
 

Want to prevent sexual harassment and
assault? Start by teaching kids

October 27 2017, by Poco Kernsmith, Joanne Smith-Darden And Megan
Hicks

In the wake of sexual assault and harassment allegations involving
Harvey Weinstein and Bill O'Reilly, Americans may be learning just
how prevalent sexual violence is in our society.

So, what can be done to prevent it?

We have studied how family, school and neighborhood environments
influence violent youth behavior. Building from this knowledge, we are
working with schools to develop prevention programs.

Here's what we've learned.

Reducing the risks

Decreasing sexual violence means investing in prevention programs that
address the causes of sexually abusive behavior. The majority of
prevention programs aimed at teens and young adults often focus on
teaching girls and women how to decrease their risk of being assaulted,
with strategies such as watching out for each other at parties or being
aware of their surroundings. Some include self-defense strategies.

Programs like these are generally found to be ineffective because they
fail to address the realities that most assaults are committed by someone 
known and trusted. Harassment is commonly committed by someone in

1/4

https://wayne.edu/newsroom/news/wayne-state-school-of-social-work-receives-nearly-18-million-from-cdc-to-study-youth-empowerment-and-engagement-in-the-prevention-of-sexual-violence-20921
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/sexual+violence/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/prevention+programs/
https://www.rainn.org/safety-students
http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.497.2522&rep=rep1&type=pdf
http://www.cochrane.org/CD004534/BEHAV_interventions-to-prevent-relationship-and-dating-violence-in-adolescents-and-young-people
https://www.crimesolutions.gov/ProgramDetails.aspx?ID=405
https://www.nij.gov/topics/crime/rape-sexual-violence/Pages/victims-perpetrators.aspx


 

power, such as a teacher or supervisor. These types of programs may be
able to reduce some risks, but real prevention needs to focus on the only
person who can actually prevent harassment: the potential perpetrator.

It's everyone's problem

Increasingly, programs address this shortcoming by encouraging
bystanders to challenge harassing behavior and jokes to help promote
healthy, positive norms. For example, programs like Green Dot and 
Bringing in the Bystander help teach high school and college students to
step in to prevent violence or help someone who has been assaulted. In
2014, President Obama and Vice President Biden launched the It's On
Us campaign to encourage bystanders to get involved. It provided real
actions for college students to help protect their friends and neighbors,
such as intervening when someone is harassing another person, providing
support to someone who has been victimized or refusing to laugh at
hurtful jokes or comments.

However, programs such as these face an uphill battle. Youth are
exposed daily to the pervasive and nearly invisible ways that our society
accepts and even condones sexually abusive behavior.

For example, as toddlers and preschoolers, young children are taught to
ignore their personal boundaries of their bodies. Parents might pressure
their children to hug a family member when they don't want to. Instead,
family members should teach children to talk honestly and assertively
about how they do or do not want to be touched.

Fathers commonly joke about protecting our daughters from predatory
boys who want to date them, because "we know how boys are." This
teaches both sons and daughters that boys are mindless aggressors and
girls are helpless victims.

2/4

http://wiki.preventconnect.org/file/view/Coker+2011+Evaluation+of+Green+Dot.pdf
http://www.nsvrc.org/sites/default/files/publications_nsvrc_overview_engaging-bystanders-prevent-sexual-violence.pdf
http://www.itsonus.org/
http://www.itsonus.org/


 

Parents are an important part of teaching positive attitudes and skills for
healthy relationships, but few programs exist to teach them how to talk
about these difficult subjects.

What about men?

Some programs, such as Coaching Boys into Men, seek to engage men to
see sexual violence as more than a "women's problem" and understand
their role preventing violence. Programs for men build on bystander
interventions and encourage youth to challenge traditional expectations
of masculinity that accept, or even promote, violence. As men's
perception that they are not masculine enough has been associated with 
increased rates of sexual violence, it is essential to provide role models
of nonviolent masculinity.

However, prevention programs cannot ignore that 23 percent of boys and
men experience sexual violence or harassment over their lifetime.
Although rates of being raped or sexually assaulted are lower for men,
males report experiencing sexual coercion, in which they are pressured
or manipulated into sexual activity they don't want, at rates that are 
nearly equal to women.

What's next?

Prevention needs to begin in early childhood and continue for life.
Teaching skills to prevent violence starts with learning empathy for
others, communication skills and problem solving. It involves promoting
healthy sexual behavior through sex education focused on respect for
self and others, communication and consent. Programs that empower
youth to make positive changes in their communities show promise for 
preventing sexual violence.

3/4

http://www.coachescorner.org/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26003576
https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/ss6308a1.htm
https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/ss6308a1.htm
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/01639620802589798
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/10911350903008098
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/health/spring-fever
https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/pdf/sv-prevention-technical-package.pdf
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/violence/
http://yes.sph.umich.edu/programs/yes-healthy-relationships/


 

School boards, employers and politicians have the power to strengthen
and consistently apply policies to keep schools, workplaces and
communities safe by holding abusers accountable for their actions.
Leaders, and all bystanders, can refuse to hide or tolerate abusive
behavior. Lastly, we can support services for both male and female
victims that reduce the harm of these traumatic experiences.

Sexual abuse is not just a "women's issue." Men and women play a
significant role in prevention. Acknowledging sexual assault as a
community-wide problem that impacts all persons regardless of gender is
vital to preventing sexual assault.

This article was originally published on The Conversation. Read the 
original article.
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