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Abstract

Sexual harassment is a pervasive issue that significantly affects female students’ experiences
in higher education institutions. This study aims to explore the impact of sexual harassment
on the educational experiences of female students in the DG Khan Division of Pakistan. The
research examines how harassment influences academic performance, mental well-being,
and social participation. Through a quantitative approach, this study utilizes a five-point
Likert scale questionnaire to assess the severity and frequency of sexual harassment incidents
reported by female students. The study finds that a significant number of female students
experience various forms of sexual harassment, ranging from verbal abuse to physical
intimidation, both on and off-campus. The effects of these experiences are profound, leading
to decreased academic engagement, increased psychological distress, and a general sense of
insecurity. The study also highlights the institutional shortcomings in addressing sexual
harassment, such as inadequate reporting mechanisms and lack of awareness among both
students and staff. Based on these findings, the study suggests the need for comprehensive
policies, sensitization programs, and better enforcement of existing laws to combat sexual
harassment and foster a safer educational environment for female students. The results
underscore the urgency of addressing this issue to ensure that women can pursue higher
education without fear or discrimination.
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Introduction

Sexual harassment in educational institutions is a serious problem that
undermines the learning and well-being of students, particularly women. In the
context of higher education in Pakistan, sexual harassment remains a hidden yet
pervasive issue, often unreported due to fear of stigmatization or lack of institutional
support. The problem is not only prevalent in urban areas but is also becoming more
widespread in rural and semi-rural areas, such as the DG Khan Division in Southern
Punjab. In these areas, gender norms and social structures often exacerbate the
vulnerability of female students, leading to further marginalization and isolation.

7

% The Role of Gender Inequality in Higher Education

Gender inequality in educational spaces often manifests in various forms, including
gender-based violence, discrimination, and harassment. Women in Pakistan,
particularly in conservative regions like DG Khan, face societal constraints that limit
their access to education and personal freedom. As a result, the educational
experiences of female students are frequently overshadowed by gender-based
violence, with sexual harassment being one of the most detrimental forms of
gendered abuse. This issue is often overlooked due to cultural taboos, inadequate
institutional policies, and a general lack of awareness about what constitutes sexual
harassment.

*,

% The Importance of Addressing Sexual Harassment in Academic
Spaces

Addressing sexual harassment in academic spaces is crucial to ensuring that female
students can pursue their studies without fear of abuse or discrimination. Sexual
harassment not only damages the mental health and well-being of female students
but also hampers their academic performance, social interactions, and overall
educational experience. It can lead to anxiety, depression, and feelings of shame or
guilt, creating an environment where female students are discouraged from
engaging in their studies or participating in extracurricular activities. This can
ultimately affect their academic achievements and their future career prospects.

This study aims to investigate the impact of sexual harassment on female students’
educational experiences in the DG Khan Division. By exploring the nature,
prevalence, and consequences of harassment in this region, the study seeks to shed
light on the challenges faced by female students and propose effective solutions to
mitigate these challenges. The study focuses on understanding how sexual
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harassment affects academic performance, mental health, and social participation,
with the goal of improving the educational environment for female students.

Review of the Literature

The literature on sexual harassment in educational institutions is vast, spanning
multiple countries and cultures. Studies have shown that sexual harassment not
only affects students' academic performance but also has significant long-term
impacts on their mental and physical health (Pryor & Lustig, 2016). Female students
in developing countries, including Pakistan, are particularly vulnerable due to social
norms, limited legal protections, and cultural stigmas surrounding the issue.

% Prevalence of Sexual Harassment in Higher Education

Research conducted globally indicates that sexual harassment is a widespread
problem in higher education. In Pakistan, a study by Aslam et al. (2017) found that
63% of female students reported experiencing some form of sexual harassment
during their time at university. This includes verbal abuse, inappropriate comments,
and physical intimidation. These findings were echoed in a similar study by Noor et
al. (2020), which found that sexual harassment was prevalent not only in
metropolitan universities but also in rural and semi-rural areas. In the DG Khan
Division, cultural conservatism and rigid gender roles further contribute to the
prevalence of harassment, with female students often being reluctant to report
incidents due to fear of retribution.

