social class, and even when women do not label their experiences as ‘sexual 

harassment’” (2018).  

Originally, the use of the term sexual harassment had three aims: to draw public 

attention to how common the phenomenon was for many women, to question a particular 

expression of objectionable behavior that was frequently excused as natural (“boys being 

boys”), and to identify and make visible the fact that women as a group experienced this 

behavior (Bacchi, 1999). These aims show that throughout history, sexual harassment has 

proven to be a form of gender-based power imbalance, where most often, men use their 

power to objectify, intimidate, or belittle others. These types of behaviors can perpetuate 

harmful gender norms and create unsafe and uncomfortable environments.  

Sexual harassment on university campuses has been an issue in the United States for 

several decades, with reports and dialogue dating back to the 1970s. To address this, a civil 

rights law named Title IX was created in 1972, which prohibits sex discrimination in 

education. Even today, Title IX mandates that any educational program that receives federal 

funding is legally required to enforce and follow the Title IX policy. Since most colleges and 

universities receive federal funds through student loan programs or research grants, they are 

required to comply with this law.  

In the 1980s, sexual harassment on university campuses gained widespread attention, 

and universities began implementing policies and procedures to address it. In 1987, a study 

found that when 7.7 percent of male students volunteered anonymously that they had 

engaged in or attempted forced sex, and almost none considered it a crime (Koss et al, 1987), 

shocking readers. More recently, the rise of the #MeToo movement and an increased 

awareness of sexual harassment has brought further scrutiny upon universities because of 

how they have chosen to handle these incidents. A societal expectation has been placed upon 

these universities to renew their efforts in preventing sexual harassment on campus.  
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Universities obligated to follow Title IX regulations have often chosen to use the 

definitions provided by this law in their own respective policies. However, sexual harassment 

laws do not always cover seemingly smaller acts (like teasing or comments made in passing), 

and Title IX is known to change every four to eight years when a new president is elected. 

Sexual harassment arguably extends further, deeper, and wider than the current definitions 

provided by laws and university policies. These types of policies are often created as a 

response to adopt a formulation that corresponds to prevailing circumstances and challenges. 

Yet it is important to consider that policies are gendering practices, and hence it is essential 

that fundamental precepts in policy proposals be scrutinized for their gendering effects 

(Bacchi & Eveline, 2010, p. 4). Due to this, I will instead examine whether gendering effects 

exist in a selection of United States' university policies aimed at addressing sexual 

harassment on their campuses.   

2. Aim 

The aim of this thesis is to analyze how sexual harassment is articulated in in 

US academia policies with the use of Carol Bacchi’s “What's the problem represented to be?” 

(WPR) approach. This study should be considered through the greater context of gender and 

law, and the idea of what negative effect patriarchal systems may have on the creation and 

implementation of policy documents. To situate the study, I will be critically analyzing 

previous research and existing literature on sexual harassment, which will allow me to better 

understand the current state of action. Then I will present the theoretical concepts, materials, 

and methods used. I have examined the policy documents from a stance that recognizes and 

assumes the perspective that “‘policy ‘problems’ do not exist ‘out there’ in society, waiting to 

be ‘solved’ through timely and perspicacious policy interventions. Rather, specific policy 

proposals ‘imagine’ ‘problems’ in particular ways that have real and meaningful effects 

(Bacchi & Eveline, 2010, p 111). I motivate this approach with the knowledge that "how 

‘problems’ (in this case, sexual harassment) are represented has important effects for what 

can be seen as problematic, for what is silenced, and for how people think about these issues 

and about their place in the world" (Bacchi et al. 2010, pp. 112).   

3. Research Question(s) 

1. How is sexual harassment currently defined, based on the policies and legal 

documents selected and analyzed from 15 universities in the United States? 

2. What is seen as the problem, the cause, and the consequences of sexual harassment? 

3. What power dynamics and discourses can be found in policy documents addressing 

the issue of sexual harassment within university settings? 
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4. Background 

Sexual Harassment 

The legal definition of sexual harassment is "(a) the person makes an 

unwelcome sexual advance, or an unwelcome request for sexual favors, to the person 

harassed; or (b) engages in other unwelcome conduct of a sexual nature in relation to the 

person harassed; in circumstances in which a reasonable person, having regard to all the 

circumstances, would have anticipated the possibility that the person harassed would be 

offended, humiliated, or intimidated" (Sex Discrimination Act 1984, s. 3). Generally, sexual 

harassment can include any behavior that is unwelcome and of a sexual nature, such as sexual 

comments, gestures, or physical contact, that interferes with an individual's ability to 

participate in or enjoy daily activities (RAINN, 2021). Any of these behaviors may also be 

considered sexual harassment and can be subject to legal action.  

Current Statistics on Sexual Harassment  

A 2021 YouGov survey found that 71% of women of all ages have experienced some 

form of sexual harassment in a public space and revealed that other studies may have 

underestimated the prevalence of sexual harassment in public spaces. Additionally, it is 

important to note that 8% of women said they “don’t know”, “prefer not to say” or “chose not 

to answer”, suggesting the actual level could be slightly higher than 71% (All-Party 

Parliamentary Group on UN Women, 2021). This highlights the prevalence of the issue and 

the fact that studies have underestimated said prevalence. It suggests that the problem 

highlights the need for policy to address sexual harassment and create safe spaces for 

women.   

Statistics on sexual harassment in academia are equally worrisome. There has been 

increasing awareness about the prevalence of sexual harassment within spaces of higher 

education, and studies show that up to three of every five students have been sexually 

harassed or assaulted at some point (Busby, 2018). Sexual harassment on campuses is a 

pervasive problem that can have a profound impact on students, making it increasingly 

difficult for them to feel safe and supported on campus, two very necessary feelings to aid in 

academic and social success. In recent years, spaces of higher education have been 

increasingly recognized as particularly problematic sites for sexual harassment and other 

forms of gender violence (Busby, 2018). Research from the UK has shown that over 60 

percent of all students experience some form of sexual violence while at university, with 40 

percent reporting experiencing sexual misconduct on the part of staff (Revolt Report, 2018).  



 7 

In 2018, a systematic search conducted between January 2000 and February 2015 

(Fedina et al, p. 90) found that while prevalence rates of sexual harassment on university 

campuses in the United States vary widely across studies, it can be overall agreed that it is a 

significant and pervasive problem. The fact that prevalence rates of sexual harassment on 

university campuses in the United States vary widely across studies indicates that there is a 

lack of consistent data and reporting on this issue. This is a cause for concern seeing as a 

problem this large should have more formal research, and Fedina et al suggest that 

universities must take concrete steps to prevent and address sexual harassment on their 

campuses, including implementing comprehensive policies, providing resources and support 

for survivors, and holding perpetrators accountable.  

