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#MeToo in the Academic Library: A Quantitative 
Measurement of the Prevalence of Sexual 
Harassment in Academic Libraries

Candice Benjes-Small, Jennifer E. Knievel, Jennifer Resor-Whicker, 
Allison Wisecup, and Joanna Hunter*

The #metoo movement has prompted national discussions about workplace sexual 
harassment. Social science research suggests that female-dominated professions ex-
perience a high degree of workplace sexual harassment from supervisors, coworkers, 
and clients. Anecdotal evidence suggests that librarians experience sexual harassment. 
The authors administered a vetted, widely used survey to quantitatively measure for 
the first time how widespread sexual harassment is within academic libraries.

Introduction
The #metoo and #timesup movements of 2017 led many librarians to openly discuss sexual 
harassment in the field.1 At ALA Annual in 2017, McLain and Civitello presented a session en-
titled “It’s Not Just ‘Part of the Job’: Breaking the Silence on Sexual Harassment in the Library.”2 
Informally, the authors of this study reported observing numerous conversations about sexual 
harassment at conferences and on social media throughout that summer and fall. By the end 
of 2017, articles on the topic were published in American Libraries and Book Riot.3

Social science research suggests that female-dominated professions experience a high 
degree of sexual harassment in the workplace.4 When the job includes working with clients or 
customers, the harassment can be intense. Anecdotal evidence suggests that people working 
in libraries experience similar types of harassment, but there has not been a large, quantitative 
study to date. To address this gap in the literature, a research team of librarians and sociolo-
gists administered the Sexual Experiences Questionnaire (SEQ) to measure the incidence and 
prevalence of sexual harassment in academic libraries.5 

Sexual harassment can be difficult to define. While people generally agree that violent acts 
and quid pro quo cases deserve the label, they find it more problematic to characterize other, 
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less clear-cut behaviors.6 One way to view sexual harassment is through a regulatory lens, 
drawn from the EEOC statement:

It is unlawful to harass a person (an applicant or employee) because of that 
person’s sex. Harassment can include ‘sexual harassment’ or unwelcome sexual 
advances, requests for sexual favors, and other verbal or physical harassment of 
a sexual nature.

Harassment does not have to be of a sexual nature, however, and can include of-
fensive remarks about a person’s sex. For example, it is illegal to harass a woman 
by making offensive comments about women in general.

Both victim and the harasser can be either a woman or a man, and the victim and 
harasser can be the same sex.

Although the law doesn’t prohibit simple teasing, offhand comments, or isolated 
incidents that are not very serious, harassment is illegal when it is so frequent or 
severe that it creates a hostile or offensive work environment or when it results 
in an adverse employment decision (such as the victim being fired or demoted).7 

Sexual harassment can also be seen as a psychological construct. In this framework, un-
wanted, unwelcome sex-related behaviors at work do not have to reach the legalistic definition 
of frequency or severity; rather, it recognizes that workers who experience these behaviors 
at any rate or severity are negatively affected by them.8 As a result, the sexual harassment 
literature does not require victims to note a “pattern” of actions to qualify the behaviors as 
sexual harassment. Instead of looking at the behaviors as a binary “yes, it’s sexual harassment” 
or “no, it’s not,” the research tends to look at sexual harassment in a more nuanced fashion.

Literature Review
Women in organizations that are tolerant of sexual harassment are significantly more likely to 
be harassed, even when analysis controls for the influence of the harassment victim herself.9 
According to a meta-analysis conducted by Willness et al., harassment by colleagues is more 
likely to occur in masculine-associated fields with fewer women in the workplace, rather than 
feminine-associated fields that have a higher concentration of women in the workplace.10 
Institutional context has been widely demonstrated to have a strong influence over whether 
harassment occurs. Institutions that are permissive of sexual harassment create an environ-
ment where victims are reluctant to report harassment, harassment claims are not believed, 
and harassers are rarely punished.11

A recent systematic review of research related to harassment among the staff in higher 
education found high rates of harassment of various kinds in institutions of higher educa-
tion.12 In a 2017 study, Henning concluded that sexual harassment is the most common kind 
of harassment in academia and that it is accompanied by general workplace abuse.13 The 
researchers found that “workplace harassment is prevalent in higher education at all levels 
and among all disciplines” and that there is “compelling evidence of the continual problem 
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associated with gender harassment” in academia.14 The same study found that more than 90 
percent of the victims of workplace harassment were women, a finding that is consistently 
true across a wide variety of sexual harassment studies.15 

