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Abstract

Background—Meeting potential sexual/romantic partners for mutual pleasure is one of the main

reasons young adults go to bars. However, not all sexual contacts are positive and consensual, and

aggression related to sexual advances is a common experience. Sometimes such aggression is

related to misperceptions in making and receiving sexual advances while other times aggression

reflects intentional harassment or other sexually aggressive acts. The present study uses objective

observational research to assess quantitatively gender of initiators and targets and the extent that

sexual aggression involves intentional aggression by the initiator, the nature of responses by

targets, and the role of third parties and intoxication.

Methods—We analyzed 258 aggressive incidents involving sexual advances observed as part of

a larger study on aggression in large capacity bars and clubs, using variables collected as part of

the original research (gender, intoxication, intent) and variables coded from narrative descriptions

(invasiveness, persistence, targets’ responses, role of third parties). Hierarchical Linear Modeling

(HLM) analyses were used to account for nesting on incidents in evening and bars.

Results—90% of incidents involved male initiators and female targets, with almost all incidents

involving intentional or probably intentional aggression. Targets mostly responded

nonaggressively, usually using evasion to end the incident. Staff rarely intervened; patron third

parties intervened in 21% of incidents, usually to help the target but sometimes to encourage the

initiator. Initiators’ level of invasiveness was related to intoxication of the targets but not their

own intoxication, suggesting intoxicated women were being targeted.

1Thicke, R. (2013). Blurred Lines. Interscope Records.
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Conclusions—Sexual aggression is a major problem in bars often reflecting intentional sexual

invasiveness and unwanted persistence rather than misperceptions in sexual advances. Prevention

needs to focus on addressing masculinity norms of male patrons and staff that support sexual

aggression and better management of the highly sexualized and sexist environments of most bars.
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Introduction

Meeting potential sexual/romantic partners for mutual pleasure is one of the main reasons

young adults go to licensed premises (Cavan, 1966, Purcell and Graham, 2005). However,

not all sexual and romantic contacts are positive and consensual, with aggression relating to

sexual advances a common experience in bars. Aggression may be related to misperceptions

(Snow et al., 1991)related to: gender differences in perceptions of sexual interest (Abbey et

al., 2000); the kinds of sexual advances that are perceived as appropriate (Garlick, 1994,

Rotundo et al., 2001); expectations regarding obligations to accept overtures (Ferris, 1997,

Parks and Miller, 1997); and ways of communicating refusal (Wade and Critelli, 1998).

Plus, how a refusal is made may affect whether aggression arises from an initially

nonaggressive social overture or sexual advance. For example, the initiator of a sexual

advance may react aggressively to the target’s response if he/she feels embarrassed or

rejected (Berk, 1977), especially if the rejection is seen as unfair or is witnessed by the

initiator’s peers (Felson, 1978). Conversely, the target may react aggressively in response to

perceived inappropriate sexual contact, even when the contact was intended as a genuine

overture.

Although misperceptions are one cause of sexual aggression in bars, aggression can also

take the form of intentional harassment or unwanted sexual contact, usually done by men

toward women, such as grabbing a woman’s breast, rubbing against a stranger on the dance

floor and making comments about a woman’s body (deCrespigny et al., 2001, Parks and

Miller, 1997). Such aggression may be related to the dominating role of masculine identity

in public drinking settings (see Graham and Homel, 2008) related to male group bonding

(Wells et al., 2011), to men asserting or defending their social identity (Graham et al., 2013)

and to male attitudes toward women who drink in bars (Parks and Scheidt, 2000). Moreover,

this culture is often reinforced by security staff (i.e., “bouncers”) who may do little to

prevent sexual aggression because security staff culture is one of aggression and machismo

(Hobbs et al., 2007) and staff may themselves engage in sexual harassment or refuse to help

women because of the way that women are dressed or because they are intoxicated

(deCrespigny, 2001).

Patron third parties can also play a role in aggression (Levine et al., 2011), either by

escalating the incident (e.g., encouraging aggressor, joining in the conflict or intervening

aggressively on the target’s behalf) or de-escalating the aggression by discouraging the

aggressor or protecting the target nonaggressively (Wells and Graham, 1999). Research on

third party involvement in aggression in bars has mainly been qualitative and focused on
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male-to-male aggression (Benson and Archer, 2002, Graham and Wells, 2003), with little

known about the role of third parties in sexual aggression.

Intoxication is also likely to play a role. Initiators of a sexual advance may be less sensitive

to body language and gestures intended to communicate that the overture is unwelcome

when intoxicated (Abbey et al., 1998; Norris et al., 2002). Intoxicated target may be less

able to communicate in a clear way that the overture is unwanted (Abbey et al., 2002) or

recognize risks of sexual assault (Loiselle and Fuqua, 2007). Intoxication may also increase

women’s likelihood of being targeted for sexual aggression (Ullman et al., 1999), perhaps

partly because more intoxicated women are seen as being more sexually available (George

et al., 1988; George et al., 1995). Consistent with this several studies have found that women

were more likely to be victims of sexual aggression on occasions when they drank more

(Parks et al., 2008) or were more intoxicated (Kelley-Baker et al., 2008). Less is known

about the role of intoxication for persons who initiate sexual aggression in bars.