Lastly, it is important to highlight the current statistics that show that women have 

historically been more likely to experience sexual harassment compared to men. An online 

survey conducted on behalf of Stop Street Harassment in 2018 found that 81 percent of 

women and 43 percent of men had experienced some form of sexual harassment during their 

lifetime. In a university context, the following statistics have been reported from a study 

conducted by the Association of American Universities in 2020: Among graduate and 

professional students, 9.7% of females and 2.5% of males experience rape or sexual assault 

through physical force, violence, or incapacitation. Among undergraduate students, 26.4% of 

females and 6.8% of males experience rape or sexual assault through physical force, 

violence, or incapacitation. 

Title IX 

Since most colleges and universities receive federal funds through student loan 

programs or research grants, they are required to comply with Title IX. This is deeply 

reflected in the policies critically analyzed in this thesis study. While the interpretation and 

enforcement of Title IX continues to change, it has become a very important tool for 

addressing sexual harassment in universities in the United States. Title IX fundamentally 

changed American education by creating the legal expectation of equality.  A few key 

examples of the impact of Title IX on university policies regarding sexual harassment are the 

appointment of a Title IX coordinator, and the requirement that universities provide training 

to students and staff on how to identify, prevent, and respond to sexual harassment. This has 

led to an overall increased awareness of issues on university campuses.  

The definition of sexual harassment for Title IX purposes is as follows: "including 

any of three types of misconduct on the basis of sex, all of which jeopardize the equal access 

to education that Title IX is designed to protect: Any instance of quid pro quo harassment by 
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a school's employee; any unwelcome conduct that a reasonable person would find so severe, 

pervasive, and objectively offensive that it denies a person equal educational access; any 

instance of sexual assault, dating violence, domestic violence, or stalking as defined in the 

Violence Against Women Act" (U.S. Department of Education, Office for Civil Rights, 

2008). By providing a legal definition of sexual harassment, universities can base their 

policies around this, to be equipped to handle claims of misconduct and provide support for 

victims. This specific definition emphasizes the importance of preventing sexual harassment 

on university campuses by promoting a culture of holding perpetrators accountable for their 

actions.  

The American Association of University Professors released a report in 2016 titled 

The History, Uses, and Abuses of Title IX, and stated that "Title IX’s track record has proven 

to be uneven… with cases that have compromised the realization of meaningful educational 

goals that enable the creation of sexually safe campuses; they also have undermined due-

process rights and shared governance in unprecedented ways” (p. 69). While highlighting the 

successes of Title IX in promoting gender equity and addressing sexual harassment on 

university campuses, this report emphasizes the ways in which Title IX has been and 

continues to be misinterpreted and abused, focusing on due process protections for those 

accused of sexual violence. The argument makes recommendations for how Title IX can be 

strengthened and improved upon, to increase transparency, hold perpetrators accountable, and 

provide increased support for survivors.  

The Title IX policy has historically fallen short of its mandate because of a lack of 

enforcement, particularly on issues of sexual abuse and bigotry. As a result, its radical 

potential to normalize equal treatment across sex and gender in education has not been 

realized (McGuire, 2022). Most recently, in April 2023, a coalition of more than 120 gender 

justice and survivor advocacy organizations called for the Biden administration to complete 

the process of reviewing and editing the Title IX regulations put in place by the previous 

administration when Donald Trump was in office. These regulations have faced deep 

criticism for their potential negative impact on survivors of sexual harassment, particularly 

making it harder to report incidents of sexual violence. The proposed regulations also would 

expand the definition of sexual harassment to include unwelcome conduct that’s “sufficiently 

severe or pervasive.” The current sexual harassment standard is unwelcome conduct that’s 

deemed “severe, pervasive, and objectively offensive” (Lederman, 2023).  

5. Previous Research & Existing Literature:  
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Within the scope of this study, it assumes paramount significance to establish a 

deliberate overview of the discourse surrounding sexual harassment within the realm of 

feminist research. Moreover, the socio-historical context in which sexual harassment has 

been situated in the United States assumes significance, as it offers insights into the 

contextual framework within which the policies under scrutiny were conceived and 

formulated. Due to the scope of this research, the existing literature studied was selected with 

more recent publication dates in mind, to stay consistent with the existing policies studied 

and analyzed later in the thesis. By presenting a concise summary of identified key concerns 

and previous research endeavors, the overarching problem of sexual harassment can be 

effectively communicated, laying a robust foundation for the subsequent analytical 

explorations.   

Prevalence, Categorization, and Health Issues of Sexual Harassment 

A systematic review of sexual harassment in higher education conducted by 

researchers Bondestam and Lundqvist in 2020 focusing on the health effects of sexual 

harassment and sexual violence overall named sexual harassment an "epidemic throughout 

global higher education systems" (p. 397), particularly pronounced among university 

students.  

Researchers Adams et al state that "the definition of sexual harassment is a crucial 

starting point in developing a standardized measurement of sexual harassment (2021, p. 68). 

In a review of recent literature and sexual harassment surveys, Adams et al’s findings suggest 

that types of sexual harassment can be categorized into two dominant typologies: identifying 

three broad categories of sexual harassment and categorization into four behavioral types, 

based on type and severity (2021, p. 69). The three broad categories of sexual harassment are 

gender harassment – sex-based harassment that does not aim to elicit sexual cooperation but 

involves unwanted physical, verbal or other harassment in the basis of sex, further split into 

sexist hostility and gender policing; unwanted sexual attention – unwanted sexual advances 

of a verbal, non-verbal or physical nature, ranging from comments to sexual assault and rape; 

and sexual coercion – a combination of unwanted sexual attention with pressures used to 

force sexual acquiescence. The categorization of the four behavioral types, based on type and 

severity, is as follows: non-verbal; verbal; physical; and cyber. 

In 2018, Fedina et al conducted a study that systematically reviewed prevalence 

findings from studies on campus sexual assault. Their findings suggest that unwanted sexual 

contact, notably encompassing instances of sexual coercion, incapacitated rape, and 

completed or attempted forcible rape, exhibits its most pronounced incidence within the 
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environment of university campuses. The health consequences of sexual violence are well 

documented in this study and include both short-term and long-term health problems such as 

depression, anxiety, eating disorders, PTSD, and suicidal ideation as well as injury, sexually 

transmitted infections, and chronic illness. Also, college students who have been sexually 

assaulted are more likely to engage in risky behaviors, such as binge drinking and drug use, 

have lower academic achievement, and may be at greater risk for revictimization (Fedina et 

al, 2018, p. 76). It is important to include that Bondestam and Lundqvist note in their 

research that "research on sexual harassment in higher education has several challenges 

concerning inadequate definitions, samples, survey methods and underreporting" (2020, p. 

410).  

Research focused on 'the right to everyday life' 

The right to everyday life is a fundamental human right that is recognized by 

international law and encompasses the right that every individual must live out life without 

fear of harm, harassment, or discomfort. Boyer, Senior Lecturer in Human Geography in the 

School of Geography and Planning at Cardiff University, argues that the existing attitudes 

and knowledge regarding sexual harassment, the current state of affairs can only be viewed as 

"abject failure" (2021, p. 399). Boyer examines the ways in which sexual harassment 

specifically restricts women’s abilities to fully participate in public life. Victims may feel 

hesitant or anxious when thinking about performing normal activities like walking alone at 

night, taking public transportation, or attending social events. This limits their freedom of 

movement and diminishes their ability to fully engage in public life. Beebeejaun, a senior 

lecturer specializing in urban politics and planning, delves into the intricacies of the right to 

everyday life, underscoring that it isn’t solely about mere daily routines (2016, p. 331). 

