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Abstract

This thesis explores male sexual assault and sexual harassment perpetration. The theoretical orientations

were constituted of a theoretical synthesis of primarily Max Weber's theory of action, motivation and 

subjective meaning, and theoretical aspects of sensemaking. Four research questions were divided into 

two qualitative studies. Study 1 conducted a systematic review of a diverse field of the research 

literature on sexual harassment and sexual assault perpetration. The two objectives of study 1 were to 

explore what kinds of factors are associated with sexual harassment and sexual assault perpetration and 

what kinds of meanings the research literature attributes to perpetrators actions. The first objective of 

study 2 was constituted of  a qualitative investigation of what kinds of subjective meanings self-

identified perpetrators attribute to their actions. Analysis relied on a hermeneutical interpretation of 

meaning. Empirical materials were obtained via asynchronous online inquiries and collection of 

confessional online posts authored by self-identified perpetrators. The second objective of study 2 was 

to explore in what ways factors associated with male sexual harassment and/or sexual assault 

perpetration against women affect the subjective meanings perpetrators' attribute to their actions. 

Findings from study 1 (research review) suggest that sexual misconduct is associated with factors 

stemming from individual (e.g. psychological characteristics), social (e.g.  norms, attitudes and beliefs 

of how to act as a man), situational (e.g. alcohol intoxication's distortion of meaning and detrimental 

effect on judgement), communicative (e.g. misperception and misinterpretation of cues from women) 

and power-related (e.g. sexually harassing or assaulting as a means to obtain or to exert power) factors. 

Findings further suggest that the research literature attributes obtainment of sexual/physical 

gratification, exertion of power, will to power and obtainment of a perceived sense of control as primary

meanings of perpetrators sexually coercive or harassing actions. Primary findings of study 2 highlight 

the complex nature of power and its central relation to sexual misconduct, where perpetrators attribute 

will to power, obtainment of sexual gratification, obtaining enjoyment from exerting power, and 

ideological subordination as the subjective meaning of their actions. Suggested further is that self-

identified perpetrators attribution of subjective meanings to their actions is characterized by a 

sensemaking practice of moral disengagement, where distortion of the meaning of sexually oriented  

actions through euphemistic labeling and perceiving sexually coercive behaviors as a form of game or 

play are  central aspects. Lastly, analysis of the empirical materials in this study suggests that the  

subjective meanings these men attribute to their actions are  associated with  individual, socioculturally 

embedded, situational, communicative and power-related factors. 

Keywords: sexual harassment, sexual assault, sexual misconduct, sexual coercion,  sexual misconduct,  

perpetrators, perpetration, offender, meaning, subjective meaning, Weber, action, sensemaking, #metoo
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Introduction 

During the fall of 2017 and still as I am writing this in the spring of 2018, there is one particular 

phenomenon that has received a substantial amount of public attention in several countries around 

the world and which has affected the social foundations of some societies. A quick Google search 

of the term/hashtag “#metoo” on Google Trends (2018) generates statistics suggesting that the 

Swedish public's interest for the #metoo-phenomenon has been significant since it emerged. With a 

top score of 100 during October 2017 (compared with North America, which during this period of 

time produced a score of 14, indicating significantly lower rate of public interest). As I am writing 

this in the wake of the #metoo-phenomenon, the topics of sexual harassment and different forms of 

sexual assault are on the lips of many individuals and have generated a lively public debate. Given 

the thousands of stories shared during the #metoo-phenomenon by female victims of different forms

of sexual misconduct, and as indicated by sexual violence research (Abbey, Jacques-Tiura, Parkhill 

& Saenz, 2009; Pina & Page, 2015), it is unfortunately evident that sexual harassment and sexual 

assault seems to be a common and widely spread social phenomenon. “Sexual assault” and “sexual 

harassment” is defined as “unwelcome sexual advances, requests for sexual favors, and other 

verbal, non-verbal or physical conduct of a sexual nature” (Sexual Assault Prevention And 

Awareness Center, 2018). These two terms are often used synonymously, but some make the 

distinction of referring solely to non-physical acts when using term “sexual harassment” and 

referring solely to physical acts when using the term “sexual assault”. Included in non-physical 

perpetration are actions defined as “gender harassment”. This is a form of harassment which is 

supposedly not aimed at obtaining sex, but to humiliate or in other ways put a person down because 

of their gender (Pina, Gannon & Saunders, 2009). Sexual harassment and sexual assault occur 

between all genders and in many different contexts, however, it is a far more prevalent phenomenon

between women and men. The majority of incidents are characterized by male perpetrators and 

female victims (Pina, Gannon & Saunders, 2009; Thomas & Kitzinger, 1997). According to studies,

between 5% to 15% of male American college students report considering it justifiable to commit 

rape regardless of dating activity (Pina & Page, 2015). Furthermore, in a study of 470 American 

single men of age 18-35, 204 reported having committed at least one act of sexual assault 

perpetration since age 14 (Abbey, Pierce & Wegner, 2014). Studies conducted in Sweden suggest 

that sexual harassment is also a common problem in Swedish contexts, for example in workplaces 

and in educational settings (Oxford Research, 2012).
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With the #metoo-phenomenon's numerous reports of sexual misconduct and victimization in mind, 

and as a result of having paid attention to public and official debates related to the #metoo-

phenomenon since it emerged in the fall of 2017, I have noticed that some questions have been 

thoroughly discussed and others seem to have been overlooked or seldomly discussed. The emerged

public discourses of sexual misconduct and victimization in the wake of #metoo, have naturally 

focused on victims of sexual violence and their stories of having been exposed to different forms of 

sexual harassment or sexual assault. Further discussion topics have been characterized by questions 

of for example in what kinds of contexts sexual harassment occurs and what has to be done in order 

to collectively and individually come to terms with this social problem (Tenitskaja, 2018). 

However, as far as I have noticed, what has been and is still often left out in debates and discussions

about sexual misconduct, are deeper questions that go beyond commonly agreed assumptions of 

why1 some men perform acts of sexual harassment or sexual assault against women.

For example, what has often been limited or overlooked – as far as I have noticed when following 

media, public and official debates or discussions - are questions related to perpetrators' reasons and 

motivations for engaging in sexual misconduct. Again, this is not strange since the focus of the 

#metoo-phenomenon was directed at letting those who have been victimized speak. However, 

examples of questions that seem to have not or rarely been explicitly expressed or nuanced in 

debates and discussions about how to come to terms with the problems of sexual misconduct are for

example: what motivates a perpetrator to sexually harass or sexually assault a woman? What kinds 

of factors influence perpetrators to sexually harassing or sexually assault women? What kinds of 

meanings do perpetrators attribute to their acts? Why do they attribute these meanings to their 

actions? Examples of common “why-themes” in Swedish public and official discussions about 

sexual misconduct have often focused on power, gender inequality, male domination and 

masculinity norms (see for example Lindquist, 2018; Schyman, 2017; Sveriges Television, 2017; 

Wilhelmson, 2018). These kinds of assumptions are by no means illegitimate, since studies of 

sexual assault and sexual harassment perpetration since long have suggested that several such links 

exist (McDermott, Kilmartin, McKelvey & Kridel, 2015). However, they do not account for deeper 

understandings of why some men cross the line.

In terms of research within the field of sexual harassment and sexual assault, a majority of studies 

have focused not on perpetrators but almost exclusively on the experiences of and consequences for

1 The term “why” refers to for what cause, reason or purpose a person carries out a specific act or engages
in a specific behavior (Merriam-Webster online dictionary, 2017).
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victims (Pina, Gannon & Saunders, 2009; Thomas & Kitzinger, 1997; White, 2000). When it comes

to studies that have explored why perpetrators commit acts of sexual misconduct, as in for example 

identifying perpetrators' characteristics, motivations and justifications for their actions (Abbey and 

Jacques Tjura, 2011; Bellis, Brennan, Cook, Goodnight, Hipp and Swartout, 2017), a majority of 

researchers have restricted their focus to individuals within college and university contexts. 

Furthermore, a majority of studies of sexual assault and sexual harassment perpetrators rely 

exclusively on quantitatively oriented survey research and have been limited to USA and Australia. 

These aspects, in addition with the predominant focus on college and university contexts, 

constitutes a methodological and empirical limitation within the current research field. The lack of 

qualitative studies and the form of knowledge this kind of research can contribute with, is striking 

since there are only a few studies that have investigated sexual perpetrators' first-hand accounts of 

why they sexually assault or harass women (McDermott, Kilmartin, McKelvey & Kridel, 2015; 

Pina & Page, 2015; Thomas & Kitzinger, 1997; Westmarland, 2015, White, 2000; Pina, Gannon & 

Saunders, 2009). 

Qualitative studies of what motivates perpetrators, how perpetrators make sense of their sexually 

violent behavior and why they choose to engage in sexual harassment and/or sexual assault, can 

contribute with a deeper understanding of previous quantitative research (McDermott, Kilmartin, 

McKelvey & Kridel, 2015). This kind of knowledge could in addition with the existing knowledge 

have a facilitating effect on the possibilities for developing a more comprehensive theoretical 

understanding of this social problem (Bellis, Brennan, Cook, Goodnight, Hipp & Swartout, 2017; 

Thomas & Kitzinger, 1997). The reasons for the lack of qualitative research within this field are 

unclear, but it might have its origin in pragmatic or ideological considerations. It is possible that it 

is difficult to recruit participants (perpetrators) that are willing to disclose behaviors which fall in 

the category of criminal acts. Also, it might be that researchers are unwilling to focus on 

perpetrators for moral or ideological reasons, since they may be under the impression that it would 

draw attention from those who are victimized, and that this in turn would provide perpetrators “with

an opportunity to make excuses for their behavior” (Thomas & Kitzinger, 1997: 132-133). 

In spite of the complex nature of studying perpetrators of sexual assault and sexual harassment, 

approaching the phenomena from a limited amount of perspectives cannot be considered sufficient 

enough of an endeavor if one intends to develop deeper understanding of this subject. Here I am in 

agreement with Mills (2002), that a central task for the social sciences is to question taken for 

granted assumptions about social phenomena, or in other words, to make the familiar strange. This 
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kind of counter-intuitive thinking should however not be an end in itself, but adopted as a means for

facilitating reflexivity and nuance in research (Alvesson, Gabriel & Paulsen, 2017). In the present 

case, this means to qualitatively investigate why perpetrators sexually harass or sexually assault 

women and what subjective meanings they attribute to their actions. Since meaning and its 

association with action and motivation is such an essential aspect of human agency (Weber, 1978), 

increased knowledge of these aspect's relation to sexual harassment and sexual assault perpetration 

will facilitate development of preventive measures.

Inspired by the state of affairs depicted above and the logical assumption of that in order to 

understand a problem one should try getting as close as possible to the problem and what seems to 

cause it, the overarching purpose of this thesis is to qualitatively explore why perpetrators sexually 

harass and/or sexually assault. The aim of this exploratory oriented purpose is to develop 

understandings of sexual misconduct from the perpetrator's perspective. This endeavor is divided 

into four objectives, which are explored via two different studies. The first objective is to explore 

what kinds of factors the literature on sexual harassment and sexual assault perpetration suggest are 

associated with male sexual harassment and sexually assault perpetration against women. The 

second objective is to study what kinds of meanings the research literature attributes to acts of 

sexual harassment and sexual assault. These first two objectives should be understood as a 

background study for study 2. They are explored by conducting a review (study 1) of the research 

literature on sexual harassment and sexual assault perpetration. The third objective of this thesis is 

to conduct a qualitative study (study 2) of what kinds of subjective meanings self-identified 

perpetrators of sexual harassment or sexual assault attribute to their actions. Included in this second 

study is the fourth objective, which aims at exploring if factors associated with male sexual 

harassment and sexual assault perpetration toward women influence the subjective meanings self-

identified perpetrators attribute to their actions. Study 2 consists of an analysis of self-identified 

perpetrator's first hand accounts of sexual harassment and/or sexual assault perpetration. The 

empirical materials (perpetrator narratives) are obtained via asynchronous online inquiries with self-

identified perpetrators and from first hand online accounts of sexual assault and/or sexual 

harassment. These accounts are written by self-identified perpetrators. The four objectives of this 

thesis are explored with the following research questions:

• According to the existing research literature, what factors are associated with male 
sexual harassment and sexual assault perpetration against women?

• What meanings and motives does the existing literature attribute to male perpetrators 
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acts of sexual harassment and sexual assault against women?

• What subjective meanings do male self-identified perpetrators attribute to their acts of

sexual harassment and sexual assault against women?

• What kinds of factors associated with male sexual harassment and sexual assault 

perpetration against women influence the subjective meanings perpetrators attribute 

to their actions?

Method

The empirical objectives of this thesis consists of two different studies. For this reason the 

following methods section is divided into two parts. The first study is a review of the research 

literature on sexual harassment and sexual assault perpetration. The second study explores what 

kind of subjective meanings self-identified perpetrators attribute to their actions. In the sections 

below, methodological considerations of these objectives are discussed.

Study 1 – research review

My research review is of an exploratory nature and it was open toward exploring research from 

multiple disciplines. This form of  research is called “polymorphic research” (Alvesson, Gabriel & 

Paulsen, 2017). It is characterized by “moving between fields in order to attain cross-fertilization 

and the joys of serendipity” where for example “economics, religion, psychology, history, 

organization and philosophy merge into theories that cannot be confined to any particular one of 

these disciplines” (ibid.: 90). By adopting a polymorphic approach, I have set out to identify studies

from different disciplines that according to my interpretation of research questions and results are 

relevant for understanding perpetrator's motivations and what meanings are attributed to their 

actions. The review was conducted in two2 steps. Each step followed a systematic protocol, as 

2 The first step was carried out as part of the last course during the first term of the one year master's 

programme Social Analysis at Örebro university, and was limited in its scope due to the time constraints of 

This review included articles published in academic journals between 2006-2017. When the second term 

began (spring 2018), which has been entirely dedicated to writing this thesis, I choose to broaden the scope 

of the review. The reason for this is that the first review was far too limited in its scope since it did not 

sufficiently cover the literature relevant to my research questions. The scope of the review was therefore 

broadened by adding more search terms and by including articles published within a larger time frame 
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proposed by Petticrew and Roberts (2006). The purpose of a systematic review is to review and 

make sense of all (or perhaps more realistically; a large body of) the evidence of a particular 

question(s) in a systematic manner and by following a specific procedure. Systematic reviews differ

from traditional less systematic reviews in the sense that the author adheres to a carefully planned 

research protocol. As with regards to research in general, merely following a rigid protocol is 

however not enough to eliminate the risk for bias, but nevertheless, it can contribute with rendering 

the results of the final product more trustworthy and facilitates limitation of bias (ibid.). 

A systematic review protocol is based on a well planned methodology of the review process. It 

follows a carefully thought trough procedure of constructing research questions; deciding on 

inclusion and exclusion criteria; and identifying, analyzing and synthesizing the relevant studies. By

adopting a systematic methodology as proposed by Petticrew and Roberts (2006), I set out to 

retrieve all studies of relevance for answering the first two research questions of the present thesis. 

Searches were conducted in the databases Sociological Abstracts (SOCAB) and Applied Social 

Science Index and Abstracts (ASSIA). In order to identify literature relevant and central for my 

research questions, I used a number of search terms and adopted boolean operators and truncations 

as means for specifying and tailoring searches. The following search string was central for 

identifying articles:  

all(sexual harassment) OR all(sexual coerc*) OR all(sexual assault) OR all(gender harassment) 

OR all(unwanted sexual attention) OR all(unwanted sexual contact)) AND (all(meaning of) OR 

all(perpetrator intent*) OR (all(perpetrator characteristics)) OR all(perpetrator motiv*) OR 

(all(perpetrator attitude*) OR all(perpetrator justif*) OR all(perpetrator legit*) OR all(offender 

intent*) OR all(offender characteristics)) OR all(offender motiv*) OR all(offender attitude*) OR 

all(offender justif*) OR all(offender legit*))

In addition to this search strategy, which includes an array of terms I perceived central for 

understanding factors associated with sexual harassment and sexual assault perpetration and the 

meanings attributed to perpetration acts, I also conducted an individual search of the term “gender 

harassment” combined with the term “power” in isolation. The reason for this procedure is that 

during the phase of reading articles retrieved from the main search, I discovered that the term 

“gender harassment” is often adopted by scholars within the disciplines of for example sociology, 

gender studies and feminist studies (a majority of the articles generated from the main search string 

(1970-2018).
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were published in psychology journals). I chose to carry out these searches in isolation since it 

yielded additional articles that were of central interest for investigating my two first research 

questions. 

The following inclusion criteria were used:

• Peer reviewed articles 

• Treating questions of why perpetrators sexually harass or assault

• Published in scholarly journals

• Published between 1970-2018 

• Available in english

When performing searches and identifying articles relevant to my research questions, I followed 

Petticrew & Roberts (2006) advice to have a systematic approach when reading and retrieving 

articles. I read the abstracts of all the search generated articles that were not obviously irrelevant to 

the purpose of the review (some article titles immediately revealed that they were irrelevant). All 

articles relevant for the purpose of the review were retrieved. After reading abstracts and retrieving 

relevant articles, I engaged in close reading. Since some articles could not be sufficiently evaluated 

merely by reading abstracts, this step enabled me to further decide which articles to exclude. Since I

had already conducted a smaller review during the fall term, duplicates of already reviewed articles 

were noticed fairly easily by their titles. Duplicates of articles were sorted out immediately when 

discovered during the reading of abstracts. After this process, a total of 18 articles were deemed 

relevant for the purpose of this review. See appendix for an overview of the included articles.

As a means for systematically organizing and mapping the content of and identifying themes in the 

literature, I followed Petticrew and Robert's (2006) and Hart's (2009) recommendations of 

developing codes, locating salient themes in the literature, constructing narratives and synthesizing 

the central evidence obtained from the literature. This process required repeated close readings and 

careful interpretations of the literature. Besides from interpreting the articles at face value 

(obtaining information about methods, results, conclusions, discussions etc), I also adopted the 

theoretical orientations of meaning and action as an interpretive framework when analyzing the 

contents of the reviewed literature. This facilitated identification of explicit and implicit aspects of 

what kinds of meanings research of sexual assault and sexual harassment perpetration attribute to 

perpetrators' actions (however, meanings of perpetrators actions were mostly expressed implicitly in
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the text). During close reading and interpretation of the literature, I first highlighted and then 

extracted the literatures' essential contents by cutting and pasting central text sections into 

documents. This procedure allowed me to organize the texts' contents into manageable amounts, to 

develop codes, and to in-depth analyze the essential contents of the literature. This in turn facilitated

discovering and synthesizing patterns and themes relevant for answering my research questions. 

Codes were clustered under themes they corresponded with. Examples of codes/concepts were rape

supportive beliefs and norms, rape supportive peer norms, antisocial traits, empathy deficiency, 

risky behavior, perpetrator motivations, meanings, childhood adversity, perpetrator justifications, 

motives, reasons, hostility toward women, misperception of sexual cues, cognitive distortions, 

patriarchy, power, hostile masculinity, masculine ideology, and so on. The following step after 

having identified codes and developed themes, consisted of synthesizing and describing the most 

important characteristics of the included studies. This was done by writing and synthesizing 

narratives that summarized the central findings of each theme. This process required an iterative 

approach where I moved back and forth between reading the extracted central contents of the 

studies again, relating them to the emerged themes, patterns and codes, and lastly constructing a 

synthesized written narrative. 

Study 2 - asynchronous online inquiries and online accounts

The empirical materials in this second study were obtained via two different approaches. The first 

approach consisted of conducting asynchronous online inquiries with self-identified perpetrators of 

sexual harassment and/or sexual assault. The second approach consisted of obtaining first-hand 

accounts of sexual assault/sexual harassment perpetration by collecting online-narratives from men 

who during the #metoo-phenomenon shared personal stories of having committed acts of sexual 

assault (physical acts) and/or sexual harassment (non-physical acts) perpetration. With regards to 

including heterogenous empirical materials of this kind in a study, since individuals' processes of 

sensemaking and interpretations of subjective experiences are context-dependent phenomena and 

might render different outcomes depending on what kinds of contexts these processes take place 

(Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2008; Weber, 1978; Weick, 1995), it might be considered problematic to 

lump together empirical materials that have been constructed in different contexts. However, given 

the exploratory purpose of the current study, the fact that all of the included empirical accounts 

revolved around reflections about motivations, reasons, incentives and meanings, and the fact that 

accounts consisted of narratives in which online users and respondents retrospectively made sense 
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of their sexually coercive or harassing actions, this method of mixing heterogenous empirical 

materials together was an adequate approach for the purpose of this thesis. Including heterogenous 

empirical materials in this way can be considered a methodological strength, since a particular 

phenomenon is studied from different perspectives and in different contexts. This in turn facilitates 

development of a broader understanding of the studied subject (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2008)

Asynchronous online inquiries

A popular research approach when investigating individuals' attribution of subjective meaning to 

phenomena and their experiences, is to conduct phenomenological face-to-face interviews (Kvale &

Brinkmann, 2015). However, interviewing perpetrators and offenders can be a problematic and 

challenging endeavor since such individuals might not be willing to disclose information about their

actions. For these reasons and because studying perpetrators requires a research design that allows 

the respondents to “speak for themselves” in an open manner (Wright & Bennet, 1990), the 

empirical materials in the present study were partly obtained via qualitative asynchronous online 

inquiries. Respondents were self-identified perpetrators of sexual assault or sexual harassment. In 

an online asynchronous interview/inquiry, the interviewer and the respondent are geographically 

separated and the questions can be answered by the respondent when he/she prefers and in the 

comfort of his/her home or in some other context in which there is access to a computer with an 

internet connection. The term “asynchronous” refers to that interview questions are not posed by the

researcher or answered by the respondent at the same occasion. Instead, interview questions are sent

to the respondent either one by one (for example via mail or an inquiry form), or all questions at 

once. In this way, the respondent can decide when to answer the questions, in what order he/she 

wants to answer them, and how much time she/he want to spend on each question. In addition to 

these aspects, during asynchronous interviews/inquiries the respondent and the researcher has the 

possibility to communicate with one another (for example via email or chat) throughout the 

interview process if needed (Ratislalová & Ratislav, 2014; Schiek & Ulrich, 2017). An obvious 

limitation of asynchronous inquiries is that it is not possible to pose follow up questions or to use 

prompts to steer the inquiry if needed. Moreover, considering sensemaking's essential role in an 

individual's retrospective attribution of subjective meaning to her/his actions, the anonymous online

inquiry context of the current investigation could as far as I can understand be viewed as a 

preferable approach, since it provides a situation in which the respondent is given an opportunity to 

actively reflect on and and make sense of his actions in an open manner. Here I do not suggest that 

13



the interviewees have never reflected on or tried to make sense on their actions since such a thing 

would be impossible to know. However, given that individuals may often be driven by unconscious 

motivations and do not always reflect on the meaning of their actions retrospectively (Weber, 

1978), a qualitative inquiry and the questions posed in it might be considered a context that 

facilitates reflection, sensemaking and thus attribution of subjective meaning to experiences. For 

these reasons, and given the sensitive nature of the research subject, conducting asynchronous 

online inquiries was considered an appropriate approach for obtaining first-hand accounts of 

perpetration acts from self-identified perpetrators of sexual assault and/or sexual harassment. 