Research Objectives

Little is known about the frequency and nature of sexual aggression in bars and clubs or

about how targets respond to sexual advances. Moreover, previous research on sexual

aggression almost always reflects only one perspective – that of the female victim (Parks,

2000, Parks and Miller, 1997, Pino and Johnson-Johns, 2009) or that of the male perpetrator

(Abbey et al., 1998; Norris et al., 2002; Thompson and Cracco, 2008). In the present

analyses, we use objective observational research to assess quantitatively the extent that

sexual aggression in bars involved:

1. male versus female initiators and targets;

2. intentional harassment or aggression by the initiator (such as rubbing against an

unwilling stranger), including invasive contact and unwanted persistence by

initiators;

3. aggressive and nonaggressive responses by targets of sexual advances;

4. intervention by staff and patron third parties; and

5. intoxication of initiators and targets.

We expect that most initiators will be male and most targets female. With regard to

intoxication, we hypothesized that (i) intoxication of both the initiators and the targets of

sexual advances will be associated with greater persistence and invasiveness by the initiator,

and (ii) targets will be more likely to respond aggressively if they are intoxicated.

Method

Data were collected as part of a randomized control evaluation of a program to prevent bar

violence (Graham et al., 2004), including narrative descriptions and quantitative data for

1057 incidents of aggression observed during 1334 visits to 118 large capacity bars/clubs

(>300 people) in the city of Toronto, Canada during 2000–2002. A list of large capacity

licensed premises provided by the licensing authority was screened to exclude ineligible

premises and site visits were conducted to document line-ups, age and ethnicity of patrons,
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and other factors relevant to sending observers. Establishments in the study attracted patrons

diverse in age (although about 75% were under 30), ethnicity and sexual orientation. About

two-thirds were dance clubs while the rest were sports and other types of bars, large pubs

and concert venues. Of the observed incidents, 258 (24.4%) included sexual aggression.

Procedures

Observations were conducted unobtrusively by male-female pairs of trained researcher-

observers between midnight and 3:00 A.M. on Friday and Saturday nights. Observers were

required to have a Bachelor’s degree or equivalent research experience, feel comfortable

going to bars and pass a rigorous screening process. The 148 observers (from 250

interviewed) received about 25 hours of training and a written manual (http://

publish.uwo.ca/~kgraham/observer_training_manual.doc) developed from previous

observational research (Graham et al., 1980; Graham & Wells, 2001; Homel & Clark, 1994)

addressing how to observe in bars, procedures for data collection, and ethical, confidentiality

and safety issues.

Observers were assigned to different partners and venues each week. Observers met about

30 minutes before the observations. They were instructed to stay together and be as

inconspicuous as possible by wearing appropriate clothes, finding a good location for

viewing, changing locations during the visit if necessary and avoiding unnecessary contact

with other patrons or staff. On-call field coordinators made spot-checks to ensure that

observers were at the assigned location and behaving appropriately.

Observers were trained to spot and record possible aggression using a broad general

definition of aggression used in previous observational studies (Graham et al., 1980, Homel

and Clark, 1994) which included both verbal and physical aggression and took into

consideration environmental norms. Observers were permitted to indicate potential

aggression to partners and make notes discreetly but could not discuss observed aggression

prior to completing forms and narrative descriptions which they completed independently

immediately after the bar visit or first thing the next morning. These included detailed step-

by-step descriptions of the aggressive incidents, including data on each participant for up to

8 patrons and 6 staff (sex, age, role in incident, level of intoxication, etc.).

Aggressive and coercive acts observed during the study varied from very minor (e.g., mild

angry words, aggressive gestures and looks) to severe (e.g., punching, kicking). Incidents

were selected for inclusion in the present analyses if they involved: (a) a sexual overture or

sexual behavior, and (b) at least one person was judged as having probable or definite intent

to harm (see measurement of intent below). Types of aggression related to sexual advances

ranged from sexist statements or gestures and refusing to leave a person alone to grabbing a

woman’s bum or breast or reaching up a women’s dress to a the target or a third party

responding angrily or with physical aggression toward the person making the advance.

Additional details about the observation methods and other aspects of the study are provided

in previous publications (Graham et al., 2004, 2006).
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Measures

In addition to gender, staff/patron status and whether person was initiator, target or third

party, variables included: intoxication of initiators and targets, aggressive intent, level of

invasiveness and persistence of aggressive sexual advances, and responses by targets.

Intoxication was rated by the observers at the time of the data collection and intent to harm

was defined and coded as part of previous analyses of these data. All other variables were

coded by four male and three female university students who were familiar with the

contemporary bar/club scene using observers’ narrative descriptions of incidents. A

minimum of three coders (at least one male and one female) coded each person’s behavior

with the exception of 39 (15.5%) incidents that were used for training purposes and coded

collaboratively by the team. Because multiple coders were used for variables other than

intoxication and intent to harm, we estimated inter-rater reliability for continuous measures

as the proportion of variance that reflects true scores (the intercept variance, τ, in

Hierarchical Linear Modeling analysis) rather than error (the between-coder variance, σ2,

divided by the number of raters). This method follows the principles of generalizability

theory (Bryk and Raudenbush, 1992, Cronbach et al., 1972) to apply the standard definition

of reliability (alpha statistic) to the case of multiple raters. For dichotomous measures, we

calculated the average percent agreement across pairs of coders.