Rather, it spans into the realm of grappling with the ramifications of mundane life, while still 

positioning everyday life as the site of genuine encounters with self, body, and interpersonal 

interactions. This concept of a right to everyday life accentuates the notion that theories 

attempting to encompass gendered encounters often fail to adequately account for, which is 

the intricate differences inherent in human experiences. By framing sexual harassment as an 

infringement upon the right to everyday life discussed by Beebeejaun, Boyer stresses the 

need for a more comprehensive approach to addressing sexual harassment that recognizes its 

impact on the right to everyday life and works towards creating more equitable policies, 

stating that "in addition to the need to extend our understanding about both the magnitude of 

sexual harassment and how it is experienced, more work is needed to understand efforts to 

combat it, in order that the ‘right to everyday life’ may be experienced by all" (2016, p. 409).  
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Gray areas of sexual harassment  

In an analysis of the conceptual ambiguity of sexual harassment, sociologist 

Carstensen states that "Were sexual harassment to be seen as a continuum, at one end there 

would be behaviors that would objectively, and independent of the subject’s perception, be 

defined as sexual harassment (for example, rape, sexual exploitation). On the other end, there 

would be behaviors that would not be directly problematic from the viewpoint of equality and 

non-sexual harassment. A variety of behaviors, however, linger in the gray zone between 

these poles" (2016, p. 276). There is a stark complexity in defining sexual harassment and 

distinguishing acts of sexual harassment as either acceptable or unacceptable behaviors.  

Behaviors that are deemed more difficult to categories can fall into a gray zone 

(Carstensen gives examples such as “a bottom-slap, a look, a whistle, or a male colleague 

who behaves in a physically and psychologically intrusive way towards female colleagues” 

(p. 276)). While these behaviors may not be considered sexual harassment if they are not 

perceived as offensive by those subjected to them, what then falls within or outside the 

confines of the definition of sexual harassment? This subjective criterion for what does or 

does not constitute sexual harassment can limit the ability to identify and react against 

behaviors that fall within Carstensen’s “gray zone.” It is increasingly important to recognize 

the complexity of defining sexual harassment and the need to promote an overarching culture 

of consent, understanding, and acceptance of the definition, to prevent these "gray zone" 

behaviors from being normalized. 

While it is clear that there is extensive research and literature existing on the topic of 

sexual harassment in higher learning institutions, a bibliometric analysis conducted by 

professors Cuenca-Piqueras et al found it necessary to continue researching the scientific 

production on sexual harassment, on one hand, by dealing in greater depth with some areas of 

outstanding studies such as sexual harassment in the workplace or the association between 

harassment and violence, etc. and, on the other hand, by carrying out meta-analyses that 

provide us with an overview of the results of the studies over time (2023, p. 6).  

6. Theory  

This section aims to define and discuss the WPR approach, and the theories used to 

construct the analysis of the selected policies, which have proved to benefit previous studies 

in similar capacities. With this theoretical framework, I seek to understand the impact of 

language used to answer the research questions of this study. Language, as a tool of 

communication and representation, shapes not only how issues are perceived but also how 

they are translated into policy responses. Furthermore, the application of these chosen 
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theoretical frameworks extends beyond linguistic analysis. These frameworks are 

instrumental in exploring the existence of a patriarchal system at the core of the policies 

being analyzed. The following approach and theories allow for an intricate examination of 

the socially constructed assumptions surrounding gender and power and language specifically 

chosen to be used. By employing these theoretical lenses, the study endeavors to ascertain 

what the problem is represented to be in the policies examined. It seeks to reveal whether the 

language used, the assumptions embedded, and the outcomes endorsed by these policies 

perpetuate or challenge gender-based hierarchies. Through an in-depth analysis informed by 

these frameworks, the study aims to uncover hidden power dynamics and illuminate whether 

policies inadvertently contribute to or resist the perpetuation of patriarchal structures. 

 Theoretical Positions of the WPR Approach  

Carol Bacchi's "What's the problem represented to be?" (WPR) approach to policy 

analysis is a critical method used to examine how policy issues are constructed and framed. It 

focuses on understanding the underlying assumptions and power dynamics in policy 

discourses. The approach provides a framework for analyzing policy issues by deconstructing 

how problems are represented in discourse and policy documents. It examines the language, 

assumptions, and values embedded in these representations to uncover the underlying power 

dynamics and ideologies that influence policy decisions. The WPR approach is situated 

within the following four theoretical traditions: social construction theory, poststructuralism, 

feminist body theory and governmentality studies (Bacchi & Eveline, 2010, p. 117). I will 

provide concise overviews of each one, aiming to establish theoretical context for the WPR 

approach (which will be later used for the results of the analysis of this study): 

The theory of social construction “highlights the need to scrutinize taken-for-granted 

ways, including our own ways, of representing ‘problems’ since they are constituted in 

discourse" (Bacchi & Eveline, 2010, p. 117-118). This emphasizes the necessity to critically 

examine commonly accepted ways, including our own, of portraying ‘problems,’ as these are 

formed through discourse. The WPR approach represents a technique for evaluating policies 

by uncovering how a particular matter is framed or constructed as a problem, and by 

investigating elements such as assumptions and values. It asserts that societal issues are 

products of societal interpretation and are open to modification. Bacchi and Eveline discuss 

that "the underlying proposition in thinking about policies as productive, or as constitutive, is 

that policies and policy proposals give shape and meaning to the ‘problems’ they purport to 

‘address'" (2010, pp 111). 



 13 

Poststructuralism directs its attention to the concept that power plays a role in 

generating various forms of knowledge and acknowledges that these knowledge forms wield 

power or influence in shaping individuals' lives. Poststructuralism challenges the notion that 

language possesses an exclusive and unchanging definition, as it can evolve over time, be 

influenced by various contexts, and be contingent upon the authority or privilege of the 

language user. The WPR approach also delves deeply into another facet of this theory, 

specifically the concept that “who we are and who we assume ourselves to be are, at least in 

part, reflections of the discourses and social practices, including policy practices, in which we 

are embedded" (p. 118). The approach then “works from the premise that the discursive 

constitution of problem representations produces political subjects of particular types 

(gendered, sexed, disabled, racialized etc.) through eliciting certain ‘subject positions’" (p. 

118).  

The feminist body theory is used in the WPR approach as a tool to scrutinize the 

unique ways in which problem portrayals distinctly influence the experiences and welfare of 

individuals in their human bodies. The WPR approach incorporates concepts from feminist 

theory regarding the socially constructed presumptions of gender and the way power 

dynamics influence societal concerns and policy choices. It also delves into the ramifications 

of these presumptions and choices on the treatment and lifestyles of individuals. 