Interview questions were operationalized from the theoretical orientations of this thesis (motivation,

action and meaning) and the knowledge attained from answering research questions one and two. In

spite of the sensitive nature of the subject (sexual harassment/sexual assault perpetration acts which 

may have caused harm and been of a criminal nature) and in order to facilitate respondent openness,

I deemed it necessary that the interview questions were constructed using a non-confrontative 

language. This meant as far as possible to avoid using terms such as for example “sexual assault”, 

“sexual harassment” and “victim”, and to avoid implying any form of guilt attribution in the 

interview questions. With regards to such loaded terms, for example, “sexual harassment” and 

“sexual assault” was re-formulated to “your actions” and “victim” was re-formulated to “the person 

whom you directed your actions toward”. Questions generally aimed at letting respondents' reflect 

on and describe specific perpetration acts and their experiences of performing such actions. An 

online inquiry form was created using the online survey service provided by Google Forms. 

Respondents were given two options with regards to participation in the inquiry. They could choose

to answer either question by question, or they could choose to use all of the questions or some of the

questions as guidelines for writing a story about their experiences. The reason for providing two 

alternatives was that I because of the sensitive nature of the subject deemed it possible that some 

respondents might find it emotionally overwhelming to answer all of the questions at once and 

therefore might instead prefer to provide their answers in a more free and narrative manner. For 

these reasons and since narratively oriented inquiries are considered to facilitate respondent 

openness and disclosure of sensitive information (Denzin & Lincoln, 2017, a narratively oriented 

alternative was considered an appropriate alternative. If respondents preferred to write a story, this 

could be done by skipping to the last section of the form. This section was named "My story" and 

contained further information about how to construct a story by using the interview questions as 

guidelines. Here all of the interview questions were available in a column so that respondents could 

view them while writing their stories. One Swedish and English version of the inquiry was created. 
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The inquiry form allowed respondents to go back and edit questions after submission. Respondents 

were informed that they were free to contact me if they had any questions about the study. In order 

to facilitate respondent disclosure, interview questions were deliberatively made broad and open-

ended (Giorgi, 1997). The structures and topics of the questions were inspired by how 

phenomenological researchers construct interview questions3. Questions were ordered under 

different themes and focused on the respondents' thoughts, feelings, motivations, the context in 

which the incident took place, the respondents' social network, how this social network might have 

influenced the respondents' attitudes toward women and the meaning of the respondents 

perpetration actions. In the inquiry form, respondents were continuously encouraged to reflect on 

their actions, to be as detailed as possible in their answers and to write as much as they wanted. 

Interview questions were constructed with everyday language. I avoided using abstract concepts 

and academic jargon. Some questions were followed by clarifying examples. An example of such a 

question is “where did the incident take place? (for example at work, in school or at some other 

location)”.

Asynchronous inquiries and trust

In face-to-face interviews, building a rapport, empathy and developing a relationship of trust are 

essential aspects that facilitate the respondent's willingness to be open toward disclosing personal 

accounts. However, given the asynchronous nature of the inquiry in the current study, the 

possibilities for building a rapport with respondents was naturally highly limited. Apart from the 

information about the study and a contact email address provided to respondents in the first sections

of the interview form, there were no opportunities for building a rapport or developing a relation of 

trust with the respondents. Because of the geographical split between the interviewer and 

respondent in asynchronous interviews, it is obviously not possible for the interviewer to rely on 

face-to-face interview rapport-building strategies such as for example empathy, appearance, 

presence, body language and turn-taking in conversation in order to develop a relation of trust with 

the respondent. This is a limitation of the asynchronous interview form. On the other hand, in 

asynchronous inquiries, the researcher's absence from the interview context might decrease the risk 

3In phenomenological interviews (which are generally performed in a face-to-face situation), the interviewer's
primary interest is to develop an understanding of what kinds of meanings the interviewee attributes to 
her/his experiences of particular phenomena and how he/she makes sense of them. Phenomenological 
interview questions are concerned with getting the interviewee to describe his/her specific experiences, 
feelings, motivations and actions in relation to specific phenomena. This approach invites the researcher 
to have an imaginative stance toward constructing questions that facilitate interviewee openness and 
storytelling (Alvesson & Kärreman, 2012; Bevan, 2014; Giorgi, 1997). 
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for interviewer effects and other psychological aspects associated with face-to-face interviews 

(Kvale & Brinkmann, 2015). In a face-to-face interview, it is possible that such aspects could have 

a significantly negative effect on the respondents willingness to disclose sensitive personal 

information about his actions, since these actions might be of a morally problematic nature. In such 

a situation in which a sensitive topic is explored, it is possible that the respondent might perceive 

the interviewer as judgmental and in a position of power. For these reasons, the online 

asynchronous inquiry was considered an appropriate approach for obtaining empirical materials. 

The asynchronous online inquiry was thus considered an opportunity for the respondent in which he

could reconstruct his experiences and make sense of them in a secure and anonymous setting, and 

where the interviewer's absence decreased the risk of the interviewee feeling judged by the 

interviewer, which in turn is an aspect that limits the risk for social desirability bias.

Asynchronous inquiries - sampling and participant recruitment

Since the current study focuses on a sensitive subject of a potentially morally problematic nature 

that poses challenges when it comes to recruiting respondents willing to disclose informations about

their actions, I needed to be open toward adopting a recruitment approach that facilitated the 

possibilities of recruiting respondents. Hence, I chose to adopt a convenience and purposive 

sampling strategy. Consequently, I did not choose to focus on individuals of a specific group other 

than gender. In order to facilitate participant recruitment, my only sample inclusion criteria were 

that the respondents had to be male and that they self-identified as perpetrators of sexual 

misconduct. For these reasons, I aimed at reaching a heterogenous population in terms of all other 

potential group characteristics apart from gender. The respondents can therefore not be considered 

representative of any specific group other than what is focused here (men that consider themselves 

having sexually harassed or sexually assaulted a woman). Respondents were recruited by posting 

research participant requests on social media platforms. The participant request contained 

information about the interviews, anonymity, the purpose of the study and had a link to the online 

interview form (see appendix). Participant requests were posted in different public discussion 

groups on the social media platform Facebook and in public groups on the online forums Reddit, 

Flashback and Familjeliv. Request were posted in groups with populations larger than 1000 

registered individuals/members. As a consequence of the high speed information flow on social 

media where posts are quickly replaced by new posts, requests were continuously re-posted during 

the two-and-a-half week period which was dedicated to obtaining empirical materials. Reddit is one
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of the largest online discussion communities in the world and is constituted of different discussion 

groups that focus on an array of different topics. Flashback can be described as a Swedish 

equivalent of Reddit. Familjeliv is a Swedish online forum that focuses on family life-related and 

interpersonal topics. On Reddit, Flashback and Familjeliv users are anonymous and post under 

fictive aliases. On Facebook, participant requests were posted in different Swedish and international

groups where the amount of members exceeded 1000. My reason for choosing these particular four 

online spheres for recruiting participants, is that they have a large amount of users and their 

infrastructure allows one to reach out to many individuals in a practical and rather simple manner 

(one single post can be viewed by thousands of people within a short period of time). A total of five

individuals were recruited and participated in the online inquiry.

Online-accounts

With the emergence of the Internet, the online world has become an integrated part of our lives. For 

these reasons, different online contexts on the Internet constitutes an interesting and easily 

accessible area of research for studying human conduct (Hewson & Laurent, 2011). Some even 

claim that we not only use the Internet for practical purposes, but that we live our lives and “think 

through it” (Markham, 2017: 650). The second method for obtaining empirical materials consisted 

of collecting first-hand online narratives of sexual assault and/or sexual harassment perpetration. 

This method of obtaining publicly available online texts is considered a fruitful approach when 

studying specific social phenomena that might be of a sensitive nature, since individuals might be 

more inclined to disclose information of such phenomena in online contexts where anonymity is 

ensured (Eynon, Fry & Schroeder, 2008). Narratives were collected from publicly available online 

posts made by self-identified perpetrators and were posted on different online platforms. These 

narratives were collected from posts made on Facebook, Twitter, blogs and online forums (Reddit, 

Flashback and Familjeliv). Posts were located by conducting searches with help from the advanced 

search options provided by these sites (Facebook and Twitter). In such instances the hashtags 

#ihave, #ididit, #itwasme, #yesihave were used as search terms. These hashtags were constructed 

when some men in parallell with the #metoo-phenomenon started posting confessions of having 

committed sexually coercive or harassing actions. “Hashtags” function as a form of labelling online 

posts and make it easy to locate posts of a specific subject. In addition to these search terms, 

sentences such as for example “I have sexually harassed” and “I have sexually assaulted” were used

as search strings when searching for posts on forums (Reddit, Flashback and Familjeliv). The 

reason for this is that I noticed that some users did not use the hashtags in their posts but instead 
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wrote confessional statements as headlines for their posts, or embedded such statements in their 

posts. With regards to sampling criteria for obtaining public online posts, the inclusion criteria was 

that posts had to contain narratives about the authors motivations for performing sexually coercive 

and/or sexually harassing actions and reflections about why they had performed such actions. A 

total of 11 posts met the inclusion criteria.

Analysis procedure

Analysis of the empirical materials obtained from asynchronous online inquiries and publicly 

available online posts adopted the approach of hermeneutical interpretation of meaning. My 

objective here was to develop an understanding of the meaning of the respondents' and online users'

descriptions of their experiences and the subjective meaning they attribute to their actions. 

However, it should be noted that when analyzing empirical materials of this kind, “there are no 

standard methods to arrive at the meaning of what is said in an interview” because “such 

understanding is based on the experience and craftmanship of the researcher” (Kvale & Brinkmann,

2015: 218). In the present case, the knowledge attained from the research review and the theories of

motivation, action and meaning is adopted as an interpretive framework for exploring the present 

subject.

In spite of the lack of standard methods for interpreting meaning, I agree with Alvesson and 

Sköldberg (2009) that it is fruitful to make interpretations not in a completely ad hoc manner, but to

have a systematic approach that on the one hand facilitates pattern identification and organization of

the empirical material, and on the other hand does not “lock” the interpreter into a fixed framework 

that forces theory on to the empirical material and does not allow for novel interpretations. For 

these reasons, the analysis of the present empirical materials was conducted by following a 

procedure of coding and thematizing. The empirical materials were related to the theoretical 

orientations of this thesis, but I did not merely do this in a non-reflexive manner in which codes and

themes were rigidly associated with these orientations. Since being open toward making 

interpretations based on different perspectives is a way of facilitating richness and a multiplicity in 

points (ibid.), I deemed that having such an approach was fruitful for an exploratory endeavor such 

as the present study. By “different perspectives” I refer not to speculative theorizing but to relating 

the respondents' accounts to the diverse nature of the meanings and motivations attributed by the 

research literature to perpetrators' actions. This form of multi-perspective oriented analysis is 
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referred to as theory triangulation (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018).

The coding procedure was constituted of attaching keywords to text segments. Such keywords were

identified by (figuratively) asking creatively-theoretically informed questions to the respondents' 

and online users' accounts. In order to identify patterns and themes, accounts and codes generated 

from statements were constantly compared for similarities and differences (Kvale & Brinkmann, 

2015). When similarities were identified, excerpts representative of a theme were cut out from 

respondents' and online users' accounts and pasted into a document under headlines that represented

each theme. When no more phenomena could be interpreted and thus no more codes could be 

attributed to the texts, I made notes about my reflections under each code. Codes/concepts and my 

comments of each code/concept were then cut and pasted into a new document in which they were 

put under headlines which represented each theme. After this procedure, quotes that represented a 

phenomenon were excerpted from online users' and respondents' accounts and inserted under the 

codes/concepts and thus the themes they were representative of. The final steps were constituted of 

analyzing the codes, code comments, how they related to the excerpted quotes and lastly 

constructing narratives of my interpretations of each phenomenon. Each narrative was written under

the theme it depicted. When these analytic narratives had been constructed, I interpreted them by 

relating them back to the codes/concepts, code comments and the excerpted quotes. If no logical 

incoherencies were discovered in my reasoning, the analytic narratives were considered adequate 

interpretations. 

With regards to the intellectual effort of analyzing and interpreting the empirical material, I adopted

an interpretive mindset which is often referred to as the hermeneutic spiral. The spiral is a metaphor

for the circular cognitive style the interpreter adopts when trying to making sense of the text he/she 

is analyzing. This form of mindset when interpreting empirical materials is constituted by “starting 

with an often vague and intuitive understanding of the text as a whole” where “its different parts are

interpreted, and out of these interpretations the parts again are related to the totality” (Kvale & 

Brinkmann, 2015: 238). Here I would like to stress, as noted by Alvesson and Sköldberg (2009), 

that this process is not a rigid linear procedure, but involves a back-and-forth process of multiple 

readings where the researcher engages in a dialogue with the empirical material by constantly 

posing questions to it and challenging her/his interpretations. Such questions can be based on 

certain theoretical assumptions of the studied phenomenon and can also be of a more general nature 

such as for example “what does the respondent mean when he/she describes the phenomenon of X 

and the way she/he states that he/she experiences it?”. It is during this analytic process the 
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researcher identifies codes in the empirical material and develops themes from patterns and codes 

the researcher consider related to one another.

Furthermore, with regards to transparency about potential biases, it is important to state that I have 

throughout the research process tried to be aware of and reflexive about my presuppositions and 

pre-understandings when engaging with the empirical material. This is a crucial aspect to be aware 

of with regards to the practice of interpretation, since one who sets out to develop an understanding 

by engaging in interpretation can never do so without being influenced by the tradition of 

understanding she/he lives in (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2015). With regards to transparency about my 

presuppositions, I have continuously aimed at being reflexive and self-critical about how for 

example following public/media debates and discussions in the midst and wake of the #metoo-

movement might have influenced my cognitive framework and thus my understanding of the 

present subject. For these reasons, I have treated my interpretations with caution and suspicion by 

asking myself critical questions about the conclusions and interpretations I have made. I 

continuously engaged in a critical dialogue with the empirical materials, in which I asked myself 

questions such as for example “are other interpretations of these accounts possible?”, “why is this 

particular interpretation supposedly more valid than another?”, “is this interpretation biased by my 

presuppositions or pre-understandings?” and so forth. This form of reflexivity toward analysis of 

empirical materials is considered to facilitate the quality of the researcher's interpretations 

(Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009). If no logical contradictions appeared when scrutinizing my own 

interpretations in this reflexive manner, I deemed my conclusions adequate and thus appropriate to 

include in the results section.

Validity and reliability

Qualitative studies are not concerned with the matter of external validity in the same sense as for 

example quantitative survey research. In contrast to some quantitative research methods that might 

be able to perform experiments, utilize large samples to identify correlations between specific 

variables, draw inferences of such correlations into larger populations and to produce knowledge 

based on a set of different philosophical premises than those of qualitative approaches (Moses & 

Knutsen, 2012), qualitative methods often rely on a limited set of individual cases through which 

the researcher aims to gain in-depth knowledge of what kinds of meanings a specific social 

phenomenon has for these specific individuals. The knowledge produced from qualitative efforts 
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and its epistemological orientations is therefore of a different kind than those of quantitative 

approaches. For these reasons, it is appropriate to suppose that it is the nature of the scholar's 

research questions that determines what kinds of research methods are the most suitable for a 

research project (Moses & Knutsen, 2012). My interest in the present study is not to make statistical

inferences of correlations, but to interpret the subjective meanings attributed by specific individuals 

to specific social phenomena. This approach is compared to methods based on a naturalist 

philosophy of science grounded in a different set of assumptions of what constitutes knowledge and

how knowledge can be produced, in which theory and the researcher's interpretations of actors' 

subjective meanings are the essential tools for developing an understanding of social life (Alvesson 

& Sköldberg, 2009). With regards to internal validity, in other words to what extent the interview 

questions examine what is intended to be studied (Bryman, 2011), I have tried to operationalize the 

questions from the present theoretical orientations of motivation, action and meaning, and the 

knowledge attained from performing a research review of the literature on sexual harassment/sexual

assault perpetration. With this said, I leave it to the reader to assess whether the interview questions,

the chosen methods and my interpretations of the empirical materials are adequate approaches for 

exploring the present subject.

Philosophical premises

With regards to the question of what constitutes knowledge and how knowledge about phenomena 

can be produced, my position is that our understanding might always be affected the limitations of 

language and our subjectivity, that an ultimate truth can never be reached in research endeavors 

(Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009); and that the form of knowledge some consider to be ultimately 

“objective” is inevitably based on subjective interpretations and experiences of phenomena 

(Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009; Kvale & Brinkmann, 2015; Nietzsche in Rüdiger, 2003). However, 

one should because of this not capitulate before an epistemological nihilism or radical 

subjectivism/relativism and consider qualitative research and interpretations of empirical materials 

as meaningless endeavors. Here I am in agreement with the notion that one should not reject that 

some interpretations might be regarded as more empirically and theoretically qualified than others 

(Alvesson & Kärreman, 2012). In the present case, the interpretations of the respondents' and online

users' accounts are primarily based on the theoretical orientations of this thesis, the knowledge 

produced and acquired from conducting a review of the literature on sexual harassment and sexual 

assault perpetration and the questions posed to the respondents' accounts during the process of 
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analysis. In this sense, the interpretations in this thesis might be considered more “qualified” (at 

least from a theoretical perspective) or informed than those based on lay “common sense” or taken-

for-granted assumptions about sexual harassment/sexual assault perpetration. This does however 

not suggest that the interpretations in this thesis mirror some essential true reality of how 

perpetrators view their actions and what kinds of subjective meanings they attribute to them. 

Ultimately, since sense-making and interpretation are context-dependent processes (Alvesson & 

Sköldberg, 2008), this study explores what kinds of subjective meanings self-identified perpetrators 

of sexual harassment/sexual assault attribute to their perpetration acts in the context of participating

in an online asynchronous inquiry, and what kinds of subjective meanings self-identified 

perpetrators attribute to their actions in the context of writing an online post. Nevertheless, “various 

resulting interpretations are not haphazard or subjective but follow as answers to different 

questions” (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2015: 244). Different research questions, theoretical orientations 

and different questions posed to the text during analysis and interpretation paves way for a plurality 

of perspectives with regards to how one can explore social phenomena. Thus, the questions 

examined in the present study should be viewed as one of many fruitful alternatives for studying the

subjective meanings self-identified perpetrators attribute to their actions.