Intoxication (coded previously)—The two observers independently rated level of

intoxication of each participant in aggressive incidents from (0) totally sober to (9) falling

down drunk (based on criteria outlined by Teplin and Lutz, 1985) [Pearson r for inter-

observer agreement = .66].

Aggressive intent (coded previously)—Aggression has been defined to include intent

as well as harm (Baron and Richardson, 1994). Harms from sexual aggression in bars

include making the target feel uncomfortable, annoyed, afraid or violated or affecting their

enjoyment by causing them to leave the situation or the premises completely (see Graham et

al., 2010). The following categories were used to rate intent to harm for each person

involved in incidents of aggression as part of previous analyses of these data (see Graham et

al., 2006): (0) no intent (e.g., harm clearly accidental such as accidentally bumping into

someone); (1) defensive intent (aggressive act involved no more force than necessary to

defend oneself – e.g., pushing someone away); (2) probable intent (the harm appeared

intentional but the intent might have been defensive or playful rather than aggressive); (3)

definite intent (harm clearly intended and not defensive) [Spearman correlation between

raters = .74, Kappa for inter-rater agreement = .58]. A person’s behavior was labeled

“aggressive” if intent was rated as probable or definite.

Persistence and invasiveness by the initiator (coded as part of the present
study)—Initiators were defined as the person making the initial sexual advance or overture.

For initiators whose intent was rated probable or definite, two scales were developed to

measure the nature of the initiator’s sexual aggression: invasiveness and persistence. All

statistical analyses used the full scales for persistence and invasiveness but categories (i.e.,

any invasiveness or persistence) were used for describing behaviors in Table 1. The

initiator’s sexual invasiveness was rated on an 11-point scale (0 – 10), with the following
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anchors: 0 - no contact; 1–2 – not sexual (e.g., touched person on arm, hair or other

noninvasive body contact); 3–4 – contact on part of body where touch by strangers is

generally unacceptable (e.g., arm around shoulder or one hand on waist); 5–6 – somewhat

invasive sexual contact (e.g., both hands on waist); 7–8 – definitely invasive sexual contact

(e.g., rubbing groin against person, touching crotch, breasts); 9–10 – very invasive, forceful

or aggressive contact (e.g., grabbing crotch) [α for inter-rater reliability = .95]. If more than

one act was rated for the initiator, the maximum invasiveness rating was used. The

initiator’s aggression was defined as including invasiveness if the mean score across raters

was greater than or equal to 3 (i.e., any type of contact that is generally considered

unacceptable when done by a stranger) or if it was categorized as sexually suggestive or

threatening. Acts that were sexually suggestive or threatening or involved harassment but no

contact were coded missing on the invasiveness scale rather than zero because although they

involved no physical contact, they could be considered psychologically invasive.

Persistence was rated on a 10-point scale from 1 - stopped right away to 10 - relentless

persistence over an extended period of time, stalking, or never gave up [α for inter-rater

reliability = .93]. Criteria for persistence included the extent that sexual advances were

repeated after refusal by target and the extent the initiator followed the target to different

areas of the bar. The initiator’s aggression was defined as including at least some persistence

if the mean score across raters was greater than or equal to 2, reflecting that the initiator did

not stop when the target refused.

Targets’ responses (coded as part of the present study)—Targets were defined as

the person or persons to whom the sexual advance was directed. Raters coded the number of

times targets made each of the responses described below and responses were coded

dichotomously (i.e., whether response occurred) [average percent agreement (PA) across

rater pairs shown in brackets]:

• ignored the initiator (if done as a distinct act) [PA = 88.1%]

• used evasive maneuvers (e.g., pulled away from the initiator’s grasp) [PA = 79.6%]

• used facial expressions or body language to indicate to the initiator that their

actions were making the target…

– annoyed [PA = 84.5%]

– disgusted [PA = 90.4%]

– uncomfortable or embarrassed [PA = 83.3%]

– upset [PA = 78.1%]

– angry [PA = 83.6%]

• completely moved away from the initiator to another area of the bar or left the bar

[PA = 74.5%]

• indirect refusal (e.g., held up drink to show not available right now) [PA = 91.4%]

• direct refusal (e.g., shook head, said “no thanks”) [PA = 88.3%]
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• emphatic or angry negative reaction (e.g., yelling, angry words) [PA = 91.4%]

• used minor physical force (e.g., pushed initiator away) [PA = 87.5%]

• used moderate-severe physical force (e.g., punched/slapped initiator) [PA = 94.1%]

• other response (N = 2, shrieked in surprise, glared at the initiator’s girlfriend) [PA

= 92.3%]

Ratings of targets’ responses were missing for 26 incidents in which the target’s responses

were unknown or the target was unaware of the initiator’s actions (e.g., a man making

motions toward a woman’s behind for the entertainment of his friends without the woman

being aware that she was the target).

