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Abstract This study examines the socio-demographic determinants of knowledge on sexual harassment among students of tertiary 

institutions in Rivers State. The main objective is to examine the level of knowledge of sexual harassment among tertiary institution 

students. A descriptive research design was employed in the study. A non-proportionate stratified random sampling technique was 

used to select 480 samples for the study. Data was collected with a semi-structured self-administered questionnaire titled “Sexual 

Harassment Scale” with a reliability coefficient of 0.75 for Knowledge of Sexual Harassment using Kuder Richardson formula. Data 

collected were analyzed using percentage to answer research questions and chi-square to test hypothesis at 0.05 level of significance. 

The findings of the study revealed that .52.4% have good knowledge of sexual harassment; 86.9% have poor knowledge of policies 

guiding sexual harassment complaints in the institutions and 83.3% of the reported cases were addressed by the school authorities. 

Gender and level of study had no significant association with the knowledge of sexual harassment. It was concluded that students in 

tertiary institutions have good knowledge of sexual harassment, however, these students do not have good knowledge of available 

policies to protect students and punish perpetrators. Therefore, the study recommended among others that school administrators 

should ensure a policy on the punishment of perpetrators of sexual harassment is included and made available in the various 

institution orientation packages for students. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Sexual harassment is the most common form of victimization in organizations including tertiary institutions and it is a major 

public health issue. Research has shown that sudents that are victims of sexual harassment are subject to psychosocial issues 

including  anxiety, depression, isolation and lack of self-esteem, guilt, fear, frustration and helplessness [1]. Although universities 

are suppose to be institutions where positive characters are developed, available evidence suggest that most universities in Nigeria 

have become  dangerous grounds where sexual harassment is perpetrated continuously [2].  According to [2], in most countries , 

there are no laws on sexual harassment in educational sectors.  For example in Africa, 36 of the 47 countries with data do not have 

laws penalizing perpetrators  of this criminal offence, despite the negative effect it has on victims [3,4]. In Nigeria this act has risen 

disproportionately among students, hence it is imperative to explore ways to curb it within the academic system   

The European Union defines Sexual Harassment as “any form of unwanted verbal, non-verbal or physical conduct of a sexual 

nature occurring with the purpose or effect of violating the dignity of a person in particular when creating an intimidating, hostile, 

degrading, humiliating or offensive environment” [5]. From an educational perspective, the United States Department of Education 

Office for Civil Rights described SH as “an unwelcome conduct of a sexual nature that can deny or limit the student’s ability to 

participate in or receive benefits, services, or opportunities in school programs”[6]. 

 

The prevalence of sexual harassment among studies has varied extensively. In a recent systematic review of literature, the 

prevalence estimates of sexual harassment in college samples based on 34 studies from the United States showed varying rates of 

1.8% to 34% in college women and 4.8% to 31% in college males [7]. In Nigeria, few studies from tertiary institutions reported a 

prevalence of 79% [8] and 58% of sexual harassment among students [9]  The number of victims who take formal action against 

their harassers is unambiguous compared to the high prevalence of sexual harassment. It is estimated that only 15% of sexual 

harassment victims file any type of formal complaint and only 6% take legal action against their perpetrators [10].  Some major 

factors that could be responsible for the increase in the incidence of sexual harassment may be naivety, fear of victimization, and 

stigmatization [11]. [12] also reported that some contributing factors of sexual harassment among students in Nigeria are sex, age, 

socioeconomic status, marital status, educational level, indecent dressing pattern, and drug use.  

Despite the progress made in reducing sexual harassment in Nigeria. the phenomenon of sexual harassment is gradually assuming 

critical dimensions in Nigerian tertiary institutions. Thus, the knowledge a student has of sexual harassment is crucial. Studies have 

found that women perceive a greater range of behaviors as sexually harassing than men [12]. Arguably, students of higher institutions 
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are expected to be better informed especially in recent times when the use of media and social platforms to acquire desired knowledge 

has increased.  Thus it is imperative to ascertain the level of students’ knowledge of sexual harassment as it deals with 

sociodemographic determinants.  This study sought to consider the socio-demographic determinants of knowledge on sexual 

harassment among students in tertiary institutions in Rivers State.  

 

1.2  Objectives of the study 

The following  research objectives guided this study: 

1. To determine the level of knowledge on sexual harassment among students in the tertiary institutions in Rivers State 

2. To ascertain  gender as a socio-demographic determinant of knowledge on sexual harassment in tertiary institutions in 

Rivers State; 

3. To ascertain the level of study as a socio-demographic determinant of knowledge on sexual harassment in tertiary 

institutions in Rivers State 

4. To determine the level of knowledge of policies on sexual harassment among students in the tertiary institutions in Rivers 

State; 

 

1.3 Research Questions 

The study sought  to answer the following research questions: 

1. What is the level of knowledge of sexual harassment among students in tertiary institutions in Rivers State? 

2. What is the level of knowledge of sexual harassment among students in tertiary institutions in Rivers State based on gender? 