Ethical considerations

The ethical considerations of the current study follows the guidelines provided by the Swedish 

Research Council (Svenska Vetenskapsrådet, 2018) and the American Sociological Association 

(2008). The Swedish Research Council provides ethical guidelines for research on human subjects 

in Sweden. These guidelines include aspects of informed consent, confidentiality, treatment, storage

of personal data and integrity. My reason for also following the guidelines provided by the 

American Sociological Association, is that these guidelines are specifically directed toward 

sociological research and contain specific information for sociologists. Following these guidelines, 

with regards to good research practice and ethics, respondents were informed that by participating 

in the online interview they gave consent to that their answers would be solely used for research 

purpose and that some of their answers might be used as illustrative quotes in the final research 

report. They were informed that their participation was anonymous and that their answers would not

be used for any other purpose than the current study. Furthermore, respondents were informed that 

their answers would be stored in a encrypted folder on a password protected computer and that no 

one except the author would have access to these files. Respondents were also informed that they 

were free to abort their participation at any time if they did not wish to proceed. Apart from these 
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fundamental aspects of research ethics, there are further ethical considerations that need to be 

discussed. One particular ethical issue when it comes to conducting interviews with sexual 

harassment and/or sexual assault perpetrators, is that the researcher/interviewer has to be prepared 

to deal with previously undisclosed perpetration acts (Cowburn, 2010). Such acts may have caused 

harm to another person and might be of a criminal nature. This puts the researcher/interviewer in an 

ethical dilemma of maintaining confidentiality versus obligation to report criminal and potentially 

harmful acts. However, in the present study, this dilemma is not a concern since the interviews are 

of an anonymous nature where I do not know the identity of the interviewees. This does of course 

not mean that the dilemma of confidentiality versus obligation to report criminal and potentially 

harmful acts is solved, but is does put it in a different perspective in which it because of the 

anonymity of the respondents is impossible to break confidentiality for the sake of reporting a 

potentially criminal act. A further ethical issue in conducting interviews with sexual harassment 

and/or sexual assault perpetrators, is that the private and potentially stressful nature of the issues 

explored can cause distress in the respondent (Cowburn, 2010). Here it is important to state that the 

objective of the inquiries in the present study was not therapeutic or to help the respondents achieve

insight (although it is possible that this might perhaps have been a surplus effect for some 

respondents), but to acquire knowledge about sexual harassment and sexual assault perpetration. 

However, with regards to studying perpetrators,  since it “verges on the unethical for a researcher to

address sensitive issues with respondents, re-stimulate painful experiences, record them and simply 

depart from the interview situation”, it is suggested that the “interviewers should be able to suggest 

resources that the interviewee might be able to use to work through unresolved issues” (Cowburn, 

2010: 17). In the present study, this was done in the last section of the inquiry form by referring to 

the website of the Association For The Treatment Of Sexual Abusers. On this organization's 

website, perpetrators who feel that they need help can find a treatment provider by filling out a 

referral request form. In the Swedish version of the interview, resources for treatment and support 

was suggested by referring to public healthcare services and the website of a psychologist who 

among other things specifically focuses on treatment of sexual assault/sexual harassment 

perpetrators. The referral to this psychologist was done in consent after having sent her a message 

in which I asked if I could link to her page in the interview form. When it comes to ethical issues 

associated with letting perpetrators having a voice in the discourse of sexual harassment and sexual 

assault, I am in agreement with Cowburn (2010: 8), that “the prime motivation for researching sex 

offenders is utilitarian in that it seeks to understand and thereby remedy the harms caused by known

sex offenders” and that this kind of research “is motivated by the desire to make society a safer 

place for the majority of the population (a.a.: 5)”. Thus, I am here adopting an utilitarian position in 
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suggesting that the knowledge produced from interviewing sexual assault and/or sexual harassment 

perpetrators might be of great interest for those who develop strategies that aim to improve the 

safety of the general public. Furthermore, research interviews are inevitably characterized by a 

power asymmetries between the interviewee and the researcher. In face-to-face interviews, this 

power relation is constituted by for example the interviewer's control over the questions and thus a 

fundamental part of the interview situation, his/her potential knowledge advantage of the subject 

explored and by affecting the interviewee's emotional state as a result of being physically present. 

Some of these aspects are however partially limited in asynchronous inquiries since the respondent 

and researcher are geographically separated, where the respondent has control over in what order 

he/she wants to answer questions and is not at risk of feeling stressed by the presence of an actor 

who might have power advantages over her/him. Moreover, with regards to ethical aspects related 

to interpretation and attribution of meaning to the interviewee's accounts, the question of who 

“owns” the meaning of these accounts also constitutes a power-related issue since the interviewee 

has no saying in whether the final interpretations made by the researcher are aligned with the 

meaning intended by the respondent. For these reasons, it is important to state that the results of the 

current study are based on my interpretations and that these interpretations might not necessarily 

fully align with the respondents' own interpretations of their experiences and the subjective 

meanings he attributes to them.

In terms of ethical considerations in relation to usage of publicly available online materials for 

research purposes, online research of this kind presents an array of potential ethical problems. For 

example, when obtaining publicly available online information (for example blog posts, forum posts

etc.) for research purposes, the authors of such information have not consented to participating in a 

study and might thus be violated in terms of personal integrity (Eynon, Fry & Schroeder, 2008). 

Such ethical problems collide with the notion of that publicly available information can be used for 

research purposes without obtaining consent from the individuals who have produced the 

information (American Sociological Association, 2008). A problem which arises when using this 

kind of information as empirical materials, is that it might be possible to track down the author of 

for example a blog post merely by copying a quote from the post, pasting it in an online search 

engine and searching the web. For these reasons, in online research “the potential

for third-party reuse is much greater than in the offline world” (Eynon, Fry & Schroeder, 2008: 29). 

This further problematizes how to deal with ethical considerations when conducting research using 

publicly available online materials. However, such ethical problems of online-oriented research in 

terms of integrity, anonymity and confidentiality are issues which have not yet been fully addressed 
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by those who develop ethical guidelines for research (Eynon, Fry & Schroeder, 2008). In the 

present study, with regards to obtaining publicly available online accounts from self-identified 

perpetrators of sexual harassment and/r sexual assault, I follow the American Sociological 

Association's (2008) guidelines which postulate that researchers may use publicly available 

materials for research purposes without obtaining consent. In order to facilitate anonymity, the 

names or aliases of the online users have been replaced with fictitious names (online user 1, online 

user 2, etc.). Finally, with regards to facilitation of anonymity, in the reference list of the present 

study, no referencing is made to links that lead directly to users' posts. Instead, referencing is made 

only to the main sites of the online social settings used in the present study.

Theoretical approach

The following section constitutes the primary theoretical framework of this thesis. By relying on a 

set of different theorists, the following paragraphs synthesize central theoretical aspects of meaning 

and its relation to action. The initial paragraphs outline general theoretical assumptions of meaning 

and action. The latter parts connects meaning, action and to some extent complexes of motivation to

sexual harassment and sexual assault perpetration. Here and in the final paragraphs, I briefly outline

how one can adopt specific theoretical points when studying perpetrator's attributions of subjective 

meanings to their actions.

We now proceed with focusing on the concept of meaning and its relation to action. The concept of 

meaning has occupied philosophers and thinkers for centuries. But what do we refer to when we 

speak of “meaning”? Semantically and in relation to human conduct, the word “meaning” refers to 

“the end, purpose, or significance of something”. When delving into the scholarly literature on 

meaning, one may as a first reaction experience a sensation reminiscent getting lost in a 

philosophical labyrinth of theoretical assumptions and crossroads. The concept of meaning can be 

perceived as complex and is discussed by scholars from many different angles, for example from a 

linguistic perspective where the focus is aimed at understanding the meaning of language (Richard, 

2003), or in broader terms as in for example philosophical questions related to the meaning(s) of 

life (Camus, 2013 [1955]; Frankl, 1963). However, for the purpose of this thesis, my interest in the 

concept of meaning is not aimed at discussing existential or linguistic perspectives of meaning, but 

to investigate meaning and its relation to individual action (in the present case acts of sexual 

harassment and/or sexual assault; Why does a perpetrator commit such acts? For what reasons does 
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he engage in such conduct?). 

When we try to understand the meaning of our experiences, be it our own actions, the actions of 

others or other experiences, we engage in a process of sensemaking (Weick, 1995). It is during this 

process we attribute meaning to our experiences and in which “people discover their own 

intentions” (Weick, 1995: 37). The sensemaking process takes place when we turn our attention 

inward and try to understand events and actions which are about to happen (Alvesson, Sköldberg & 

Paulsen, 2017), are occurring (Weick, 1995) or have already occurred (Schutz, 1967; Weick, 1995).

For the purpose of this thesis, I will primarily focus on the kind of retrospective sensemaking we 

engage in when trying to understand the subjective meanings of our actions. 

In order to avoid getting stuck at a high level of abstraction when trying to understand the concept 

of meaning and its relation to action, let me provide some illustrative everyday examples. These 

may at a first glance seem trivial, however, this is my intention since relating meaning to everyday 

mundane experiences might render it less of a difficult concept to grasp. 

At certain times in your life you may perhaps have asked yourself “why did I do that?” after having 

performed a specific act. For example, perhaps you have experienced getting stuck for several hours

in a behavioral loop when browsing through large amounts of online social media content on your 

smartphone. Or, similarly, you might have carried out a repetitive work task that did not make any 

sense to you in the midst of performing it. After having completed such actions, you might have 

asked yourself “what the point of that?”, “why did I do this?” or “for what reasons did I do that?”.  

It is during this retrospective process of sensemaking subjective meaning is constructed.

From a phenomenological perspective, we do not attribute meaning to actions, behaviors and events

in the midst of our experiences. On the contrary, we must retrospectively reflect on them. In order 

to make sense of our experiences, actions, motives etc. and thus in order to attribute them subjective

meaning – in other words what they mean to us - we need to engage in a conscious state of 

reflection in which we try to interpret what has happened, why it happened and what it meant to us 

(Schutz, 1967). Aligned with this reasoning, Max Weber (1978:21-22) argues that actions are 

performed in a “state of inarticulate half-consciousness or actual unconsciousness of its subjective 

meaning”4. Weber suggests that a person is often more likely to be vaguely aware of what he is 

4 The assumption that we to a large extent are driven by unconscious motivations was originally 

developed by Freud in his psychoanalytic theories of human behavior (Freud, 2005 [1915])
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doing than she is fully self-conscious of it. According to this assumption (and in line with Freud's 

(2005 [1915]), the actions of individuals are in many cases “governed by impulse or habit” (ibid.). 

Subjective meaning and complexes of motives

Although meaning attribution inevitably stems from our subjective interpretations of experiences 

and can never be regarded as an ultimately “objective” phenomenon, it might be subjectively 

regarded as being perceived as more or less subjective, or “dogmatic” as Weber (1978) suggests.  

Meaning is never “objective” in some kind of sense that it fully mirrors a true reality, since 

“objectivity” is always constructed from our subjective perceptions of what we according to our 

knowledge think is objective (ibid.). We might for example think that knowledge produced from 

research or mathematical calculations has an “objective” meaning (ibid.). The question of subjective

versus our perceptions of what we consider as “objective” forms of meaning thus depends on how 

we interpret and reflect on our experiences, actions and events, and what kinds of interpretive 

frameworks (what kinds of prior knowledge and presuppositions we have about these events and 

experiences) we rely on when trying to develop an understanding of our experiences. Weber (1978: 

9) suggests that

Every interpretation attempts to attain clarity and certainty, but no matter how 

clear an interpretation as such appears to be from the point of view of meaning, it 

cannot on this account claim to be the causally valid interpretation. On this level it 

must remain only a peculiarly plausible hypothesis. In the first place the conscious 

motives may well, even to the actor him/herself, conceal the various motives and 

repressions which constitute the real driving force of her/his action. Thus in such 

cases even subjectively honest self analysis has only a relative value. Then it is the 

task of the sociologist to be aware of this motivational situation and to describe and

analyse it, even though it has not actually been concretely part of the conscious 

intention of the actor; possibly not at all, at least not fully.

What Weber is suggesting here, according to my interpretation, is that subjective meaning can be 

regarded as constructed via individual sensemaking-procesess in which we retrospectively interpret 

and reflect on an event or what might have motivated us or others to perform certain actions. 

Conversely, what I have referred to as attribution of a perceived “objective” meaning of an 
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experience, is characterized by an absence of deeper reflection within the individual. According to 

Weber, this form of meaning attribution is based on the a priori knowledge and presuppositions (for

example knowledge attained from facts produced by science) individuals have about the events and 

experiences they are attributing meaning to. This argument is also in line with Husserl's (1973) 

claim that meaning construction is not always a result of active reflection, but can also stem from an

experience-based passive and pre-reflected cognitive framework within the individual (Husserl uses

the term “habitus” when referring to this cognitive framework/mindset). With regards to this form 

of perceived “objective” meaning, we may be fully aware of that a specific action or behavior of 

ours or others might be motivated by an array of underlying subjective motives, however, in some 

cases we do not try to make sense of the behavior or action by reflecting on it retrospectively, but 

rather take it “for what it is” at face value. We do this by attributing meaning based on “common 

sense” factors stemming from common assumptions stemming from for example knowledge, 

norms, values and attitudes which are not necessarily true or correspond with the subjective 

meaning an actor's attaches to her/his actions (Dekas et al., 2010). 

Weber (1978: 5) illustrates the differences between attribution of perceived “objective” and 

subjective meanings in an example of a person who is perceived to be sitting at a desk trying to 

solve the mathematical problem of “2 x 2”. He suggests that if we see a person sitting at a desk with

a pen in hand and a paper in front of her/him which has the mathematical problem of “2 x 2” written

on it, we might be inclined to base our initial interpretation of the situation on the 

normative/commonly agreed (a priori knowledge based) assumption of that the person's subjective 

meaning of sitting at the desk, is primarily characterized by a complex of intrinsic motives which 

are aimed at solving the problem. This can be regarded as our perceived “objective” understanding 

of the meaning of the situation, which occurs when we take things at the kind of face value 

represented by common assumptions based on for example taken-for-granted knowledge, norms, 

values and attitudes. If we align this form of reasoning to the phenomenon of sexual harassment or 

sexual assault perpetration, for example if we were to see a man grope a woman's body in some way

without consent, our perceived “objective” understanding of the meaning of his actions might be 

based on the common assumption of that he is probably motivated by sexual desire and that the 

meaning he attributes to his actions is constituted of obtaining sexual gratification in some way. 

However, Weber (1978:9) further argues that 

[...] what we understand in terms of motive the meaning an actor attaches to the 

proposition twice equals four, when he states it or writes it down, in that we 
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understand what makes him do this precisely in this moment and in these 

circumstances. Understanding in this sense is attained if we know that he is 

engaged in balancing a ledger or in making a scientific demonstration, or is 

engaged in some other task of which this particular act would be an appropriate 

part. This is rational understanding of motivation, which consists in placing the act

as an intelligible and more inclusive context of meaning.

Thus, in order to develop an understanding of a person's attribution of subjective meaning to his/her

actions, we need a broader frame of reference and context than the one provided by taken for 

granted assumptions or our a priori knowledge. In other words, in order to understand the subjective

meaning of an act, we need more context and knowledge about what kinds of motives a person has 

for performing this specific act. Weber (1978: 9-10) refers to this as “complexes of motives” and 

illustrates it with some everyday examples of actions and by arguing that 

[…] we understand the chopping of wood or aiming of a gun in terms of motive in

addition to direct observation if we know that the woodchopper is working for a 

wage or is chopping a supply of firewood for his own use or possibly doing it for 

recreation. But he might also be working off a fit of rage, an irrational case. 

Similarly we understand the motive of a person aiming a gun if we know that he 

has been commanded to shoot as a member of a firing squad, that he is fighting 

against an enemy, or that he does it for revenge.

In order to understand the subjective meaning the act of chopping wood, we need to know more 

about the woodcutter's subjective motives for performing this act. Here subjective motive is not 

equivalent with subjective meaning, but is a central aspect in how we can develop an understanding 

of the subjective meaning a person attaches to his/her actions. By asking the woodcutter or if he/she

asks her/himself questions such as for example “what motivated you to chop this wood?” or “for 

what reasons did you decide to go out and chop wood?”, “why did you decide to chop this wood?”, 

it is possible develop an understanding of what kinds of subjective meanings the woodcutter might 

attribute to his actions. For these reasons, merely observing the woodcutter performing his actions is

not sufficient enough of an approach for developing an understanding of the subjective meaning 

he/she attributes to the act. Here it is important to state that motives are not to be understood merely

as something influenced by psychological processes. Motives should also be understood as an 

aspect which is also influenced by societal factors located outside of the individual, as in for 
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example contextual factors such as norms, attitudes and beliefs (Campbell, 1996)

A critique of the above depicted theoretical assumptions suggesting that we make sense of a 

majority of actions and experiences retrospectively by reflecting on our motives for performing 

them, is that it might be a far too naïve of an approach when it comes to meaning and sensemaking. 

Some argue that assuming that individuals actively attach meaning to actions and experiences by 

intentionally reflecting on them in retrospect, is a reductionist assumption in the sense that it suffers

from a cognitivist bias, which fails to acknowledge that a majority of our interpretations of actions 

and behavior in fact occur automatically (Heiskala, 2011). According to this line of critique, many 

of our actions are performed in a habitual manner in the form of everyday routines and habits such 

as for example driving, scrolling on your smartphone, waving your hand when greeting someone on

the other side of the street, and so on. Because of this habitual nature of many actions, we do not 

need to actively try to make sense of all of our experiences since they are of a re-occurring nature 

and thus do not require an intentional reflexive effort in order to be made subjectively intelligible. 

Logically, having to engage in such a constant state of reflection would probably render a person 

cognitively overwhelmed. This line of critical reasoning might be legitimate when it comes to 

certain forms of everyday actions. However, since acts of sexual harassment or sexual assault 

perpetration is often considered to be the result of intended behaviors (Dougherty, 2006; Thomas & 

Kitzinger, 1997), I would like to argue that the process of retrospective sensemaking as a way of 

attributing subjective meaning is essential for those aiming at gaining a deeper understanding of 

why some men engage in sexual assault or sexual harassment. 

Subjective meaning and sexual misconduct

If we align the theoretical considerations above with the objectives of this thesis, I would like to 

argue that the concept of meaning and its relation to action and motivation is an appropriate 

theoretical approach for investigating why some men perform sexually coercive or harassing actions

toward women. In order to develop an understanding of the subjective meanings perpetrators 

attribute to their actions, we need to, as expressed by Weber (1978: 9) with regards to social action 

in general, “try to make sense of the means used by the actor whom is set out to reach a certain 

end”. For example, with respect to acts of sexual harassment and sexual assault perpetration, a man 

who performs the act of groping a woman's body without her consent might view his actions as a 

means for obtaining personal sexual gratification. In such a case, if the perpetrator's retrospective 
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description of his motives after having engaged in sensemaking would suggest that he performed 

his actions as a means for following his urge to attain sexual gratification, the action's subjective 

meaning could be interpreted as constituted of “to attain sexual gratification”. 

Similarly, for example in a workplace environment characterized by norms, values and attitudes 

associated with a stereotypical “masculine” ideology, a perpetrator who verbally harasses a woman 

whom in this context is more competent and skilled than him by calling her things such as for 

example “slut”, “whore” or “incompetent because you're a woman”, might view his actions as  

means for expressing power in order to tell the woman that she in spite of having a higher rank than 

him should “know her place” in the gender hierarchy. If a perpetrator's descriptions of his actions of

this form of gender harassment suggested that he carried them out as as a means for putting women 

down, the subjective meaning of such actions could be interpreted as primarily constituted of 

maintaining the status quo of the gender hierarchy in the workplace. Thus, in such a case, power 

becomes a central aspect of the subjective meaning of his actions. 

My point here is that in order to understand perpetrator's attribution of subjective meanings to their 

acts of sexual harassment or sexual assault, we must take Weber's (1978) accounts of complexes of 

motives into consideration and include understandings of the underlying motivations behind such 

acts. In this sense, when taking into account the retrospective process of sensemaking and its 

essential function for constructing subjective meaning, motivation and meaning is intrinsically 

bound to one another in the sense that an individual's reflections on complexes of motivations 

influences and facilitates construction of subjective meaning. Retrospective attribution of subjective

meaning can thus be considered dependent on reflecting on one's specific motivations for 

performing specific actions. In an ideal-typical and abstract sense, the logical sequence of 

motivation - action – retrospective sensemaking – attribution of subjective meaning can be 

described as:

1. Pre-action. A person is for some reason(s) motivated to perform an action. He/she might reflect on 

these reasons and decides whether to carry out the action or not, or carries out the action habitually 

or in affect without reflecting beforehand on her/his motives.

2. The person performs the action.

3. Post-action - initiation of sensemaking. The person has performed his/her actions. He/she introspects

and reflects on her or his actions retrospectively in order to make sense of them. The person reflects 

on his or her motives for performing these actions and what the actions meant to him/her.
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4. Final stage of sensemaking - attribution of subjective meaning. The person has made sense of her or 

his actions by retrospectively reflecting on her or his motives for performing the actions. The person 

attributes subjective meaning to her/his actions.

The following abstract model demonstrates, in a strict ideal-typical sense, the relation between 

motivation, action, retrospective sensemaking and attribution of subjective meaning in the context 

of for example an interview. Here “power” and “sexual desire” are intended to illustrate only a few 

of many plausible examples of what kinds of complexes of motives might influence a perpetrator to 

engage in performing acts of sexual harassment or sexual assault. The questions “why did I commit 

these acts?”, “for what reasons did I sexually harass her?” and “what motivated me to perform these

actions?” are intended to act as ideal-typical examples of questions which might facilitate the 

process of perpetrator's retrospective attribution of subjective meaning to their actions.

       Motivation 
                (e.g. power, sexual desire, affect)      

                 ↓
     

            Action    
             (e.g. sexual harassment/sexual assault)  

                                      

 ↓     
                                        

          RETROSPECTIVE SENSEMAKING

      (Why did I perform my actions?)

     (For what reasons did I sexually harass/assault her?)

            (What motivated me to perform these actions?)

