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Abstract
Sexual harassment continues to be a consistent destructive feature of 
American life and workplaces, especially in fields for which women are under-
represented, such as law enforcement. We use one of the first nationally 
representative cross-sectional surveys (n = 2,867) of female and male law 
enforcement officers (LEOs) to assess the prevalence of workplace sexual 
harassment victimization. Next, we assess how risk factors are related to this 
harassment through multivariable modeling. We observed large differences 
between rates of sexual harassment for female compared to male officers 
on both our measures of non-physical and physical workplace sexual 
harassment (sexual assault). Our combined measure of non-physical sexual 
harassment and sexual assault of female officers (71%) was in the range found 
in prior research and our 41% rate for male officers is also not trivial and 
requires attention from law enforcement leaders. We tested two competing 
hypotheses on whether female officers (and possibly some male officers not 
meeting certain definitions of masculinity) viewed as the most threatening by 
virtue of their job role in the male-dominated hierarchy will have the highest 
probability of being a victim of workplace sexual harassment (power-threat 
model) or whether those viewed as the most vulnerable officers will have 
the highest probability of sexual harassment victimization (vulnerable-victim 
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model). We found greater support for the vulnerable-victim model. We 
discuss the implications of these results for guiding training and prevention 
strategies to address sexual harassment in the law enforcement workplace.

Keywords
policing, workplace environment, sexual harassment, sexual assault, 
victimization

Introduction

Despite violating the law, sexual harassment continues to be a consistent destruc-
tive feature of American life (Kearl et al., 2019), including American work-
places where it is greatly under-reported based on officially reported incidences 
(Feldblum & Lipnic, 2016), especially in fields for which women are under-
represented (Berdahl, 2007; Fitzgerald et al., 1997), such as law enforcement 
(Lonsway et al., 2013). Sexual harassment is part of a broader group of deleteri-
ous workplace behaviors, including general bullying, mobbing, and racial 
harassment (Burn, 2019; McDonald, 2012; Pina et al., 2009). However, in con-
trast to these other abusive workplace behaviors, sexual harassment in the work-
place has an explicitly sexual element (McDonald, 2012). While definitions of 
sexual harassment often vary across studies, most include unwanted or unwel-
come sexual advances, requests for sexual favors, and other verbal or physical 
conduct of a sexual nature (such as sexual assaults) which has the purpose or 
effect of being intimidating, hostile, degrading, humiliating or offensive 
(McDonald, 2012). In this study, we recognize that sexual harassment can take 
the form of sexual assault, and thus we use an inclusive measure of both non-
physical forms and physical forms as “sexual harassment/assault” (SHA).

Workplace SHA is associated with a full range of negative sequela. First, 
SHA in the workplace can obstruct careers in concrete ways (McLaughlin et 
al., 2017), such as higher levels of job stress, work withdrawal, intentions to 
quit, and lower job satisfaction (Holland et al., 2016). It also places a high 
financial toll on organizations in terms of absenteeism, lost productivity, and 
turnover. For example, one analysis of Fortune 500 companies estimates that 
these companies would have lost $6.7 million annually due to SHA in 1998 
(ERC, 2017) or over $14 million in 2017 (Parramore, 2018). Second, SHA in 
the workplace is associated with poor outcomes outside the work sphere such 
as lower levels of emotional and physical well-being (Holland et al., 2016), 
increased cardiovascular reactivity (Schneider et al., 2001), depression and 
anxiety disorders (Ho et al., 2012), higher rates of abuse of alcohol (Rospenda 
et al., 2008), higher risk for eating disorders (Harned & Fitzgerald, 2002), 
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and symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder (Ho et al., 2012; Holcomb & 
Holcomb, 2008).

While there are still no “official” U.S. governmental or benchmark US 
national estimates of the extent of SHA in the workplace and estimates vary 
depending on sampling methodology and question-wording (Fitzgerald & 
Cortina, 2018), the available survey data suggest it is very common across a 
variety of work settings (Langer, 2017). Over the past few decades, more than 
200 studies have documented the nature and severity of workplace SHA 
(Fitzgerald & Cortina, 2018; Pina & Gannon, 2012). In the most recent pub-
lished nationally representative survey, conducted in 2019, with 1,182 women 
and 1,037 men, ages 18 and up, 81% of women and 43% of men reported 
experiencing some form of SHA in their lifetime across all settings (Kearl et 
al., 2019). On the lower estimate side, a 2009 study estimates that 41% of 
women and 32% of men experiencing SHA at some point in their work lives 
(Das, 2009). However, other studies have found even higher estimates. In a 
large nationally representative of U.S. workers, random-digit-dial phone sur-
vey conducted in 2003–2004, Rospenda et al. (2009) found that 52% of 
women and 43% of men in their sample had been sexually harassed (inclu-
sive of sexual assault) in the previous year.

