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Abstract

No empirical study has systematically investigated the role of power imbalance in sexual harassment and assault within the
Chinese college and university context. Addressing this gap, we used search engines, news media, and social platforms to
collect 93 publicly reported real-world cases of sexual harassment and assault by men against women at Chinese colleges
and universities up until the end of 2023. We coded these cases for general characteristics, power status of perpetrators and
victims, severity of sexual harassment and assault, and the post-incident behaviours of the victims, the perpetrators, and their
colleges/universities. The results demonstrated that features of the power imbalance between perpetrators and victims were
significantly associated with the behaviour of the victims, perpetrators, and colleges/universities after the assault. Specifi-
cally, the victim being single and in an isolated environment predicted greater severity of the sexual harassment and assault.
The prominence of the perpetrator’s administrative position predicted a greater likelihood of the victim denouncing the
perpetrator after graduation rather than before graduation. The lower the economic status of the victim’s family, the higher
the ranking of the college/university that employed the perpetrator, and the perpetrator’s membership in the Communist
Party of China (CPC) predicted a greater tendency for the perpetrator to deny allegations of harassment and assault. Finally,
the perpetrator’s membership in the CPC and the higher the ranking of the college/university predicted the tendency for the
college/university to obstruct the victims’ rights. Overall, these findings underscore the ways in which features of the deeply
rooted power imbalance between male perpetrators and female victims shape responses to sexual harassment and assault
within Chinese colleges and universities.

Keywords Sexual harassment - Sexual assault - China - Colleges and universities - Power and status - Faculty-student -
Single status - Socioeconomic status - Political party membership - Case study method

Like their counterparts in other countries, Chinese women
face many forms of sexual harassment (Can, 1995; Jiang,
2018). However, due to the sensitivity and controversy of
sexual topics in the context of a collectivist culture, the
problem of sexual harassment and assault in China has not
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received sufficient attention from scholars (Parish et al.,
2006; Shi & Zheng, 2021). It was only after the anti-sexual
violence and anti-sexual harassment movement known as
#MeToo emerged globally and spread to China in 2018 that
scholars began to conduct more research on the topic of
sexual harassment in China (Li et al., 2021; Xu & Zhang,
2022; Zeng, 2020). Most research on sexual harassment and
assault in China predominantly addresses workplace miscon-
duct (Chen et al., 2021; Shi & Zheng, 2020), such as in the
hospitality industry (Li et al., 2016; Zhu et al., 2019), manu-
facturing factories (Pei et al., 2022), financial institutions
(Liao et al., 2016; Xin et al., 2018) and medical institutions
(Zeng et al., 2019, 2020). To date, research on sexual harass-
ment in Chinese colleges and universities remains limited
(Qiu & Cheng, 2022).
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Notably, Chinese students in universities can be more
vulnerable than workplace employees because of students’
limited social experience and the paternalistic hierarchical
structure between teachers and students in Chinese culture
(Qiu & Cheng, 2022). Indeed, the #MeToo movement in
China was largely inspired by Luo Xixi, a former PhD stu-
dent at China’s Beihang University, who accused her super-
visor, professor Chen Xiaowu, of repeated sexual harassment
(Zeng, 2020), and most of the following allegations were
made by current and former graduate students (Zeng, 2020),
demonstrating the extent and severity of sexual harassment
on Chinese college campuses. Research on sexual harass-
ment and assault at Chinese colleges and universities has
focused on students’ understanding of sexual harassment and
the relationship to experiencing and responding to sexual
harassment (Li et al., 2022a, 2022b; Tang et al., 1996), the
association between tolerance of sexual harassment and tra-
ditional gender values (Mou et al., 2022), and sexual harass-
ment and assault disparities between sexual minority and
heterosexual youth (Li et al., 2022a, 2022b). Although it
is widely known that the core of the sexual harassment and
assault problem involves power and control (MacKinnon,
1979; ProPublica, 2017; Robbins et al., 1997), surprisingly,
there is only one interview-based qualitative study specifi-
cally investigating how the power imbalance between col-
lege students and their teachers shapes sexual harassment in
Chinese academia (Qiu & Cheng, 2022). To our knowledge,
there is no empirical evidence systematically demonstrat-
ing the role of power imbalances in sexual harassment and
assault within the Chinese university context. In fact, in
China’s authoritarian political system and traditional cul-
tural context, power imbalances may have unique forms of
representation that may differ from those of other countries
and thus need special investigation.