Lastly, governmentality studies are used to point out political significance of the 

concepts and categories adopted and deployed, and the need to scrutinize reflexively the 

nature and effects of those categorical creations (2010, p. 119). Here we see that there is a 

shared focus on understanding the ways in which power and knowledge intersect to shape 

governance and policymaking. Governmentality studies, influenced by the work of Michel 

Foucault, examine how various forms of power, control, and governance operate within 

societies. Bacchi and Eveline speak on this: "Foucault’s thought, ‘knowledge means not only 

technical know-how but more importantly the social, historical, and political conditions under 

which statements come to be seen as true or false.’ WPR, along with multiple other examples 

of knowledgeable methods of analysis, exercises power through the authority of its 

knowledge construction" (2012, p. 156). This study will closely follow the WPR approach 

and methodology to address which problems are being named in the selected policies to be 

analyzed.  

Intersectionality  

Scholar and professor Kimberlé Crenshaw’s concept of intersectionality will also 

have a key role in this study. Crenshaw focuses on intersectionality as a concept that 
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describes how various forms of social identity, such as race, gender, class, and sexuality, 

intersect and interact with one another, resulting in unique and interconnected systems of 

oppression and privilege. Crenshaw emphasized that traditional modes of analysis often fail 

to capture the experiences of individuals who are marginalized by multiple intersecting 

identities. Crenshaw stated that “race, gender, and other identity categories are most often 

treated in mainstream liberal discourse as vestiges of bias or domination- that is, as 

intrinsically negative frameworks in which social power works to exclude or marginalize 

those who are different” (1991, p. 1242). In other words, these aspects of identity are often 

seen as inherently negative frameworks where social power is used to keep out or push to the 

margins those who belong to different or marginalized groups. Using an intersectional 

feminist approach while evaluating university policies allows for the examination of how 

policies impact individuals differently depending on their intersecting identities.  

Boyer argues that sexual harassment is not only a personal experience, but a structural 

issue that is deeply embedded in our social norms and power relations: "There is work to be 

done in terms of understanding the extent of harassment and how it is experienced both 

across different cultural contexts and across the axis of social difference, especially by race 

and ethnicity, sexual orientation, gender identity, and disability" (p. 409). Boyer’s research 

suggests that “some actions understood as ‘harmless fun’ by some are experienced as 

threatening by others. And the way actions are interpreted is framed by social positionality 

and intersectional differences between revelers, with those in positions of greater social 

power (by race, gender, sexual orientation, and gender identity) most likely being able to ‘go 

where they want and do what they want’, and others less so. Again, this highlights the need to 

bring the role of embodied difference and how it shapes experiences of everyday space and 

patterns of spatial privilege back into the frame” (p. 405). Policies created in attempts to 

protect individuals from sexual harassment must recognize the ways in which these power 

imbalances and intersectionality can shape experiences of sexual harassment and the 

interpretation of “gray areas” behaviors. The example provided by Boyer shows that while an 

action may be perceived as harmless fun by some, it can feel threatening, fearful, and 

uncomfortable by others, namely those in positions of less social power. This means that 

policies must consider the needs of all members of a university’s community. Lastly, this 

example by Boyer provides insight into the larger role of spatial privilege, highlighting the 

need for policies to address broader social and cultural contexts in which sexual harassment 

occurs. To do this would mean encouraging a campus culture where the expectation is to be 

inclusive and respectful, while taking intersectional positionings into account. 
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Overall, intersectionality emphasizes the importance of recognizing and addressing 

the overlapping effects of multiple forms of discrimination and privilege, which cannot be 

fully understood by focusing on any single dimension of identity alone. This theory is a large 

aid in analyzing the policies to prompt a more nuanced analysis of power dynamics and 

social inequalities within sexual harassment. An intersectional feminist approach allows for a 

more comprehensive analysis of how discourse and policies affect different groups. This 

perspective goes beyond individual incidents of harassment, acknowledging sexual 

harassment as a structural issue deeply rooted in social norms and power relations.  

Radical Feminism 

In combination with intersectionality, radical feminism is another theory that helps 

tremendously in the analysis of these policy documents. Radical feminism recognizes that 

gender oppression is not only a result of individual acts of discrimination, but moreover a 

permeating system of patriarchal power. Specific attention is paid to the widespread issue of 

male violence against women, seeing it as a tool used to control and dominate women. 

Radical feminism contends that sexual harassment is perpetuated by institutional 

structures and norms that prioritize male dominance and dismiss or trivialize the experiences 

of women. It argues that addressing sexual harassment requires not only addressing 

individual incidents but also challenging the systemic factors that enable and sustain such 

behavior.  Radical feminism aids analysis by providing a critical framework to analyze and 

deconstruct language, discourses, and power dynamics in relation to gender and patriarchy. 

Stanley and Wise, Professors of Sociology at the University of Newcastle, note that 

“radical feminism has remained tied to issues of real concern to women, rather than being 

enticed by the seductions of theory for theory’s sake” (1993). The statement suggests that 

radical feminism places a strong emphasis on the material realities of women's lives and the 

urgent need for changes that dismantle patriarchy. Radical feminism is a key theory to this 

analysis, as it strives to maintain a balance between theory and practice, ensuring that 

theoretical insights are relevant and applicable to the real-world challenges and issues faced 

by women. 

7. Material  

The scope of this study is confined to a selection of fifteen presently applicable sexual 

harassment policies used by universities in the United States. The policies examined in this 

study are exclusively sourced from American universities, with the sole criterion being their 

designation as largely populated Title IX schools. The rationale behind this approach is to 

comprehend the prevalence of sexual harassment while discerning the specific cultural 
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factors and norms that influence the language adopted within academic policies. Specifically, 

the focus of the analysis was directed towards the sections within the policies that delineate 

the definition of sexual harassment and its parameters.   

Universities have formulated these policies to address the issue of sexual harassment, 

encompassing preventive measures and response mechanisms. These policies generally 

encompass comprehensive definitions of sexual harassment, establish reporting procedures, 

delineate the process of investigations, and outline potential disciplinary actions. Moreover, 

universities often offer training initiatives and resources with the aim of educating students, 

faculty, and staff on strategies for prevention and appropriate response to instances of sexual 

harassment. 

The following university policies were analyzed in this study: Baylor University, The 

University of Virginia, The University of North Carolina, Wake Forest University, Arizona 

State University, Indiana University, New York University, Princeton University, Harvard 

University, The University of Chicago, Johns Hopkins University, The University of 

Pennsylvania, Duke University, Northwestern University, and The University of Alabama.   

By applying discourse analysis to these 15 policies, my aim has been to identify key 

themes that provide deeper definitions for sexual harassment. I did so to seek out what the 

problem is being represented as through the definitions, if the definitions are similar across 

policies all over the country, and if they highlight the following, to answer the original 

research questions: the problem, cause, and consequences of sexual harassment in university 

settings.  