Harassment by Customers
The vast majority of research related to sexual harassment in the workplace focuses, as is 
logical, on sexual harassment among coworkers. Fewer studies directly measure and assess 
sexual harassment by clients or customers, despite evidence that client sexual harassment is 
also widespread.16 A study by Gettman et al. explicitly measures the effects of harassment by 
clients/customers; they found that women who must spend time with customers to do their 
jobs suffer more severe sexual harassment when the clientele are men and when the power 
differential skews toward the client.17 

Organizational context also has a strong influence. In a setting where customers have 
power to influence the work of the victims through punishment or reward, such as through 
sales or tipping, harassment is higher. Customers perceive themselves as powerful over the 
target and are more likely to behave inappropriately.18 Such organizations often require or 
reward friendliness from employees, which can add to the problem. Men are more likely than 
women to interpret friendliness as flirting or an invitation to romantic engagement, which 
could lead to harassment.19

Client accountability is especially salient in the context of libraries. Perceived lack of ac-
countability on the part of the customer, because they aren’t being observed by others, they 
are alone with the target, or they believe institutional norms permit harassment, may lead 
them to be more likely to harass.20 Anyone who has worked a library public service desk or 
been in one-on-one meetings with patrons, or indeed with vendors or donors, can imagine 
how these settings could lead to more opportunities for harassment to occur.

In Gettman’s study measuring sexual harassment by clients, 86 percent of women expe-
rienced some type of sexual harassment. That study concluded that “client sexual harassment 
is exacting both job-related and psychological costs” on employees and represents a “com-
mon and costly barrier to women’s full participation in the workforce.”21 Workplaces are 
responsible for protecting women from client sexual harassment but may not have in place 
procedures or policies for doing so, even if they have documented procedures for protecting 
women from sexual harassment by their coworkers.22 

Research shows behaviors that constitute sexual harassment are frequently seen as an 
expected “part of the job.” Such thinking seems to be common in female-dominated profes-
sions. In a recent article in the American Journal of Nursing, Nelson reports that sexual harass-
ment is underreported among nurses, despite many medical facilities having zero tolerance 
policies in place.23 In a study of social work students, Moylan and Wood found that many 
were labeling sexual harassment behaviors as “typical” for clients, worrying the researchers 
that the students were learning to tolerate being harassed.24 Drawing from our own library 
experiences again, we found commonality in being told by coworkers after an uncomfortable 
interaction with a patron that “Oh, so-and-so is harmless” and were advised just to let it go.

Numerous studies have found that gender context influences the amount of harassment 
one experiences, generally finding that harassment is worse for women in traditionally male 
occupations such as the military.25 However, the important factor of gender context with 
client harassment is less well-studied. In the case of client sexual harassment, even women 
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in traditionally female professions seem to be at high risk for harassment by clients.26 A low 
level of perceived risk by customers leads to increased instances of sexual harassment and 
other aggressive behaviors.27 Absence of policies for what to do about client sexual harass-
ment may make the likelihood of it happening worse or suppress reporting. Anonymity of 
customers also exacerbates a culture of sexual harassment because of the low perceived risk 
by the anonymous customers. 

Harassment in Libraries
Surprisingly little evaluation of sexual harassment in libraries exists, given that what little 
research is available suggests that sexual harassment of librarians is pervasive. Vaughn’s 
study particularly calls out librarianship as a field that experiences widespread harassment by 
customers.28 Given how many risk factors for sexual harassment are prominent in academic 
libraries, the research team posited that the likelihood of harassment would be high in aca-
demic libraries, where many librarians are female and customers are frequently anonymous 
and likely to perceive themselves to be at low risk for consequences if they harass. Vaughn 
et al. find that “sexual harassment is not just a phenomenon that occurs among co-workers; 
customers and clients harass employees across a wide spectrum of businesses and occupa-
tions.”29 Manley’s informal survey of librarians conducted in the early 1990s found that 78 
percent of survey respondents reported experiencing frequent sexual harassment at work, 
mostly by customers, who are also frequently called “patrons” in libraries.30 Manley reported 
that, when he shared the results of his survey at professional gatherings, most librarians ex-
pressed genuine surprise that the number wasn’t higher. Another, much more recent but still 
informal, survey in 2017 was distributed on social media in response to a firestorm resulting 
from women librarians publicly naming a male librarian they considered a serial sexual ha-
rasser.31 That survey received 250 responses detailing stories of harassment, many of them in 
public libraries, and many of them by patrons, though harassment by colleagues also was rep-
resented in those survey results. This anecdotal evidence, along with other articles describing 
widespread sexism in the field, suggests widespread harassment in the industry of libraries.32 