Scholars have long argued that power imbalance is at the
heart of sexual harassment and assault (MacKinnon, 1979),
and the central goal of the perpetrator’s abuse of power is to
gain or maintain control over the victim, who is in a posi-
tion of powerlessness (Gravelin et al., 2019; Minnotte &
Legerski, 2019). Perpetrators with more power can exert
more influence and control over the victims, while the vic-
tims with less power are often perceived as more controllable
by perpetrators and are therefore more likely to be the tar-
get of sexual harassment (Hardt et al., 2023; Wamoyi et al.,
2022). Furthermore, based on the gap in power between the
perpetrator and the victim, the perpetrator will decide what
kind of sexual harassment and assault to commit, and the
victim, the perpetrator, and the college/university will decide
how to respond after the sexual harassment and assault has
occurred (see Fig. 1).

In the current study, we examined how the power imbal-
ance between perpetrators and victims shape sexual harass-
ment and assault at Chinese colleges and universities, and
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more specifically, how the power status of the perpetrator
and the victim affect the severity of the sexual harassment
and assault in Chinese college/university and the behavioural
responses of the three main parties involved; that is, the
victim’s denouncement of the perpetrator, the perpetrator’s
denial of allegations, and the college/university’s obstruc-
tion of the victim’s rights. Our overarching hypothesis is
that the greater the power imbalance (i.e., the more power
the perpetrator has and the less power the victim has), the
more likely the perpetrator will be protected than the victim
in the aftermath of the assault.

Power Imbalances Within the Chinese
Context

The most distinctive characteristic of Chinese higher educa-
tion under the rule of the Communist Party of China (CPC)
is that colleges and universities have been integrated into
the communist political and administrative hierarchy, and
all Chinese public universities are assigned administrative
ranks (Wang & Vallance, 2015; Ying et al., 2017). Chinese
colleges and universities, ranging from the elite to less
recognized, can be categorized as national key universi-
ties (including the “985 Project,” “211 Project” universi-
ties, and “Double First-Class” universities), other publicly
owned colleges and universities, and privately owned col-
leges and universities. The higher the rank of a college or
university, the more political and administrative power it
has and the more resources (including funding and network
resources) it receives from the government (Wang & Val-
lance, 2015). The “985 Project,” “211 Project,” and “Double
First-Class,” looking to build world-class universities in the
twenty-first century, are the key programs of the CPC’s strat-
egy of “using technology and education to build a modern
power” (Ying, 2011; Zong & Zhang, 2019). The national
key universities are therefore given special treatment, both
financially and politically. For instance, from 2009 to 2013,
the national key universities, numbering only 115, received
nearly 70% of all government research funding, while more
than 2000 other colleges and universities received only 30%
(Lin & Wang, 2022).

Moreover, the national key universities hold ranks equiva-
lent to municipal or even vice-provincial administrations,
granting them a superior political standing. Notably, nearly
40% of the leaders at these national key universities admin-
istered by the Ministry of Education have served as leaders
in the central or provincial governments (Huang, 2017). Pri-
vately owned colleges and universities are financially self-
sufficient, are associated with no administrative level, and
are thus in the lowest ranking position in the hierarchical
structure of Chinese higher education. Teachers affiliated
with higher-ranking colleges or universities have a higher
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Fig. 1 Flowchart Connecting Power Status of Perpetrator and Victim to Responses to Sexual Harassment and Assault at Chinese College/Uni-

versities

social status, more influence, more resources, and most
importantly, more interpersonal relationships with govern-
ment officials. It should be mentioned that the rank of a
college or university influences not only the power of that
college or university as an institution, but it also confers
social status and power on faculty who work there.

The official rank-oriented standard, which is called Guan
Ben Wei (B A7 in Chinese), is deeply embedded in the
Chinese culture and value system, in which the govern-
ment official’s social class is always at the top of China’s

hierarchical system and involves privileges greater than
those of other classes. This profoundly influences indi-
viduals’ and organizations’ ways of thinking and behav-
ing (Lei, 2011; Wang & Hua, 2020). Meanwhile, Chinese
public colleges and universities are very similar to govern-
ment departments: all administrative and teaching staff are
located within a hierarchically organized structure with
corresponding political and administrative power at dif-
ferent levels, and they are appointed, promoted, and even
evaluated like bureaucrats (Ying et al., 2017). Thus, having
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an administrative position at a Chinese college or univer-
sity means being, in essence, an honourable and powerful
official. It is no surprise that ambitious academics in Chi-
nese universities always strive for administrative positions
to obtain the official career benefits of more political and
administrative power, greater renown, respect from others,
and increased research projects and grants once appointed
(Wang et al., 2014).