Law Enforcement Workplace and Sexual 
Harassment/Assault

There are several reasons to believe that law enforcement (LE) is a workplace 
particularly susceptible to SHA. Researchers have identified features of work 
environment that are highly associated with workplace SHA (McDonald, 
2012), including: An organizational culture that is at least somewhat tolerant 
of aggression/harassment (Fitzgerald et al., 1997), a workforce that is dispro-
portionately male, an industry characterized by traditionally masculine 
behaviors (Chamberlain et al., 2008), organizational power is concentrated 
almost exclusively at higher levels of the organization (Ilies et al., 2003) by 
gender in the senior staff of the agency, and demographic vulnerability 
(Hyland & Davis, 2019; e.g., gender, age, sexuality, and ethnicity). These risk 
factors are common characteristics of law enforcement agencies (LEAs). For 
example, policing is an industry characterized by traditionally masculine 
behaviors (Brown & Heidensohn, 2000), women comprise about 12-15% of 
the sworn LEOs in the United States (Brown & Heidensohn, 2000; Seklecki 
& Paynich, 2007; Somvadee & Morash, 2008), only about 10% of the police 
leadership are at the rank of an intermediate supervisor or above are females 
(Hyland & Davis, 2019), and Blacks are under-represented in law 
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enforcement (Sklansky, 2006; e.g., 11% of full-time sworn officers in local 
police departments were Black in 2016 compared to the U.S. census of about 
14% Black in 2016; Hyland & Davis, 2019). Despite the high-risk nature of 
the LE environment for SHA, relatively little empirical research has been 
conducted on SHA prevalence rates or risk factors for SHA in the LE 
environment.

In this article, we use one of the first nationally representative samples (n 
= 2,867) of female and male law enforcement officers (LEOs) to assess the 
prevalence of this problem of SHA victimization and consider if rates of SHA 
among LEOs rivals levels of SHA found in the literature for other workplace 
settings. Next, we identify a set of risk factors for SHA and assess how they 
are related to LEO workplace SHA through multivariable modeling.

Conceptual Framework

We explore two main competing conceptual frameworks to help explain the 
occurrence of SHA. The first framework is the power-threat perspective of 
motivation for SHA (Chamberlain et al., 2008). While this model has been 
applied to female workers, organizational theory extends these types of 
power models by removing the assumption that power is gender-specific 
(Pina et al., 2009). This perspective suggests that some men feel threatened 
by women who deviate from traditionally female roles to inhabit traditionally 
male roles (De Coster et al., 1999), perpetrating SHA in an effort to control a 
female worker deviating from gender norms (Walby, 1990). Male workers 
who do not meet certain male stereotypes of masculinity could also poten-
tially also fall victim to SHA under the power-threat model. SHA becomes a 
tool to enforce appropriate ways of “doing gender” in the workplace and to 
penalize gender nonconformity for women (and possibly men too; West & 
Zimmerman, 1987). This framework suggests that the motivation to harass 
comes from the instrumental desire to protect male privilege (De Coster et 
al., 1999). Under this framework, men (or women) who harass are more 
likely to choose as their victims women (or men) who challenge traditional 
gender roles and who are perceived as competitors (De Coster et al., 1999). 
SHA serves to manage interactions between women and men according to 
accepted sex status norms, and therefore, historically, serves to maintain male 
dominance occupationally, by intimidating, and discouraging women from 
advancing in their work (Pina et al., 2009). For example, women who are 
perceived to be a threat to the existing male hierarchical power structure such 
as females in supervisory positions, women with higher levels of education, 
and women with longer job tenures (independent of age) can be targeted for 
SHA (De Coster et al., 1999).
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The second framework, the vulnerable-victim model, explaining SHA 
suggests that offenders prey on vulnerable victims to express their structural 
power over less powerful victims (De Coster et al., 1999). From this perspec-
tive, the female or male workers who are most attractive as targets are likely 
to have other characteristics indicative of perceived low structural power (De 
Coster et al., 1999). Those who are young, unmarried, and/or minority status, 
and with lower levels of organizational power are highly attractive targets 
from a vulnerable-victims perspective (De Coster et al., 1999). The vulnera-
ble-victim framework suggests that people of color, workers with lower sta-
tus within the organization (line workers as opposed to supervisors), those 
with less experience on the job, less education, more stressed, more adverse 
childhood events (such as child abuse), experiencing alcohol abuse, or not 
living with a romantic partner (and who thus may appear to be less protected 
than their peers cohabiting with a partner) will be targeted more frequently 
for SHA in the workplace.

Unlike some workplaces, the LE profession by definition, in serving pub-
lic safety, is interacting with individuals who are not on the police force, as 
well as fellow officers. Thus, to be comprehensive, we extend these concep-
tual frameworks to take into consideration that officers may experience SHA 
by residents in the community. There may be circumstances in which a male 
civilian would seek to defend their own power when faced with a female 
officer whom the civilian felt was inappropriately inhabiting a role that 
should be reserved for men. Likewise, there may be civilians who try to take 
advantage of a perceived vulnerability in an officer in order to shift the terms 
of an interaction. While the power imbalance between officers and civilians 
is such that one would expect less victimization of officers by civilians than 
by fellow officers, both explanatory models could apply to civilian 
perpetrators.

Prevalence Rates for Sexual Harassment/Assault in 
Law Enforcement

There is considerable variation in estimates for the prevalence of SHA among 
LEOs: from 24% for at least one act of SHA in female LEOs’ careers 
(Timmins & Hainsworth, 1989) to 100% of female LEOs experiencing SHA 
(Haarr, 1997). Other studies with female LEOs have fallen somewhere in 
between from half to about three-quarters experiencing SHA (Bartol et al., 
1992; Christopher et al., 1991; Martin, 1994; Nichols, 1995). However, most 
of these studies explicitly asked respondents whether they have been “sexu-
ally harassed,” which investigates the labeling of behaviors rather than their 
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objectively defined experiences (Lonsway et al., 2013). For example, in a 
2007 national representative survey of U.S. female LEOs (27% response 
rate) by Seklecki and Paynich (2007), a total of 531 female LEOs responded 
to a survey with questions on SHA. When asked about whether they had 
experienced a range of acts (e.g., being called homosexual, someone trying to 
have a sexual relationship with the respondent despite their objections, some-
one making sexually suggestive remarks at or about the respondent), every 
female LEO in the sample answered they had experienced at least one of 
these acts (Seklecki & Paynich, 2007). However, only 27% of female LEOs 
indicated they had ever been “sexually harassed” (Seklecki & Paynich, 2007).