3. What is the level of knowledge of sexual harassment among students in tertiary institutions in Rivers State based on level 

of study? 

4. What is the level of knowledge of policies on sexual harassment among students in the tertiary institutions in Rivers    

State? 

      1.4  Hypotheses 
 

Ho1: There is no significant association between gender and the knowledge of sexual harassment among students in tertiary 

institutions in Rivers State   

 

Ho2: There is no significant association between level of study and the knowledge of sexual harassment among students in tertiary 

institutions in Rivers State. 

 

    3. Methodology 

Descriptive research design was used in the study. All full-time students in the four sampled tertiary institutions (University of Port 

Harcourt, Rivers State University, Ignatius Ajuru University of Education, and Captain Elechi Amadi polytechnic) in Rivers State 

were the study population. Data was collected with a semi-structured self-administered 58-item questionnaire titled “Sexual 

Harassment Scale”. The supervisor and three other experts in the Department of Human Kinetics, Health and Safety Studies at 

Ignatius Ajuru University of Education assessed the face and content validity of the instrument. The instrument was administered to 

480 students selected using a non-proportionate stratified random sampling technique. Frequency and simple percentages were used 

to answer research questions and chi-square to test the hypothesis at 0.05 level of significance. The total score for knowledge was 

classified as Poor knowledge, fair knowledge, and Good knowledge ranging between 0-25%, 26-50%, and 51-100% respectively 

[13]. 

 

    4.  Results 

 

Research question 1: What is the level of knowledge on sexual harassment among students in tertiary institutions in Rivers State? 
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Table 1: Percentage distribution on Knowledge of sexual harassment among students in tertiary institutions (n=452) 

Knowledge Items Correct response 

 

Percentage Decisions 

Frequency   

Fondling of someone’s private part without permission 

is a sexual harassment 

345 76.3  

It is okay to have sexual intercourse against your wish 

provided your partner is satisfied 

325 71.9  

Starring at someone in a sexual way is not a sexual 

harassment 

 

130 

 

28.8 

 

One does not need permission before kissing someone  

173 

 

38.3 

 

Rape that was just attempted is not sexual harassment 

because it was not completed 

 

267 

 

63.5 

 

Having sexual romance with a person by force is 

harassment to the person’s sexual life 

 

413 

 

91.4 

 

Making unwanted sexual comments about someone’s 

body or appearance does not mean you are harassing the 

person sexually 

 

            138 

 

30.5 

 

Forcefully embracing someone is not harassment in any 

way 

165 36.5  

Begging to have sexual intercourse with someone 

without forcing the person is an harassment 

158 35.0  

Average         52.4 Good 

knowledge 

 

Key: 0-25% = Poor Knowledge; 26-50% = Fair knowledge; 51-100% = Good knowledge  

  
Table 1 displays the percentage distribution of knowledge of sexual harassment among students in tertiary institutions in Rivers 

State. The findings of the study showed that 91.4% of the respondents correctly indicated that having sexual romance with a person 

by force is a form of harassment, 76.3% indicated that fondling of someone’s private part without permission is a form of sexual 

harassment, 38.3% showed that one does not need the permission before kissing. Overall, 52.4% correctly responded to the 

knowledge-based questions. Thus, students of tertiary institutions in Rivers State have good knowledge. 

 

Research questions  2 and 3 

 

Table 2: Percentage distribution of socio-demographic determinants of knowledge on sexual harassment among students in 

tertiary institutions 

 Poor 

Knowledge 

F (%) 

Fair 

Knowledge  

F (%) 

Good Knowledge 

F (%) 

Decision  

    

Gender     

Male  18 (9.6%) 110 (58.5%) 60 (31.9%)  

Female 20 (7.6%) 160 (60.6%) 84 (31.8%)  

Level of Study      

100 level 13 (13.4%) 56 (57.7%) 28 (28.9%)  

200 level 15 (9.7%) 90 (58.1%) 50 (32.3%)  

300 level 6 (6.5%) 61 (66.3%) 25 (27.2%)  

400 level 2 (4.2%) 29 (60.4%) 17 (35.4%)  

500 level 2 (3.3%) 34 (56.7%) 24 (40.0%)  

Total  38 (8.4%) 270 (59.7%) 144 (31.9%) Poor 

Knowledge  
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Key: 0-25% = Poor Knowledge; 26-50%  fair knowledge; 56-100% = Good knowledge  

 

Table 2 shows the socio-demographic determinants of knowledge of sexual harassment among students in tertiary institutions in 

Rivers State. The result indicated that 60.6% of female respondents have fair knowledge of sexual harassing behaviors.  58.1% of 

students in 200 level have fair knowledge of sexual harassment. Thus, based on the result, more females in 200 level have poor 

knowledge of sexual harassment as compared to male students in 200 level. 