                ↓    ↓

                                                    

             ATTRIBUTION OF SUBJECTIVE MEANING TO ACTIONS

Given the theoretical orientations of action and subjective meaning above, when qualitatively 

studying perpetrators of sexual harassment or sexual assault in which one aims to develop an 

understanding of what kinds of subjective meanings they attribute to their perpetration acts, it is 

evident that it is essential to acquire accounts of the interviewee's complexes of motives for 
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performing his actions. Not solely what motivates a person in a strict psychological sense in the 

form of for example sexual desire, but also, as stated above, motives associated with sociocultural 

aspects such as for example context, norms, attitudes, beliefs, power, and so on.

Study 1 - research review

Review introduction

The following section is a review of a diverse field of research literature that treat questions 

concerned with the notion of why male perpetrators perform acts of sexual assault and/or sexual 

harassment against women. My objective here is to explore research questions one and two of the 

current thesis: “according to the existing literature, what kinds factors are associated with male 

sexual harassment and sexual assault perpetration against women?” and “what kinds of meanings 

and motives does the existing literature attribute to male perpetrators acts of sexual harassment 

and sexual assault against women?”. Here “meanings” refers to the kinds of meanings attributed by 

knowledge produced from scientific endeavors (Weber, 1978). This review is by no means 

exhaustive in terms of the current subject. As a matter of feasibility, the scope has been limited to 

the databases of SOCAB and ASSIA. Therefore, this review can only be regarded as exhaustive 

with regards to the specific search strings used; the selected inclusion/exclusion criteria; and the 

search results this particular protocol generated in the selected databases. Widening the review's 

scope by including a larger number of databases would certainly have produced a more 

comprehensive review. However, in spite of these limitations and according to my interpretation of 

other reviews on the topic of sexual assault and sexual harassment perpetration (Abbey, 2011; 

McDermott, Kilmartin, McKelvey & Kridel, 2015; Pina, Gannon & Saunders, 2009; Teten tharp 

DeGue, Valle, Brookmeyer, Massetti & Matjasko, 2012), this review is a representative sample of 

the general tendencies within the current research field. 

Review results

The studies depicted in the reviewed articles were of a heterogenous nature in terms of research 

questions, study design (qualitative, quantitative and/or experimental design) and samples. A 

presentation of the results therefore benefits the most from being depicted in the form of a narrative 
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synthesis (Petticrew & Roberts, 2006). A total of 18 articles were reviewed. An overview of the 

reviewed articles is available in the appendix section. 5 of the reviewed articles were other reviews. 

2 of these 5 reviews are solely referred to in the review discussion paragraph. The studies' findings 

are depicted and discussed in relation to research question one and two of the present thesis. I also 

discuss how different study findings are related to one another, how they differ and what might be 

considered problematic when it comes to results and arguments. Further discussed, briefly, are 

aspects related to study design, samples and methodology.

The following themes were identified as salient in the research literature and are the topics of the 

current review: 

Individual factors (predominantly psychological research)

(for example: personality characteristics, individual personality traits, self-interest, socio-sexuality)

Socioculturally embedded factors 

(for example: aspects related to attitudes, norms, values, beliefs, etc.)

Situational/communicative factors 

(for example: alcohol influence and communication factors such as misperception of cues or sexual 

intent)

Aspects of power and dominance 

(for example: patriarchal structures, masculine ideology, men's dominance over women) 

Individual factors

Numerous studies of male sexual harassment and sexual assault perpetration investigate different 

kinds of factors at the individual level  (Abbey, Pierce & Wegner, 2014; Abbey & Jacques Tiura, 

2011; Bendixen & Ottesen Kennair, 2012; DeGue, DiLillo & Scalora, 2010; Thompson & Zinzow, 

2015; Voller & Long, 2010). Such factors do not explain what kinds of subjective meanings 

perpetrators attribute to their acts, but can nevertheless be considered as important in that they may 

partially explain why some men are more motivated than others to commit acts of sexual 

harassment or sexual assault. A common theme in research on male sexual perpetration is 
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personality characteristics of the perpetrator. For example, in their study “A Longitudinal Study of 

Risk Factors for Repeated Sexual Coercion and Assault in U.S. College Men”, Thompson and 

Zinzow (2015) administered a 20-30 min self-report survey to a sample of 795 male undergraduates

of whom 238 (30% of total sample) reported having committed an act of sexual coercion or assault. 

68% of the perpetrators continued performing acts of sexual assault perpetration during the four-

year period of the study. With regards to personality characteristics associated with sexual assault 

perpetration, the group of men who continued engaging in sexual misconduct during the time of the 

study, reported higher levels of antisocial traits than perpetrators who did not recidivate during the 

four-year period of the study or those who had never committed an act of sexual assault 

perpetration. Similar results were prevalent in three of the reviewed studies (Abbey & Jacques 

Tiura, 2011; DeGue, DiLillo & Scalora, 2010; Thompson & Zinzow, 2015). This suggests that men 

who possess these kinds of personality traits, may be more motivated to sexually harass or sexually 

assault women than men who do not possess such traits.

Moreover, in terms of potential differences in personality traits and their relation to different types 

of perpetration acts, in their survey study of sexual assault and rape perpetration by college men, 

Voller and Long (2010) suggest that men who commit rape are more likely to suffer from empathy 

deficits compared to men who engage in other “milder” forms sexual assault (physical acts). Results

from numerous studies of perpetrator characteristics indicate that some male sexual assault 

perpetrators might possess deviant personality characteristics which are associated with 

psychopathy-related traits (empathy-deficits, impulsive disregard for socio-legal proscriptions, 

indifference to legal and societal norms and exaggerated self-importance). Consequently, 

personality traits associated with psychopathy and antisocial behavior may constitute a partial 

explanation for the sexually predatory behaviors of sexual assault perpetrators and why they choose 

to cross the line to sexually harass or try to obtain sex from non-consenting women. Such results do 

not reveal for what reasons a person decides to engage in acts of perpetration and what meaning he 

attributes to his acts, but might as noted above indicate what kinds of individuals seem to be at a 

larger risk of sexual perpetration compared to individuals that do not possess such kinds of 

personality traits. 

Related to this topic, some studies indicate that a person who possesses personality characteristics 

associated with psychopathy-related traits (f.e. empathy-deficits, indifference to legal and societal 

norms and exaggerated self-importance) may operate in a mode that is characterized by cognitive 

distortions. This kind of distorted mindset facilitates what Pina and Page (2015) refer to as moral 

35



disengagement. An individual who practices moral disengagement distorts his perception of his 

actions in order to be able to justify them. Examples of moral disengagement strategies are moral 

justification (“my actions are socially or morally acceptable”), euphemistic labeling (sanitizing 

language used to disguise the appearance and potential meaning of behavior), displacement of 

responsibility (blaming contextual factors), diffusion of responsibility (blaming the victim), 

distortion of consequences (“she didn't suffer from it but rather seemed to enjoy it”), 

dehumanization (perceiving the victim as a sub-human object) and attribution of blame (“the victim 

deserves to suffer because she dressed in a sexually provocative manner and therefore brought this 

upon herself ”) (Pina & Page, 2015). By engaging in moral disengagement, which can be 

interpreted as a form of distorted sensemaking, a perpetrator does not consider his actions as 

problematic or as detrimental for the victim. Thus, by distorting the meaning of his actions and their

consequences, the perpetrator avoids cognitive dissonance and can justify for himself and others 

why he carried out his actions, and that his motivations for performing them ought to be considered 

legitimate. 

It is important to note that studies exploring perpetrator characteristics are often highly 

heterogeneous with regards to methods and samples. The studies reviewed here relied on different 

methods for obtaining empirical materials (surveys or audio computer-assisted self-interviews) and 

investigated different samples consisting of either college students, incarcerated individuals or 

individuals from the community. With regards to generalizability, authors often note that their 

samples may not be representative to the general population, however, given the similarities 

between perpetrators' characteristics in spite of the heterogenous nature of the samples and the 

methods used for obtaining empirical material, it is plausible that such results might act as an 

indication of individual risk factors of sexual assault and sexual harassment perpetration generally. 

Furthermore, in their study of socio-sexuality (individual attitudes toward sexual promiscuity and 

casual sexual relations) as a predictor of sexual harassment and coercion in high school students, 

Bendixen and Ottesen Kennair (2012) administered a survey to a sample of 1199 Norwegian 

college students of age 16-18. Participants were asked to answer questions about attitudes toward 

casual sex, exposure to pornography, coercive sexual attitudes and sexist attitudes. Socio-sexuality 

refers to a desire for multiple sex partners, sex outside of the context of a traditional relationship, or 

sex for personal physical gratification rather than intimacy. Inspired by evolutionary theory, which 

in this case suggests that a persons dis-inhibited socio-sexuality is as a strategy for increasing 

his/her chances to procreate, the authors conclude when accounting for the variables exposure to 

pornography, coercive sexual attitudes and sexist attitudes, that it is likely that socio-sexuality is 
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associated with male sexual harassment perpetration toward women. The authors conclude that “it 

would seem that the main motive is an interest in short-term sex — indicated by an unrestricted 

socio-sexuality”, and further, that this in turn suggests that “harassment is due to sexual motivation 

rather than power” (Bendixen & Ottesen Kennair, 2012: 488). The suggestion that sexual assault is 

partially motivated by sexual desire is supported by other studies, which also suggest that levels of 

sexual drive differ between genders where males as a group are considered to have a higher sexual 

drive than women (Kafka, 2003). Thus, according to a socio-sexual and evolutionary perspective, a 

man who engages in acts of sexual assault/harassment perpetration is motivated by personal sexual 

gratification and increasing his opportunities to procreate, rather than for example will to power. 

Consequently, this line of argument suggests that the fundamental meaning of a perpetrator's act of 

sexual harassment or sexual assault is to spread his seed and to make sure that his genes are passed 

along.

Interestingly, in their qualitative study of first hand online narratives of sexual assault perpetrators, 

Bellis, Brennan, Cook, Goodnight, Hipp and Swartout (2017) found similar indications of that 

unrestricted socio-sexuality was a salient theme among perpetrators. In this study, perpetrator 

narratives depicting the phenomenon of unrestricted socio-sexuality were often written in the form 

of for example “being a moderately good looking guy with a ton of charisma I never had an issue 

getting what I wanted from women. It became boring to me. Both in the sense of how easy it was 

and vanilla sex just was not cutting it” (ibid., 87). According to the authors, similar narratives were 

salient among the perpetrators' narratives analyzed in this study. This adds to the assumption that 

engaging in sexually promiscuous behavior is partially motivated by a continuous strive for sexual 

gratification from new partners. 

On a critical note, with regards to polemics in discussions of sexual harassment and its relation to 

the themes of “nature vs nurture” or “social vs biology”, Bendixen's and Ottesen Kennair's 

argument that “harassment is due to sexual motivation rather than power” (2012: 488) can be 

regarded as reductionist. It might be difficult to separate individual factors stemming from 

differences in sexual drive and sexual promiscuity from the matter of power (Browne, 2006). For 

example, is it that a person with high sexual drive is more prone to abuse power than others? Or 

could perhaps a practice of unrestricted sexual drive be viewed as a form of power play per se? 

Power is regarded as a complex phenomenon which is affected not only by individual motivations, 

but also by contextual and discursive factors (Foucault, 1990). Power-related factors and their 

association with sexual assault and sexual harassment will be discussed further in the sections 

below.
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Socioculturally embedded factors

Numerous studies examine socioculturally embedded factors and their association with sexual 

misconduct (physical acts and non-physical acts). Such kinds of factors are, according to my 

understanding of the literature, related to social processes and actions which may be referred to as 

embedded in social practices. When adopting the term “socioculturally embedded”, I refer to social 

phenomena in which norms, beliefs, values and taken for granted assumptions produce interaction 

patterns, social scripts and expectations among groups and between individuals. Such aspects may 

in turn affect how individuals interpret the meaning of their own and the actions of others, and how 

they behave or are expected to behave toward one another in and across different social settings. 

A majority of the reviewed articles examined sexual assault/harassment perpetration risk factors 

related to social processes. Such socioculturally embedded factors are for example: peer norms, 

socio-sexuality (attitudes toward casual sex), hostile/negative attitudes toward women (misogyny), 

hostile sexism, “masculine ideology”, stereotypic attitudes toward women, rape supportive beliefs 

(“women deserve to be raped”), belief in rape myths (victim blaming and hostility toward victims), 

biological essentialism (the belief of not being able to control one's sexual behavior due to raging 

hormones), objectification and dehumanizing attitudes (Abbey & Jacques Tiura, 2011; Abbey, 

Pegram, Pierce, Wegner & Woerner, 2015; Abbey, Pierce & Werner, 2014; Bellis, Brennan, Cook, 

Goodnight, Hipp & Swartout, 2017; Bendixen & Ottesen Kennair, 2012; DeGue, DiLillo & 

Scalora, 2010; Thompson & Zinzow, 2015). The results from such studies often indicate that 

specific socioculturally embedded factors are associated with men's sexual assault perpetration 

toward women; that these factors play an important role in what motivates perpetrators to commit 

such acts and what kinds of meanings they attribute to their actions. For example, in their survey 

study of 369 incarcerated males of age 19-67, DeGue, DiLillo and Scalora (2010: 418) state that

(…) support for belief in rape myths as a critical shared risk factor suggests that, 

regardless of the extent or nature of the sexual perpetration—from low-level 

nonphysical behaviors to forcible rape, subscribing to these myths seems to 

provide the perpetrator with a perception of cultural permission and justification 

for the use of inappropriate sexual tactics when confronted with an unwilling 

partner.

In a similar manner, Bellis, et al. (2017: 87) concludes from the results of their qualitative narrative 
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analysis of first-hand narratives from sexual assault perpetrators' online posts on a large internet 

forum (Reddit) that 

The results illustrate perpetrators’ reliance on sexual scripts that contribute to 

victim blaming, objectification of women, and hostility toward women - all 

components of what some describe as rape culture (…) These accounts also 

illustrate the impersonal sex and hostility implicated in causal models of sexual 

aggression (…)  there are still deeply troubling underlying cultural norms and 

values that perpetuate violence against women that will need to be addressed.

All of the reviewed studies suggesting a relation between socioculturally embedded factors and 

sexual assault perpetration reported findings similar to the ones expressed above. Interestingly, 

results from qualitative studies of heterogenous samples of individuals from the community (see for

example Bellis, et al. 2017) come to conclusions similar to quantitative studies of more 

homogenous samples (in this case, see for example DeGue et al. (2010) study of incarcerated men). 

In the reviewed studies, many of the authors emphasize that their findings may not be transferable 

or generalizable to other populations, however, given the fact that different kinds of samples 

produced similar results, it is plausible that socioculturally embedded factors such as 

hostile/negative attitudes toward women (misogyny), hostile sexism, stereotypic attitudes toward 

women, rape supportive beliefs and belief in rape myths are associated with male sexual assault 

perpetration toward women generally. Moreover, Abbey and Jacques Tiura (2011) concluded from 

their study of 474 single men in the Detroit Metropolitan area of which 43% reported that they 

made a woman have sex against her wishes, that subclinical psychopathy-related personality traits 

and negative attitudes toward women were associated with sexual assault perpetration. This 

indicates that individual factors such as psychopathic tendencies and socioculturally embedded 

factors, such as misogyny and stereotypic attitudes toward women, are intertwined and affects 

perpetrator's motivations and behaviors in complex manners. Reviews of the sexual assault and 

sexual harassment literature confirm this complex nature of and interplay between sociocultural and

individual factors (Teten et al., 2012).
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Situational and communicative factors

Five of the reviewed articles addressed situational and communicative factors and their association 

with male sexual assault or sexual harassment against women (Abbey & Jacques Tiura, 2011; 

Abbey, Jacques-Tiura, Parkhill & Saenz, 2009; Abbey, Pegram, Pierce, Wegner & Woerner, 2015; 

Abbey, Pierce & Werner, 2014; Thompson & Zinzow, 2015). Re-occurring situational and 

communication related themes in the reviewed articles were alcohol influence and men's 

misperception of cues/sexual intent from women. Results suggest that alcohol intoxication and/or 

misperception of cues/sexual intent are associated with why some men commit acts of sexual 

assault perpetration toward women. Some studies suggest that men who adhere to “hostile 

masculinity” aspects such as for example rape myth acceptance, adversarial sexual beliefs and 

hostility toward women, are at a higher risk to sexually harass or sexually assault a woman when he

is intoxicated than men who do not adhere to “hostile masculinity” aspects  (McDermott, Kilmartin,

McKelvey & Kridel, 2015).

With regards to the results from these reviewed studies, it seems common that male perpetrators 

tend to misperceive women's intentions and communication practices as flirtatious behavior. For 

example, studies suggest that some perpetrators seem to interpret any positive behavior from 

women, such as a friendly behavior or smiling, as an indication of showing sexual interest, which in

turn motivates the perpetrator to cross the line. In a study of a community sample of two different 

sexual assault tactic groups (tactics as in use of physical force or verbal coercion), Abbey and 

Jacques Tiura (2011) investigated sexual assault tactics and their associations with perpetrator 

characteristics and aspects of the incident. The authors conclude that perpetrators from both of these

groups, scored higher than non-perpetrators on measures of negative attitudes toward women, 

positive attitudes about casual sex, personality traits associated with nonclinical levels of 

psychopathy, antisocial behavior, alcohol problems and misperception of the woman's sexual 

intentions. Moreover, the authors (ibid.: 2882) state that 

(…) Many perpetrators use the victim’s willingness to engage in some consensual 

sexual activities as justification for continuing to pressure her to have sex, feeling 

that consent to any sexual activity entitles them to whatever type of sex. (…) This 

sense of entitlement and single-minded focus on fulfilling their own needs, even if

it hurts someone else, is a hallmark of psychopathic tendencies.  
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This suggests that some men might perceive the slightest form of intimate invitation from a woman 

as consent to go even further to engage in sexual practices. Moreover, Abbey, Jacques-Tiura, 

Parkhill and Saenz (2009) conducted an experimental study (alcohol administration to participants 

in a controlled setting) of alcohol’s role in men’s use of coercion to obtain unprotected sex. The 

sample consisted of 72 single college men. The authors (ibid..: 1339, 1342) conclude, similar to 

Abbey and Jacques Tiura, (2011), that 

(…) the combination of alcohol consumption with individual difference 

characteristics made some men feel more justified in using coercion to obtain 

unprotected sex. (...) Men who were high in hostility and men who had a history 

of misperceiving women’s sexual cues felt more justified than other men in using 

coercive strategies when intoxicated

These kinds of results highlight that alcohol intoxication might act as a catalyst and dis-inhibitor for

some men to sexually harass or sexually assault. Thus, for these men, the situational factor of 

alcohol intoxication seems to positively affect their motivation to engage in acts of sexually 

harassment or sexually assault and distorts their judgment of what is considered acceptable conduct.

Furthermore, in a qualitative study of first hand online narratives from self-identified male 

perpetrators, Bellis et al. (2017) found indications of similar communication aspects as the ones 

depicted above. Salient themes in perpetrator narratives were sociocultural expectations of that men 

are supposed to be initiators of sex, that women are not supposed to openly want or ask for sex, that 

a woman is supposed to resist while a man is supposed to persist and that a “no”actually may mean 

“yes”. 

According to studies investigating misperception of cues and alcohol intoxication's influence on 

perpetrators' actions, aspects such as alcohol intoxication and misperception of cues seem to often 

go hand in hand, and perhaps it is possible that one variable influences the other in different ways. 

Moreover, some argue that it is likely that misperception of cues acts as a precursor for victim-

blaming, in the sense that the perpetrator may have felt that he was “led on” by the woman and thus 

expected to and was entitled to engage in some sort of sexual interaction with the woman (Abbey, et

al, 2009; Bellis et al. 2017). 

Results from studies of alcohol's influence on perpetrator behavior and the role of mis-perception of
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cues, indicate that some men who are intoxicated are more likely than non-intoxicated men to lack 

judgement and to be motivated toward engaging in actions which may be perceived as sexual 

harassment or sexual assault by whom is subjected to them. However, as indicated by Bellis et al.

(2017) in their study of online narratives from self-identified perpetrators, and by Abbey and 

Jacques-Tiura (2011) in their study of sexual assault tactics and their associations with perpetrator 

characteristics and aspects of the incident, it seems as if perpetrators that misperceive cues from 

women and thus are more motivated to justify their actions, are not only often affected by 

intoxication from alcohol but also by sociocultural factors such as norms, attitudes and values about

gender roles and with regards to beliefs about how to act as a man when trying to get attention from 

a woman.

Power and dominance

As noted briefly above in the section about socioculturally embedded factors, some studies of male 

sexual harassment and sexual assault against women refer to aspects of power5 asymmetries 

between the genders, and that such aspects are associated with why some men engage in sexual 

harassment or sexual assault (Browne, 2006; Dougherty, 2006; Garland & Argueta, 2010; 

McLaughlin, Uggen & Blackstone, 2012; Uggen & Blackstone, 2004). Sociocultural factors such as

for example rape myths, stereotypic attitudes toward women, rape supportive beliefs, and so on, can

be interpreted as related to the assumption of men's dominance over women (Teten Tharpet et al., 

2012).

According to the power perspective - which has been highly influential within for example the 

fields of gender studies and feminist research - sexual harassment and sexual assault is not about 

sex, but is considered as an enactment of masculinity (in a social or evolutionary sense), which in 

turn is interpreted as an expression of men's practice of seeking power and dominance over women 

whom as a group is perceived by perpetrators as inferior to men. This suggests that the meaning of 

perpetrators' actions is primarily characterized by will to power, which in turn is considered to be a 

consequence of the inequality between the sexes and sexism toward women (Pina, Gannon & 

Saunders, 2009). 