Further, studies from the 1990s and earlier did not measure whether male 
LEOs experienced SHA. A number of more recent studies have addressed 
both male and female LEO experience with SHA. Lonsway et al. (2013) 
explored the characteristics of SHA among LEOs in two study components: 
(Study 1) A survey of female and male sworn personnel within a single large 
LEA (n = 679 LEOs completing a survey) and (Study 2) a small national 
sample of only female LEOs (n = 531; Lonsway et al., 2013). About 84% of 
the male and female LEOs in Study 1 experienced SHA in the past year 
(82.6% of the males and 92.5% of the females), while an even higher percent-
age (93.8%) of the female LEOs indicated in Study 2 that they experienced 
SHA at least one of the SHA behaviors during the course of their LE career 
(Lonsway et al., 2013). The other nationally representative study of SHA in 
law enforcement, discussed above, was also limited to female officers (n = 
531; Seklecki & Paynich, 2007).

Studies of LE SHA in other cultures contribute to our understanding of the 
incidence SHA in the police workplace. In a 2009 national Dutch study 
(3,001 male LEOs and 1,295 female LEOs; overall response rate of 15%), 
researchers found that 64% of female LEOs and 48% of male LEOs experi-
enced one or more forms of SHA limiting recall to the past 24-month refer-
ence period (De Haas et al., 2009). In a 2018 study of a large provincial 
Japanese department (1,592 male and 273 female; overall response rate of 
93%), about 35% of the female LEOs indicated that they had experienced 
some type of SHA at their workplaces at least once during the course of their 
career in the police, compared to 1.8% of the male LEOs (Kobayashi, 2018). 
The researchers also concluded that the SHA victimization rate of female 
LEOs in Japan was much lower than that for female workers in ordinary 
Japanese workplaces (50-70%; Kobayashi, 2018). Finally, in a small 2018 
national study with Icelandic LEOs (n = 347; 50% response rate), researchers 
found that 31% of female and 4% of male LEOs had experienced a behavior 
that they labeled as “sexual harassment” (Steinþórsdóttir & Pétursdóttir, 
2018).
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Risk Factors for Sexual Harassment in the 
Workplace

To develop programs and policies to prevent SHA, it is important to examine 
risk factors for SHA. Outside demographic factors, there is little exploration 
of risk factors for SHA in the police workplace literature. Therefore, we 
review the broader literature on risk factors for SHA across a variety of work 
sectors to build our selection of covariates for our multivariable models.

Studies consistently show that women are more likely to encounter SHA 
than men across numerous fields (Das, 2009; Rospenda et al., 2008), includ-
ing in LE (De Haas et al., 2009; Kobayashi, 2018; Lonsway et al., 2013; 
Steinþórsdóttir & Pétursdóttir, 2018). Another personal risk factor is ethnic-
ity. Individuals of non-White ethnicity are more likely to experience SHA 
than Whites (Chamberlain et al., 2008; Gettman & Gelfand, 2007). For 
example, perpetrators of SHA against African American women and Asian 
American women may use racist stereotypes to attempt to justify their actions 
(Buchanan & Ormerod, 2002; Ho et al., 2018). Researchers have explored 
other covariates related to having supervisory responsibilities, level of educa-
tion, and length of job tenure (De Coster et al., 1999). Some research shows 
those with lower status within the organization (line workers) and less power 
tend to be most vulnerable to SHA, such as women, those with less tenure in 
the organization, temporary workers, and people of color (Gettman & 
Gelfand, 2007; Uggen & Blackstone, 2004). Other covariates relate to other 
potential vulnerabilities of victims. Researchers have found an association 
between SHA and problem drinking (Gradus et al., 2008; Richman et al., 
1996; Richman et al., 1999; Rospenda et al., 2008). These data provide some 
support for a self-medication hypothesis where alcohol is misused as way to 
cope with the SHA or possibly as a dangerous routine that puts individuals at 
greater risk for SHA.

Other vulnerabilities explored in the literature are stress and adverse 
childhood experiences (ACEs). In a study of SHA among employees of an 
urban American university, the research team found a strong relationship 
between SHA and measure of stress for both genders (Richman et al., 
1999). It is reported that the nurses who experienced SHA suffered from 
various forms of stress more than nurses who were not harassed (Houle et 
al., 2011). Likewise, exposure to ACEs has been found to be related to SHA 
victimization in the workplace (Gaska & Kimerling, 2018). Higher ACE 
scores and measures of child abuse are associated with a greater likelihood 
of being the victim of SHA and other forms of sexual victimization in adult-
hood (Jones, 2019).
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The Present Study

As part of a broader research program on LEO health, we collected survey 
data from a nationally representative sample of LEOs and queried them about 
their SHA victimization experiences in their policing careers and the hypoth-
esized risk factors. The present study design provides data to answer our first 
research question: What is the extent of workplace SHA experienced by male 
and female officers in the U.S.? Our first hypothesis was that we would find 
higher rates of SHA for female LEOs compared to male LEOs and that the 
rates for workplace SHA would be broadly consistent with rates detected in 
prior research of between 50% and 94% (Bartol et al., 1992; Christopher et 
al., 1991; Lonsway et al., 2013; Martin, 1994; Nichols, 1995).