Third party involvement (coded as part of the present study)—Third parties were

defined as people who became involved in the incident after the original sexual advance had

taken place. Incidents were categorized as to whether third parties were involved, the

relationship of third parties to the initiator and target (i.e., friend of initiator, friend of target,

friend of both the initiator and the target, other patrons, staff), gender and whether third

parties were aggressive.

Analyses

Statistical significance of relationships between variables was assessed using Hierarchical

Linear Modeling v. 6.03 (HLM) (Bryk and Raudenbush, 1992) to take into account that

incidents of aggression were nested in nights of observation and bars. Because the focus of

these analyses was the inter-relationships of behaviors at the incident level, although visit

and bar level variables are adjusted for in the present analyses, no visit or bar level variables

were included as explanatory variables in these analyses. Visit and bar level variables have

been examined in previous analyses of these data (Graham et al., 2006; Purcell & Graham,

2005). The analyses used 3-level HLM, β-coefficients for predictors at level 1 (incident

level) were estimated using full maximum likelihood estimation for continuous distribution

outcomes (initiator’s persistence, invasiveness and intoxication, and target’s level of

intoxication). Odds ratios for predictors of target responses were computed using Bernoulli

regression models in 3-level HLM, with predictors (persistence, invasiveness, initiator

intoxication and target intoxication) entered at the incident level in bivariate models.

Separate HLM models of persistence, invasiveness and intoxication predicting each target

behavior were computed. HLM linear regression models were used to examine the

association of persistence and invasiveness with intoxication and standardized betas reported

as measures of these associations. Almost all incidents involved a single initiator and a

single target; therefore, we included only one initiator and one target from each incident in

our analyses (the most aggressive person; or the person described first by the observers if

aggressors were equally aggressive).

Results

Overall, 89.9% of the 258 aggressive incidents related to sexual overtures or sexual

advances involved male initiators and female targets, 3.5% involved female initiators and

male targets, 4.3% male-to-male and 2.3% female-to-female. Because most incidents were
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by men toward women with too few in other gender categories for separate analyses, we

limit the remaining analyses to the 232 incidents that involved male-to-female sexual

aggression. All initiators and targets were patrons except for 2.2% of initiators who were

entertainers employed by the bar and 6.5% of targets (all were serving staff except one

entertainer). On average, initiators were rated 4.98 (SD = 2.10, range = 0 – 9.00) on the

intoxication scale and targets rated 2.26 (SD = 2.30, range = 0 – 9.00).

Initiators’ behaviors

All but two initiators were defined as aggressive, with 65.1% rated as having probable

aggressive intent and 34.1% rated as definite intent. Of aggressive initiators, 61.2% were

rated as engaging in invasive contact (i.e., scoring 3 or higher on invasiveness, average

rating of 4.81, SD = 2.48, range = 0 – 9.67) and 56.9% engaging in persistent advances

following a refusal (i.e., scored two or higher on persistence (average rating of 3.63, SD =

2.30, range = 1 – 9.70). An additional 17.7% made sexually suggestive or threatening acts

without physical contact and 9.1% engaged in general sexual harassment such as pestering

women as they walked by. Table 1 provides examples for different types of sexual

aggression by level of invasiveness and persistence.

Responses by targets

On average, targets engaged in 3.55 acts (SD = 3.10, range 0 to 23) to indicate to the

initiator that the overture was unwanted (including repeating the same action more than once

as well as using different responses). As shown in Figure 1, the most frequent response

(made by 55.4% of targets) was engaging in an evasive maneuver (e.g., pulling or edging

away, stepping back). Direct responses (e.g., saying “no”) were made by 26.7% of targets

and about the same proportion left the area entirely (or even the bar) in order to get away

from the initiator. Other common responses (made by at least 10%) included minor force

(e.g., pushing the initiator away), showing annoyance, ignoring the initiator, showing

discomfort and showing anger. Moderate-severe force or aggression was used in 6.7% of

cases. Only 15 targets (6.5%) were rated as having probable or definite intent, with most

incidents of force or angry words rated as defensive intent (i.e., level of aggression needed

to protect self).

Role of staff and patron third parties

Ten incidents involved staff as third parties, with only one involving ejection of the initiator

for engaging in sexual aggression. Patron third parties participated in 48 (20.8%) incidents

(including 4 incidents that also involved staff third parties). Of these 12 incidents involved

aggressive third parties. Third parties were friends of the target in 24 incidents (15 incidents

involved female friends, 8 male friends, and 1 with both male and female friends), friends of

the initiator in eight incidents (all were male friends), and friends of both the initiator and

target in eight incidents. Other patrons who were not friends of either the initiator or target

also became involved in eight of the 48 incidents. Friends of the target almost always

intervened to protect the target by coming between the initiator and the target or by speaking

to the initiator to get him to leave the target alone. Of the eight incidents in which friends of

the initiator were involved, one friend apologized to the target, two discouraged the initiator,

and five encouraged the initiator by joining in or acting as a supportive audience.
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Relationships between the behaviors of initiators and targets and of these behaviors with
intoxication

Table 2 shows the odds ratio corresponding to the target’s likelihood of engaging in each

response depending on the level of persistence and invasiveness of the initiator and the

intoxication level of perpetrators and targets, based on separate bivariate HLM analyses of

persistence, invasiveness and intoxication predicting each target response. As shown in this

table, persistence was significantly and positively associated with most responses except for

annoyance, anger, upset, emphatic or angry reaction and use of moderate-severe physical

force. Invasiveness was associated with the target leaving the area or the bar and using

minor and moderate-severe physical force.