5 Weber (1978: 53) defines power as “the probability that one actor within a social relationship will be in a 
position to carry out his own will despite resistance, regardless of the basis on which this probability rests”
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Some studies suggest that men who sexually harass women tend to hold power positions in the 

work place and that they use their power as a means for engaging in actions of sexual harassment or

sexual assault toward subordinates. For example, a perpetrator in a position of power might abuse 

his power by threatening a subordinated woman that she will lose her position or be reprimanded in 

some other way if she does not comply to engage in sexual activities with him. However, research 

within this field also suggests that sexual harassment in the workplace is not always practiced by 

men in power, but also by individual men who are formally sub-ordinated to the women they 

choose to harass (Pina, Gannon & Saunders, 2009). For example, in a work environment constituted

of mostly men, a perpetrator might be motivated to sexually harass a woman of a higher rank in the 

competence hierarchy of the work place. In such cases, acts of sexual harassment is perceived by 

the perpetrator as a means for putting down women in power and as a strategy for maintaining 

traditional gender roles (McLaughlin, Uggen & Blackstone, 2012). 

Thus, according to this perspective of power, the meaning of sexual harassment and sexual assault 

can be interpreted as partially constituted by the perpetrator's will to harass or assault women in 

supervisory positions, where his actions is used as a means for obtaining and/or retaining power. 

However, some suggest that the direction of causation is misperceived and that it is more accurate 

to say that perpetrators do not primarily engage in sexual harassment or sexual assault to assert 

power, but instead use power to obtain sex (Browne, 2006). In their qualitative study of how rapists6 

organize their sexual assaults, Monahan, Marolla and Bromley (2005) further argue against the 

notion that “power is used to obtain sex”. In this study, the authors interviewed 33 incarcerated 

rapists about their life background, what motivated them to rape and what kinds of meanings they 

applied to their actions of sexual assault. They concluded that it seems as if men who commit the 

severest forms of sexual assault tend to view actions of sexual assaults as “a means of restoring a 

sense of control and self-respect in their own lives” (ibid.: 311). According to the authors, it seems 

common that rapists as a consequence of having lived a life characterized by adversity and 

experiences of emotional turmoil, experience that they lack power and control in their lives. For 

these kinds of perpetrators the sexual assault situation constitutes a context in which the victim's 

subordination enables the assaulter to disregard his sense of personal futility and to experience a 

sensation of being in control and thus having power. In this way, paradoxically, the perpetrator's 

6 Here other forms of sexual misconduct should not be considered equivalent to rape; this study of rapists 
is merely an example of the function of power in the context of the severest form of sexual assault. 
However, it should be noted that the Swedish legal definition of rape includes not only non-consensual 
intercourse, but also non-consensual and non-voluntary comparable sexual acts against someone 
incapable of giving consent, due to being in a vulnerable situation, such as a state of fear or 
unconsciousness.
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perception of not having control/power over his own life situation facilitates his will to exert power 

(in the shape of sexual assault). Thus, in such instances, will to power could be interpreted as a 

reason for a perpetrator to commit sexual assault, which in turn is an aspect that also might be 

associated with what kinds of subjective meanings he attributes to his actions.

Critics of the power/dominance perspective of sexual harassment and sexual assault, claim that 

theories of patriarchal structures in society are too simplistic and generalizing. According to 

opponents, theories of patriarchal structures and men's domination over women often fail to include 

other behaviors than those of the stereotyped expected gender behaviors produced by “social 

constructions”. Critics claim that this tends to diminish the influence of different contexts; and that 

it does not provide sufficient explanations for why sexual harassment and sexual assault is such a 

diverse phenomenon practiced by some men but not others (Pina, Gannon & Saunders, 2009). 

Review conclusions – motives and meanings

Based in my analysis of the reviewed literature, the following conclusions are a summary of what 

kinds of explicit and implicit meanings and complexes of motives the reviewed studies attribute to 

perpetrators' actions. These meanings can be considered representative of what Weber (1978) refers

to as knowledge and meanings which are produced from scientific endeavors, or what he refers to 

as the kinds of meanings we might perceive as “objective” even though they are inevitably always 

produced by subjectively oriented actors (ibid.: 4-6). 

Individual level factors

Perpetrators with personality traits associated with anti-social tendencies seem to be more likely to 

be motivated to perform acts of sexual harassment or sexual assault compared to men who do not 

possess such traits.

Perpetrators who engage in moral disengagement tend to distort the meanings of their actions and 

the underlying motivations behind them. These men seem to be more prone to justify their actions 

and motives than perpetrators who are not morally disengaged.

Some perpetrators seem to primarily be motivated by egotistic incentives, such as to satisfy their 
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sexual drive, and view their actions as a means for obtaining sexual gratification. The meaning of 

their perpetration acts can thus according to this perspective be interpreted as to obtain 

sexual/physical gratification in some form.

Socioculturally embedded factors

Men who adhere to norms, attitudes, values and beliefs related to traditional gender roles, biological

essentialism, hostile/negative attitudes toward women (misogyny), hostile sexism, stereotypic 

attitudes toward women and rape myths, seem to be more motivated to perform acts of sexual 

harassment or sexual assault than men who do not adhere to such socioculturally embedded aspects.

These socioculturally embedded and gender-ideological aspects seem to have an influence on how 

perpetrators make sense of their actions, motivations and justifications.

Situational and communicative factors

Men who misperceive or misinterpret women's intentions seem to be more inclined to commit acts 

of sexual harassment or sexual assault. The literature suggests that they might feel that they have 

been “led on” by the woman, which in turn might lead to resentment and disappointment toward the

woman, which are aspects that seems to catalyze their motivation to cross the line in order to obtain 

the sexual gratification they initially thought they were entitled to. The meaning of such a 

perpetrator's actions can therefore be interpreted as a way of exerting control or punishing the 

woman for “misleading” him and to acquire the sexual gratification he considered he was entitled to

in the first place. This kind of perpetration seems to be most common in situations where either the 

perpetrator or the victim is intoxicated by alcohol, or in situations where both of the involved actors 

are intoxicated by alcohol.

Power-related factors

Some perpetrators (ab)use their formal position of power to sexually harass or to obtain sexual 

gratification from non-consenting women, often sub-ordinated women (for example employees or 

applicants). These men seem to be motivated by sexual desire and/or to put women down. The 

meaning of the actions of a perpetrator in a position of power can therefore be interpreted as 

constituted by obtaining sexual gratification and/or will to power.
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Some perpetrators perform acts of sexual harassment or sexual assault as a means for expressing 

power and dominance over women. These kinds of perpetration acts seem to be motivated by will 

to power and to be inspired by internalized ideological aspects such as values, norms, attitudes and 

beliefs about traditional and patriarchal gender hierarchies. The primary meaning of such 

perpetration acts can therefore be interpreted as constituted of to maintain traditional and patriarchal

gender ideologies. 

Review Discussion

In this research review, I have explored the questions “according to the existing literature, what 

kinds of factors are associated with male sexual harassment and sexual assault perpetration 

against women?” and “what kinds of meanings and motives does the existing literature attribute to 

male perpetrators acts of sexual harassment and sexual assault against women?”. The results 

depicted and discussed above suggest that factors on different levels are associated with sexual 

harassment and sexual assault perpetration. At these different levels, individual, culturally 

embedded, situational and communicative factors are intertwined in complex ways when it comes 

to the complexes of motives and meanings that characterize sexual misconduct. Consequently, 

according to the current and other reviews (McDermott et al., 2015; Teten Tharp et al., 2012), no 

single factor can be expected to explain sexual assault or sexual harassment perpetration. According

to my interpretations of the literature, the knowledge produced by studies suggests that specific 

socioculturally embedded, individual, situational communicative, and power-related factors play 

different roles when it comes to perpetrator's motivations for engaging in sexual harassment or 

assault and what kinds of different meanings are attributed to their actions. For example, factors 

such as alcohol intoxication and moral disengagement seem to have detrimental effects on 

perpetrators' sensemaking-processes and thus distorts the meanings perpetrators attribute to their 

actions. However, due to the lack of qualitative studies of first-hand accounts from perpetrators, 

there is still limited knowledge about what kinds of subjective meanings perpetrators explicitly 

attribute to their actions.

Furthermore, as a consequence of the heterogenous nature of sexual assault/sexual harassment 

perpetration risk factors, as suggested by the reviewed studies, it is problematic to make 

dichotomous claims about why some men engage in or do not engage in sexual assault/harassment 

perpetration. Explaining it as for example a consequence of either individual biological aspects such
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as sexual drive, uncontrollable hormones or unrestricted socio-sexuality (Bendixen & Ottesen 

Kennair, 2012), or as a consequence of social constructions such as culturally sanctioned power 

asymmetries between the genders (Uggen & Blackstone, 2004), seems to contribute to a polemic 

research environment in which different epistemological-ideological camps and philosophy of 

science camps clash against one another (for example feministic social constructivist studies vs 

naturalist evolutionary psychology studies). The heterogeneous nature of the studies and results 

depicted and discussed in this review suggest that scholars need to be open towards conducting 

research with multi-method approaches, from a pluralistic set of perspectives and to facilitate 

communication across different disciplines, including for example sociology, gender studies, 

psychology and biology. This notion is supported by other reviewers of the literature on sexual 

assault and sexual harassment perpetration (Pina, Gannon & Saunders, 2009; Teten Tharp et al., 

2012). Research within this field could benefit from trying to merge convincing single-factor 

theories of sexual harassment and sexual assault perpetration into sophisticated multi-factorial 

theories (Pina, Gannon & Saunders, 2009). 

A majority of studies have exclusively focused on high-school, college or university samples. Most 

of them have been restricted to North America. It is possible that such contexts might differ 

significantly from others, in the sense that they are primarily characterized by a young and 

relatively affluent caucasian population and specific social structures, cultures and social norms that

are not as prevalent in other contexts. For example, fraternities, alcohol-focused student parties and 

college hook-up culture are considered to be aspects primarily specific to American college and 

university life. The hyper-competitive and status-driven hookup culture in these contexts reward 

trying to obtain sex from as many individuals as possible, which in turn together with alcohol 

consumption are suggested to be aspects that catalyzes and camouflages sexually coercive behavior 

(Wade, 2017). For these reasons, the meanings perpetrators attribute to their actions in these 

contexts might not be representative of meanings attributed in other contexts. Consequently, 

limiting studies to such specific contexts makes it difficult to generalize results to other areas in 

society and other countries (Abbey, 2011; McDermott et al., 2015; Teten Tharp et al., 2012).

With regards to terminological considerations, in spite of the long history of research within this 

field (McDermott et al., 2015), the current review reveals that there is a lack of consensus across 

disciplines when it comes to how to define sexually coercive and sexually harassing conduct. Some 

claim that this lack of terminological agreement about sexual misconduct has led to a state in which 

“its meaning has been substantially diluted” (Browne, 2006). Common terms used across and 
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within different disciplines are for example “sexual harassment”, “unwanted sexual attention”, 

“sexual coercion”, “sexual misconduct” or  “sexual assault”. When adopting these concepts, those 

who use them often refer to a heterogenous array of sexual perpetration acts such as physical 

coercion, non-physical acts (for example verbal harassment, whistling, sexual jokes and staring at 

particular parts of women's bodies), gender harassment (f. e. sexist and derogatory statements 

directed toward women), online sexual harassment (f.e. sending sexually suggestive pictures) and 

rape. These perpetration acts all have in common that they can have detrimental physiological, 

social and psychological effects on the victim and that they must be perceived as unwelcome by the 

victim in order to be classified as a form of assault or harassment7. However, this review and other 

reviews suggest that acts of sexual perpetration and the perpetrators who commit them often differ 

from one another significantly in several aspects, for example with respect to perpetrator 

motivations, personality characteristics and the severity of harm brought upon the victim (Pina & 

Page, 2015). 

Consequently, one could argue that it is problematic to cluster different forms of sexual misconduct 

under one single concept (such as for example “sexual harassment”). Some studies have aimed at 

investigating specific forms of sexual misconduct in isolation and how different types of 

perpetrators differ from one another (Degue, DiLillo, Scalora, 2010; Pina, Gannon & Saunders, 

2009). However, in spite of lack of empirical support (Pina, Gannon, Saunders, 2009), numerous 

researchers within this field often treats all forms of sexual misconduct as a unitary and thus 

includes in principle all forms of perpetration acts under one concept. It is possible that this is a 

consequence of pragmatism or perhaps a result of the influence of the theoretical assumption that all

forms of sexual assault and sexual harassment are related and exists on a continuum (ibid.). Perhaps

an additional factor which could be seen as contributing to the lack of consensus when it comes to 

terminology, is the phenomenon of academic micro-tribes and hyper-specialization. This 

phenomenon refers to how scholar's become “isolated” within a specific field of research and 

seldom step out of their own often narrowly defined area of expertise (Mills, 2002; Alvesson, 

Sköldberg & Paulsen, 2017). 

As a consequence of the terminological confusions revealed in the present research review and 

since the term “assault” primarily semantically refers to physical attacks, it would be pragmatic for 

scholars to discriminate between physical and non-physical acts. In order to avoid confusion about 

7 Factors such as level of attractiveness of the perpetrator may have an influence on whether a 
perpetrator's actions are perceived as harassment or not by the person who is subjected to them 
(Browne, 2006).
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the meaning of sexual misconduct, a suggestion could be to adopt the term “sexual assault” or 

“sexually coercive behavior” as umbrella terms for all kinds of physical perpetration acts. Since the 

term “harassment” primarily refers to non-physical acts such as for example aggressive pressure, 

intimidation, insult or threat, a further suggestion is to adopt the term “sexual harassment” when 

referring to all non-physical perpetration acts. Included here are actions defined as “gender 

harassment”. This is a form of harassment which is supposedly not aimed at obtaining sex, but to 

humiliate or in other ways put a person down because of their gender. These terminological 

distinctions will be utilized from now on in the present thesis.

The objective of the empirical study in the next chapter is to examine the questions “What 

subjective meanings do male self-identified perpetrators attribute to their acts of sexual harassment

and sexual assault against women?” and “What kinds of factors associated with male sexual 

harassment and sexual assault perpetration against women influence the subjective meanings 

perpetrators attribute to their actions?”. My aim here is, in addition with utilizing the thesis' 

theoretical framework of sensemaking, subjective meaning, action and motivation, to adopt the 

knowledge produced in this review as a theoretical and interpretive framework for analyzing the 

empirical materials obtained from this study.

Study 2

The following section presents the results of the analysis of first-hand accounts from self-identified 

perpetrators of sexual harassment and/or sexual assault. In these accounts, respondents and online 

users reflected on and confessed to having performed acts of sexual harassment or sexual assault. 

Respondent account lengths varied between 100 and 427 words.

The following five individuals (with fictitious names added) are the respondents of the anonymous 

online inquiry. All of the respondents participated during April 2018.

Martin, age 23.  Occupation: student. Nationality: Sweden.

Harvey, age 37.  Occupation: casino worker. Nationality: Sweden.

Morgan, age 31.  Occupation: civil servant. Nationality: Sweden.

Kevin, age 19.  Occupation: student. Nationality: Sweden.

Louis, age 26.  Occupation: student. Nationality: Sweden.
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All of the inquiry respondents reported having performed perpetration acts of a physical nature. 

These actions were according to the respondents' interpretations of their experiences unwelcome by 

the person they directed them toward. The inquiry respondents accounts of their acts and the 

reaction of the person they directed them toward are:

Martin: “Put one of my hands on a girls back after having been pushed in the line outside a bar 

(…) she got pissed and said “what the hell gives you the right to grope me!?””,

Harvey: “During high-school, I generally patted girls on their bum (…) They laughed and told one 

to stop. Now I understand that the laughter was just a facade and that they did not appreciate my 

actions at all”.

Morgan: “Groped a girl on her breasts, who was sleeping (…) She became angry and sad”.

Kevin: “Touch on bum and breast (…) (She) reacted with resistance, she hated it. I think she hated 

going to school because of it”.

Louis: “Sexual provocations, where she initiated kissing. (…) I cannot get rid of the feeling of 

being accused of raping someone for making out. (…) In private with a friend she said that she had 

perceived it as very negative”.

As a consequence of these actions being of a physical nature, that they were interpreted by the 

respondents as unwanted by recipients and that the respondents' own descriptions of their actions 

had detrimental effects for the women they directed them toward, these acts can be interpreted as 

different forms of sexual assault. 

The 11 accounts obtained from users of online forums and social media platforms contained 

narratives of both physical and non-physical perpetration acts, however physical acts (sexual 

assault) were the most salient forms. Narrative lengths varied between 104 and 961 words. Very 

little background information (age, occupation, nationality etc) was revealed in these accounts. The 

following quotes illustrate the diverse nature of the kinds of actions described by these men. In 

order to facilitate anonymity and  discrimination between posts, the authors of these narratives have 

been given the names “User” followed by a number.
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User 1. ”I have put women in uncomfortable, socially trapped situations with inappropriate 

comments, objectifying them, willfully ignoring their feelings”

User 2. ”(... ) and now I remember that time when I thought you were probably actually interested, 

and that you would most likely appreciate if I took the first step and put my arm around you”

User 3. ”I groped girls assuming that dancing or laying in bed with me was consent (it wasn't),”

User 4. ”I was very persistent with young women that I was interested in and truly believed that as 

long as I kept flirting I would get what I wanted: some form of hook up (…) While I never 

physically or verbally coerced anyone, I certainly didn’t hear “No,””

User 5. ”I was dating a woman when I was 19 and she had told me repeatedly that she was not 

ready to have sex with me. One night I slept over, and after she had gone to sleep, I got hard, and 

tried to penetrate her.”

User 6. ”At Jr. High at a school dance a girl consented to a peck in the kissing booth, and I forced a 

french kiss on her! THAT'S ASSAULT! When she ran out and told her friends, "he tried to stick his

tongue down my throat!" I said the opposite was true, that's gaslighting! I remember being verbally

harrassay to another girl around this same time”

User 7. ”I have groped women in social situations inappropriately and without invite. I have 

‘spanked’ female colleagues without invite. I have ‘wolf-whistled’ at women out of the car 

window”

User 8. ”I would call my female assistant “hot pants” or “sex pants” when I was yelling to her from 

the other side of the office. Something I thought was funny at the time”

User 9. ”I was walking through a crowded street during a Halloween party a few years ago. I saw

some girl in a skimpy nurse type costume and I grabbed her ass as I walked by because I thought I

could get away with it”

User 10. ”I've leered at women, I've stalked women, and I've touched women inappropriately 
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before”

User 11. ”I also talked rude with women. I asked someone just out of the blue if she masturbates. I 

didn't see any problem with it but now I realized that it is just not ok”

The different nature of the acts reported by respondents and online users suggest that both physical 

and non-physical acts of misconduct were prevalent in the accounts. However, a majority of 

respondents and online users accounts suggest that they had committed physical acts. Analysis of 

the empirical materials revealed several different patterns with regards to what kinds of subjective 

meanings the current self-identified perpetrators of sexual harassment and/or sexual assault attribute

to their actions and how different factors seem to be associated with these meanings. A total of five 

different themes were constructed through my interpretations and analysis of the empirical 

materials. These themes are

• 1. Changed meanings and retrospective sense-making of sexually coercive actions

• 2. Sexual/physical gratification and the perception of sexual assault and sexual harassment 

as a form of game

• 3. Peer conformity, ideological subordination and collective power

• 4. The meaning of perceived power and dominance: affective regulation and obtainment of 

sexual gratification

• 4. Distorted meanings: the role of alcohol intoxication and misperception/misinterpretation 

of cues

These themes were developed through an analytic process of multiple detailed readings, coding and 

thematization of the empirical materials. For example, sentences in the form of “ I would get what I 

wanted: some form of hook up” (user 4); “there are too many times to count when I have made my 

hunger more important than her feelings or boundaries (user 5) and ““but the thing I am most 

ashamed of is: I have led girls on (when I was a teen), just for the intimacy and personal pleasure” 

(user 7) were interpreted as perpetrators attributing obtaining sexual/physical gratification as the 

subjective meaning of their sexually coercive actions. When such sentences were discovered during 

analysis of the narratives, codes such as for example “physical gratification”, sexual gratification”, 

“sex drive”, “egotistic motives/incentives” were attributed to sentences and text segments that I 

interpreted as corresponding with the phenomenon of sexual/physical gratification. For these 
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reasons the concept of “sexual/physical gratification” considered an adequate theme. This analytic 

procedure was adopted for constructing all themes and analytic narratives. Detailed methodological 

considerations can be found in the method paragraphs above.

In the following sections, quotes excerpted from respondents' and online users' accounts are used to 

illustrate specific phenomena and subjective meanings. These quotes are then followed by my 

interpretations and analysis of subjective meaning attribution to their actions and how different 

kinds factors seem to influence the subjective meanings the respondents and online users attribute to

their actions. Factors and subjective meanings are continuously related to the theoretical orientation 

of this thesis and the knowledge attained from the research review. 