Our second research question relates to competing hypotheses regarding 
risk factors for workplace SHA against LEOs. That is, whether those LEOs 
viewed as the most threatening by virtue of their job role in the male-domi-
nated hierarchy would have the highest probability of having been a victim of 
workplace SHA or whether those viewed as the most vulnerable LEOs would 
have the highest probability of having been a victim of workplace SHA. Our 
second hypothesis is that female LEOs (and possibly some male LEOs not 
meeting certain definitions of masculinity) in supervisory positions, with 
higher levels of education, and with longer job tenures would be more likely 
to be victims of workplace SHA. Our third hypothesis is that those LEOs 
with lower status within the LEA (line workers as opposed to supervisors), 
less experience on the job, less education, more stressed, more ACEs (such as 
child abuse), experiencing alcohol abuse, not living with a romantic partner, 
female, and non-White will be targeted more frequently for workplace SHA.

Method

Participants and Procedures

For the LEO Safety and Wellness (OSAW) study, we used a two-stage proba-
bilistic sampling approach. We started with randomly selecting and survey-
ing publicly funded civilian LEAs representing municipal, county, state 
police, and highway patrol or Bureau of Indian Affairs LEAs (no federal 
LEAs were included in the study) that employ at least one full-time sworn 
LEO with general arrest powers. The agency survey was fielded over the 
period of August 2017 to February 2019 (Stage 1). The sampling frame for 
the OSAW Initiative was the 2017 National Directory of Law Enforcement 
Administrators (NDLEA), Correctional Institutions, and Related Agencies 
(53rd ed.; National Public Safety Information Bureau, 2017). As described by 
Mumford et al. (2020), we achieved a response rate of nearly 40%, with 
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2,867 LEOs completing the survey out of 8,060 invited eligible LEOs, a 
response rate that exceeds that of other established panels in other fields 
(Fontes et al., 2015). Statistical weights to assure national representativeness 
were applied to all results. Our power analyses revealed that we had 1.65% 
precision at the 95% confidence interval level to detect the most conservative 
rate of 50% non-physical sexual harassment or sexual assault prevalence over 
respondents’ policing careers (allowing for a finite population correction fac-
tor). Even after allowing for missing data, our precision level is still no 
greater than 1.8%. The margin of error is smaller for proportionate estimates 
less than or greater than 50% (e.g., for a 10% prevalence, we would have a 
narrower ± 1% margin of error).

The research team made a large number of attempts (often up to 12 
attempts) via U.S. Postal mail, email, and phone. We provided the respon-
dents with a user-friendly survey (about 30 minutes long) through a secure 
online survey. The project was approved by the authors’ Institutional Review 
Board (IRB), who holds a multiple project assurance with Health and Human 
Services (HHS) and conforms to HHS standards for IRB review. Our team 
collected these survey data from September 2017 to November 2018.

Measures

Dependent variables.

Sexual harassment and sexual assault. As noted earlier, we recognize 
that sexual harassment can take the form of sexual assault, and we there-
fore measure both sexual harassment in its non-physical forms and physical 
forms as sexual assault. First, we asked about non-physical sexual harass-
ment. LEOs were asked whether they experienced unwanted sexual behavior 
(excluding physical contact) “in their professional career as a police officer.” 
Examples provided in the question included “unwelcome sexual advances, 
requests for sexual favors, direct or indirect threats or bribes for sexual activ-
ity, sexual innuendos and comments, sexually suggestive jokes, pervasive 
displays of materials with sexually illicit or graphic content.”

Next, we asked about physical sexual harassment in the form of sexual 
assaults. LEOs were asked whether they experienced any type of sexual contact 
or behavior that occurred without their explicit consent during their professional 
career as a police officer, with examples provided in the question text including 
“sexual activities as forced sexual intercourse, forcible sodomy, child molesta-
tion, incest, fondling, and attempted rape,” as referenced in other research 
(McDonald, 2012). Response categories for both measures were “never,” “once 
or twice” and “more than twice.” We created separate binary variables for 
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non-physical sexual harassment and sexual assault by combining “once or 
twice” and “more than twice” to code responses of “more than once” as 1.

Covariates.
LEO rank was coded as a three-level categorical variable (line officer as the 
reference, supervisor, and commander). The number of year’s sworn LE expe-
rience (excluding military LE experience) was coded as a five-level categorical 
variable (0–5 years, 6–10 years, 11–15 years, 16–20 years, and 21 or more 
years). An indicator was included for whether the respondent reported risky 
drinking or not (0 = No and 1 = Yes). An indicator of living with a romantic 
partner was coded as 1 if the LEO reported a co-resident partner (married/
remarried/lived together with a partner) and zero otherwise (widowed/divorced/
separated/never married/in a relationship, but not living together). We included 
11 items (e.g., living with anyone who had a drinking problem, whether parents 
separated or divorced, whether they were touched sexually, made to touch or 
forced to have sex with an adult or anyone who was at least 5 years older than 
them; Ford et al., 2014) to assess LEO exposure to ACEs before the age of 18. 
Factor analysis was carried out to create three dichotomous sub-scale variables: 
Family instability, childhood physical/emotional abuse, and childhood sexual 
abuse. Cronbach’s alpha scores for all three factors were above .8. LEOs 
reported feelings of stress over the past month using the Perceived Stress Scale 
(PSS; Cohen et al., 1983), with higher scores (range 0 to 4) representing more 
stress. The Cronbach’s alpha for the PSS was .8. Sociodemographic measures 
included biological sex (female coded as zero and male coded as 1), race/eth-
nicity (White coded 1 and all other races coded as 0), and educational attain-
ment (bachelor degree or more coded 1; 0 otherwise).