 

Research Question 4: What is the level of knowledge of policies on sexual harassment among students in tertiary institutions in 

Rivers State? 

 

Table 3: Percentage distribution of level of knowledge on policies of sexual harassment among students in tertiary institutions 

(n=452) 

There is a policy guiding sexual harassment 

complaints in your institution 

Frequency 

 

Percentage 

 

Decision 

No 393 86.9  

Yes 32 7.1  

Do not know 27 6 poor 

 

Key: 0-25% = Poor Knowledge; 26-50% = Fair  knowledge; 56-100% = Good knowledge  

 

Table 3 displays the percentage distribution of level of knowledge on policies of sexual harassment among students in tertiary 

institutions in Rivers State. The results showed that a majority of the respondents 86.9% have poor knowledge of policy guiding 

sexual harassment complaints in their institutions, 7.1% knew of a policy guiding sexual harassment complaints in the institutions. 

6% of the respondents do not know if there is any policy guiding sexual harassment in their institutions. Therefore, the knowledge 

of policies guiding sexual harassment complaints in tertiary institutions in Rivers State was poor. 

 

 

Hypothesis 1: There is no significant association between gender and the knowledge of sexual harassment among students in the 

tertiary institutions in Rivers State 

 

Table 4: Chi-square analysis no significant association between gender and the knowledge of sexual harassment among 

students of tertiary institutions 

 

Gender 

Poor 

   F (%) 

Fair 

F (%) 

Good 

     F (%) 

Df 

 

χ2 

 

p-value 

 

Decision 

Male  18 (9.6%) 110 (58.5%) 60 (31.9%) 1 0.603 0.740  

Female 20 (7.6%) 160 (60.6%) 84 (31.8%)     

Total  38 (8.4%) 270 (59.7%)    144 (31.9%)    Rejected 

 

P<0.05 

 

Table 4 showed chi-square analysis of knowledge of sexual harassment among students in tertiary institutions in Rivers State based 

on gender. The study revealed a non-significant association between gender and knowledge of sexual harassment (χ2=0.603, df= 1, 

p>.05). Thus, the null hypothesis which states that there is no significant association between gender and the knowledge of sexual 

harassment was rejected. 

 

Hypothesis 2: There is no significant association between level of study and the knowledge of sexual harassment among students 

in the tertiary institutions in Rivers State. 

 

Table 5: Chi-square analysis showing significant association between level of study and the knowledge of sexual harassment 

among students of tertiary institutions 

Level of Study Poor 

F (%) 

Fair 

F (%) 

Good 

F (%) 

Df Χ2 p-value Decision  

100 level 13 (13.4%) 56 (57.7%) 28 (28.9%) 4 9.683 0.288 Rejected  

200 level 15 (9.7%) 90 (58.1%) 50 (32.3%)     

300 level 6 (6.5%) 61 (66.3%) 25 (27.2%)     
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400 level 2 (4.2%) 29 (60.4%) 17 (35.4%)     

500 level 2 (3.3%) 34 (56.7%) 24 (40.0%)     

Total 38 (8.4%)      270 (59.7%) 144 (31.9%)     

P<0.05 

 

Table 7 showed chi-square analysis of knowledge of sexual harassment among students in tertiary institutions in Rivers State based 

on level of study. The study revealed a non-significant association between level of study and knowledge of sexual harassment 

(χ2=9.683, df= 4, p>.05). Thus, the null hypothesis which states that there is no significant association between level of study and 

the prevalence of sexual harassment was rejected. 