Changed meanings and retrospective sensemaking 

With regards to the process of retrospective sense-making and its centrality to the present study, 

numerous of the respondents and online users accounts suggest that these men might not have 

understood the detrimental and morally unacceptable nature of their actions when they performed 

them. For example, user 10 states that “I think that, when I was doing what I did, I understood on 

some level that my actions were wrong, but I thought they weren't really a big deal” and user 8 

writes “You see, I’ve come to understand after months of these revelations, that I am not some 

innocent bystander, I am also a part of the problem”. Such statements suggest that these men might 

not have interpreted the meanings of their actions and their motives for performing them until they 

made sense of their actions retrospectively. However, such reporting of unconsciousness and 

changed meanings can also be interpreted as a potential result of social desirability bias, in the 

sense that by stating that one did not understand the detriment of ones actions, one might create a 

perceived sense of diminished responsibility. Furthermore, this expressed phenomenon of 

unconsciousness about one's actions also highlights the possible internalization of norms and beliefs

stemming from gender-specific ideological assumptions of how to act as a man and that these men 

might have viewed their actions as part of normal behavior. This phenomenon is further discussed 

and elaborated in the sections below.
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Sexual/physical gratification and the perception of sexual assault and 
sexual harassment as a form of game

A re-occurring theme in the accounts from respondents and online users was the combination of 

attributing obtainment of sexual gratification as the subjective meaning of one's sexual assault and 

sexual harassment acts. Associated with this kind of meaning was perceiving the performance of 

these acts as a form of humorous play or game. For example, with regards to incidents that had 

occurred in his adolescent years, Harvey states that

During high-school, I generally patted girls on their bum. It was the popular girls 

in the class. I was attracted to these girls. (I did it) to tease, physical contact and 

male status. They laughed and told one to stop. Now I understand that the laughter

was just a facade and that they did not think my actions were funny at all. Because

it is her bum and I have nothing to do with it. Since the girls often laughed while 

at the same time they were annoyed/angry, I thought it was funny, which made me

continue. (Harvey)

A possible interpretation of Harvey's accounts and what this quote highlights, is that the meaning he

attributes to his actions was not only characterized by his desire to explore and objectify (he 

explicitly refers to the girl as “my picture of her as an object”) the female body by directing his 

actions toward specific body parts of the girls, but also by the enjoyment he experienced from the 

ambiguous reactions (anger and laughter) he received from the girls toward whom he directed his 

actions. In spite of the girls' signaling that his actions were unwelcome (anger and telling him “to 

stop”), Harvey's interpretation of their reactions as ambiguous (anger + laughter) seems to have 

reinforced his perception of his own actions as a form of humorous "play" or “game”, which he then

believed the girls in spite of saying no might have enjoyed. In this way, his perception of himself as 

doing something "funny" when performing sexually coercive actions, seems to have contributed to 

what kind of meaning he attributes to his actions, which in turn is a form of meaning that also seems

to have acted as a catalyst for him to continue performing his actions (“I thought it was funny, 

which made me continue”). 

Similarly, with regards to his motives for performing acts of groping a girl which he engaged in 

during pre-adolescent years and the meanings he attributes to these actions today in the context of 

the online inquiry, Kevin states that 
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I wanted to see what it felt like, I was at this time 11-12 years old and was quite 

curious about the female body and so on. I did it for my own sake. It was a girl in 

my class. In school, during recesses. She had developed quite early and was 

attractive and had started getting ”curves”. She reacted with resistance, she hated 

it (…)  It was like a game and I guess at times she felt too weak and did not object 

or something but at other occasions she objected. (…) The group of boys cheered 

on and participated. (Kevin)

Similar to Harvey's, Kevin's accounts suggest that the meanings he attributes to his actions are 

characterized not only by egotistic incentives of sexual curiosity and to obtain physical gratification,

but also by his perception of a game-like dramaturgy in which the other boys of his peer group 

participated and contributed to maintaining. For Harvey and Kevin, the meaning they attribute to 

their actions today is thus of a multiple nature in that they carried them out in order to engage in 

what they perceived as a form of ”play” and to obtain sexual gratification of some sort by exploring 

their sexual curiosity.

The meaning of sexual assault/sexual harassment acts as a form of humorous play or game was also

salient in several of the accounts of online users. For example, user 8 states that 

I would call my female assistant “hot pants” or “sex pants” when I was yelling to 

her from the other side of the office. Something I thought was funny at the time, 

but then realized I had completely demeaned and belittled her to a place of non-

existence”. (user 8)

Related to this notion of attributing the meaning of one's coercive actions as being of a humorous 

nature, another online user states that 

I also talked rude with women. I asked someone just out of the blue if she 

masturbates. I didn't see any problem with it but now I realized that it is just not 

ok.These things are always happened when I was drunk, and at the moment I 

never realized that what I was doing, is wrong. I thought that these things were 

funny, and felt ok with”. (user 11)
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The phenomenon of attributing “game”, “play” or an innocent form of humorous practice or banter 

as the meaning of one's sexually coercive actions, was also prevalent in online user 3's account with

regards to a period during his high-school years. He stated that “I remember being verbally 

harrassay to another girl around this same time..thinking it was cute and fun and all that”.

The above quotes from the online users and respondents Harvey and Kevin, suggest that these men 

at the time they performed them perceived their actions not necessarily as unwanted or coercive or 

merely as a way to obtain sexual/physical gratification, but also as a form of game of bantering and 

teasing/joking. If one adopts an interpretive approach of suspicion to this phenomenon, the 

respondents' and online users' perceptions of their sexually coercive or harassing actions as a form 

of play or a game, can be interpreted as a form of moral disengagement. In this sense, the 

respondents' and users' practices of diminishing the coercive nature of their actions by interpreting 

them as a mere game, can be viewed as a form of euphemistic labeling. This practice of diminishing

the detrimental nature of one's sexually coercive/harassing actions is a common strategy for some 

perpetrators who engage in morally disengaging thinking patterns, where the purpose is to distort 

the meaning of their actions into a form they consider to be morally acceptable, which in turn 

renders them more justifiable to the perpetrator themselves (Page & Pina, 2015). Furthermore, it is 

possible that the phenomenon of perpetrators engaging in moral disengagement and viewing their 

sexually coercive actions as a game or play, might be a sign of that these men identified such kinds 

of actions as something “normal” and thus part of a normative social practice. This in turn 

highlights the phenomenon of socioculturally embedded factors' influence on sexually coercive 

conduct, which is depicted further in the next sections.

Peer conformity, ideological subordination and collective power

Several of the accounts from online users and the inquiry revealed how socioculturally embedded 

patterns of peer conformity, ideological aspects and power-related factors might have influenced 

what kinds of meanings were attributed to acts of sexual assault or sexual harassment.

With regards to the question of whether he thought his peers might have an influence in facilitating 

his sexually coercive behavior, Harvey states that 

Yes, often other class mates. I'm sure the guys did. This was during school. I 
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cannot remember it happening outside of school. We were several boys who hit 

the girls on their bums. I did it because of attraction, male status, physical contact.

(Harvey)

In a similar manner, with regards to the phenomenon of peer influence and peer conformity 

facilitating sexually coercive actions, Kevin states that

(---) but a group of us kept harassing her, some guys were much worse than me 

and humped against her, among other things. The group of guys cheered on and 

participated. (…) I understood that what I was doing was wrong, I was an ok 

friend with her and I felt sorry for her. But I didn't stop, a lot because of my 

fascination and that I was part of a strong group pressure. (…) It was uncool not 

to tag along. (…) Of course I would have acted differently if all the guys had 

behaved in a different way (...) there was this big strong guy that nobody dared to 

stand up against who started the harassment and we tagged along. (Kevin)

Similar to Kevin's descriptions of conforming to group behavior and with regards to performing 

sexually coercive acts, observing sexually coercive actions performed by his peers and 

subordinating to peer conformity out of fear of losing face in front of his peer group, user 6 writes

I've either contributed to or been witness to hundreds of conversations of cavalier,

mysogynistic, generally shitty "locker room talk”. I've stayed silent when I knew 

friends were being unacceptable in their pursuit of, or response to a woman. I 

should have checked the shit of them, and I was too weirded out and concerned 

about my feelings of weirdness to check the shit out of my homie! (User 6)

The accounts provided by Harvey, Kevin and user 6 and the above quotes that illustrate them 

highlight the aspect of socioculturally embedded factors and their association with perpetrators' 

motivations for performing sexually assaulting/harassing behaviors and the meanings they attribute 

to their actions. Kevin's fear of losing face in front of the group and being perceived as "uncool" by 

others for not participating in sexual assault, constituted a risk of being excluded from the group 

and thus of losing one's position within the group of boys. In a similar manner, the quote extracted 

from user 6's accounts suggests that he as a consequence of fearing to be perceived as “weird” by 

his peers, chose to abstain from confronting others when seeing them directing sexually harassing 

57



actions toward women. This concern/fear of how to be perceived by peers if one confronts 

perpetration acts performed by others or if one admits to having performed such acts oneself, is 

further highlighted with regards to how user 6 expresses himself in his confessional post of sexual 

harassment perpetration when he states that “I hate to think of what all my ferndale homies, my 

movement folks etc etc etc think!”. 

A possible interpretation of the meaning patterns depicted in the quotes from the accounts provided 

by Kevin, user 3, user 1, user 6 and to some extent Harvey's accounts (he states that he did it 

because of “male status” when performing his sexually coercive actions), is that the sociocultural 

factors of peer conformity, fear of losing face in front of one's group and exertion of actions 

associated with power seem to have an effect in contributing to and maintaining norms and a certain

belief system of how to act as a boy/man. As noted in the review section, some parts of the 

reviewed research literature refer to this kind of social structure as "masculine ideology" (KÄLLA).

Kevin's accounts of that “I understood that what I was doing was wrong”, “It was uncool not to tag 

along”, Harvey's accounts of being “motivated by male status” and user 6's fear of how he might be 

perceived by his peers if he confronted them, suggest that this belief system functions as a socially 

sanctioned structure within the peer group one is a part of. Moreover, additional quotes from other 

online users' accounts of having performed and observed sexually coercive actions further 

illuminate this ideological/conformist phenomenon. For example, user 1 states that “I have silently 

stood by during “guy talk”, where women are regarded like worthless objects, animals, and 

punchlines” and user 7 writes 

Unfortunately the society I grew up in raised me to believe that objectifying 

women was normal, and that cat-calling, butt-slapping and other forms of sexual 

harassment were acceptable behaviour. (…) I have ignored totally inappropriate 

conversation about female colleagues by male colleagues in the workplace, to 

‘save myself the hassle’ and sometimes to ‘keep’ my job. (user 7) 

This further highlights a societal prevalence of specific norms related to what is referred to above as

“masculine ideology”. 

According to my interpretation of Kevin's accounts, it is evident the collectively sanctioned social 

practice of avoiding group exclusion by encouraging/directing coercive actions toward women 

seems to have facilitated cohesion among the group's members. Given that patterns of these 
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sociocultural factors were also prevalent in several other accounts from both respondents and online

users, it is plausible that such factors might have a similar function in how they affect what kinds of 

meanings these individuals attribute to their sexually coercive actions and what kind of effect such 

actions have on group cohesion. The patterns of sexually coercive/harassing actions appear to 

function as a social process which maintains the status quo of the hierarchy within the group, where 

conforming to participating in performing sexually coercive/harassing acts guarantees remaining in 

one's position in the group, and where confrontation of others' sexually coercive behavior or 

abstaining from participating in performing such actions poses a risk of being excluded from the 

group and thus losing of one's position within the group (which can be interpreted as a loss of 

power). This in turn might also have an effect on establishing and maintaining a hierarchy across 

groups, where collective practices of actions associated with domination is characterized by 

exertion of power (collectively sanctioned sexually coercive behavior) and female subordination 

(victimization). The ideological processes of conformity, specific norms and the somewhat 

paradoxical notion of fear of losing one's position of power in the social hierarchy (being excluded 

from one's peer group) versus exerting power (victimization of women via sexually coercive 

actions) prevalent in the accounts depicted above, suggests that such a belief system (beliefs of how

to properly act as a man in order to be part of a peer group) might have a fundamental effect on 

what motivates some men to sexually assault and/or harass women and what kinds of subjective 

meanings they attribute to their actions. With regards to these phenomena, among the respondents 

and online users, the notion of obtaining individual power is explicitly attributed only by Harvey (“I

did it because of male status”) as a form of meaning to his coercive actions. For Kevin and 

numerous of the online users, power exertion (directing sexually coercive/harassing actions toward 

women) rather seems to stem not solely from an individual need to exert power, but from a 

conformist practice emerging from subordinating to peer pressure and specific norms within one's 

own peer group. In this case, the practice of sexual assault and/or sexual harassment is not 

necessarily carried out because these men consider them as morally acceptable. Some respondents 

and online users explicitly state that they considered these actions to be wrong, for example user 10 

states that “I think that, when I was doing what I did, I understood on some level that my actions 

were wrong, but I thought they weren't really a big deal” and Kevin writes that “ I understood that 

what I was doing was wrong”. The subjective meanings attributed to the sexually coercive actions 

described by respondents' and online users' are thus not only characterized by attainment of 

sexual/physical gratification of some kind, but also by a form of collectively sanctioned exertion of 

power (sexually coercive behavior as a normative practice within the group) that stems from 

ideologically related practices within the specific group one is a part of. 
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The following section further investigates the phenomenon of attributing power as a partial meaning

of sexual harassment/sexual assault acts, but more so from an individual perspective.

The meaning of perceived power and dominance: affective regulation 
and obtainment of sexual gratification

With regards to the notion of attributing will to power as a form of subjective meaning to sexually 

coercive actions, a further theme related to this notion emerged through my analysis of the 

empirical materials. In this case, accounts from online users also illustrated the notion of the 

association between perpetrators' affective regulation, obtainment of sexual gratification and 

exertion of power over the woman they direct their sexually coercive/harassing actions toward. 

Here affective regulation is characterized by the perpetrator's perception of the need to exert or 

demonstrate power in order to produce a specific outcome, in this case one that facilitates sexual 

mutuality or fulfills his perceived emotional needs. The meanings respondents and online users 

attribute to their sexually coercive actions were in such instances characterized by: to attract interest

from the woman he directs his actions toward; to obtain some kind of sexual gratification; to be 

perceived as powerful; to obtain enjoyment from feeling strong or powerful, or to gain a sense of 

control in a life situation characterized by perceived adversity and powerlessness. According to my 

interpretation, the following quote from online user 5's reflections of his actions in an online-post 

on a social media platform, illustrates the phenomenon of attributing sexual gratification and 

obtaining enjoyment from exerting power as the meaning of sexually coercive (physical) actions:

I have harassed women, been in situations where I felt powerful and turned on and

took the conversation farther into sex than was comfortable for her, told myself I 

was pushing her boundaries for her own good, or to help her loosen up. Whatever 

the outcome, this was also always to make me feel better about my own desire, my

own sex, my own hunger. (user 5)

For user 5, his will to place himself in a position of perceived control (“I felt powerful”, “I was 

pushing her boundaries for her own good, or to help her loosen up”) can be interpreted as a 

phenomenon which resonates with the socioculturally constructed belief of that men should take 

initiative and that they need to be persistent and perceived as powerful in their actions in order to 
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attract interest from the person these actions are directed toward (Bellis et al., 2017). These kinds of

beliefs and how they might influence the kinds of meanings perpetrators attribute to their actions 

were prevalent in numerous accounts. For example respondent Harvey states that “Society has 

always meant that we guys should be the ones who take first initiative, so that affects you a bit. 

That's what you've been taught”, user 4 writes “I was very persistent with young women that I was 

interested in and truly believed that as long as I kept flirting I would get what I wanted: some form 

of hook up” and user 2 states with regards to performing unwelcome physical acts that “Oh, and 

now I remember that time when I thought you were actually interested, and that you would 

probably appreciate if I took the first step and put my arm around you”. 

Furthermore, the quote extracted from user 5's accounts suggests that exertion of power 

(performing sexually coercive/harassing actions and believing that these kind of actions are 

required and perceived as welcome in potentially sexually rewarding interactions) is perceived as a 

means that facilitates attainment of sexual/physical gratification in interactions which the 

perpetrator perceives have the potential of being sexually rewarding in some way. It is difficult to 

interpret if user 5's account of that “I felt powerful and turned on” refers to if he was “turned on” by

his sensation of being powerful or if he was “turned on” and feeling powerful. However, if we 

apply the former interpretation, it is possible that user 5's will to exert power did not only act as an 

instrumental means to and end (to obtain sexual/physical gratification), but that it also functioned 

as a form of motivation in the sense that the practice of exerting power in itself generated a positive

emotional effect (the affective reaction of being “turned on”). In such cases, the notion of power 

exertion could be interpreted as a means to and end (to obtain sexual gratification) and as an aspect 

that dialectically reinforces perpetrators' will to power (wanting to exert power because it produces 

a form of pleasure), which in turn reinforces his coercive behavior. 

Furthermore, with regards to the phenomenon of partly attributing exertion of power as the 

meaning of sexually coercive and harassing actions, user 8 reflects on the question of why he 

performed such actions (“I would call my female assistant “hot pants” or “sex pants”, “We stopped 

having sex and I rolled beside her. I tried to comfort her. To make her feel better. I thought I was 

doing ok, I believed she was feeling better. She believed she was raped.”) and what meaning the 

notion of power might have had during these incidents

But why? What caused me to act this way? Is it all ego? Or was it the sexual 

abuse I suffered as a boy and as a young man in my teens? Abuse that I only ever 
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told to my first wife, for fear of being seen as weak or less than a man? (…) I 

haven’t been sober for more than a week in 30 years, something our society 

doesn’t shun or condemn but which only served to fill the emotional hole inside 

me and the daily depression I coped with. Depression we can’t talk about, because

its wrong and makes you less of a person. And the sexual daliances? Were they 

meaningful? Or did they only serve to try to make a weak man feel stronger. 

(user 8)

In contrast to user 5, the accounts from user 8 suggest that he does not explicitly apply will to 

power as the meaning of his actions, but rather reflects on it as a potential meaning. User 8 connects

what I interpret as his will to power to a life situation characterized by depression and fear of being 

perceived as “weak” or “less of a man” by his spouse if he showed signs of emotional vulnerability.

He describes that such states are associated with personal weakness, and reflects on whether his 

perception of his own weakness might have had an influence on why he performed sexually 

coercive actions. User 8's reflection of the meaning of his will to power and its relation to his own 

conduct of sexually coercive actions (“did they only serve to try to make a weak man feel 

stronger”), suggests that power exertion (performing sexually coercive/harassing acts toward non-

consenting women) might have functioned as a strategy to gain a sense of control in a life state 

otherwise characterized by depression and a perception of  not living up to a specific perceived 

standard of what a man should be like. The phenomenon of perpetrators' view of individual power 

exertion via sexually coercive actions as an affectively regulative strategy for creating a temporary 

sense of control, reflects Monahan, Marolla and Bromley's (2005:311) finding in their study of  

incarcerated rapists which suggested that sexual assaulters often use power and dominance as a 

means for “restoring a sense of control and self-respect in their own lives”. Because of the 

negatively loaded perceptions of himself, one could make the interpretation that user 8 might have 

perceived that the opposites of the characteristics of “weak” or “less of a man” were favorable in 

terms of how to be as a man, which in this case would mean “strong” or “powerful”. Thus, 

according to this line of interpretation of user 8's accounts, this suggests that power exertion is a 

potential form of subjective meaning of his actions.

In a similar manner, another online user describes that performing sexually coercive actions was a 

way to increase his sense of being in control in a personal state characterized by emotional 

adversity and loneliness
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I was walking through a crowded street during a Halloween party a few years ago.

I saw some girl in a skimpy nurse type costume and I grabbed her ass as I walked 

by because I thought I could get away with it. I heard her scream as I walked 

away and wasn't identified. I was feeling depressed because I had no friends to 

spend my favorite holiday with, so considering that I already felt like the shittiest 

person on earth I guess I was attracted to the rush of playing the bad guy part, 

giving no thought to how much I'm fucking up someone else's night for no reason

(user 9)

Similar to user 8, with regards to the notion of power exertion as a strategy for gaining a sense of 

control and living up to perceptions of masculinity ideals, user 9's accounts suggest that he 

perceived that performing the sexually coercive act of groping a bypassing woman contributed to 

creating a personal state in which he was temporarily elevated from his perception of being 

depressed and lonely. In user 9's statement of “considering that I already felt like the shittiest 

person on earth I guess I was attracted to the rush of playing the bad guy part”, the notion of 

“playing the bad part” could be interpreted as a way for him to place himself in a temporary 

position of control or domination (control/domination as in using his power of being able to direct 

unwanted sexually coercive actions toward a randomly bypassing woman). User 9's accounts of 

attributing power exertion and obtaining positive affect through the practice of exerting power (he 

states that he “was attracted of the rush”) as the meaning of his actions, are similar to user 5's 

accounts of power exertion via sexually coercive actions as a form of pleasure in itself and as a 

strategy to obtain sexual/physical gratification.

Distorted meanings: alcohol intoxication and 
misperception/misinterpretation of cues

In addition to the subjective meaning patterns depicted above and in what ways the accounts from 

respondents and online users suggest that these meanings are related to specific factors, numerous  

respondents and online users (n=6) reported that they were influenced by alcohol when they 

engaged in sexually coercive or sexually harassing behaviors. For example, Morgan states that “We

had both been drinking and smoking, bot the same amount. The lines are not as stable when one 

has had alcohol, so it might have had some influence”; Harvey writes that “Alcohol was involved. 