Analytic Plan

Analyses were conducted in R (version 3.6.2). Of the 2,867 responding offi-
cers, 420 (14.6%) did not answer at least one of the two outcome questions: 
407 (14.2%) were missing data on non-physical sexual harassment and 414 
(14.4%) were missing data on physical SHA. Also, 647 (22.6%) observations 
were missing for the covariates (the total missing percentage was 23.4, when 
we include all the covariates and two outcomes together).To mitigate the bias 
that may be introduced by only considering complete cases, following best 
practices in the field of statistics (van Buuren, 2018), we conducted analyses 
with multiple imputed datasets (100 iterations and a combined 25 datasets, 
each with analytic sample of 2,867) and present pooled results (van Buuren, 
2018). To answer the first research question, we first examined the descrip-
tive statistics for sexual harassment and sexual assault, respectively. Then, to 
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facilitate comparisons with other studies reporting a single total measure of 
physical and non-physical harassment/assault, we estimated the rate of total 
harassment/assault for the full sample and by gender. For the second research 
question, we fit four multivariable models (logistic regression for binary out-
comes) separately to test relationships between the non-physical sexual 
harassment measures (female and male models) and sexual assault measures 
(female and male models) and the independent variables.

Results

Descriptive Results

Table 1 presents the weighted distribution of all study variables. Given that 
LEAs demographically are composed of mostly White men (Hyland & Davis, 
2019), our sample also was 87% male and 78% White. However, we did have 
some diversity in our sample with 13% women and mostly African-American 
and Hispanic LEOs making up the other 22% of the sample who were not 
White. Our sample of LEOs was on average 41 years old. A total of 65.6% of 
the LEOs were line LEOs, 17.7% were supervisors and the rest were com-
manders. Close to half of the sample (47%) reported having at least a bache-
lor’s degree. About one in five (19%) of the LEOs had been in LE (whether in 
their current department or another department) for less than 5 years, 14% for 
6–10 years, 16% for 11–15 years, 19% for 16–20 and 31% had worked in LE 
for more than 20 years. One in five LEOs reported living alone and one in three 
(36%) reported having alcohol abuse issues. A little more than half (52%) of the 
sampled LEOs noted that they had experienced family instability/dysfunction, 
27% said they had experienced physical/emotional abuse as a child and 7% 
noted they experienced sexual abuse as a child. The average perceived stress 
mean score was 1.2 (on a scale of 0 to 4) representing fairly low general stress.

We observed that 44% of the LEOs said that they had experienced some 
form of non-physical sexual harassment at least once during their tenure as an 
LEO, with a rate of 62% for female LEOs and 35% for male LEOs (X2 = 
122.4 [df = 1], p <.001). Sexual assault was rarer, with 3% indicating that 
they had experienced this at least once in their career, with a rate of 7.2% for 
female LEOs and 1.9% for male LEOs (X2 = 40.9 [df = 1], p <.001). We 
hypothesized that males and females will have a different experience of SHA 
at work. We carried out additional bivariate analyses to test this hypothesis. 
We found that male LEOs were at a much lower risk (AOR = .28, p < .001) 
of experiencing non-physical sexual harassment than their female counter-
parts. Similarly, they were also at a much lower risk (AOR = .24, p < .001) of 
experiencing sexual assault than the female LEOs.
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Table 1. Sample Description: Proportion/Mean (SD).

Female Male Total

(N = 671) (N = 2,174) (N = 2,867)

Dependent variables

Non-physical sexual harassment 70.3% 40.0% 44.2%

Physical sexual harassment/assault 8.3% 2.2% 3.0%

Covariates

Age 40.9 (9.7) 41.5 (9.6) 41.4 (9.6)

Gender

Male 87.0%

Female 13.0%

Race*

White 73.0% 78.8% 78.0%

Non-White 27.0% 21.2% 22.0%

Education: Associate degree or higher* 56.8% 45.8% 47.2%

Rank

Line officer 69.5% 65.2% 65.6%

Supervisor 18.4% 17.6% 17.7%

Commander 12.1% 17.2% 16.7%

Years sworn

0–5 22.9% 18.5% 19.0%

6–10 13.1% 14.3% 14.1%

11–15 17.8% 15.9% 16.1%

16–20 18.1% 19.7% 19.5%

21+ 28.0% 31.5% 31.4%

Alcohol abuse* 46.9% 35.1% 36.6%

Married/living with partner* 64.0% 83.1% 80.7%

Adverse childhood experiences

Family instability 56.0% 51.6% 52.3%

Childhood physical/emotional abuse* 37.2% 25.9% 27.5%

Childhood sexual abuse* 15.9% 5.3% 6.7%

Perceived Stress Scale* 1.4 (.6) 1.2 (.6) 1.2 (.6)

Note. *Indicates there is a statistically significant difference (<.05) between genders.
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For comparability with studies that used a single measure, the combined 
total prevalence of SHA was 44.5% (up from 44% for non-physical sexual 
harassment). Among female officers, the rate was 71% and for male officers, 
the rate was 40.5%. This gender difference was statistically significant (Χ2 = 
141.1 [df = 1], p <.001). If we calculate a simple bivariate logistic regression 
(not shown in the tables), we found that male LEOs were at a much lower risk 
(AOR = .81, p < .001) of experiencing our combined measure of SHA than 
their female counterparts.