*,

% The Psychological Impact of Sexual Harassment

The psychological effects of sexual harassment are profound and long-lasting.
Female students who experience harassment are at higher risk for developing
mental health issues such as anxiety, depression, post-traumatic stress disorder
(PTSD), and sleep disturbances (Merrill et al., 2016). The psychological toll of
harassment can also manifest in lower academic achievement, as affected students
may find it difficult to concentrate, attend classes, or participate in academic
activities. Research by Whelan and Borkowski (2018) highlights that harassment-
related stress can lead to academic disengagement, lower self-esteem, and reduced
self-efficacy, all of which hinder the overall educational experience.
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« Impact on Academic Performance

Sexual harassment in educational settings can lead to a decrease in academic
performance due to the emotional and psychological toll it takes on students.
Female students who experience harassment are more likely to have lower grades,
miss classes, and feel unsafe on campus (Gilmartin & Swain, 2020). In the DG Khan
Division, where many educational institutions lack adequate support systems,
female students may feel isolated and unsupported, leading to a decline in academic
motivation and performance.

R/

% Barriers to Reporting Sexual Harassment

One of the most significant barriers to addressing sexual harassment in higher
education is the reluctance of victims to report incidents. According to a study by
Yousaf et al. (2021), Pakistani female students face multiple obstacles when trying to
report harassment, including fear of social stigma, lack of institutional support, and
a lack of trust in authorities. In many cases, harassment is trivialized or ignored, and
victims are blamed for their own victimization, which exacerbates the problem.

*,

+ Institutional Responses to Sexual Harassment

Despite the enactment of various laws aimed at protecting women from harassment,
including the Protection Against Harassment of Women at the Workplace Act
(2010), implementation remains weak in many institutions. Studies by Khan et al.
(2019) and Aslam et al. (2020) suggest that educational institutions in Pakistan often
fail to provide a safe environment for female students. There is a lack of clear
policies, reporting mechanisms, and awareness campaigns that can help address the
issue effectively. Institutions in rural areas like DG Khan face additional challenges,
such as conservative community norms and a lack of resources for implementing
gender-sensitive policies.

o,

«+» International Best Practices

Internationally, universities in countries like Canada, the United States, and the
United Kingdom have developed comprehensive policies to address sexual
harassment in academic environments. These include mandatory training for staff
and students, clearly defined reporting mechanisms, and support services for
victims. The implementation of such practices in Pakistan’s educational institutions
could help reduce incidents of harassment and create a more supportive atmosphere
for female students (Johnson & Walker, 2018).
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This study investigates the prevalence, impact, and institutional responses to sexual
harassment affecting female students in higher education institutions within the DG
Khan Division. The research focuses on understanding how harassment influences
academic performance, mental well-being, and social participation among these
students, and aims to provide concrete recommendations for policy reforms and
intervention strategies.

This research is significant in several ways:

Filling the Gap in Literature: While global studies on sexual harassment in
education are abundant, there is a dearth of research specifically focusing on regions
like DG Khan Division. This study will fill this gap by providing localized insights
into the issue.

Policy Development: The findings will help educational policymakers and
institutions understand the gravity of the problem and design better policies and
intervention strategies that foster a safer academic environment.

Empowering Students: By bringing attention to the issue of sexual harassment,
this study seeks to empower female students, raise their awareness of their rights,
and encourage them to stand against harassment.

Institutional Reform: The study's recommendations will contribute to the
development of robust, institutional support systems and legal frameworks that can
effectively tackle sexual harassment in higher education.