Libraries as a profession have a very strong focus on the service element of their work. Li-
brarians are generally expected to be friendly and professional no matter how patrons behave, 
which may partially explain the reason these informal surveys also persistently highlight a lack 
of action in leadership.33 Friendliness is a key characteristic of approachability for librarians, and 
librarians are trained to exhibit friendliness to overcome patrons’ potential reluctance to dem-
onstrate their own ignorance by asking for help with research.34 Service pressure is not the same 
as customer service, and the extent to which librarians might be considered to be in a service 
pressure environment might vary by institution.35 “One of the highest professional values of 
librarians is a service orientation…. Librarians are trained to uphold this ideal [of public service] 
by treating library users with respect regardless of their appearance, dress, economic, ethnic, or 
educational background, ideas, or beliefs.” However, recognition and prohibition of harassment 
of staff by library patrons, either by policy or procedure, is rare.36 A mid-1990s article points out 
that the public nature of library facilities is a contributing factor to problematic patron behavior: 

Public facilities which encourage public access have the highest risk of criminal 
activity…. many people who cannot, or do not want to, conform to societal norms 
feel safe in libraries.37 
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Despite the evidence that harassment in libraries is widespread, to the knowledge of the 
authors, no formal widespread survey using established tools to measure sexual harassment, 
such as the SEQ, the most common method for measuring incidence of sexual harassment, 
has yet been conducted in the industry before now.38 

Harm of Harassment
The harm done by sexual harassment to victims, as well as to their workplaces, is extremely well 
documented in nearly every published article on the subject. This harm to career success and 
satisfaction for women comes in the form of “decreased job satisfaction, lower organizational 
commitment, withdrawing from work, physical and mental ill health, and symptoms of PTSD.”39 
Additionally, organizational climate “figures prominently in facilitating these occurrences” by 
influencing the likelihood of reporting, perceptions of whether or not reporting would be taken 
seriously, and likelihood of sanctions.40 These harms are costly to the workplace as well as to 
the targets of harassing behaviors, and additionally they are harmful to other members of the 
organization who are not the targets.41 As Willness explained, “we know that organizational 
factors are fundamental, and therefore, we should move toward identifying the organizational 
policies and procedures that are most critical for preventing the conditions that create a fa-
vorable organizational climate for sexual harassment. This in turn should lead to decreased 
occurrences of sexual harassment.”42 Working to reduce sexual harassment is not only a legal 
obligation in many jurisdictions because it constitutes a form of gender-based discrimination, 
but it is also a good business decision, since sexual harassment has so many negative repercus-
sions for group productivity, morale, turnover, absenteeism, and healthcare costs.43

Existing research demonstrates clearly that harassment in the workplace is a large-scale 
problem.44 Informal evidence strongly suggests that harassment in libraries is both pervasive 
and common. Beginning with the clear understanding that workplace sexual harassment has 
gradations in both nature and severity, and that those gradations matter in how both the victim 
and the institution can and should respond, the authors wished to measure the prevalence of 
such behaviors in academic libraries, from coworkers as well as patrons.

Method
While the existing literature talks about sexual harassment in libraries generally, the authors 
chose to split our research between academic libraries and public libraries. We decided to 
focus on academic libraries for this first survey, with plans for a follow-up survey targeting 
public libraries.

 Our survey explored two research questions:
• Research Question 1: What is the prevalence of sexual harassment by coworkers among 

library workers in academic libraries?
• Research Question 2: What is the prevalence of sexual harassment by patrons among 

library workers in academic libraries?
We received Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval from all three schools. The 

IRBs were very proactive in the process, suggesting ways to strengthen the confidential-
ity and ensuring risk to participants was minimized. As a result, the researchers did not 
capture identifying features, such as the names of institutions, and provided links to 
resources such as RAINN for anyone who might have been affected by the discussion of 
sexual harassment.
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We sent out the survey over numerous academic library email listservs operated by ALA 
to target academic library workers specifically, including ILI-L, INFOLIT, STS, LITA, LLAMA, 
RUSA, COLLIB-L and SRRT.