Importantly, the CPC membership of university staff is
crucial for them to win higher ranks in their official careers
because the standing committee of the CPC committee is the
real power at all levels of Chinese public sectors, including
Chinese colleges and universities (Wang & Hua, 2020). In
addition, the necessary academic capability is also indis-
pensable for acquiring an administrative position. As an old
Chinese saying goes, “Officialdom is the natural outlet for
good scholars (*# 1 LM f1:)” (Wang & Hua, 2020); most of
those who hold administrative positions in Chinese colleges
and universities also hold relatively high-level faculty titles
(at least associate professors). A higher-level faculty title
also means more academic power over students in almost all
important aspects of college life, such as admission, gradua-
tion, and award selection (Cipriano et al., 2023).

Therefore, based on the foregoing analysis, we propose
that the power status of the perpetrators in Chinese colleges
and universities can be observed along four dimensions (see
Fig. 1): status and resources (rank of the college/university),
administrative power (perpetrator’s administrative position),
political background (perpetrator’s CPC membership), and
academic power (perpetrator’s faculty title).

Compared with the perpetrators in colleges and univer-
sities, victims (mainly students) with no administrative or
academic power are in a vulnerable position, and perpe-
trators involved in sexual harassment and assault are more
likely to target victims who are powerless and can be easily
controlled or disposed of during and after the offence (Beau-
regard & Martineau, 2015). Further, under the influence of
China’s five-thousand-year male chauvinism (Huang, 1983),
women are often considered to be the private property of
men, and thus if a woman with a boyfriend is assaulted by a
perpetrator, there will likely be retaliation, which can deter
some perpetrators. Therefore, students at Chinese colleges
and universities who are single and thus without compan-
ionship are considered less protected and at higher risk of
encountering more serious sexual harassment and assault. It
should be noted that we use the term “single” in this article
to refer to the status of not being in a dating relationship
(unmarried and without a boyfriend or girlfriend).

Previous studies have also revealed that economically
powerless individuals who were associated with poor fam-
ily economic status often face higher rates of sexual har-
assment (Eller, 2016; Wamoyi et al., 2022). Additionally,
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there is another important but often neglected powerless-
ness of victims, that is, spatial powerlessness. The perpe-
trators tend to commit their crimes in relatively isolated
places where the victims cannot call for help. By placing
the victims in an extremely powerless and vulnerable posi-
tion, the perpetrators can easily control them through their
advantages in power.

Therefore, based on the foregoing analysis, we propose
that the power status of the victims in Chinese colleges
and universities can be observed along three dimensions
(see Fig. 1): social relationship (victim’s single status),
economic power (victim’s family status), and spatial vul-
nerability (place of sexual harassment and assault).

Specific Impacts of Power Imbalances Within
Chinese Universities

In this section, we provide a specific analysis of how the
power imbalance affects the behaviours of the perpetra-
tors, victims, and colleges/universities with respect to the
severity of the sexual harassment and assault, the victim’s
own defence of their rights, perpetrator’s response to the
allegations, and the university’s obstruction of victims’
defences of rights (see Fig. 2).

Severity of the Sexual Harassment and Assault

Prior to the sexual harassment and assault, perpetrators
may screen for individuals who would be less protected
as targets (Beauregard & Martineau, 2015). A common
tactic used by perpetrators is to ask for information about
the victim’s relationship status (single status) and family
background (including family’s economic status) under the
guise of a teacher’s concern for the student (Cleveland &
Kerst, 1993; Dziech & Weiner, 1990). Due to their trust
in teachers, Chinese college students are generally willing
to respond honestly to sensitive personal questions (Hua
et al., 2023). After assessing the victim’s powerlessness
and identifying him/her as a target of sexual assault, the
perpetrator will use his power to create opportunities to
place the victim in a spatially isolated and powerless envi-
ronment to commit the sexual harassment or assault. The
ability to control the setting gives teachers special access
to the students (Dziech & Weiner, 1990), and the loca-
tions are often strategically selected based on the intended
severity of the sexual harassment and assault. We hypoth-
esized that the severity of perpetrators’ sexual harassment
and assault would be higher for victims who are single and
who are assaulted in isolated environments (Hypothesis 1).
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Victim’s Denouncement of the Perpetrator

After experiencing a sexual harassment or assault, victims
are faced with the difficult decision of whether to denounce
the perpetrator, and when to do so. The perpetrators’ power
allows them to exert influence and even control over the vic-
tim in many ways, such as academic performance, awards,
graduation, and jobs. Once a victim chooses to denounce
the perpetrator, it typically means a complete break with the
perpetrator. If the denunciation is unsuccessful, the perpe-
trator may retaliate against the victim, who will then have
almost no place to live at their college or university. In fact,
when victims do denounce, their cases infrequently result
in their perpetrators’ expulsion (Richards, 2019; Richards
et al., 2021; Rosenthal & Freyd, 2022).