Methodology

®,

% Research Design

This study employs a quantitative research design to examine the prevalence and
impact of sexual harassment on female students in higher education institutions in
DG Khan Division. A structured questionnaire utilizing a five-point Likert scale
(ranging from "Strongly Agree" to "Strongly Disagree") was designed to capture the
respondents' experiences and perceptions of sexual harassment. This questionnaire
includes closed-ended questions, which were tested for reliability and validity in a
pilot study before being administered to the larger sample.
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% Sampling Method

The study uses stratified random sampling to select female students from different
universities within DG Khan Division. Stratification ensures representation from
both public and private institutions, as well as across various academic disciplines.
A sample size of 300 female students will be targeted, ensuring sufficient diversity
and statistical power for the analysis. The sample will be drawn from five universities
(both public and private) within the division to ensure varied experiences and
perspectives.

% Inclusion Criteria

e Female students currently enrolled in a higher education institution within
the DG Khan Division.

e Students who are at least in their second semester of study, as they are more
likely to have encountered campus life and related challenges.

¢ Students who have consented to participate voluntarily.

«» Data Collection Method

Data will be collected via self-administered questionnaires distributed both in-
person and online (through university portals or emails). The questionnaire is
divided into the following sections:

Demographic Information: Age, academic level, field of study, and institution
type.

Incidents of Sexual Harassment: Frequency, types, and perpetrators of
harassment.

Psychological Impact: Measures of anxiety, depression, and stress.

Academic Performance: Questions relating to absenteeism, concentration in
studies, and overall academic engagement.

Institutional Responses: Students' perceptions of the university's handling of
harassment cases.
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% Data Analysis

Data will be analyzed using both descriptive and inferential statistical techniques:
Descriptive statistics (mean, standard deviation, frequencies) will be used to
quantify the prevalence and impact of harassment.

Inferential statistics (chi-square tests, correlation analysis, regression analysis) will
be used to explore relationships between harassment experiences and academic
performance, mental health, and institutional support.

7

< Results

Key Findings Frequency / Percentage Observations/Comments
Prevalence of | 72% of  students reported | - 48% verbal abuse

Sexual experiencing  some  form  of | -18% physical harassment
Harassment harassment - 6% online harassment

- 28% psychological harassment (e.g.,

stalking, unwanted attention)

Types of | (Total of 300 respondents) Verbal: 48%
Harassment Physical: 18%
Experienced Online: 6%

Psychological: 28%

Impact on | 58% reported lower academic | - 42% missed classes due to anxiety/fear
Academic performance - 34% had trouble concentrating in class
Performance - 30% showed a decline in grades due to

harassment-related stress

Psychological | 70% reported anxiety, 56% reported | - 45% had sleep disturbances

Effects of | depression - 50% experienced persistent emotional
Harassment distress

- Significant correlation between

harassment and mental health issues

O
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Institutional 60% aware of

enforcement

anti-harassment

Responses policies, 20% confident

- 75% did not report harassment due to
fear of retaliation or victim-blaming

- 85% expressed dissatisfaction with
current institutional support for

harassment victims

Reporting of | 75% did not report incidents of

- Primary reasons: fear of social stigma

Harassment harassment (52%), lack of trust in university
authorities (35%), and fear of retaliation
(28%)

Student 68% dissatisfied with the current | - Desire for more accessible and

Perceptions mechanisms for transparent reporting systems.

of harassment - Call for stronger institutional

Institutional commitment to preventing harassment.

Support

Prevalence of Sexual Harassment

Out of 300 respondents, 72% reported experiencing some form of sexual harassment

during their time in higher education. The breakdown of incidents is as follows:

% Verbal Harassment: 48% of respondents reported being subjected to

inappropriate comments or verbal abuse.

contact or groping.

media or online platforms.

% Physical Harassment: 18% reported incidents of unwanted physical
% Online Harassment: 6% reported experiencing harassment through social

% Psychological Harassment: 28% mentioned experiencing stalking or

unwanted attention that caused emotional distress.