8. Method 

I have analyzed 15 university policies, pulling them directly from the university's 

main websites. I chose this specific number of policies so that I would be certain of having an 

accurate representation of the universities across the country and selected the specific 

universities that would truly reflect the entirety of academic institutions in the United States. 

These were relatively easy to find via Google- I purposely chose universities that are well-

established, large, and exclusively fall under Title IX's mandates. Unfortunately, these 

policies are not only focused on sexual harassment. Instead, they are often grouped in with 

other issues, namely discrimination, interpersonal misconduct, interpersonal or relationship 

violence, retaliation, stalking, etc. The following methodology allowed for critical reflection 

on the sexual harassment portion of these policies and helped consider whether these policies 

reinforce or challenge dominant discourses about gender, diversity, and inclusion overall: 

Carol Bacchi's What is the problem represented to be? (WPR) Approach  
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As mentioned above, the WPR approach focuses on understanding the underlying 

assumptions and power dynamics in policy discourses. This approach starts from the premise 

that, since all policies make proposals for change, by their very nature they contain implicit 

representations of ‘problems’. The task therefore becomes interrogating unexamined 

assumptions and deep-seated conceptual logics within implicit problem representations and 

considering what follows from these representations of the ‘problem’ (Bacchi & Eveline, 

2010, p. 116). The approach involves answering the following questions: 

1. What’s the ‘problem’ represented to be in a specific policy? 

2. What presuppositions or assumptions underlie this representation of the ‘problem’? 

3. How has this representation of the ‘problem’ come about? 

4. What is left unproblematic in this problem representation? Where are the silences? 

Can the ‘problem’ be thought about differently? 

5. What effects are produced by this representation of the ‘problem’? 

6. How/where has this representation of the ‘problem’ been produced, disseminated, and 

defended? How could it be questioned, disrupted, and replaced?  

(Bacchi & Eveline, 2010, p. 117) 

9. Results and Analysis  

The fifteen selected policy documents were analyzed independently to identify 

discourses existing across all policies. This analysis yielded a strong framework for 

examining how specific language used shaped the selected university's understanding of 

sexual harassment. I was able to identify three main discourses: the language used when 

defining sexual harassment (including problem, cause, consequences), gender neutrality, and 

the idea of a gray area.  

Next, the use of Bacchi’s approach began as I answered the questions and how they 

can be applied to the policies, with a focus on the following: “a WPR approach begins by 

examining what is proposed as a change and working backwards to see how that constitutes 

the problem” (2009, p. 55). The section that follows will provide the detailed process of 

analysis and the results, with the hope being that the findings might provide valuable insights 

for policymakers, administrators, and stakeholders involved in creating and revising sexual 

harassment policies to be more truly representative.  

WPR Question 1: What’s the ‘problem’ represented to be in a specific policy? 

Sexual harassment within the framework of Title IX policies is recognized as a 

violation of federal law, undermining the educational environment and impeding students' 

access to educational opportunities. Sexual harassment manifests in various forms, including 
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verbal or physical acts of a sexual nature, unwelcome advances or physical contact, and the 

use of threats or coercion. To effectively address this issue, Title IX policies must incorporate 

unambiguous definitions of sexual harassment and establish procedures for reporting and 

investigating allegations.   

A comprehensive analysis of fifteen policies revealed that all of them included the 

following in their definitions of sexual harassment: "Conduct on the basis of Sex that satisfies 

one of the following: An Employee conditioning the provision of University aid, benefits, or 

services on the Reporting Party’s participation in unwelcome sexual contact; unwelcome 

sexual conduct determined by a reasonable person to be so severe, pervasive, and objectively 

offensive that it effectively denies an individual equal access to the University’s education 

program or activity; or sexual assault, dating violence, domestic violence, or stalking, as 

defined in this Policy." 

To further analyze what the problem is, I analyzed the examples policies used when 

describing events of sexual harassment. One example is Northwestern University's policy, 

which provides illustrative examples of conduct that may constitute sexual harassment, 

including "pressure for a dating, romantic, or intimate relationship; unwelcome sexual 

advances; unwelcome touching, kissing, hugging, or massaging; pressure for or forced sexual 

activity; unnecessary references to parts of the body; sexual innuendoes, gestures, or humor; 

or sexual graffiti, pictures, or posters" (2019, p. 7). By establishing such specific examples, 

universities like Northwestern University are attempting to communicate what can constitute 

sexual harassment, assisting individuals in identifying and reporting such behavior. Another 

example is Princeton's use of Quid Pro Quo Harassment (2022), "included but not limited to: 

A professor offers a student a higher grade in a class in exchange for having sex with or 

going on a date with the professor, an employee offers a student an employment opportunity 

in exchange for having sex with or going on a date with the employee, or a student is offered 

a research opportunity by an employee in exchange for a sexual relationship." 

With all fifteen universities including the same definition to communicate the 

problem of sexual harassment, it can be argued that this is beneficial to solving this issue. I 

will briefly cover some of these assumed benefits before situating the counter argument from 

the theories mentioned earlier to proceed with the WPR approach. Firstly, having a consistent 

definition across policies can help ensure that there is a shared understanding of what 

constitutes sexual harassment within the educational context. This can help avoid confusion 

and ambiguity, allowing individuals to identify and recognize instances of sexual harassment 

more effectively. Additionally, when universities align their definitions with the legal 
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framework provided by Title IX, they may be able to better ensure compliance with the law 

and demonstrate their commitment to upholding students' rights and promoting a safe 

educational environment. Lastly, equity is assumed to be able to be upheld and expected 

among universities among the nation when a uniform definition of sexual harassment in all 

policies exists.  

The uniform definition of sexual harassment utilized by the 15 policies does not pay 

enough attention to sexual harassment being undeniably a deeply rooted problem that 

specifically effects marginalized populations. This is the central focus of this WPR analysis. 

Bacchi states that "this first question is straightforward- if a government proposes to do 

something, what is it hoping to change? And, hence, what does it produce as the ‘problem’? 

For example, if training courses are offered to women as part of a policy to increase their 

representation in better paid occupations or in positions of influence, the ‘problem’ is 

represented to be women’s lack of training" (2009, p. x). To apply this same logic to this 

study, if the above definitions have been created and upheld in addressing sexual harassment, 

then the implicit problem in this policy is represented to be is that everyone has the same risk 

of being a victim of sexual harassment- regardless of the intersectionality’s of one's identity. 

WPR Question 2: What presuppositions or assumptions underlie this representation of 

the ‘problem’? 

Due to the language used in the policies analyzed, the presupposition underlying this 

representation of the problem is the assumption that if sexual harassment can happen to 

anyone, it is not then a gendered issue deeply embedded in a patriarchal system. However, 

due to the structural power imbalances and cultural norms that characterize cases of sexual 

harassment, we can see how sexual harassment and a patriarchal system become intertwined. 

It then can be said that this representation assumes that sexual harassment does not reinforce 

unequal power dynamics, with men traditionally occupying positions of authority and 

decision-making. Without this power imbalance, there is an assumption that situations where 

individuals in positions of power feel entitled to exploit or harass those with less power, 

particularly women and marginalized genders, will not often be the case. These assumptions 

can continue to build until a point is reached where it may be assumed that the underlying 

presupposition is an environment where sexual harassment is seen as acceptable or even 

expected. 