As shown in Table 2, more intoxicated targets were significantly more likely to show anger

and use minor or moderate-severe physical force, while less intoxicated targets were more

likely to ignore the initiator and use indirect refusal. None of the responses by the targets

were significantly related to the intoxication level of the initiators.

In terms of the relationship between intoxication and the initiators’ persistence and

invasiveness, the initiators’ intoxication was not significantly related to their level of

invasiveness (β = .12, p = .186) or persistence (β = −.02, p = .747); however, intoxication of

targets was significantly related to initiators’ invasiveness (β = .22, p = .013) and

approached significance for initiators’ persistence (β = .11, p = .086).

Discussion

As anticipated, about 90% of incidents involved male initiators and female targets. Sexual

aggression took the form of uninvited, unwanted and invasive physical contact, persistence

in the face of refusal and general sexual harassment such as cat-calling, etc. About one-third

of the incidents involved intentional aggression on the part of the male initiator – that is, the

initiator engaged in sexual actions that he knew were unwanted, minimally causing the

target discomfort but sometimes causing more serious distress including forcing her to leave

the area or bar. Aggression by the remaining two-thirds of initiators was rated as probably

intentional – that is, initiators probably knew that their actions were unwanted and

unwelcome by the target but they may have misperceived the situation, despite the

invasiveness of the act or refusals by the target. For example, one man seemed to be

genuinely surprised when the female target did not find it humorous when he grabbed her

blouse and peeked down it. The predominance of probable intent ratings also reflects the

culture of ambiguity that seems to sanction unwanted sexual acts as evident in the lyrics of a

popular song asserting that lines are “blurred” and women “want it”2.

The ambiguity and permissiveness of the barroom environment (see Graham and Homel,

2008) also provides an ideal setting for “opportunistic offending.” As described by (Cornish

and Clarke, 2003), opportunistic offenders generally conform to normative restrictions

regarding appropriate social behavior but will exploit opportunities to engage in low-level

offences – in this case sexual aggression, partly because they know they can get away with

2Thicke, R. (2013). Blurred Lines. Interscope Records
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it. The ambiguity of the situation also allows for a “romanticized interpretation” of the

man’s sexual advances (Gardner, 1995) as making an “invitation” rather than intentionally

invasive or aggressive, thereby giving harassers an excuse for their behavior. Moreover, the

belief that “women are already giving permission simply by dancing provocatively on the

dance floor” provides self-justification for sexual aggression by men (Ronen, 2010).

The most frequent response by targets was evasion, consistent with findings from research

on workplace harassment (Dansky and Kilpatrick, 1997) and unwanted engagement in

sexual dancing at college parties (Ronen, 2010). Targets were rarely aggressive, and when

they used force, they almost always did so defensively or toward highly invasive initiators.

By contrast, persistence was associated with almost all responses by women, suggesting that

although targets used a variety of strategies in response to unwanted persistence (perhaps

trying alternative responses when previous ones had not worked), they did not necessarily

become aggressive.

Third parties appeared to play a small role in sexual aggression, with staff rarely

intervening. When friends of the target became involved, they tended to help the target

evade the initiator, as found in previous research on unwanted sexual contact at parties

(Ronen, 2010). Friends of the initiator, on the other hand, tended to egg him on, thus

reinforcing the climate of “blurred lines.” Because of the small number of third parties who

became involved, it was not possible to assess the relationship between type of third party

involvement and factors such as intoxication, persistence and invasiveness. This is an

important area for future research in order to better understand the social context of sexual

aggression.

As hypothesized, initiators were more invasive when targets were more intoxicated and

there was a similar pattern for persistence that approached significance; however, initiators’

level of invasiveness and persistence was not significantly related to their own intoxication.

These findings support the interpretation that intoxicated women may be targeted for sexual

aggression, possibility stemming from a perception by initiators that more intoxicated

targets will be less able to resist their advances (Ullman et al., 1999) and be more available

(George et al., 1988; George et al., 1995). These findings also suggest that acts of sexual

aggression are intentional rather than attributable to the effects of alcohol on the initiator

(e.g., alcohol making him less aware of cues from the target that his actions are unwanted).

Also, as hypothesized, more forceful and aggressive responses by targets were associated

with targets being more intoxicated, suggesting that more sober women choose more subtle

responses to unwanted sexual advances and harassment.