The invitations clearly stated that academic library employees were the intended audience 
and should complete the survey regardless of whether they had experienced sexual harass-
ment or not. This survey was meant for all genders and positions in academic libraries. There 
is no way to identify a specific sample due to the fact that it is impossible to reach all academic 
library workers. The authors felt that distributing the survey to various email listservs would 
cast the largest net, allowing it to reach a representative population of academic library workers. 

The survey ran for 24 days, opening on April 2, 2018, and closing on April 27, 2018.45 
It received 690 responses. Of those responses, 15 respondents began the survey and then 
declined to participate after the first screening question. That first question was designed to 
allow prospective participants to opt out of the survey after reading a description of what the 
survey would cover. Sixty-two respondents proceeded from the first screening question but 
then did not answer any of the remaining questions. A total of 613 respondents completed the 
survey, bringing the completion rate for those who began the survey to 88.8 percent. 

Our research team decided to use the Sexual Experiences Questionnaire (SEQ) for our 
study, as it is the most widely used and vetted tool for studying sexual harassment. Devel-
oped first in 1988 by Fitzgerald and Geltman and revised multiple times during the 1990s and 
2000s, the SEQ was created as a self-reported inventory to capture the prevalence of sexual 
harassment. Sexual harassment in this tool is defined as “unwanted sex-related behavior at 
work that is appraised by the recipient as offensive, exceeding her resources, or threatening 
her well-being.”46 The questionnaire asks participants to indicate whether they have experi-
enced particular behaviors that fit the definition.

The SEQ has its critics. Its foundational definition of sexual harassment is cis-gendered, 
situates cis-women as the victims, and goes beyond the EEOC definition. Consequently, it 
has been revised and modified multiple times to better reflect the populations being studied. 
These changes in turn have made some question its validity; how much can it be edited before 
testing it again?47 Despite these concerns, the majority of studies about sexual harassment 
have used it.48 The SEQ was especially fitting for this study, as it has been used for numerous 
studies that examine sexual harassment by clients or customers.49

The SEQ is a 30-item tool that assesses individuals’ experiences with five dimensions of 
sexual harassment: Gender Harassment, Seductive Behavior, Sexual Bribery, Sexual Coercion, 
and Sexual Assault.50 The dimensions of sexual harassment measured by the SEQ increase 
in degree or level of intensity from general sexist remarks to gross sexual assault. Each di-
mension is measured using several items that indicate whether the respondent has had the 
experience described (1) or not had the experience described (0). It defines the dimensions 
by way of these concepts:

• Gender harassment is conceptualized as generalized sexist remarks and behavior and 
operationalized with seven items. 

• Seductive behavior is operationalized as experiencing inappropriate and offensive, but 
essentially sanction-free sexual advances and is measured with nine dichotomously 
measured items. 

• Sexual bribery is conceptualized as solicitation of sexual activity or other sex-linked 
behavior by the promise of rewards and is operationalized with four items. 
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• Sexual coercion is conceptualized as coercion of sexual behavior by threat of punishment 
and is measured with four items. 

• Sexual assault is conceptualized as gross sexual imposition or assault and is measured 
with five items. 

Finally, the SEQ contains a single item that serves as a global indicator of Sexual Harass-
ment. The global sexual harassment item asks whether the respondent was sexually harassed. 
Until that last question, the phrase “sexual harassment” is not used, as the intent is to prompt 
respondents to think strictly about actual experiences. The final question is then used to see 
whether participants consider the behaviors experienced to be, in fact, “sexual harassment.” 

Following the lead of other studies that have used the SEQ, we asked participants to report 
on the past five years. Because of recall issues, lifetime rates are generally less reliable than 
shorter time frames. Respondents tend to remember more when asked about recent events and 
are especially helped when asked to relate experiences to specific settings and timeframes.51