Both were slightly drunk/tipsy. Alcohol affects impulsive behavior from start, so yes it affected our

behaviors”; and user 11 reports that ““These things are always happened when I was drunk, and at 
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the moment I never realized that what I was doing, is wrong”. Respondents' and online users' 

accounts of alcohol intoxication were often characterized by narratives of how these men 

misperceived or misinterpreted cues from the person they directed their actions toward. For 

example, with regards to an alcohol intoxication-related incident in which he misinterpreted a 

woman's non-verbal cues and directed unwanted physical acts (french kissing) toward a women, 

respondent Louis writes that 

 I did it to try out the waters if there was any interest from her side. (…) It was 

apparently a misunderstanding to interpret as an invite from her side. (…) Her 

actions at that time did not give a clear sign to interpret as a stop signal, quite the 

contrary. Thereby more positive than anything else. Her response motivated me to

perform these actions. Without her response nothing would have progressed, and 

the least one can do, to not give a response at all, would have been enough

The quotes above highlight the phenomenon of alcohol intoxications distorting effects on 

perception and judgement (Abbey & Jacques Tiura, 2011) and how these effects in turn might have 

an influence on the meaning perpetrators attribute to their actions. In Louis' case (and similarly 

depicted in several other accounts), the meaning of his actions was according to him to see if they 

would elicit a positive response as in if there was any mutual interest from the woman in engaging 

in sexual behavior. He explicitly states that he misinterpreted the absence of an explicit “no” and 

the other person's responsive actions as a form of consent to progress in his own actions. This 

further highlights that some perpetrators and the meanings they attribute to their actions, perhaps 

especially in situations characterized by alcohol intoxication, might be influenced by sociocultural 

factors such as norms, attitudes and values about gender roles and risk-taking in potential sexually 

oriented situations. In such cases, as noted above, beliefs about how to act as a man when trying to 

attract attention from a woman or initiation of sexual interactions are characterized by initiative-

taking and dominance (Bellis, Brennan, Cook, Goodnight, Hipp and Swartout, 2017). 

Conclusions

My analysis of first-hand narratives from self identified perpetrators of sexual assault and/or sexual

harassment suggests that perpetrators attribute different subjective meanings to their actions and 

that these meanings are influenced by sociocultural, situational, communicative factors and 
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individual factors. The conclusions of the present study are as follows.

Firstly, Numerous of the narratives suggest that it is common among (self-identified) perpetrators 

to view their sexually coercive or sexually harassing actions not only as a way to obtain 

sexual/physical gratification, but also that it is perceived as a form of “game” or humorous banter. 

In such cases, the perpetrator perceives himself as funny and that his actions in spite of them being 

unwanted are appreciated by the woman he directs his them toward. This practice of describing 

sexually coercive or harassing actions as a game or play, can be interpreted as a form of moral 

disengagement. By practicing moral disengagement the perpetrator uses euphemistic re-labelling of

his actions as a means for making sense of and distorting the meaning of his actions into something

morally acceptable, which in turn ought to render them more justifiable to himself. For these 

reasons, for these (self-identified) perpetrators the practice of moral disengagement seems to 

influence their processes of sensemaking, or might even be considered as a practice of sensemaking

in itself.

Secondly, this study further suggests that some perpetrators seem to engage in collectively 

sanctioned sexually coercive and/or sexually harassing behaviors as a result of conforming to group

norms and beliefs. In such instances, male individuals of a certain peer group conform to 

participating in sexual harassment or sexual assault practices and avoid confronting other group 

members if they see them harassing/assaulting a woman. This finding resonates with the notion of 

that complexes of motives are not only psychologically oriented but also influenced by societal 

factors located outside of the individual, as in for example contextual factors such as norms, 

attitudes and beliefs (Campbell, 1996). Perpetrators of this kind spoke of fearing to be perceived as 

deviant and of losing their membership within their peer group. For these perpetrators, the reason 

(subjective meaning) for participating in and avoiding to confront such actions, was thus to avoid 

losing face in front of the own group and thus risking group exclusion.This highlights the 

phenomenon of power and its relation to sexually coercive and harassing actions. However, in the 

present case the accounts from respondents and online users suggest that exertion of power 

somewhat paradoxically emerges not only from individual sexual/physical motives, but also as a 

consequence of the individual perpetrator's perception of being at risk of losing his position of 

power in his social group if he does not subordinate himself to group norms, beliefs and attitudes. 

Here norms refer to expectations of participating in the conduct of performing sexually 

coercive/harassing actions toward women even though one might know what one is doing is 

morally wrong. For these reasons, the subjective meaning of their sexual harassment and/or sexual 
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assault acts is not necessarily solely characterized by an individual will to power, but also by the 

will to ensure ones group membership and thus position of power in the collective one is a part of.

Thirdly, also with regards to the phenomenon of attributing exertion of power as the subjective 

meaning of sexual assault and/or sexual harassment perpetration acts, the accounts from 

respondents and online users suggest that self-identified perpetrators attribute the practice of 

individual power exertion as a partial subjective meaning of their sexually coercive actions; that 

this practice fills different purposes; and that it seems to be influenced by sociocultural factors such

as beliefs and perceptions about how a man should act in order to attract interest from a woman and

how to obtain sexual gratification. The accounts from these self-identified perpetrators suggest that 

for some of them, individual power exertion constitutes a central subjective meaning in sexual 

harassment and/or sexual assault perpetration in that it is viewed an instrumental means for 

obtaining sexual gratification, a strategy for creating a sense of control in a life situation 

characterized by feelings of inadequacy and powerlessness, and as a form of pleasure in itself. This 

dialectical phenomenon depicted in some of the narratives in which power exertion is suggested as 

both an instrumental means for obtaining sexual gratification in some sense and as a form of 

pleasure in itself, can be illustrated with the following logical pathway (in an abstract ideal-typical 

sense):

Instrumental exertion of power (using unwanted/unwelcome sexual actions to obtain 

sexual/physical gratification) → eliciting of subjective positive emotional response (getting 

emotionally aroused by the sensation of being in power) → increased motivation for exerting 

power (“it feels good to be in power, therefore I will continue with my actions”) → further 

exertion of power (continuing directing sexually coercive/harassing actions toward the other 

person).

For these reasons, sexually coercive actions can be interpreted not only as an expression of power, 

as suggested by previous research (Uggen & Blackstone, 2004), but also as an expression of will to 

power.

Lastly, several accounts from respondents and online users suggest that alcohol intoxication has an 

effect on misperception and misinterpretation of cues and what kinds of subjective meanings self-

identified perpetrators attribute to their actions. This phenomenon resonates with previous research 

on what kinds of effects alcohol intoxication has when it comes to sexual assault and sexual 
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harassment perpetration (Abbey and Jacques Tiura, 2011). Numerous of the narratives analyzed in 

this study suggest that men who engage in sexually coercive behaviors when intoxicated, tend to 

misinterpret cues from women as a form of consent to perform sexually oriented actions. In such 

instances, it seems common that the subjective meaning perpetrators attribute to their actions is 

characterized by obtainment of sexual gratification and a perception of sexually aggressive actions 

as a strategy for attracting or identifying sexual interest from women. This finding resonates with 

results from previous research on the role of sociocultural factors (beliefs about male initiative and 

dominance in potential sexual interactions) and their association with sexual assault and sexual 

harassment perpetration.

The following sections discuss the current study's results, study limitations, what kinds of 

implications these results might have for theoretical implications, and suggestions for why these 

results should be adopted by policy makers and intervention programs. Discussed finally are 

suggestions for future research.

Discussion

The factors associated with sexual assault and sexual harassment perpetration suggested by the 

research literature and the multiple meanings attributed to perpetration acts in the research 

literature, were salient in numerous of the inquiry respondents' and online users' narratives. My 

analysis suggests that these men, who self-identify as perpetrators of sexual assault and/or sexual 

harassment, attribute several different forms of subjective meanings to their actions and that these 

meanings are often intertwined and related to one another in complex ways. However, in spite of 

the diverse nature of and complexity behind the phenomenon of sexual harassment and sexual 

assault perpetration, the present study suggests that certain motive patterns, subjective meanings 

and specific factors are associated with sexually coercive/harassing actions. The factors and 

meanings associated with sexual assault and sexual harassment perpetration, according to previous 

research, also seem to influence how self-identified perpetrators retrospectively make sense of their 

actions and thus what kinds of subjective meanings they attribute to their actions (in the contexts of 

an online inquiry and writing/posting online posts about their sexually coercive/harassing actions). 

With regards to the nature of the empirical materials analyzed in the present study and the 

knowledge contribution of this thesis, it is crucial to stress the fact that the narratives produced by 

online users and respondents were written by men who were willing to speak out about their actions

in front of an “audience” or a recipient they did not know, either publicly or in the context of an 
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anonymous online inquiry. Men who are unwilling to speak about their sexually coercive actions in 

such forums but willing to do so with for example a friend or a therapist, might construct narratives 

of a different kind. This further highlights the problems of social desirability bias, impression 

management and conformity bias. Since the accounts were directed toward a public “audience” 

(other online users) or constructed in front of a stranger (a researcher), and because a majority of 

the online posts were written during the same period (primarily during October 2017), there is a 

risk that these individuals might have altered their stories in a socially desirable way. It is also 

possible that their stories were biased by having read other, similar posts on the same topic (e.g. 

posts from other men who also confessed to having performed sexually coercive or harassing 

behaviors). It is also important to stress that the respondents and online users in the present study 

self-identified as perpetrators. For this reason, the knowledge produced from studying these 

individuals should not be equated with studies of formally identified perpetrators of sexual assault 

and/or sexual harassment (formally as in for example with certainty identified as perpetrators by 

victims or as having been convicted of a crime). The process of making sense of and remembering 

previous experiences is also at risk of being influenced by the passing of time and its deteriorating 

and distorting effects on memory (Kahneman, 2011). This introduces the problem of retrospective 

bias, which constitutes an epistemological fragility in all anecdotally constructed evidence. For 

these reasons, it is important to note that it is possible  that such aspects may also have influenced 

respondents' and online users' recollection and reconstruction of experiences.

The knowledge produced in this thesis should not be considered merely as a re-conceptualization of

already established knowledge (Alvesson, Gabriel & Paulsen, 2017), but as a novel and in-depth 

oriented way of how we can approach the problem of why some men sexually harass or sexually 

assault women. The knowledge gained through the present study provides an in-depth 

understanding about sexual misconduct, which is of use for policy makers, other actors who 

develop preventive measures against sexual misconduct and clinicians who treat individuals that 

want to come to terms with their sexually oriented misconduct. 

Theoretical and practical implications

The phenomenon of respondents and online users viewing their sexually coercive or harassing 

actions not only as a way to obtain sexual/physical gratification but also as a form of collectively 

re-produced game, joke or other kind of humorous practice, resonates with the cognitive strategy of
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moral disengagement (Pina & Page, 2015) and that attribution of subjective meaning to 

experiences is influenced by social factors (Campbell, 1996). Here “collectively reproduced” refers 

to the phenomenon that these kinds of sexually coercive practices seem to often be conducted in 

groups and associated with perpetrators subordinating to group pressure and thus conforming to 

perceived peer expectations of how to act. By adopting a morally disengaged way of thinking, 

which in the present study can be interpreted as a distorted process of sensemaking (Weick, 1995), 

perpetrators corrupt the meanings of their actions by for example euphemistically re-labelling them 

into something non-detrimental. In such instances, perpetrators' perceptions of their coercive 

actions as a “game” or form of humorous practice, can be interpreted as a form of re-labeling the 

central meaning of their actions into a practice that according to the perpetrator himself does not 

have negative consequences. Since the practice of viewing collectively re-produced sexually 

coercive actions as non-detrimental was such a salient aspect in how numerous of the self-

identified perpetrators in this study retrospectively make sense of their actions, this phenomenon 

indicates that the sensemaking practice of moral disengagement might part of a larger ideological 

structure through which norms, beliefs, attitudes, expectations etc. about how to act and think as a 

man influences the behaviors of some men and the meanings they attribute to their sexually 

coercive or sexually harassing actions. The indication of such a belief system and the phenomenon 

of ideological subordination, was further highlighted in this study by numerous respondents and 

online users. Their accounts suggest that they participated in or avoided confronting sexually 

coercive conduct partially because they perceived it as acceptable or expected conduct within their 

groups, or as a strategy for ensuring their position within the group (participate in sexually coercive

behavior or be excluded from the group). This would partially explain why the practice of viewing 

sexually coercive actions as non-detrimental (as a game, joke, humorous, etc) seems to be a 

widespread phenomenon among perpetrators. If these sensemaking practices of moral 

disengagement is a socioculturally/ideologically embedded phenomenon, one might assume that it 

could have the effect of producing and reproducing a distorted collective consciousness among 

certain groups of men who internalize norms, beliefs, attitudes etc. produced by this form of social 

system. Here the concept of distorted collective consciousness refers to how internalized 

collectively produced morally disengaged ways of thinking about the meanings of sexual 

harassment/sexual assault perpetration facilitates beliefs of that such actions are less detrimental 

than they actually are; that they are morally justifiable and that perpetrators are not responsible for 

their actions. The potential phenomenon of moral disengagement as a socioculturally embedded, 

sanctioned and normatively reproduced phenomenon has been discussed previously by other 

scholars, but has not been empirically determined (Pina & Page, 2015). This should therefore be 
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further investigated. 

Furthermore, findings of the present study suggest that power has a crucial meaning in the context 

of sexual misconduct and is surrounded by a complex of different motives and thus a multiplicity of

subjective meanings. This resonates with Weber's (1978) notion of that the subjective meanings of 

actions are intrinsically associated with a complex of motives. This further highlights that the 

phenomenon of power exertion and its motives are “chronically and inevitably involved in all social

processes” (Giddens, 1995: 268); that power is everywhere and that the phenomena of power and 

dominance are characterized by multiple meanings (Foucault, 1990). My interpretations of the 

accounts from self-identified perpetrators suggest that, for some men, performing sexually coercive 

actions creates a sense of being in a position in power and control, and that this sensation is 

experienced by themselves as enjoyable and thus desirable. In such instances, the obtainment of this

sensation is a central aspect of the subjective meanings these men retrospectively attribute to their 

sexually coercive actions. Hence, for some men it might be the sensation of being in power that 

plays a central role in the meanings they attribute to sexual assault and sexual harassment 

perpetration, rather than - as suggested by some studies (Garland & Argueta, 2010; McLaughlin, 

Uggen & Blackstone, 2012) - the possession of an actual position of formal power and an abuse of 

this power (formal and abusive as in for example being in a position of power at a workplace and 

taking advantage of this position in order to obtain sexual gratification from subordinate women). 

This phenomenon of perceived power as a central aspect of the subjective meaning of sexually 

coercive/harassing actions, was further highlighted by numerous respondents' and online users' 

accounts. Suggested here is that exertion of power (performing sexually coercive/harassing actions)

might be used as a means to temporarily transcend and create a sense of control in a personal life 

situation otherwise characterized by sensations of inadequacy and powerlessness. This paradoxical 

notion of power (paradoxical in the sense that feelings of powerlessness facilitates need for power 

exertion) and its association with sexual harassment/sexual assault, resonate with previous research 

findings (McLaughlin, Uggen & Blackstone, 2012). Again, such findings specifically highlight the 

Weberian notion of that an individual's motives for performing specific actions are often more 

complex than they might seem at a first glance, and that they can be of a different nature than what 

is suggested by established knowledge (Weber, 1978).   

Findings of the current study further nuances the complex nature and multiple meanings of power. 

These findings also resonate with Webers (1978: 10) claim that even though “situations might 

appear superficially to be very similar we must actually understand them or interpret them as very 
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different, perhaps, in terms of meaning, directly opposed”. Results suggested that exertion of power

and control is perceived by some perpetrators as an expected conduct for attracting interest, and 

that such expectations are grounded in socioculturally constructed beliefs of that men should take 

initiative and dominate in potentially sexually oriented interactions with women (Bellis, Brennan, 

Cook, Goodnight, Hipp and Swartout, 2017). Such beliefs add to the problematic nature of power 

in its association with sexually coercive behavior, in the sense that it suggests that some men seem 

to view power and dominance as a both an expected and necessary practice when interacting with 

women they are attracted to or want to generate attraction from. The phenomenon that some men 

also seem to enjoy exertion of power (performing sexually coercive actions) for its owns sake and 

appear to attribute this aspect as a centrality of the subjective meaning of their actions, further 

complicates and problematizes the issue of sexual harassment and sexual assault. For these reasons,

policy makers, prevention program developers and clinicians (for example therapists who treat 

sexual offenders), must be meticulous in integrating into their practices knowledge about the 

central and complex role of power in sexually coercive conduct.

The findings of the current study moreover highlight the phenomenon that it is common among 

some men to misinterpret or misperceive cues from women whom they are attracted to or want to 

attract attention from. In such instances, perpetrators who reported having misinterpreted or 

misperceived cues commonly attributed “to attract interest”, “to obtain sexual gratification” as the 

subjective meaning of their actions. This phenomenon was often associated with situations 

characterized by alcohol intoxication, which has been explored by previous scholars (Abbey, 

Jacques-Tiura, Parkhill and Saenz, 2009; Bellis, Brennan, Cook, Goodnight, Hipp and Swartout, 

2017). Given that some men seem to adhere to the socioculturally constructed belief that men 

should take control of the situation when engaging in flirting or trying to attract interest from a 

woman (Bellis,et al., 2017), perhaps it is possible that sexually coercive men who adhere to such 

beliefs are influenced by a perceived scarcity in attraction practices initiated by women. These men 

might therefore be more prone than other men to misinterpret cues from women as an invite and 

thus a potential opportunity for engaging in performing sexually oriented actions. This potential 

association between social norms and beliefs about gender roles and 

misperception/misinterpretation of cues remains to be investigated and could be an interesting 

research subject for future studies. Furthermore, the supposedly common phenomenon of 

misinterpretation and misperception of cues highlights the matter of consent. The fact that 

individuals not only rely on explicit verbal utterances but also on non-verbal cues (e.g. facial 

expressions, body language, eye contact) in social interactions, seems to render the matter of 
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interpretation of cues problematic specifically for individuals who are prone to misinterpreting non-

verbal cues or have difficulties understanding how to interpret such cues (for example individuals 

who are on the autism-spectrum). For these reasons and in order to facilitate individual 

understanding of consent, it is important that education systems develops pedagogic practices in 

which the matter of consent is treated carefully already from young ages.

Final comments and suggestions for future research

Results from previous research, the current research review and my analysis of what kinds of 

subjective meanings self-identified perpetrators of sexual assault and/or sexual harassment 

retrospectively attribute to their actions, suggest that perpetrators should not be understood a 

monolithic group, or that one should adhere to a hyper-individualistic stance suggesting that 

different perpetrators have nothing in common in terms of for example psychological traits, motives

and the subjective meanings they attribute to their sexual misconduct. A variety of types and groups

of perpetrators seem to exist depending on what kinds of factors they are influenced by and what 

kinds of actions they perform. For these reasons, with regards to future research and in order to 

develop fruitful preventive efforts, future scholars need to keep researching sexually coercive and 

sexually harassing behaviors from individual and systemic perspectives, and how individual and 

systemic factors interact with one another. For example, scholars need to study what kinds of 

individuals are at a higher risk of internalizing norms, beliefs and attitudes that facilitate sexually 

coercive behavior, if moral disengagement is a socioculturally sanctioned phenomenon and who is 

more at risk of engaging in sexually coercive and/or harassing conduct than others. Moreover, 

scholars should continue developing our understandings of what kinds of personality-related factors

are associated with different types of sexual harassment and sexual assault perpetration acts, and 

what kinds of measures might be efficient in preventing development of such kinds of conduct. 

With regards to communicative and situational aspects, scholars need to investigate what kinds of 

communications and negotiations take place in interactions and situations in which the matter of 

consent is prevalent. With this said, in order to develop our understandings about why some men 

sexually harass or sexually assault women, the complexity of the phenomenon of sexual 

misconduct suggests that researchers should be open toward initiating collaborative and cross-

disciplinary efforts. Such endeavors could for example be initiated through collaborative research 

projects between for example psychology scholars and sociologists, where a multitude of research 

methods and different epistemological orientations might have facilitating effects on the quality of 

the knowledge that is produced. 
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Lastly, the plurality of contexts, motives and subjective meanings self- identified perpetrators 

attribute to their sexually coercive or harassing actions, suggests that the meanings of these kinds of

actions needs to be investigated in different contexts. Such research objectives should aim at 

developing understandings of the potential context-related differences in perpetrators' motivations 

and the meanings they attribute to their sexually coercive and harassing actions. Development of 

such kinds of knowledge might in turn be able to provide crucial understandings of what kinds of 

sexual harassment/assault preventive measures are appropriate for specific contexts; such as for 

example educational settings, work contexts, or social environments characterized by alcohol 

consumption.
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Appendix

Participant request form

Study about #metoo and #ihave, #ididit, #itwasme, #yesihave

Hi, 

During the #metoo-movement last fall, a parallell phenomenon emerged. Using hashtags such as for
example #ihave, #ididit, #itwasme or #yesihave, some men chose to share their stories of having 
committed an act that can be defined as sexual harassment.

This spring I am writing my master's thesis in which I am conducting a small study. The purpose of 
this study is to investigate what kinds of meanings men who have performed an act or several acts 
which can be defined as sexual harassment apply to their actions.