Multivariable Results

Based on the differences we observed for female and male SHA rates, we 
used stratified logistic regression models for female and male LEOs sepa-
rately for non-physical sexual harassment and sexual assault, totaling four 
multivariable models. In Table 2, among female LEOs, we found sworn LE 
years to be positively associated with non-physical sexual harassment. Those 
in LE for 11–15 years had about 350% higher odds (AOR = 3.5, p = .007) of 
experiencing non-physical sexual harassment, compared to LEOs who were 
in LE for less than 5 years. This increased to 424% (AOR = 4.2, p = .001) 
when we look at LEOs with 16–20 years of experience, as compared to those 
relatively newly sworn (less than 5 years). The odds of experiencing non-
physical sexual harassment reduced to 3.3 (p = .009) for LEOs with 20 years 
of experience, compared to LEOs with 5 or less years of experience. We also 
found that higher perceived stress (AOR = 1.7, p = .026) was associated with 
a higher risk of non-physical sexual harassment.

Table 2 presents similar results for male LEOs, in that increasing years as 
a sworn officer was significantly associated with non-physical sexual harass-
ment, but the odds were much lower than their female counterparts. LEOs 
who had been in LE for 11–15 years, 16–20 years and more than 20 years had 
about 167% (AOR = 1.7, p = .028), 196% (AOR = 2.0, p = .003) and 177% 
(AOR = 1.8, p = .007) higher odds, respectively, of experiencing non-physi-
cal sexual harassment compared to LEOs who were in LE for less than 5 
years. We further found that male LEOs with 6–10 years of experience had a 
statistically higher odds (AOR = 1.5, p = .048) of experiencing non-physical 
sexual harassment compared to male LEOs who had 5 or less years of LE 
experience. Perceived stress (AOR = 1.3, p = .021) was found to be positively 
associated with non-physical sexual harassment.

In Table 3, for sexual assault of female LEOs, we did not find any signifi-
cant associations for any of the covariates at the 5% critical level of signifi-
cance. We found marginally significant association of childhood sexual abuse 
and experiencing sexual assault as an officer. Female LEOs who experienced 
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sexual abuse as a child had a 237% higher odds (AOR = 2.4, p = .06) of expe-
riencing sexual assault than female LEOs who did not experience sexual 
abuse as a child. Notably, childhood sexual abuse was a statistically signifi-
cant risk factor at the .05 significant level (p = .047) controlling for age, race/
ethnicity, years sworn, rank, and romantic partnership cohabitation (i.e., 
excluding the PSS and alcohol abuse measures from the model).

In Table 3, for sexual assault for male LEOs, we found that White LEOs 
had a 55% lower odds (AOR = .45, p = .04) of sexual assault than non-White 
male LEOs. We also found that male LEOs with higher perceived stressed 
score (AOR = 2, p = .004) had a larger risk of sexual assault than male LEOs 
with lower perceived stressed scores.

Table 2. Logistic Regression Model of Law Enforcement Officer Characteristics 
and Non-physical Sexual Harassment.

Female Officers Male Officers

AORa SEb AORa SEb

Race: White 1.40 .34 1.15 .16

Education: Associate degree or higher 1.49 .27 .88 .12

Rank

Supervisor .92 .60 1.06 .18

Commander 1.19 .56 .94 .18

Years sworn

6–10 1.70 .38 1.55* .22

11–15 3.50** .46 1.67* .23

16–20 4.24** .43 1.96** .22

21+ 3.29** .45 1.77** .21

Alcohol abuse .66 .31 .90 1.14

Married/Living with partner 1.00 .30 1.19 .17

Adverse childhood experiences

Family instability 1.27 .32 1.05 .14

Childhood physical/emotional abuse 1.12 .37 1.18 .16

Childhood sexual abuse .82 .41 1.26 .25

Perceived Stress Scale 1.66* .22 1.28* .11

Notes. Reference groups: Non-White, Less than bachelor’s degree, Line officer, Sworn for 5 
years or less, No alcohol abuse and Not married/Living with partner.
aAdjusted odds ratio. bSE are of βs.

*p < .05. **p < .01. 
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Discussion

The current study is the first nationally representative survey on sexual harass-
ment and sexual assault in U.S. law enforcement inclusive of both female and 
male officers. We observed large statistically significant differences between 
rates of SHA for female LEOs compared to male LEOs. For both our non-
physical and our physical workplace sexual harassment measures female 
LEOs experienced substantially higher rates than male LEOs, consistent with 
our first hypothesis. Also consistent with our expectations, the combined mea-
sure of non-physical sexual harassment and sexual assault of female LEOs 
(71%) was in the range found in prior research (50% to 94%; Bartol et al., 
1992; Christopher et al., 1991; Lonsway et al., 2013; Martin, 1994; Nichols, 

Table 3. Logistic Regression Model of Law Enforcement Officer Characteristics 
and Sexual Assault.