Survey Participant Demographics
The survey collected data about respondents’ gender, race, and age. Gender was measured with 
two questions consistent with the guidelines suggested by The Williams Institute to identify trans-
gender individuals.52 The first question asked respondents to indicate the sex they were assigned 
at birth (male or female), and the second question asks about respondents’ current gender identity 
(male, female, transgender, or do not identify as female, male, or transgender). Cross tabulation 
of these variables permits identifying cisfemales, cismales, transgender men and women, and 
other gender minorities. Nearly 98 percent of respondents identified as cisgender (85% cisfemale 
and 13% as cismale). Respondents who identified as transgender men, transgender women, or 
some other gender minority were excluded from analyses due to insufficient numbers of observa-
tions. Race was measured using a single question asking respondents to self-identify their race as: 
white, Black/African-American, American Indian or Alaskan Native, Asian, Native Hawaiian or 
Pacific Islander, or Other. Individuals could select any combination of these responses to indicate 
a multiracial identity. Most respondents in the sample (89%) indicated they were white, and the 
remaining 11 percent indicated they were either a racial minority, biracial, or multiracial. These 
numbers align with academic librarian demographics, which report 86 percent of librarians are 
white, and 82.2 percent are female, indicating our sample reflects the profession.53

Age was self-reported in years. The average age of respondents was 41.54 years with a 
range of 22 to 75 years old. Nearly three-quarters of the sample (74.6%) was younger than 50 
years old and more than half of the sample (49.8%) was younger than 40 years old, suggesting 
that the sample is disproportionately young.

Respondents provided information about specific characteristics of their current position 
and institution and had the opportunity to report these characteristics for up to five previous 
positions. Respondents indicated the percent of their time spent interacting with library patrons 
using a sliding scale that ranged from none to 100 percent. The average amount of time spent 
interacting with patrons in all positions was approximately 49 percent with approximately 60 
percent of the sample reporting they spend 50 percent or less of their time interacting with 
patrons. Respondents also reported about three characteristics of institutions at which they 
were currently or had been employed: 1) academic nature of the institution (in other words, 
doctoral, master’s, and so on), geographical setting (in other words, rural, suburban, urban), 
and type of institution (public or private). To maintain the highest degree of anonymity pos-
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sible, the survey did not ask for the names of institutions. Nearly half of respondents indicated 
they were either currently employed or had been employed at a doctorate-granting institution. 
The majority of respondents indicated that their current or previous appointments were in 
institutions in a city context. Finally, nearly two-thirds (63.7%) of respondents indicate current 
or previous employment in public institutions.

Analysis
Respondents’ answers for each dimension were summed. If the resulting value was greater 
than zero, they were coded as having the experience measured by the dimension; if the value 
was zero, they were coded as not having the experience measured by the dimension. Table 
1 contains the overall prevalence of each dimension of sexual harassment regardless of actor 
(patron vs coworker) in the sample. 

As table 1 indicates, gender harassment is the 
most frequently reported experience with sexual 
harassment in the sample. Further, the prevalence 
of specific dimensions of sexual harassment declines 
as the severity or intensity of the behaviors experi-
enced increases, with the exception of sexual assault. 
Whereas a very small proportion of the sample re-
ports experience with sexual coercion or sexual brib-
ery, a sizable proportion (35%) indicate experience 
with sexual assault at the hands of either a patron, 
coworker, or both. A more detailed analysis of this 
dimension of sexual harassment suggests the nearly 
all (99%) experiences in the sexual assault dimension 
are characterized by “deliberate touching that made 

the respondent uncomfortable” rather than “fondling, or attempted or forced sexual inter-
course.” One striking feature of table 1 is the obvious discrepancy between some dimensions 
of sexual harassment and the global measure of sexual harassment. Specifically, 78 percent 
of the sample indicates experience with behaviors that qualify as gender harassment and 64 
percent indicate an experience with seductive behavior, but only 21 percent of the sample 
marked “yes” to the final question asking if they had experienced “sexual harassment,” using 
that specific phrase. The discrepancy between the specific dimensions of sexual harassment 

TABLE 1
Prevalence of Sexual Harassment  

by Dimension
% Reporting Any 

Experience (n)
Gender Harassment 78.1 (746)
Seductive Behavior 64.4 (549)
Sexual Bribery 2.4 (20)
Sexual Coercion 1.5 (12)
Sexual Assault 35.2 (298)
Sexual Harassment 21.2 (178)

TABLE 2
Cross-Tabulation of Sexual Harassment Experiences, Percent

Gender 
Harassment

Seductive 
Behavior

Sexual 
Bribery

Sexual 
Coercion

Sexual 
Assault

Gender Harassment
Seductive Behavior 93.2**
Sexual Bribery 100** 100**
Sexual Coercion 100 100* 0
Sexual Assault 93.2** 86.6** 6** 3.2*
Sexual Harassment 100** 97.2** 6.2** 4.2** 71.9**
*p<.01, ** p<.001
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and the global measure may suggest that individuals who experience gender harassment or 
seductive behavior do not necessarily characterize these experiences as sexual harassment. 