I am now looking to interview men who have performed an act or several acts that can be defined as
sexual harassment. Perhaps you have published a post in social media under the hastag #ihave, 
#ididit, #itwasme or #yesihave and want to participate in this study. 
The interview is ANONYMOUS and is carried out by answering questions in an online form.

If you would like to participate in the interview, please follow this link:

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSeBn8AdFA-q1fmx2yvmF_VaMpezZPRgy3-
gtxT3NMRz4pCahg/viewform?usp=sf_link

If you want to help me recruiting interview participants, please feel free to share this post. 

Thank you, 

André Alvinzi, master's student in sociology at Örebro university, Sweden

Contact: sexualharassmentstudy@hotmail.com

Online inquiry

Thank you for participating in this interview. The purpose of this study is to investigate what kinds 

of meanings men who have performed an act of sexual harassment apply to their actions. By 

participating in this study, you contribute to increasing the understanding of why some men 

sexually harass women. 
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By participating in this study you consent to that your answers will be used for research purpose 

and that some of your answers might be used as illustrative quotes in the final research report. Your 

participation is ANONYMOUS and your answers will not be used for any other purpose than this 

study. Your answers will be stored in a encrypted folder on a password protected computer. No one 

except the author will have access to these files. You are free to abort your participation at any time 

if you do not wish to proceed.

If you have any questions or want to follow up on interview questions, please feel free to contact 

me at sexualharassmentstudy@outlook.com

Best regards, 

André Alvinzi, master's student in Social Analysis at Örebro university, Sweden

Definition of sexual harassment

Sexual harassment is defined as unwelcome sexual advances, requests for sexual favors, and other 

verbal or physical harassment of a sexual nature. 

The following descriptions will help you understand the types of behavior that are considered 

“conduct of a sexual nature” and that, if unwelcome, may constitute sexual harassment:

Unwanted sexual statements: Sexual or “dirty” jokes, comments on physical attributes, spreading 

rumors about or rating others as to sexual activity or performance, talking about one’s sexual 

activity in front of others and displaying or distributing sexually explicit drawings, pictures and/or 

written material. Unwanted sexual statements can be made in person, in writing, electronically 

(email, instant messaging, blogs, web pages, etc.) and otherwise.

Unwanted personal attention: Letters, telephone calls, visits, pressure for sexual favors, pressure for

unnecessary personal interaction and pressure for dates where a sexual/romantic intent appears 

evident but remains unwanted.

Unwanted physical or sexual advances: Touching, hugging, kissing, fondling, touching oneself 

sexually for others to view, sexual assault, intercourse or other sexual activity.
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Background questions

Age

Country

Occupation

Interview questions

Please DO NOT REPLY MERELY YES OR NO to the following questions. Instead, please try to 

describe the situation and your thoughts with your own words by reflecting back on the incident. 

When answering the following questions, please describe an incident or several incidents in which 

you have performed an act you define as sexual harassment. 

The first set of questions focuses on your actions and your thoughts about them. The second set 

focuses on the situation in which you performed the actions. The last two sections focus on 

additional and closing questions.

You can choose to answer either QUESTION BY QUESTION, or you can choose to use all of the 

questions or some of the questions as guidelines for WRITING A STORY about your experiences. 

If you prefer to write a story, please skip to the last section. This section is named "My story".

If you want to change or add something to your answers after you have submitted them, it is 

possible to go back and edit your responses. This can be done by clicking the "Edit your response" 

button. 

Please try to be AS DETAILED AS POSSIBLE in all of your descriptions and feel free to write as 

much as you want.

Thank you

YOUR ACTIONS AND YOUR THOUGHTS ABOUT THEM
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The following questions focus on your thoughts and feelings about your actions. Please do not 

answer merely "yes" or "no". Try to be as detailed as possible in your descriptions.

What kind of sexual harassment act did you perform? Please describe your actions as detailed as 

possible.

What was your intention when you performed these actions? 

Whom did you direct your actions toward?

Why did you direct your actions toward this specific person?

How did the person you directed your actions toward react?

How did this reaction affect you?

How did you feel after having performed these actions?

What do you think motivated you to perform these actions?

THE SITUATION

The following set of questions focuses on the situation in which the incident occurred. Please do not

answer merely "yes" or "no". Try to be as detailed as possible in your descriptions.

Where did the incident take place? (for example at work, in school or at some other location)

Were there other people there apart from you and the person you directed your actions toward?

If yes, did these people have an influence on your actions?

Was there alcohol or any other kinds of drugs involved?

If yes, were you, the victim or both intoxicated?

If yes, did the intoxication affect your behavior and/or the other's behavior?
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Did you misunderstand the situation which you and the other persons were involved in?

Do you think that you would have behaved in the same way if the situation had been different?

Do you think it matters whom makes the first move when showing interest in someone?

 If yes, why?

ADDITIONAL QUESTIONS

These questions focus on your social network. Please do not answer merely "yes" or "no". Try to be

as detailed as possible in your descriptions.

Do you have friends and/or acquaintances you think also have performed actions which can be 

defined as sexual harassment?

If yes, why do you think they did so?

CLOSING QUESTIONS

These last questions focus on what you think and feel about sexual harassment generally. Please do 

not answer merely "yes" or "no". Try to be as detailed as possible in your descriptions.

Why did you wish to participate in this study?

Do you view the type of actions you performed differently today, compared to how you viewed 

them before you performed them?

If yes, in what ways and why?

Has your participation in this study had an effect on how you think about sexual harassment? If yes,

in what ways?
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If you prefer to write a story, please use this section. You can choose to use all of the questions or 

some of the questions as guidelines for writing a story about your experiences. All interview 

questions can be found below. 

In your story, please make sure to separate between the description of the act, your thoughts in that 

situation and your current reflection on it. This could be done under different headlines in your 

story, such as for example ”The act”, ”My thoughts in that situation”, ”My current reflection on the 

incident”, or similar headlines.

Please try to be AS DETAILED AS POSSIBLE in all of your descriptions and feel free to write as 

much as you want.

Overview of reviewed articles (Study 1)

Study Year & 
Publication

Study population Study design Primary 
outcome

Abbey, Pierce & 
Wegner 

Relationship Type and 
Sexual Precedence: 
Their Associations 
With Characteristics of
Sexual Assault 
Perpetrators and 
Incidents

2014

Violence Against 
Women

Community sample. 470
single men of age 18-35

Survey “Casual relationship
perpetrators were less 
likely to have planned to be
with the woman or to have 
sex
with her, misperceived the 
woman’s degree of sexual 
interest for a longer period 
of time, tried harder to get 
her alone, drank much 
more alcohol, and were 
with a woman who drank 
much more alcohol as 
compared with committed 
relationship perpetrators”

Abbey, Jacques-Tiura, 
Parkhill & Saenz

Alcohol’s Role in 
Men’s Use of Coercion 
to Obtain Unprotected 
Sex

2009

Substance Use & Misuse

72 male college students
from a large urban 
university

Experimental

Survey

“The combination of 
alcohol consumption with 
individual difference 
characteristics made some 
men feel more justified in 
using coercion to obtain 
unprotected sex. Men who 
were high in hostility and 
men who had a history of 
misperceiving women’s 
sexual cues felt more 
justified than other men in 
using coercive strategies 
when intoxicated”

Bellis, Brennan, Cook, 
Goodnight, Hipp & 
Swartout

Justifying Sexual 
Assault: Anonymous 
Perpetrators Speak 

2017

Psychology of Violence

Online narratives from 
anonymous self-
identified perpetrators of
sexual assault

Qualitative narrative 
analysis

“The results illustrate 
perpetrators’ reliance on 
sexual
scripts that contribute to 
victim blaming, 
objectification of women,
and hostility toward 
women—all components of
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Out Online what some describe
as rape culture.
Perpetrators in this sample
blame their biology, 
suggesting that their 
hormones control their 
behavior”

DeGue, DiLillo & 
Scalora

Are All Perpetrators 
Alike? Comparing 
Risk Factors for Sexual
Coercion and 
Aggression

2010

Sexual Abuse: A Journal
of Research and 
Treatment

369 incarcerated males 
of age 19-67

Survey “Results revealed a set of 
shared risk characteristics 
that predisposed 
individuals to
both  sexual coercion and 
aggression (i.e., belief in 
rape myths, sexual 
promiscuity,
aggressive tendencies, and 
empathic deficits)”

Thompson & Zinzow

Factors Associated 
With use of Verbally 
Coercive,
Incapacitated, and 
Forcible Sexual Assault
Tactics in a
Longitudinal Study of 
College Men

2015

Aggressive Behavior

526 college men Survey: 20-30 min self-
report inventories

“The forcible group scored 
significantly higher than 
nonperpetrators, the 
incapacitation group, and 
the verbal coercion group 
on both rape supportive 
beliefs/norms and 
childhood adversity. Both 
the forcible group and the 
incapacitation group scored
higher than the verbal 
coercion group on risky 
behavior. All three 
perpetrator groups were 
significantly higher than 
non-perpetrators on risky 
behavior and rape 
supportive beliefs/norms. 
The incapacitation and 
forcible groups scored 
significantly higher than 
non-perpetrators on 
antisocial traits”

Abbey, Pegram, Pierce, 
Wegner & Woerner

Sexual Assault 
Perpetrators' 
Justifications for Their 
Actions- Relationships 
to Rape Supportive 
Attitudes, Incident 
Characteristics, and 
Future Perpetration

2015

Violence Against 
Women

470 community men of 
age 18-35

Base-line interviews

Audio computer-assisted
self-interviews

“Perpetrators’ rape 
supportive attitudes were 
significantly positively
related to their post-assault 
justifications. 
Misperception and alcohol 
often work together 
synergistically to bias 
perpetrators’
perceptions of the woman’s
level of sexual intent and 
encourage feelings of 
sexual
entitlement”

Abbey & Jacques Tiura

Sexual Assault 
Perpetrators’ Tactics: 
Associations With 
Their Personal 
Characteristics and 
Aspects of the Incident

2011

Journal of Interpersonal 
Violence

474 single men of age 
18-35 from the Detroit 
Metropolitan
area

Audio computer-assisted
self-interviews

“Men who used verbal 
coercion or the victim’s 
incapacitation to obtain sex
were more hostile toward 
women, had more 
stereotypic attitudes toward
women,
had more positive attitudes 
about casual sex, had more 
sexual partners, scored
higher on a measure of 
subclinical psychopathy-
related personality traits 
and antisocial behavior, 
and reported more drinking
problems. In addition, as
compared to verbal 
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coercers, men who had sex 
with a woman too impaired
to consent were more 
hostile toward women, had 
more negative attitudes 
toward women, scored 
higher on measures of 
subclinical psychopathy-
related personality
traits and antisocial 
behavior, and had more 
drinking problems”

Bendixen & Ottesen 
Kennair

Sociosexuality (SOI) as
predictor of sexual 
harassment and 
coercion in female and 
male high school 
students

2012

Evolution and Human 
Behavior

1199 high school 
students, age 16-18

Web-survey “Higher scores on SOI-
Behavior or SOI-Attitudes 
were related to stronger 
involvement in
harassing others. SOI 
consistently predicted male
sexual harassment. 
However, SOI did not 
predict coercive behavior 
in men. The effect of SOI 
remained a significant 
predictor of sexual 
harassment when the effect
of porn exposure, coercive 
attitudes (rape myths), and 
classical sexism was
accounted for”

Browne

Sex, power, and 
dominance: the 
evolutionary
psychology of sexual 
harassment

2006

Managerial and Decision
Economics

Review of sexual 
harassment literature

Critical review “An understanding of 
evolved sex differences in
sexual psychologies is 
essential to the 
understanding
of the behaviors produced 
by those psychologies
and can assist in their 
management. Sexual
harassment training might 
more productively
focus on educating men 
and women about sex
differences in perspectives 
to avoid 
miscommunication
rather than simply 
heightening female
employees’ inclinations to 
be offended. Similarly,
because of the association 
that many men have
between power and sex, 
educating male supervisors
about the risk of 
oversexualized perceptions
of interactions when they 
are in dominant positions
over women may forestall 
much unwelcome
sexual attention.
Recognition of the fact that
sexual harassment is
a manifestation of our 
evolved psychologies does
not mean that sexual 
harassment is either good 
or
inevitable. Many behaviors
having origins in our
evolved psychologies are 
recognized to be social
pathologies even if they do 
not reflect psychological
pathologies (see Buss, 
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2005). Behaviors are
susceptible of modification,
even if our underlying
psychologies are not, and it
should be remembered
that our evolved 
psychologies are not only 
the
source of sexual 
harassment but also of our 
desire
to combat it.”

Dougherty

Gendered 
Constructions of Power
During Discourse 
About Sexual 
Harassment: 
Negotiating Competing
Meanings

2006

Sex Roles

11 men 
12 women
Average age: 38

Discussion groups and 
stimulated recall 
interview
methods.

“A qualitative study using 
same-sex and mixed-sex
focus groups and 
stimulated recall interviews
was designed
to identify and explore 
gendered constructions of 
power during
discourse about sexual 
harassment. It was 
discovered
that the men tended to 
construct power as 
hierarchically held
by individuals with formal 
authority. Consequently, 
they
tended to view sexual 
harassers as managers and 
supervisors.
Women tended to view 
power as a negotiated 
process
in which power was gained
and lost through 
interactions.
Consequently, the women 
tended to perceive all 
members of
an organization as possible 
harassers. When these men 
and
women were given an 
opportunity to discuss 
these issues
during mixed gendered 
interactions, they failed to 
recognize
the gendered constructions 
of power.”

Garland & Argueta

How Clergy Sexual 
Misconduct Happens: 
A Qualitative Study of 
First-Hand Accounts

2010

Social Work & 
Christianity

46 persons who as adults
had experienced a sexual
encounter or relationship
with a religious leader. 
Fifteen others were also 
interviewed who had 
experienced the effects 
of those sexual 
encounters (husbands, 
friends and other staff 
members in the 
congregation), as well as
two offending leaders. 

Phone interviews "Whenever people are 
given power, they have the 
opportunity to abuse it, and
some do. It is clear that 
religious leaders are not 
exceptions. In addition to 
religious leaders’ 
responsibility to handle the 
power they are given in 
ways that protect rather 
than harm, it is also the 
responsibility of the 
community that gives them
power to provide 
safeguards to protect 
against abuses. Taking a 
systemic rather than a 
psychological approach to 
understanding the 
dynamics of clergy sexual 
misconduct suggests the 
importance of public 
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education and the 
development of prevention 
strategies and policies, as 
well as policies and even 
legislation for responding 
in the aftermath of clergy 
sexual misconduct” 

McDermott,, Kilmartin, 
McKelvey, Kridel, 
Levant & Liu

College male sexual 
assault of women and 
the psychology of men: 
Past, present, and 
future directions for 
research

2015

Psychology of Men & 
Masculinity

Research literature Peer reviewed articles
Reviews

“Findings revealed that (a) 
studies of sexual
assault perpetration 
focusing on men and 
masculinities are relatively 
rare in the extant literature; 
(b) sex
differences in perpetration 
rates are complex; (c) 
men’s attitudes toward 
women and violence are 
strong
predictors of sexual assault 
perpetration, and also the 
most common approach to 
studying masculinities
in relation to sexual assault 
offending, but they may be 
limited in their definition; 
and (d) research
examining men’s sexual 
assault perpetration using 
constructs central to the 
psychology of men is
generally underdeveloped 
and underrepresented. 
Future directions for 
research are discussed, 
including
a need for more 
investigations focusing on 
ethnic and sexual 
orientation diversity, 
broader definitions of
masculinity, and more 
inquiry using normative 
and gender role strain 
constructs”

McLaughlin, Uggen & 
Blackstone

Sexual Harassment, 
Workplace Authority, 
and the Paradox of 
Power

2012

American Sociological 
Review

Longitudinal data from 
the Youth Development 
Study

Interviews with 33 YDS 
respondents (14 men and
19 women)

Survey
Qualitative interviews

“Relative to non-
supervisors, female 
supervisors are more likely 
to report harassing 
behaviors and
to define their experiences 
as sexual harassment. 
Sexual harassment can 
serve as an “equalizer”
against women in power, 
motivated more by control 
and domination than by 
sexual desire. The
interviews point to social 
isolation as a mechanism 
linking harassment to 
gender non-conformity
and women’s authority, 
particularly in male-
dominated work settings”

Monahan, Marolla & 
Bromley

Constructing Coercion:
The Organization of 
Sexual Assault

2005

Journal of Contemporary
Ethnography

33 incarcerated rapists Qualitative interviews 
(face-to-face)

“Based on interviews with 
33 incarcerated
rapists who acted alone 
and had little or no prior 
social connection to
their victims, we describe 
rape events in terms of a 
sequential series of
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phases that are analogous 
to those employed to 
analyze homicides and
robbery. The five phases of
the kind of rape events we 
describe include
(1) preexisting life 
tensions, (2) 
transformation of 
motivation into
action, (3) perpetrator-
victim confrontation, (4) 
situation management,
and (5) disengagement.We 
also argue that within 
these five phases, 
perpetrators
exhibit differential 
awareness of their own 
actions, apply
divergent meanings to 
apparently similar actions,
and engage in
different degrees and types
of organization."

Pina, Gannon & 
Saunders

An overview of the 
literature on sexual 
harassment: 
Perpetrator, theory, 
and treatment issues

2009

Aggression and violent 
behavior

Existing research 
surrounding the 
phenomenon of sexual 
harassment, paying 
particular
attention to factors of 
relevance for 
understanding 
perpetrators of sexual 
harassment

Research review “In this
paper, we review the 
existing research 
surrounding the 
phenomenon of sexual 
harassment, paying 
particular
attention to factors of 
relevance for 
understanding perpetrators 
of sexual harassment. We 
also provide an
overview of the perplexing 
nature of sexual harassment
and the various concerns 
that have surrounded the
topic leading to its 
recognition. The different 
theoretical perspectives and
models of sexual 
harassment
(sociocultural, 
organizational, sex-role 
spillover, 
natural/biological, socio-
cognitive, and four-factor) 
are also
considered and reviewed. 
Finally, lack of empirical 
evidence and focus on 
assessment and treatment 
for
harassers is recognized in 
this paper, and several 
suggestions are made for 
future research and 
treatment
avenues relating to the 
sexual harasser.”

Tharp, DeGue, Valle,  
Brookmeyer, Massetti &
Matjasko

A systematic 
qualitative review of 

2013

Trauma, Violence & 
Abuse

191 published empirical 
studies that examined 
the risk and protective 
factors for sexual
violence perpetration

Systematic qualitative 
research review

“In all, 2 societal and 
community factors, 23 
relationship factors, and 42
individual-level factors 
were identified. Of these 67
factors, consistent 
significant support for their
association with SV was 
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risk and protective 
factors for sexual 
violence perpetration

found
for 35, nonsignificant 
effects were found for 10, 7
factors had limited or 
sample-specific evidence 
that they were associated 
with
SV but were in need of 
further study, and 15 
demonstrated mixed 
results. The factors 
identified in the review 
underscore the
need for comprehensive 
prevention programs that 
target multiple risk and 
protective factors as well as
factors that occur across
the social ecology. 
Moreover, we identified 
two domains of factors—
the presence and 
acceptance of violence and 
unhealthy sexual
behaviors, experiences, or 
attitudes—that had 
consistent significant 
associations with SV but 
are not typically addressed 
in
prevention programs. 
Therefore, SV prevention 
may also benefit from 
learning from effective 
strategies in other areas of 
public
health, namely sexual 
health and youth violence 
prevention.”

Uggen & Blackstone

Sexual Harassment as 
a Gendered Expression
of Power

2004

American Sociological 
Review

A  quantitative survey 
approach. Analysis of 
data from the Youth 
Development Study 
(YDS). Complemented 
by in-depth interviews 
undertaken with a subset
of 33 survey 
respondents. Inter- views
with 14 men and 19 
women.

Survey researcher
Qualitative interviews

“A clear harassment 
syndrome isfoundfor all 
age and sex groups and 
MacKinnon s predictions 
about the influence of 
workplace power and 
gender relations are 
generally supported. 
Financially vulnerable men
as well as women are most 
likely to experience 
harassing behaviors, and 
men pursuing more 
egalitarian gender 
relationships are most 
likely to identify such 
behaviors as sexual 
harassment. Nevertheless, 
adult women remain the 
most frequent targets of 
classic sexual harassment 
markers, such as unwanted 
touching and invasion 
ofpersonal space.” 

Voller & Long

Sexual Assault and 
Rape Perpetration by 
College Men: The Role 
of the Big Five 
Personality Traits

2010

 Journal of Interpersonal 
Violence

A sample of 521 college 
men

Survey Rape perpetrators reported 
lower levels of 
Agreeableness
and Conscientiousness 
when compared to both 
sexual assault perpetrators
and nonperpetrators, and 
lower levels of 
Extraversion when 
compared to
nonperpetrators. Rape 
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perpetrators also endorsed 
lower levels of 
tendermindedness,
excitement-seeking, 
warmth, positive emotions,
feelings, altruism,
competence, and 
dutifulness, and higher 
levels of vulnerability.
Contrary to expectation, 
overall personality profiles 
followed remarkably
comparable patterns for 
sexual assault and 
nonperpetrators, suggesting
that
sexual assault perpetrators 
were more similar to 
nonperpetrators than to 
rape
perpetrators. Findings 
suggest that individuals 
who perpetrate sexual
offenses, particularly rape, 
differ from nonperpetrators
on dimensions of
normal personality.”
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