Allan Wade and Linda Coates with the Centre for Response-Based Practice present 4 

problematic ways language can be used to misrepresent violent, malicious, or otherwise 

harmful actions: concealing violence, obscuring or mitigating perpetrator responsibility, 
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concealing victim resistance, and blaming or pathologizing victims. It is unfortunately clear 

that underlying ideologies, biases, and power dynamics reflected in language use show the 

desire to maintain patriarchy and control the narrative of women student's lives and 

experiences. Language can be used to assume the permittance of violent or harmful actions, 

particularly within the context of patriarchal power dynamics. I will briefly apply these four 

ways to sexual harassment:  

Concealing violence can be used to downplay or hide the violence in situations of 

sexual harassment, making them appear less harmful or dangerous than they truly are. This 

effectively minimizes the seriousness of an act of sexual harassment and its impact on the 

victim. Next, obscuring or mitigating perpetrator responsibility shifts the blame away from 

the perpetrators, thus diminishing their accountability for their actions. Instead of recognizing 

there is to be consequences for sexual harassment, perpetrators may be portrayed as less 

responsible, and feel justified in their behaviors. Next, concealing victim resistance can cause 

a sense of undermining the agency demonstrated by victims in response to sexual harassment, 

which can contribute to the narrative that paints victims as complicit in the harassment 

committed against them, rather than recognizing each situation is different and sometimes 

victims are unable to protect themselves. Lastly, blaming or pathologizing victims can 

happen, even going as far as transferring responsibility of the act itself to them for the sexual 

harassment they have experienced. Pathologizing victims portrays them as inherently flawed 

or deserving of the harassment inflicted upon them.  

WPR Question 3: How has this representation of the ‘problem’ come about? 

The representation that sexual harassment in university settings can happen to anyone 

can be arguably attributed to several factors, including a lack of education or awareness about 

appropriate boundaries, cultural attitudes that tolerate or minimize sexual harassment, or 

societal norms and stereotypes that deem such acts as "acceptable." It can also be caused by a 

lack of policies, training, and resources to prevent and respond to sexual harassment. 

Harvard's policy states that "Whether the conduct creates a hostile environment may 

depend on a variety of factors, including: the degree to which the conduct affected one or 

more person’s education or employment; the type, frequency, and duration of the conduct; 

the relationship between the parties; the number of people involved; and the context in which 

the conduct occurred." Several critical factors are listed as the causes of sexual harassment 

within the context of a hostile environment.  

These examples help identify how sexual harassment in universities have come about 

to be represented based on various factors and circumstances. In conveying the dedication to 
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investigating all known factors in a situation, the university is implying that they aim to 

assess the cause of sexual harassment comprehensively and make fair judgments based on 

these evaluations. The degree to which the conduct affects an individual's education or 

employment is highlighted as a significant factor, acknowledging that sexual harassment can 

deeply affect a victim's ability to fully engage in their educational pursuits. Additionally, the 

number of people involved is considered, recognizing that widespread harassment or patterns 

of misconduct may reflect systemic issues within the university. Finally, the context in which 

the conduct occurs is highlighted, underscoring the importance of understanding the broader 

environment and social dynamics that contribute to the causes of sexual harassment. By 

taking these factors into account, institutions can gain valuable insights into the 

representation of the 'problem' of sexual harassment and develop targeted strategies to 

prevent and address this pervasive issue. 

WPR Question 4: What is left unproblematic in this problem representation? Where 

are the silences? Can the ‘problem’ be thought about differently? 

When there is an assumption made that sexual harassment is not a gendered 

issue, we are ignoring and silencing true and dangerous causes of sexual harassment. Three 

prominent and imperative silences found in this analysis that will be discussed in an answer 

to this section are the following: use of gender-neutral language, power imbalances, and the 

presence of gray areas.  

Gender Neutrality 

An issue that was made abundantly clear during the analysis of these policies was the 

lack of gendered language. Wake Forest University notes in their policy that "Sexual or 

gender-based harassment can occur between any persons, including those of the same or 

opposite sex, and either as single or repeated incidents." Another example is the University of 

Chicago's absence of gender in the following: "Harassment includes same-sex harassment 

and peer harassment among students, staff, other academic appointees, postdoctoral 

researchers, faculty members, program participants, volunteers, and anyone on whom the 

University formally confers a title, regardless of employment status.” 

Radical feminism argues that language is deeply embedded in patriarchal systems and 

reinforces women's subordination. They emphasize that gendered language, assumptions, and 

practices are pervasive in everyday communication, perpetuating unequal power relations and 

limiting women's agency and opportunities. The language in these policies is wholly gender 

neutral, which misses the point of sexual harassment being a gendered problem entirely. 

Women have historically been more likely to experience sexual harassment compared to men 
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as shown in the previous section of current statistics. Gender-based power imbalances, 

societal norms, and cultural factors continue to contribute to this disparity. Acknowledging 

that sexual harassment affects women more frequently and more negatively does not mean 

that men are not victims or cannot be protected by these policies.  

Having a fully gender-neutral approach to a policy written for a topic as gender 

imbalanced as sexual harassment presents a significant problem. While it is understandable 

that the sole reason behind having a policy be gender neutral is to uphold the liberal idea that 

everyone should be equally represented, protected, or held responsible, ends up failing the 

victim. 

Ignoring gender specific experiences by having a gender-neutral policy downplays the 

challenges that women face, in addition to completely ignoring the other ways in which 

sexual harassment targets other intersects of identity- as oftentimes the acts of sexual 

harassment are committed with sexist, transphobic, homophobic, and/or racist undertones. 

When failing to address sexual harassment as a gendered issue, the power imbalances that 

have been mentioned several times in this study are also overlooked. The systems of 

oppression that disproportionately affect individuals of certain races, genders, sexuality, 

socioeconomic status, or cultures are also overlooked as these policies fail to address any 

direly necessary specificity and dismiss intersectionality as whole. Lastly but equally 

important to note is the fact that gender neutral language in policies disregard the specific 

needs and experiences of marginalized genders. Gender neutral policies reinforce the idea of 

a status quo and perpetuate the gender hierarchies in play, namely patriarchy, when they treat 

all genders as if they are facing the same challenges.   

In addition to the absence of gender specific language, the analysis of the fifteen 

policies also showed the absence of language that shows respect or even acknowledgment to 

the experience that trauma survivors and victims of violence have endured. In the situations 

being addressed and discussed in these policies, there is a clear perpetrator or offender, and a 

victim (or victims), but instead of using these terms, the policies opt for the following: 

employee, student, individual, or third party. In fact, every reference used in this study pulled 

directly from the policies analyzed omits any use of gender and uses complainant instead of 

victim. A complainant refers to a person who alleges that another committed a criminal act 

against him/her (Cornell Law School, 2022).   