Table 2 illustrates the relationship among the five dimensions of sexual harassment. 
Each column tells us what percentage of individuals who had experienced a behavior from 
this dimension also experienced a behavior in one of the other dimensions. For example, 93.2 
percent of individuals who report experiencing gender harassment also experienced seduc-
tive behavior and sexual assault, and all marked “yes” to the final question asking if they 
had experienced “sexual harassment.” Similar strongly positive relationships are evident for 
seductive behavior and sexual harassment. (Caution should be used when interpreting the 
relationship between any specific dimension of sexual harassment and the sexual bribery 
and sexual coercion dimensions due to the extremely low level of reporting for these specific 
dimensions). 

Interestingly, the relationships in table 2 indicate that all individuals who experience 
gender harassment also report experiencing sexual harassment, suggesting that gender harass-
ment is implicitly viewed as sexual harassment by respondents. The same, however, cannot be 
said for the other dimensions of sexual harassment. Specifically, the experience of seductive 
behavior and sexual assault are not implicitly viewed as a form of sexual harassment.

Results and Discussion
Gender Harassment, Seductive Behavior, and Sexual Assault
Respondents who experienced gender harassment, seductive behavior, and sexual assault 
displayed similar characteristics. Statistically significant relationships were seen in gender, 
age, and time spent with patrons. Women were more likely to experience gender harass-
ment, seductive behavior, and sexual assault. Individuals who experience these types of 
sexual harassment are significantly younger than those who do not. Individuals who spend 
more time with patrons are also more likely to experience these types of sexual harassment. 
There were no statistically significant differences in the experiences of these types of sexual 

FIGURE 1
Prevalence of Sexual Harassment by Dimension



632  College & Research Libraries July 2021

harassment and race. Only one of the institutional variables was significantly associated with 
gender harassment and seductive behavior: individuals with positions at public institutions 
are more likely to experience these two types of sexual harassment. None of the institutional 
characteristics were significantly associated with the sexual assault dimension of sexual ha-
rassment. Tables displaying the relationships between these experiences and individual and 
institution characteristics can be found in the appendices.

A more detailed analysis of this dimension of sexual harassment suggests the nearly all 
(99%) experiences in the sexual assault dimension are characterized by “deliberate touch-
ing that made the respondent uncomfortable” rather than “fondling, or attempted or forced 
sexual intercourse.”

Trends with gender, age, type of institution, and time spent with the public became evi-
dent throughout the various dimensions of sexual harassment that the survey measured. As 
has been found in most similar analyses, women were more likely than men to experience 
sexual harassment. Respondents who spent a significant amount of time with patrons were 
also more likely to experience sexual harassment. The data also indicated that age is a factor. 
Respondents who reported experiencing sexual harassment had a median age of approxi-
mately 37. It was also found that respondents who work at public universities are more likely 
to experience sexual harassment than those who work at private institutions. Logic would 
suggest that the reason sexual harassment is more common at public institutions is due to the 
fact that academic libraries at public colleges and universities see more public patrons, and 
are seen as more public buildings, than their private counterparts. When the data is broken 
down by the type of perpetrator of the behavior, it reveals that the perpetrators of harassment 
depend on the type of harassment and the opportunity to commit harassment. It was reported 
that explicit remarks were more likely to come from coworkers, while leering and ogling at 
librarians is more likely to come from patrons. Both of these examples could be due to an 
opportunity effect, wherein coworkers have more opportunities to interact and thus engage 
in conversations with an individual, while patrons might not have as many opportunities to 
speak with an individual but have more opportunities to stare and engage in brief interactions 

FIGURE 2
Gender Harassment and Seductive Behavior by Perpetrator



#MeToo in the Academic Library    633

that make their targets uncomfortable. Gender harassment and seductive behaviors were the 
most commonly experienced types of sexual harassment among survey respondents.