Limitations

Ratings were based on observed behavior rather than self-report data. Therefore, it is

possible that observers were mistaken in their assessments of whether the initiator’s

behavior was unwanted. However, this source of error is likely to be minimal because

incidents were identified on the basis of visible negative reactions of the targets. In fact,

observations by researcher-observers are more likely to provide objective measurement of

sexual aggression that is not biased by the perspective of either the target or the initiator (see

Yagil et al., 2006) and so provide a useful and unbiased way of viewing sexual aggression in
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bars. In addition, some variables such as intoxication and aggressive intent had lower than

optimal inter-rater reliability. The less than optimal agreement on intoxication could have

been partly due to the environmental conditions (dark, noisy) as well as limited

opportunities to observe persons before and after incidents to be able to gauge their

intoxication level. The less than optimal reliability for aggressive intent may reflect

individual differences in coders in the extent that perpetrators were seen as knowingly

engaging in behaviors that caused harm or discomfort to the target.

Conclusions and directions for prevention

While serious efforts have been made to recognize and eliminate workplace harassment,

very little has been done to address sexual harassment in drinking establishments, although

such harassment remains highly prevalent and largely socially accepted. Routine activity

theory provides a useful framework for developing strategies for reducing sexual harassment

and aggression in bars (Fox and Sobol, 2000, Graham and Homel, 2008) and for sexual

assaults generally (Mustaine and Tewsksbury, 2002). Specifically, routine activity theory

proposes that an offence is more likely to occur when then there is a convergence of a likely

offender, a suitable victim or target, and a lack of a capable guardian to protect the victim

(Cohen and Felson, 1979). This convergence is optimized in bars given that: (1) potential

offenders are likely to be attracted by the highly sexualized and permissive context of bars

and the essential ambiguity of unwanted sexual overtures; (2) women are likely to be

perceived as suitable, possibly even “blameworthy,” targets because they are dressed to

attract sexual attention and they are drinking (deCrespigny, 2001, Parks and Scheidt, 2000,

Schwartz et al., 2001, Ullman et al., 1999); and (3) staff are unlikely to act as guardians

because sexual harassment and sexism are integral to bar culture (Hobbs et al., 2007).

To address the ambiguity of unwanted sexual overtures, changes are needed in cultural and

bar norms about the acceptability of sexual harassment and aggression in bars and

elsewhere. This can reduce both opportunistic offending as well as the suitability of women

as targets. Because barroom norms are also key factors in male-to-male aggression related to

male identity, honor and group bonding (Wells et al., 2011), addressing these norms would

not only reduce sexual aggression toward women but could have the additional benefit of

reducing male-to-male aggression in the bars. It is known that management affects

workplace harassment both through formal policies and informal role models (Pryor et al.,

1995); therefore, the atmosphere of harassment might be changed in a venue simply by

prohibiting the most egregious or obvious forms of sexual aggression (e.g., men “grinding”

on unwilling women on the dance floor, groups of men harassing women) and by stopping

staff themselves from engaging in or tolerating harassment regardless of the way women are

dressed or their level of intoxication. Better management of bars and changes in bar culture

can ensure that perceived “blurred lines” are not an excuse for sexual aggression in bars.

Supplementary Material

Refer to Web version on PubMed Central for supplementary material.
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Figure 1.
Percent of targets engaging in each type of response

Note: Not mutually exclusive

Graham et al. Page 15

Alcohol Clin Exp Res. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2015 May 01.

N
IH

-P
A

 A
uthor M

anuscript
N

IH
-P

A
 A

uthor M
anuscript

N
IH

-P
A

 A
uthor M

anuscript



N
IH

-P
A

 A
uthor M

anuscript
N

IH
-P

A
 A

uthor M
anuscript

N
IH

-P
A

 A
uthor M

anuscript

Graham et al. Page 16

T
ab

le
 1

Pe
rc

en
t o

f 
in

iti
at

or
s 

w
ho

se
 s

ex
ua

l a
gg

re
ss

io
n 

in
vo

lv
ed

 a
ny

 p
er

si
st

en
ce

 a
nd

 d
if

fe
re

nt
 le

ve
ls

 o
f 

in
va

si
ve

ne
ss

 a
nd

/o
r 

ha
ra

ss
m

en
t w

ith
 e

xa
m

pl
es

 in
 e

ac
h

ca
te

go
ry

In
va

si
ve

ne
ss

/h
ar

as
sm

en
t

P
er

si
st

en
t 

(a
ve

ra
ge

 p
er

si
st

en
ce

 r
at

in
g 

> 
2)

N
ot

 p
er

si
st

en
t 

(a
ve

ra
ge

 p
er

si
st

en
ce

 r
at

in
g 

<=
2)

A
ll 

ca
se

s

H
ig

hl
y 

in
va

si
ve

 t
ou

ch
in

g
(a

ve
ra

ge
 r

at
in

g 
> 

= 
7)

37
 (

15
.9

%
)

A
 m

an
 a

nd
 w

om
an

 w
er

e 
fa

ci
ng

 e
ac

h 
ot

he
r 

da
nc

in
g.

 T
he

 m
an

 m
ov

ed
ve

ry
 c

lo
se

 a
nd

 f
ir

m
ly

 g
ra

bb
ed

 th
e 

w
om

an
’s

 b
eh

in
d 

w
ith

 b
ot

h 
ha

nd
s.