Power Imbalances  

Power can play a significant role in instances of sexual harassment. These 

dynamics can create an environment where harassment occurs, and victims may feel reluctant 
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to come forward due to concerns about repercussions. The policies analyzed do not focus on 

the presence of power in circumstances of sexual harassment, thus creating a silence. 

Bacchi’s use of poststructuralism is useful here: “Poststructuralism brings an awareness of 

politics, understood broadly, to bear on this social understanding of knowledge. With 

Foucault, there is recognition of a power-knowledge nexus in which power is involved in 

producing forms of knowledge, such as the authority accorded to ‘expert’ ‘knowledges’, and 

in which knowledges exercise power or influence in shaping people’s lives” (2010, p. 118). 

Power influences the way that knowledge and ideas are formed into the problems we see in 

the creation of policies, and further influences the ways in which these problems are 

dispersed into action. The very notion of power having a role in the creation of policies hints 

at the fact that power will not be addressed in the policies themselves. Despite this, it is 

important in this study to consider and name the role that power plays in sexual harassment, 

to point out the gaps that have been left in the policies created. 

 Sexual harassment often arises from an abuse of power, where the harasser 

seeks to exert control or dominance over the victim. This power dynamic can occur in 

various contexts, such as the workplace, educational institutions, or social settings. Specifics 

of circumstances of sexual harassment can include power imbalances between staff and 

students. This power imbalance can lead to situations where students may feel pressured to 

tolerate or comply with inappropriate behavior, fearing that their academic success or future 

opportunities could be compromised if they resist. High-profile faculty members or 

administrators may abuse their positions to engage in harassment, relying on the university's 

desire to protect its reputation to shield themselves from consequences. If universities lack 

effective reporting mechanisms or if those in power are responsible for investigating 

complaints, victims may fear that their reports will not be taken seriously or that they will 

face retaliation. These are just a few examples of how sexual harassment is fundamentally 

rooted in power dynamics. 

Gray Areas 

Incorporating an intersectional lens enables the exploration of the discourses and 

power dynamics that perpetuate or enable sexual harassment. It also helps in understanding 

how interpretations of behaviors associated with sexual harassment can vary depending on 

one's social positionality and intersectional differences, emphasizing the need to address 

power imbalances and "gray areas." As mentioned previously, all fifteen policies analyzed 

include some version of the following when describing sexual harassment, but this specific 

quote is from Johns Hopkins University's policy: "conduct that a reasonable person would 
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determine is so severe, pervasive and objectively offensive that it effectively denies a person 

equal access to the educational institution’s education program or activity." Additionally, The 

University of Virginia’s policy states that "the University uses a reasonable person standard 

that takes into account the totality of known circumstances in a particular situation, including 

but not limited to the frequency, nature, and severity of the conduct; the age, disability status, 

and other characteristics of the parties; whether the conduct was physically threatening; the 

effect of the conduct on the Complainant’s mental or emotional state. Whether the conduct 

was directed at more than one person; whether the conduct arose in the context of other 

discriminatory conduct; and whether the conduct unreasonably interfered with the 

Complainant’s educational or work performance and/or University programs or activities."  

While not a key factor in this analysis, it is important to note that it is troubling to see 

the use of a "reasonable person standard," a legal concept used to assess the behavior and 

actions of an individual in a particular situation. When a reasonable person standard is used, 

it serves as a type of benchmark for determining whether a person's actions were lawful 

based on what a hypothetical "reasonable person" would do in a similar situation. With this 

language chosen and used, it assumes that to an extent, certain acts of sexual harassment may 

be seen as "reasonable." 

The idea that is used by all fifteen policies determines sexual harassment in a 

university setting. It presents a sort of threshold for determining when conduct is considered 

to have crossed the line from a conflict or disagreement to a larger violation of someone’s 

rights. However, different interpretations, cultural norms, and personal experiences can 

contribute to the varying perceptions of what constitutes “severe, pervasive, or objectively 

offensive” conduct. While there is an undeniable need for clear policies, they must also 

expand to support the navigation of these gray areas. Therefore, the result of the discourse 

analysis where gray areas is concerned is that there is a notion of complexity that is easily 

identifiable to be associated with addressing sexual harassment in Title IX policies. This 

complexity lies in the difficulty of defining and identifying such behavior.  

The University of Alabama considers the "totality of known circumstances" of sexual 

harassment to include (but not be limited to): the frequency, nature and severity of the 

conduct; whether the conduct was physically threatening; whether the incident involved 

severe humiliation rather than was merely offensive; the effect of the conduct on the 

Complainant’s mental or emotional state; whether the conduct was directed at more than one 

person; whether the Complainant was offended by the conduct; whether the conduct arose in 

the context of other discriminatory conduct; whether the conduct unreasonably interfered 
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with the Complainant’s educational or work performance and/or University programs or 

activities; and whether the conduct implicates concerns related to academic freedom or 

protected speech. 

While I find it imperative to note that in no way will a policy ever be able to include 

all forms or examples of sexual harassment and all policies analyzed use the phrase 

"including but not limited to," a priority should be made in creating guidelines and 

frameworks that provide clearer guidance and support in situations where the lines between 

acceptable and unacceptable behavior may be blurred. While prohibited behaviors are clearly 

defined, there should be a more detailed definition in which examples of obvious and subtle 

forms of sexual harassment are portrayed. This clarity can help individuals understand what 

constitutes acceptable conduct, which would reduce an overall sense of ambiguity. Sexual 

harassment policies should incorporate an intersectional analysis that recognizes the diverse 

experiences and vulnerabilities faced by individuals due to their intersecting identities.  

Understanding the unique challenges faced by different individuals and groups can 

inform more inclusive and effective policies. In the future, policies should better capture gray 

areas to be fully effective. Addressing gray zones in sexual harassment policies appears to 

require a nuanced approach that will acknowledge the complexity and intersections of 

interpersonal interactions. By providing clear but detailed instructions and actively seeking 

feedback, policies can better support victims of sexual harassment overall.  

WPR Question 5: What effects are produced by this representation of the ‘problem’? 

According to Bacchi (2009, p. 15), there are three, interconnected and 

overlapping kinds of effects that need to be ‘weighed up:’ discursive effects (effects which 

follow from the limits imposed on what can be thought and said); subjectification effects (the 

ways in which subjects and subjectivities are constituted in discourse); and lived effects (the 

impact on life and death). Identifying these effects in the selected policies helps to show who 

will be at an advantage from the policies, and who will be more vulnerable. Additionally, this 

question identifies what is likely to change and what is likely to stay the same. The goal then 

of Question 5 is to identify the three types of effects of the specific problem representation: 

Discursive effects: If some options for social intervention are closed off by the way in which 

a ‘problem’ is represented, this can have devastating effects for certain people (Bacchi, 2009, 

p. 16). If sexual harassment is conceived as something that can happen regardless of one’s 

gender or intersecting identities, it closes off consideration for victims in need of specific care 

and resources. It also removes the need to hold perpetrators accountable, dismisses the call 

for the acceptance of sexual harassment being a gendered issue, and makes it difficult for 
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policy readers to believe otherwise. Because of this difficulty, the ability to have sexual 

harassment policies in action that hold true perpetrators accountable is limited, and when 

potential perpetrators of sexual harassment are named as anyone not thinking “reasonably,” it 

only makes the silences more marked. These discursive effects result in a message being sent 

that the ambiguity in the policies will allow for sexual harassment to be more permissible.  