The data collected from one question in particular drove home why a survey like this is 
needed in academic libraries. In the global measure question, respondents were asked, “Have 
you ever been in a situation where a coworker or library patron sexually harassed you?” More 
than three-fourths (83.1%) of participants responded “no.” However, 77.4 percent responded 
yes to at least one survey item, indicating that more than three-fourths of the survey respon-
dents did, in fact, experience some form of sexual harassment. The data demonstrate that 
respondents consistently interpret gender harassment as sexual harassment, but not seductive 
behaviors or unwelcome touching.

The SEQ has a question that is designed to be the global indicator for sexual harassment. 
In that question, respondents were asked, “Have you ever been in a situation where a co-
worker or library patron sexually harassed you?” More than four out of five (83%) participants 
responded “no” that they had not been sexually harassed by a coworker or library patron. 
However, 77.4 percent responded “yes” to at least one survey item indicating that they had 
been sexually harassed in some form. 

We believe this disconnection has a few causes. First, the definition of sexual harassment 
is an ongoing conversation in our society. The legal definition as laid out by the EEOC is the 
most commonly discussed one, and it’s quite possible that the participants have absorbed it 
as the only definition. We have talked about harassment training on our three campuses and 
have found that the behaviors in such trainings are often drawn from the EEOC. If there are 
no concrete repercussions or no easily identifiable pattern, then “sexual harassment” may not 
be seen as such by employees. 

FIGURE 3
Respondent Definitions of “Sexual Harassment”
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One should not assume that the respondents saw the behaviors as acceptable, though. 
It is possible that respondents saw the behaviors as misconduct related to but not strictly 
defined as sexual harassment. As in the studies from the literature review, we believe it is 
plausible that some might also consider the behaviors as inappropriate but not rising to the 
level of reporting. Labeling an action as sexual harassment may indicate the library worker 
must report it.

Limitations
While the sample of this study is similar to the profession’s national demographics, we need 
to be cautious about generalizing the results to academic librarianship as a whole. Due to the 
priority of keeping data anonymous, we cannot conclude we have a representative sample. 
As with any publicly circulated survey, participants self-select, resulting in a sample of people 
who may have a higher-than-average interest in sexual harassment issues. It is feasible that 
our survey drew a disproportionate number of library workers who had experienced sexual 
harassment themselves. 

While our survey was intended to measure prevalence among all library workers, we 
suspect our pool is heavy on librarians. We primarily distributed the survey through ALA 
listservs; and, while we did not limit it to professional librarians, the audience of listservs 
tends to be librarians. We do not know how many paraprofessionals and student workers 
took the survey. 

Implications and Recommendations
The implications of the severity and prevalence of sexual harassment in libraries are enormous. 
A wide body of existing research demonstrates the high costs of harassment to both individu-
als and to organizations, in the form of personal harm to the targets, as well as fiscal harm to 
the employer in the form of absenteeism, healthcare costs, engagement, and turnover. Given 
the high incidence of harassment, it follows that our field is routinely paying these costs both 
as individuals and as an industry. 

Institutions are legally required to protect library workers from sexual harassment 
from both colleagues and patrons. While it is likely that many libraries can follow or adopt 
institutional harassment policies related to colleagues, we are not aware of model policies 
for reporting, responding to, or preventing harassment from academic library patrons. The 
absence of a policy adds yet another deterrent to the already high barriers to reporting or 
preventing harassment.

There are actions that individuals and workplaces can take to respond to the harassment 
that is happening in libraries and begin to move toward an environment that is less tolerant 
of sexual harassment:

• Develop policies that address harassment from all perpetrators. While our study looked 
at behaviors from colleagues and patrons, subsequent conversations with librarians have 
identified many other problematic interactions. What should a library employee do in 
a situation with a professor, a vendor, a donor, a student, or other possible harasser? 

• Implement awareness initiatives. Policies accomplish little without attendant action, and 
it is essential that all employees understand what constitutes sexual harassment, how 
to report it, and what the consequences can be.

• Build a culture that is anti-harassment. Ongoing training, not just at the time of hire, will 
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keep employees’ awareness fresh and show a commitment to protecting employees. By-
stander training, in which people are taught how to intervene when they witness negative 
behaviors, can be effective.54 In all cases, developing and sharing scripts for employees 
so that they are not faced with needing to instantly summon effective language can be 
a helpful tool to empower targets and remind them of reporting procedures. 