Sh
e 

im
m

ed
ia

te
ly

 p
us

he
d 

bo
th

 o
f 

hi
s 

ha
nd

s 
aw

ay
. T

he
 m

an
 lo

ok
ed

 a
t

hi
s 

m
al

e 
fr

ie
nd

 a
nd

 th
ey

 b
ot

h 
la

ug
he

d.
 T

he
y 

co
nt

in
ue

d 
da

nc
in

g.
A

bo
ut

 te
n 

se
co

nd
s 

la
te

r 
he

 g
ra

bb
ed

 h
er

 b
re

as
ts

. S
he

 p
us

he
d 

hi
s 

ha
nd

s
aw

ay
 w

ith
 m

or
e 

fo
rc

e 
th

en
 th

e 
fi

rs
t t

im
e.

 B
ot

h 
m

en
 la

ug
he

d 
ag

ai
n.

T
he

 w
om

an
 w

en
t t

o 
an

ot
he

r 
ar

ea
 o

f 
th

e 
da

nc
e 

fl
oo

r.

29
 (

12
.5

%
)

A
 m

an
 s

la
pp

ed
 a

 w
om

an
’s

 b
eh

in
d 

an
d

sa
id

 h
e 

lik
ed

 w
ha

t h
e 

sa
w

. S
he

 tu
rn

ed
 a

nd
sh

ov
ed

 h
is

 c
he

st
 w

ith
 b

ot
h 

ha
nd

s 
an

d
sh

ou
te

d 
“D

on
’t

 y
ou

 e
ve

r 
to

uc
h 

m
y

fu
ck

in
g 

as
s 

ag
ai

n.
”

66
 (

28
.4

%
)

So
m

ew
ha

t 
in

va
si

ve
 t

ou
ch

in
g

(a
ve

ra
ge

 r
at

in
g 

> 
= 

5 
< 

7)
30

 (
12

.9
%

)
A

 w
om

an
 w

as
 w

ith
 h

er
 m

al
e 

fr
ie

nd
s 

on
 th

e 
da

nc
e 

fl
oo

r.
 A

 m
an

 w
ho

w
as

 n
ot

 p
ar

t o
f 

th
e 

gr
ou

p 
ca

m
e 

up
 f

ro
m

 b
eh

in
d 

an
d 

pu
t h

is
 a

rm
ar

ou
nd

 h
er

 w
ai

st
, p

re
ss

in
g 

hi
s 

bo
dy

 c
lo

se
 to

 h
er

s.
 S

he
 s

to
pp

ed
da

nc
in

g,
 a

pp
ea

re
d 

sh
oc

ke
d 

an
d 

m
ov

ed
 a

w
ay

 f
ro

m
 h

im
. H

e 
m

ov
ed

 in
be

hi
nd

 h
er

 a
ga

in
. S

he
 f

ir
m

ly
 g

ra
bb

ed
 h

is
 h

an
d,

 p
us

he
d 

it 
of

f 
he

r 
an

d
st

ep
pe

d 
ba

ck
 tw

o 
st

ep
s.

 H
e 

sa
id

 “
So

rr
y,

 ju
st

 n
ee

de
d 

to
 g

et
 b

y.
”

14
 (

6.
0%

)
A

 m
an

 w
as

 s
ta

ri
ng

 a
t e

ac
h 

w
om

an
 w

ho
w

al
ke

d 
by

 h
im

. H
e 

le
an

ed
 f

or
w

ar
d 

so
 h

is
m

ou
th

 w
as

 to
uc

hi
ng

 th
e 

ha
ir

 o
f 

on
e

w
om

an
 (

sh
e 

ga
ve

 h
im

 a
 d

ir
ty

 lo
ok

).
 H

e
pl

ac
ed

 o
ne

 h
an

d 
on

 th
e 

w
ri

st
 a

nd
 o

ne
 o

n
th

e 
st

om
ac

h 
of

 a
no

th
er

 w
om

an
. S

he
ig

no
re

d 
hi

m
 a

nd
 k

ep
t w

al
ki

ng
.

44
 (

19
.0

%
)

U
na

cc
ep

ta
bl

e 
to

uc
hi

ng
 (

av
er

ag
e

ra
ti

ng
 >

 =
 3

 <
 5

)
16

 (
6.

9%
)

A
 m

al
e 

pa
tr

on
 c

am
e 

be
hi

nd
 a

 f
em

al
e 

se
rv

er
 a

nd
 r

es
te

d 
hi

s 
ch

in
 o

n 
he

r
sh

ou
ld

er
 a

nd
 p

ut
 h

is
 a

rm
s 

ar
ou

nd
 h

er
 w

ai
st

. S
he

 p
ul

le
d 

aw
ay

 f
ro

m
hi

m
. H

e 
fo

llo
w

ed
 h

er
 tr

yi
ng

 to
 g

ra
b 

he
r 

cl
ot

he
s 

bu
t s

he
 w

as
 m

ov
in

g
to

o 
qu

ic
kl

y.

16
 (

6.
9%

)
A

 m
an

 jo
in

ed
 a

 g
ro

up
 o

f 
fo

ur
 w

om
en

 o
n

th
e 

da
nc

e 
fl

oo
r.