Female Officers Male Officers

AORa SEb AORa SEb

Race: White .68 .42 .45* .39*

Education: Associate degree or higher 1.08 .40 1.05 .40

Rank

Supervisor 1.85 .53 .38 .59

Commander .70 .81 .71 .49

Years sworn

6–10 2.36 .71 .85 .81

11–15 1.78 .74 .59 .72

16–20 1.66 .78 1.17 .70

21+ 3.29 .73 1.17 .63

Alcohol abuse .87 .46 .47 .49

Married/living with partner 1.25 .38 .80 .50

Adverse childhood experiences

Family instability 1.42 .40 1.00 .43

Childhood physical/emotional abuse 1.16 .44 1.19 .42

Childhood sexual abuse 2.37 .46 .80 .75

Perceived Stress Scale 1.38 .29 2.00** .24**

Notes. Reference groups: Non-White, Less than bachelor’s degree, Line officer, Sworn for 5 
years or less, No alcohol abuse and Not married/Living with partner.
aAdjusted odds ratio. bSE are of βs.

*p < .05. **p < .01.
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1995). The total SHA prevalence rate for male LEOs (41%) is also not trivial 
and requires attention from LE leaders. For the general population, the 
National Intimate Partner and Sexual Violence Survey (NISVS), reports life-
time sexual assault rates of 44% for female LEOs and 25% for male LEOs 
(Smith et al., 2016). While not as high as lifetime rates of sexual assault found 
by NISVS in the general population, OSAW sexual assault rates (7.2% for 
female LEOs and 1.9% for male LEOs) only cover officers’ careers and not 
their entire lives. These reported rates are still suggestive of a major problem 
that officers may need services, training, and counseling to address.

Next, we move to our two competing hypotheses on whether those female 
LEOs (and possibly some male LEOs not meeting certain definitions of mas-
culinity) viewed as the most threatening by virtue of their job role in the 
male-dominated hierarchy will have the highest probability of being a victim 
of workplace SHA (Hypothesis 2, power-threat model) or whether those 
viewed as the most vulnerable LEOs will have the highest probability of 
being a victim of workplace SHA (Hypothesis 3, vulnerable-victim model). 
We found only some support for our second hypothesis. That is, female LEOs 
with longer job tenures are at an increased risk of being a victim of workplace 
SHA, as evidenced by escalating risk for non-physical sexual harassment for 
those female LEOs with more years of LE experience compared to less LE 
experience. It is possible that those females LEOs with the accumulated 
experience of more years on the job are a threat to the power structure of this 
male-dominated profession and are thus sexually harassed as an attempt to 
retain power in the workplace. However, we did not detect a similar statisti-
cally significant finding for sexual assault for female LEOs. Also, the other 
variables of our power-threat model of female LEOs being in supervisory 
positions and having higher levels of education were also not statistically 
significant in our non-physical sexual harassment and sexual assault models. 
In addition, more years of experience were also associated with escalated risk 
of non-physical sexual harassment for male LEOs. Rather, than reflecting a 
threat to the male hierarchy, perhaps female and male LEOs with more expe-
rience in LE may simply be at greater risk of SHA given the longer period of 
exposure on the job.

Next, we found some support for our third hypothesis. Based on our avail-
able measures, an argument could be made that those more vulnerable in the 
LE work sector are more likely to be victims of SHA workplace. We observed 
large bivariate differences in female LEOs being much more likely to be vic-
tims of non-physical sexual harassment and sexual assault compared to male 
LEOs. While not shown, this was also the case in a multivariable model using 
the total sample, that is, including both female and male LEOs. Moreover, 
non-White male LEOs were more likely to be victims of workplace sexual 
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assault than White male LEOs. We did not find a statistically significant dif-
ference for White female LEOs compared to non-White female LEOs. Among 
female and male LEOs, we found that higher perceived stress was associated 
with a higher risk of non-physical sexual harassment. For male LEOs, we also 
found that higher perceived stress was associated with a higher risk of sexual 
assault. These data suggest that officers suffering from higher life stress may 
be at an increased risk of victimization for SHA. Prevention education pro-
grams for highly stressed officers could alert them to this increased vulnerabil-
ity to SHA. Alternatively, the experience of SHA in their policing careers 
could be generating the excess stress reported by these male officers, as the 
cross-sectional data cannot determine directionality.

Next, we found that female LEOs who experienced sexual abuse as a child 
had a 237% higher odds (p-value = .06) of experiencing sexual assault than 
female LEOs who did not experience sexual abuse as a child. Given the 
smaller size of the female sample in our study, this finding may be more of a 
statistical power issue than a substantive issue (as noted in the results, in 
sensitivity analyses that excluded stress and risking drinking from the model, 
the association was statistically significant at the .05 level). However, we 
found no statistically significant covariates for our separate female and male 
models for our measures of line workers (patrol LEOs as opposed to supervi-
sors), education, living with a romantic partner, most of our measures of 
adverse childhood events (with the one exception noted above), alcohol 
abuse, and those LEOs with less experience on the job actually had a lower 
likelihood of being a victim of non-physical sexual harassment. Therefore, 
only partial support is provided for Hypothesis 3.