Subjectification effects: Subjectification effects are outcomes stemming from the way 

problem representations embedded within policies often create divisions among different 

groups of people. Foucault terms this phenomenon as 'dividing practices' (1982, p. 208), 

while Bacchi gives examples of this like the contrast between the “unemployed” versus the 

“employed,” as well as between “binge drinkers” versus “socially responsible drinkers.” 

Following this argument, it can be said that the subjectification effects of these policies 

encourage behaviors of sexual harassment among the majority group. In this same context, 

Bacchi elaborates on the concept of subjectification, asserting that individuals assume 

identities partly through the mechanisms by which policies establish social dynamics and our 

roles (positions) within them (2009, p. 16). Consequently, those occupying positions of 

authority or privilege possess the ability to wield influence over the construction of these 

social relationships and the corresponding positions that individuals occupy within them. 

This dynamic can lead to the perpetuation of behaviors and attitudes that marginalize or 

demean certain groups. When those in positions of authority or privilege can shape the 

construction of social relationships and define the roles and positions of individuals within a 

given context, it creates a power dynamic that can significantly influence how sexual 

harassment is understood and addressed. These influential individuals may set the tone for 

what is deemed acceptable or unacceptable behavior, either explicitly or implicitly, through 

their actions, attitudes, and decisions. 

Lived effects: The concept of lived effects situated in this study goes back to the previously 

mentioned sections on the infringement on the right to everyday life and the health issues that 

are brought about when sexual harassment occurs. Bacchi states that “the notion of lived 

effects thereby highlights the way in which policies create representations of problems that 

have effects in the real by materially affecting our lives” (p. 18). The ways in which these 

policies are constructed create and furthers victims to continue to live out a life with fear of 

harm, harassment, or discomfort, feeling hesitant or anxious to perform normal day to day 

activities. In addition to these limits, physical health issues will continue to abound. 

WPR Question 6: How/where has this representation of the ‘problem’ been produced, 

disseminated, and defended? How could it be questioned, disrupted, and replaced? 
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Considering recent societal shifts and movements such as the #MeToo 

movement, the need for further research and change becomes even more critical, to answer 

the 6th and final question in the WPR approach. These movements have provided a platform 

that calls for a reevaluation of policies and practices that may perpetuate a culture of silence. 

In the analysis, I have identified several silences within the documents, including the absence 

of gender-specific language, the failure to acknowledge power dynamics, and the use of 

neutral terminology that downplays the severity of harm. These silences not only limit the 

effectiveness of the policies but also contribute to the perpetuation of harmful narratives and 

unequal power relations. As we move forward, it is imperative that we continue to question 

and challenge these representations. We must advocate for policies that are not only clear and 

comprehensive but also sensitive to the gendered and intersectional nature of sexual 

harassment.  

10. Discussion and Concluding Remarks 

 The use of Bacchi's WPR approach and its theoretical departures, along with the 

additional theories used in this study, helped to answer the original research questions that 

this thesis sought out to identify. This concluding section will highlight and conclude the key 

findings of how sexual harassment is currently defined in the 15 selected policies, what is 

seen as the problem, the cause, and the consequences of sexual harassment, and what power 

dynamics and discourses can be found in policy documents addressing the issue of sexual 

harassment within university settings. 

The analysis of these fifteen policies addressing sexual harassment in US 

academia reveals a complex problem. While consistent in definitions, these policies overlook 

the gendered nature of sexual harassment, neglecting the experiences of marginalized 

genders. These policies overlook and neglect the experiences of marginalized genders and 

fail to consider the intersecting dynamics of power and discrimination. Their gender-neutral 

language obscures power imbalances and intersectional dynamics, perpetuating a narrative 

that hides the gendered dimensions of harassment.  

The "reasonable person standard" introduces ambiguity, risking the 

minimization of certain behaviors and leaving victims uncertain. Radical feminism would 

argue that the "reasonable person standard" and other ambiguous language can minimize the 

severity of harassment, particularly when it affects marginalized genders. Moreover, these 

policies fail to acknowledge trauma and power dynamics, fostering a culture of silence. An 

intersectional approach would critique the "reasonable person standard" for its potential to 

minimize certain behaviors. It might argue that what is considered "reasonable" can vary 
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based on an individual's experiences and intersecting identities. These policies should provide 

clearer definitions that account for diverse perspectives. 

To address these shortcomings, future policies should adopt an intersectional 

approach, prioritize clarity, and specificity in defining sexual harassment, and recognize 

power dynamics. Policies should be sensitive to the fact that the gendered nature of 

harassment can vary significantly based on an individual's identity and background. The 

intersectionality theory supports the use of gender-specific language to acknowledge the 

different experiences of marginalized genders. Policies should avoid gender-neutral terms 

that may mask power imbalances and inequalities. Using neutral terms minimizes harm and 

responsibility, reflecting patriarchal ideologies. Additionally, radical feminism would argue 

that such neutrality can perpetuate male-dominated power structures by obscuring the fact 

that women and marginalized genders are disproportionately affected by sexual harassment. 

Lastly, the social construction theory argues that these policies, by overlooking the gendered 

nature of sexual harassment, reflect and reinforce societal norms and beliefs about gender. 

Policies should incorporate gender-specific language, acknowledge the needs of marginalized 

genders, and respect survivors' experiences while holding perpetrators accountable. 

Systemic issues contributing to sexual harassment, like gender inequality and 

power imbalances, must be addressed. Radical feminism emphasizes that sexual harassment 

is a manifestation of patriarchal power structures and would argue that these policies 

overlook the gendered nature of harassment because they do not explicitly address the power 

imbalances rooted in a patriarchal society. These policies should explicitly recognize and 

challenge the patriarchal underpinnings of sexual harassment.  

In conclusion, these policies must evolve to better address the nuanced and 

gendered nature of sexual harassment in academia. These policies need a radical 

transformation to confront the deeply embedded gender-based oppression and power 

imbalances. Fedina et al also push for further policy development and research, stating that 

"Despite discrepancies in prevalence findings, a significant proportion of college students 

experience sexual assault even in studies with lower estimates. The prevalence of different 

forms of sexual assault may vary from campus to campus; therefore, prevention and 

intervention strategies should start with a detailed understanding of the specific needs of a 

campus population” (p. 91). This transformation would involve not just policy changes but a 

fundamental shift in the way institutions approach and combat sexual harassment, with a 

focus on dismantling patriarchal ideologies and structures. Clear, detailed policies and 
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adequate resources are necessary to combat sexual harassment effectively, creating a safer 

and more equitable educational environment for all.   
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