 H
e 

se
pa

ra
te

ly
 tr

ie
d 

to
 p

ut
hi

s 
ar

m
 a

ro
un

d 
tw

o 
of

 th
e 

w
om

en
 w

ho
w

er
e 

da
nc

in
g 

an
d 

ea
ch

 p
ul

le
d 

aw
ay

.

32
 (

13
.8

%
)

Se
xu

al
ly

 s
ug

ge
st

iv
e 

or
th

re
at

en
in

g
23

 (
9.

9%
)

T
he

 m
al

e 
en

te
rt

ai
ne

r 
w

ho
 w

as
 g

iv
in

g 
ou

t p
ri

ze
s 

to
 w

om
en

 w
ith

 b
ig

bo
ob

s 
m

ad
e 

co
m

m
en

ts
 to

 th
e 

au
di

en
ce

 a
bo

ut
 th

e 
si

ze
 o

f 
on

e 
fe

m
al

e
pa

tr
on

’s
 b

re
as

ts
, i

nc
lu

di
ng

, “
D

ea
r 

L
or

d!
 I

 w
an

te
d 

a 
w

om
an

 w
ith

 b
ig

bo
ob

s,
 b

ut
 n

ot
 th

at
 b

ig
!

18
 (

7.
8%

)
A

 m
an

 y
el

le
d 

ou
t, 

“H
ey

 b
lo

nd
ie

, c
om

e
an

d 
si

t o
n 

m
y 

la
p”

 to
 a

 w
om

an
 w

al
ki

ng
by

. S
he

 c
on

tin
ue

d 
w

al
ki

ng
.

41
 (

17
.7

%

G
en

er
al

 s
ex

ua
l h

ar
as

sm
en

t 
w

it
h

no
 c

on
ta

ct
 o

r 
no

n-
in

va
si

ve
co

nt
ac

t 
an

d 
no

nt
hr

ea
te

ni
ng

26
 (

11
.2

%
)

A
 m

an
 g

ra
bb

ed
 a

 w
om

an
’s

 a
rm

 a
s 

sh
e 

w
as

 w
al

ki
ng

 b
y 

an
d 

sa
id

so
m

et
hi

ng
 to

 h
er

. S
he

 s
ho

ok
 h

er
 h

ea
d 

no
, b

ut
 h

e 
co

nt
in

ue
d 

to
 h

ol
d 

he
r

ar
m

 a
nd

 s
ay

 th
in

gs
, w

hi
le

 s
he

 c
on

tin
ue

d 
to

 s
ha

ke
 h

er
 h

ea
d 

no
. S

he
lo

ok
ed

 d
ir

ec
tly

 a
t t

he
 m

an
 a

nd
 p

ul
le

d 
he

r 
ar

m
 a

w
ay

. H
e 

fi
na

lly
 le

t h
er

go
.

21
 (

9.
1%

)
T

hr
ee

 m
en

 w
er

e 
si

tti
ng

 a
t a

 ta
bl

e 
ho

lle
ri

ng
at

 a
ll 

of
 th

e 
fe

m
al

e 
pa

tr
on

s 
w

ho
 w

er
e

pa
ss

in
g 

by
. T

he
 w

om
en

 ig
no

re
d 

th
em

 o
r

ga
ve

 th
em

 d
ir

ty
 lo

ok
s.

47
 (

20
.3

%
)

N
on

ag
gr

es
si

ve
N

A
2 

(0
.9

%
)

2 
(0

.9
%

)

T
ot

al
13

2 
(5

6.
9%

)
10

0 
(4

3.
1%

)
23

2 
(1

00
%

)

Alcohol Clin Exp Res. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2015 May 01.



N
IH

-P
A

 A
uthor M

anuscript
N

IH
-P

A
 A

uthor M
anuscript

N
IH

-P
A

 A
uthor M

anuscript

Graham et al. Page 17

Table 2

Odds ratios that targets engaged in each response predicted by initiators’ level of persistence, sexual

invasiveness and intoxication, and by targets’ level of intoxication1

Response by target Initiator’s persistence Initiator’s invasiveness Initiator’s intoxication Target’s intoxication

Ignored initiator 1.31*** 0.88 1.01 0.75*

Evasive maneuvers 1.26*** 1.05 0.95 1.02

Left area or bar 1.28** 1.20** 1.06 1.03

Indirect refusal 1.33** 1.00 1.10 0.69**

Direct refusal 1.27** 0.95 1.04 0.97

Emphatic or angry reaction 1.17 1.04 1.10 1.05

Minor physical force 1.19** 1.66*** 1.09 1.27**

Moderate-severe physical force 1.02 1.99*** 0.96 1.24

Used facial expression or body language to indicate she felt…

 Annoyed 1.02 0.92 0.92 0.84

 Disgusted 0.66** 0.84 1.23 0.93

 Uncomfortable 1.28*** 0.94 0.92 0.93

 Upset 0.93 1.11 0.78 1.00

 Angry 0.94 0.96 0.90 1.17*

*
p < .05,

**
p < .01,

***
p < .001

1
Each odds ratio from a separate bivariate HLM model with the score for persistence, invasiveness or intoxication as the explanatory variable

predicting each target response and the response by target as the dependent variable.
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