• Commit to response procedures. An essential component to any prevention and report-
ing is the response when harassment is reported. EEOC estimates that 75 percent of 
harassment is unreported because of concern that managers will not respond or will not 
believe them or fear retribution.55 Managers must hold harassers responsible to create 
a culture where harassment is reduced. 

Our workplaces shouldn’t have to be this way. It is essential that all library workers, in-
cluding library leaders, stop treating harassment as an inevitable condition of the workplace 
and that leaders respond to harassment with legal, professional, and personal support for 
targets as the situation indicates. We hope this study inspires library professionals in all kinds 
of libraries to see harassment for what it is and to stop accepting it as a necessary evil in their 
professional lives. The authors further hope that this evidence of the prevalence and incidence 
of harassment in libraries galvanizes academic library administrators and managers to seek 
ways to address the prevalence within their own institutions, and our field.
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Appendix: Data Analysis Tables
APPENDIX TABLE 1

Characteristics of Respondents’ Positions and Institutions
Mean (SD) % (N)

Time Spent with Patrons 48.55 (26.31)
Academic Nature
Doctoral 48.5 (481)
Masters 23.6 (234)
Baccalaureate 19.4 (192)
Associate 7.8 (84)
Institutional Setting
Rural 6.8 (66)
Town 22.7 (221)

Suburban 18.9 (184)
City 51.7 (504)
Type of Institution
Public 63.7 (618)
Private 36.3 (352)

APPENDIX TABLE 2
Relationship between the Experience of Gender Harassment and Individual and 

Institutional Characteristics
Percent (N) rpb

Individual Characteristics
White 78.1 (667)
Minority/Multiracial 76.3 (71)
Women 79.1 (647)**

Men 67.3 (74)
Age –0.309**
Time Spent with Patrons .104**
Academic Nature
Doctoral 79.6 (359)
Masters 80 (180)
Baccalaureate 70.9 (129)
Associate 77.2 (61)
Institutional Setting
Rural 76.9 (50)
Town 75.8 (163)
Suburban 78.4 (131)
City 78.8 (376)
Type of Institution
Public 80 (475)*
Private 74.2 (241)
*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001
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APPENDIX TABLE 3
Relationship between the Experience of Seductive Behavior and Individual and 

Institutional Characteristics
Percent (N) rpb

Individual Characteristics
White 65.4 (495)
Minority/Multiracial 55.6 (50)
Women 67 (489)***
Men 44 (44)
Age –.241**
Time Spent with Patrons .140**
Academic Nature
Doctoral 65.2 (260)
Masters 64.3 (133)
Baccalaureate 64.9 (109)
Associate 58.7 (37)
Institutional Setting
Rural 60.3 (38)
Town 61.5 (118)
Suburban 64.1 (98)
City 65.1 271)
Type of Institution
Public 66.7 (350)*
Private 58.3 (172)
*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001

APPENDIX TABLE 4
Relationship between the Experience of Sexual Assault and Individual and Institutional 

Characteristics
Percent (N) rpb

Individual Characteristics
White 35.9 (270)
Minority/Multiracial 28.1 (25)

Women 36.7 (266)***
Men 22 (22)
Age –.158**
Time Spent with Patrons .107*
Academic Nature
Doctoral 33.9 (134)
Masters 38.6 (78)
Baccalaureate 34.5 (59)
Associate 34.9 (22)
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APPENDIX TABLE 4
Relationship between the Experience of Sexual Assault and Individual and Institutional 

Characteristics
Percent (N) rpb

Institutional Setting
Rural 31.1 (19)
Town 34.7 (66)
Suburban 30.5 (46)
City 38.1 (160)
Type of Institution
Public 35.1 (184)
Private 35 (103)
*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001

APPENDIX TABLE 5
Relationship between the Experience of Global Sexual Harassment and Individual and 

Institutional Characteristics
Percent (N) rpb

Individual Characteristics
White 21.5 (160)
Minority/Multiracial 20.5 (18)
Women 22.5 (161)***
Men 8 (8)
Age –.158**
Time Spent with Patrons .107*
Academic Nature
Doctoral 18.4 (72)
Masters 26.5 (53)
Baccalaureate 21.2 (36)
Associate 19.4 (12)
Institutional Setting*
Rural 13.3 (8)
Town 16.4 (31)
Suburban 17.4 (26)
City 25 (104)
Type of Institution
Public 22.4 (116)
Private 17.1 (50)
*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001
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