 

5.  Discussion of Findings 

The findings from Table 1 showed that more than half of the respondents (52.4%) had good knowledge of sexual 

harassment. This is not surprising and could be due to their education and exposure. These finding is similar to that of [14] who 

reported high knowledge and perception of sexual harassment among respondents and the existence of different experiences 

respondents had regarding sexual harassment.  The findings on table 2 showed that more females 60.6% of respondents have fair 

knowledge of sexual harassing behaviors as compared to males. The study also revealed a non-significant association between gender 

and knowledge of sexual harassment (χ2=0.603, df= 1, p>.05). This result is surprising as it is in contrast with the findings of  [15]  

who found that more males had  better knowledge of this behviour and established that girls and boys learn different sexual scripts 

for them to comprehend how a sexual experience is supposed to proceed and understood. Owing that in traditional societies men are 

seen to be more knowledgeable due to their socialization. The findings of the study corresponded with [16] report on sexual 

harassment in a Southern African university that reported no significant association between gender and knowledge about sexual 

harassment. Conflicting with the results of this study, [17] findings on the  defining and awareness of sexual harassment among 

selected university students in Lagos Metropolis, Nigeria revealed that more females defined sexual harassment to be persistent 

unwanted pressure, physical and sexual advances (75% female and 25 % male). The differences in these studies may be due to the 

different study locations. Decisively, male and females are knowledgeable about sexual harassment but in different ways. The 

explanation for the above findings could be based on their personal experiences  

 

With regards to level of study, the results on Table 2 showed that 200 level students have a fair  knowledge of sexual 

harassment and there was no significant association between level of study and knowledge of sexual harassment (χ2=9.683, df= 4, 

p>.05). The findings are consistent with [16] who found that the highest level of harassment occurs among undergraduate students 

especially among 100 to 300 level students. [18] pointed at naivety as one of the reasons for the high incidence of sexual harassment 

on undergraduate students.  

 

The result of the study in Table 3 indicated that there is poor knowledge (86.9%) of policies guiding sexual harassment 

complaints in tertiary institutions. This result is surprising, as students are expected to have orientation from the start of their 

undergraduate study which should give them a sense of identity  [19] Likewise, [20] revealed that the process of identity, 

development and discipline starts at the undergraduate level after orientation,  the expectations are that  after orientation, students 

should  uphold the traditions of their institutions. The findings of this study correspond with the findings of [21] on the experience 

of sexual harassment and coping strategies among students of the school of nursing of a tertiary hospital in southwest Nigeria. The 

study indicated that 85.2% of the respondents reported an absence of established body set aside for sexual harassment reports in their 

school. Only 14.8% were aware of constituted body to manage sexual harassment in the institution and 88.4% of them were 

dissatisfied with the way the established body has been handling cases of sexual harassment in the school.  

 

The outcome of the study also corresponds with the investigation of [22] on knowledge of sexual harassment among 

undergraduate students in Udupi district. The findings of the study showed that despite a majority of the students having a good 

knowledge of sexual harassment, 250 (61.3%) were not aware of committees handling cases of sexual harassment in their colleges. 

This might be another reason for the low report of the incidence. Orientation of fresher’s in tertiary institution should include creating 

awareness on policies for sexual harassment.  

 

       The result of the study in Table 4 indicated that 83.3% of reported sexual harassment complaints were addressed and 16.7% 

were not addressed by the school authorities. The effectiveness of any educational policy or practice is directly related to how 

beneficial the policy is to students’ development. [23]  clearly stated that explicit policies against sexual harassment will promote 

positive student attitudes. The result of this study is comparable with the findings of [24] on Sexual Harassment in three Selected 

Private Faith-Based Universities, Ogun-State, western Nigeria.  Data retrieved over a 5years period showed that 14 staff members 

were caught for sexual harassment and 855 were dismissed from work and 14.3% were suspended.  This study was on private and 

faith-based institutions, indicating that policies addressing sexual harassment are available and equally implemented in these 

institutions. Accordingly, [25] aside from dealing with the perpetrators, school authorities need to be involved in redeeming the 
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sanity of victims to minimize the adverse consequences of sexual harassment. 

  

6. Conclusion 

Based on the findings above the study concludes that students in tertiary institutions have good knowledge of sexual 

harassment, however, these students do not have good knowledge of available policies to protect students and punish perpetrators. 

Universities have to formulate and implement stringent unbiased policies to curb the incidence of sexual harassment. With such 

unbiased policies, the academic community will understand that the universities are determined at eliminating sexual harassment 

and the victims will also know where to seek professional help.  While this research has shown that the formulation and 

implementation of policies would help to reduce the incidence of sexual harassment,  there is still a need for additional research to 

further on the reasons for non-formulation and implementation of the required harassment policies in tertiary institutions in Nigeria.   

 

     7.  Recommendation 

 

 The following recommendations are made: 

1. Education management and school administrators should prepare policy documents on sexual harassment, clearly defining 

what constitutes sexual harassment and it should be included in handbooks and service rules. 

2. Information, Education and Communication Experts (IECE) should project sexual harassment policies through the use of 

bulletins and social media campaigns in the various departments of the institutions for further awareness and emphasis. 
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