Limitations

First, the current study includes a reliance on self-reported survey data and 
potential recall bias and/or social desirability biases. However, the collection 
of survey data with employees is a common accepted practice for collecting 
reliable data on SHA in the workplace (McDonald, 2012). Also, to mitigate 
any concerns LEOs might have about the confidentiality of the survey results, 
LEOs were assured (through a legal Privacy Certificate) that their agency 
supervisors/leadership would not have data about whether they completed a 
survey nor any information on their specific survey responses. Second, the 
interpretation of these results must take into account the cross-sectional 
nature of the data. Our data show associations but not casual links. For exam-
ple, where we found an association between stress and SHA it is not possible 
to disentangle which came first and caused the other. Prospective longitudi-
nal designs can begin to sort out these time order issues. Next, OSAW is 
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focused on a broad set of health-related issues and we were limited to two 
global measures of non-physical sexual harassment and sexual assault. A 
more comprehensive measure of SHA, such as the Sexual Experiences 
Questionnaire (SEQ; Fitzgerald et al., 1988), would yield greater detail on 
the nature of the SHA experienced. Nevertheless, given that the rate of SHA 
we detected in our study was consistent with the prior literature, our global 
measures worked well for a prevalence study and associated risk factors.

Another limitation of our study was around some of our measurement 
choices with SHA. We measured SHA as a dichotomous measure to reduce 
the cognitive burden on respondents as opposed to measuring SHA as a con-
tinuous variable. This measurement choice is likely associated with a loss of 
precision in our SHA measure, for it is not the same to have been a victim of 
SHA once or twice compared to daily or weekly abuse. We also did not 
include measures of the source of the SHA in terms of the organizational 
standing and other characteristics of the perpetrator(s). This is a limitation of 
the study that we did not collect data on the characteristics of the perpetrators. 
Future research on officer SHA should include measures of the characteris-
tics and other features of the perpetrators. Next, our measure of SHA did not 
make a distinction between SHA from other officers than from civilians and 
this could have altered the results for the statistical significance of some of 
our covariates. As an illustration, higher-ranked officers typically have less 
interaction with the general public (e.g., making a traffic stop) than line offi-
cers of lower rank. Therefore, even if higher rank officers were harassed 
more because they challenge traditional roles, they might be harassed less by 
civilians due to less frequent contact with the general public. Future research 
should make this distinction between SHA from other officers and from civil-
ians in a longer survey instrument.

Implications

Given the high rates of SHA among female LEOs, and the elevated rates of 
SHA among male LEOs—especially non-White male LEOs—LEAs need to 
consider implementing strategies to reduce SHA victimization of their offi-
cers. The strategies would highlight the higher rates of SHA among LEOs 
who are female, those with more LE experience, those perceived to be more 
stressed, non-White males, and possibly those LEOs with a history of child-
hood sexual abuse. Because the current study does not distinguish whether 
the perpetrators are fellow officers or civilians, officer education should 
address both potential scenarios.

Research suggests that workplace SHA is less prevalent in organizations 
with proactive policies on SHA and rigorous enforcement of those policies 
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(Gruber, 1998), with official reporting of SHA also higher in these types of 
organizational settings (Fitzgerald et al., 1997). Also, there are a number of 
evidence-based training strategies LEAs can use that have reduced the occur-
rence of SHA across a variety of workplaces (Antecol & Cobb-Clark, 2003; 
Reese & Lindenberg, 2003; Roehling & Huang, 2018). In their systematic 
review, McDonald et al. (2015) identified four main elements for effective 
SHA prevention training. First, training should be developed from data on the 
extent and risk factors for SHA in the LEA, using human resource records on 
SHA and anonymous LEO surveys on these topics (McDonald et al., 2015). 
Many LEAs already conduct officer surveys and could add items from the 
SEQ scale or our global measures to those surveys to measure workplace 
SHA. Having the more detailed SEQ measure might be helpful to get at the 
forms of SHA that can be taught in the trainings, but the global measures are 
shorter and easier to add to an existing survey and have done a good job in 
this study capturing the prevalence of SHA. Second, SHA training should 
raise awareness and clarify misconceptions about what constitutes SHA 
while highlighting and reinforcing acceptable behavioral norms (McDonald 
et al., 2015). Third, SHA training should be implemented for all sworn and 
non-sworn personnel, and integrated into employee orientation (Howald et 
al., 2018), with additional training for LEA managers to include conflict 
management, the managing of emotions, and facilitation techniques as a way 
to prepare managers for handling SHA cases appropriately (McDonald et al., 
2015). Fourth, training for LEOs should challenge gendered organizational 
cultures which tend to be associated with SHA in the workplace (McDonald 
et al., 2015). While agencies might not be able to change problematic aspects 
of their local culture in the short-term, it is useful to raise awareness about the 
potential effects of this kind of culture on increasing SHA in LEAs.

Conclusion

All in all, the prevalence and nature of officer workplace SHA share many 
similarities with workplace SHA across other professions (Kearl et al., 2019; 
Rospenda et al., 2009). LEOs need to recognize that there is nothing in par-
ticular about being a police officer (with a firearm, body armor, radio, etc.) 
that shields them from being victims of SHA. Also, there needs to be a recog-
nition that SHA not only has serious consequences for the victim’s mental, 
physical health and productivity but also affects the public’s confidence in 
the police (Brown et al., 2018). LEAs also need to make a clear statement 
about their intent to prevent SHA (Brown et al., 2018). In each agency, there 
is a need for a unified stance from leadership and through the ranks that SHA 
is not just a result of a few “bad apples” in the LEA but is a broader agency 
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problem that requires attention to the organizational climate that might foster 
SHA. Addressing SHA will bring LEAs closer to an organizational culture 
that is characterized by inclusion and equality and puts an end to SHA.
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