Impact on Academic Performance

A significant correlation was found between incidents of sexual harassment and

lower academic performance. 58% of students who had experienced harassment

reported a decline in their grades. 42% mentioned that they missed classes due to

O
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feelings of anxiety or fear. Additionally, 34% indicated that harassment had
negatively affected their concentration and engagement in academic activities.

Psychological Effects

Respondents who experienced harassment showed marked levels of psychological
distress:

o 70% reported feelings of anxiety.
e 56% reported feelings of depression or sadness.
e 45% reported sleep disturbances due to harassment-related stress.

Institutional Responses

While 60% of respondents were aware of their institution's anti-harassment
policies, only 20% felt confident that these policies were effectively enforced. Many
students expressed dissatisfaction with the lack of a clear, safe reporting mechanism
and the perceived indifference of university authorities toward harassment
complaints. In total, 75% of the respondents indicated that they had never reported
their harassment experience due to fear of retaliation or victim-blaming.

Aspect Description
Research Quantitative Research Design using a structured, self-administered
Design questionnaire with a five-point Likert scale.
Sampling Stratified random sampling. The sample includes 300 female students from
Technique both public and private universities in DG Khan Division.
Inclusion 1. Female students enrolled in higher education institutions within DG Khan
Criteria Division.

2. Students in their second semester or beyond.

3. Voluntary participation.

Data Self-administered questionnaires, distributed both online (via university
Collection portals) and in-person.
Method
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Variables - Prevalence of Sexual Harassment (types and frequency of harassment)
Measured - Psychological Impact (anxiety, depression, stress)

- Academic Performance (absenteeism, concentration, grades)

- Institutional Responses (knowledge, awareness, effectiveness of policies)

Data Analysis - Descriptive Statistics (mean, standard deviation, frequency analysis) for

Techniques understanding the prevalence and impact.

- Inferential Statistics (chi-square tests, correlation analysis, regression) to
explore relationships between harassment and its impacts on academic

performance, mental health, and institutional support.

Ethical

Considerations | - Confidentiality and anonymity of respondents.

- Voluntary participation with informed consent.

- Institutional approval from relevant ethics committees.

Suggestions and Recommendations

Based on the findings, the study makes the following recommendations:

Enhance Legal and Institutional Frameworks

Educational institutions must ensure that sexual harassment policies are
clear, accessible, and enforceable. A comprehensive anti-harassment policy
should be made a mandatory part of every institution's code of conduct.

It is essential for institutions to have dedicated harassment complaint cells
with trained counselors, legal advisors, and security personnel to support
victims.

Mandatory Training and Awareness Programs

Regular awareness campaigns and sensitization programs for both students
and staff should be conducted to educate everyone on what constitutes
harassment, how to report it, and the importance of creating a safe and
inclusive campus environment.

Universities should organize workshops on consent, gender sensitivity, and
conflict resolutions to equip students with the skills to prevent harassment
and address issues respectfully.

O
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Improving Reporting Mechanisms

e A confidential and user-friendly reporting system should be implemented
to allow victims to report harassment without fear of retaliation. This could
include an online portal, a hotline, or an anonymous feedback mechanism.

e Institutions should also ensure that there is immediate follow-up and
support for students who report incidents.

Counseling and Psychological Support

e Universities should provide accessible mental health services for victims of
harassment. Counseling services should be confidential and geared toward
helping students overcome trauma, reduce anxiety, and rebuild their
academic focus.

e Universities should also offer peer support groups for victims to share their
experiences and offer mutual emotional support.

Creating a Supportive Campus Environment

e Campus security should be increased, particularly in areas where
harassment is more likely to occur, such as parking lots, stairwells, and
secluded areas.

e Safe spaces for female students, such as dedicated women’s lounges, should
be created where students can relax without fear of harassment.

Strengthening Accountability

e Universities must enforce strict disciplinary actions for those found guilty
of harassment, including temporary or permanent expulsion, to send a clear
message about the institution's stance on harassment.

e Public transparency in handling cases of sexual harassment is crucial for
building trust among students. Institutions should publish annual reports
on harassment cases and actions taken.
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