Within the Chinese higher education system, having an
administrative position means essentially being an official,
and offending officials is frowned upon for anyone in China.
Those administrative position holders possess the real power
and dominate decision-making processes, enabling them
to influence nearly all aspects of daily academic work (Li
et al., 2013). Offending someone who holds administrative
power can have disastrous consequences for a victim’s col-
lege experience. Given the risks involved, victims may be
stricken by fear and confusion and may not denounce the
perpetrators right away (Klemmer et al., 2021; Koctiirk &
Bilginer, 2020), but instead choose to do so after graduation
when they are no longer under the power of perpetrators.
Therefore, whether to denounce the perpetrator after gradua-
tion can be selected as an important indicator of the victim’s

own defence of their rights. We hypothesized that the vic-
tim’s denunciation of the perpetrator after her graduation
rather than before would be associated with the perpetrator’s
having an administrative position (Hypothesis 2).

Perpetrator’s Denial of Allegations

Although many perpetrators adopt avoidance and silence as
their strategy in response to accusations, there are also many
who do not remain silent, instead choosing a strategy to deter
victims from speaking up. Their tactics include denying or
minimizing the abuse, attacking the victim’s credibility, and
portraying themselves as the victims (Freyd, 1997). The
acronym DARVO encapsulates this pattern: Deny, Attack,
Reverse Victim and Offender (Rosenthal & Freyd, 2022).
Notably, research has found that increased levels of exposure
to DARVO were associated with greater feelings of self-
blame among victims (Harsey et al., 2017).

The perpetrator’s response strategy may be influenced
by various factors, including the extent to which they are
afforded protection by their institution and network. For
example, if the perpetrator believes that he can obtain suf-
ficient protection from institutions and authorities, and the
victim lacks an influential family background, the perpetrator
may be more inclined to deny the allegations. Researchers
found that the clerics who were engaged in sexual miscon-
duct gained access to the protection offered by the church’s
power, prestige, and wealth in ways that the laity did not
(De Weger & Death, 2018). Similarly, college administrators
and the authorities may seek to protect the reputation of the
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institution and the CPC, and thus protect the perpetrators.
Higher-ranked universities have more resources and power
to delete negative posts on social media, control comments,
and even influence the direction of public opinion, thus indi-
rectly protecting the perpetrators. In contrast, poor family
backgrounds of victims cannot provide adequate protection
for victims. Students from poor families cannot access suf-
ficient resources and power from their families (Chen &
Wei, 2011; Kaltiala-Heino et al., 2016), and are thus more
vulnerable to being treated perfunctorily by the perpetra-
tors in the aftermath of a sexual harassment or assault. We
hypothesized that the perpetrator’s greater tendency to deny
allegations would be associated with the lower economic
status of the victim’s family, the higher ranking of the col-
lege/university the perpetrator was employed by, and the
perpetrator’s CPC membership (Hypothesis 3).

College/University’s Obstruction of the Victim’s
Rights

Higher education institutions often choose to protect their
own interests and reputations by trying to obstruct the vic-
tims’ defences of their rights (Smith & Freyd, 2014). Chi-
nese colleges/universities often tend to take actions to pre-
vent a scandal from spreading as much as possible and try
to reach a private settlement with the victim. Many colleges/
universities even send administrative staff to do so-called
ideological work on victims, with many victims forced to
delete posts or even abandon their rights due to the posi-
tion of power of these institutions, especially higher-ranked
colleges/universities. Further, to avoid punishment from the
CPC and damage to the party image, colleges/universities
may be more inclined to cover up the scandals and obstruct
the victims’ defences of their rights when the perpetrators
have CPC membership. We therefore hypothesized that the
tendency of Chinese college/university to obstruct victims’
defences of their rights would be associated with factors
such as CPC membership of the perpetrators, and the rank-
ing of the college/university (Hypothesis 4).

Method
Study Subject and Data Collection

This study adopted a hybrid research design, combining ele-
ments of the case study approach with quantitative analysis.
To test our hypotheses and examine the role of power in sex-
ual assault cases involving Chinese higher education insti-
tutions, we identified publicly reported real-world cases of
sexual harassment and assault at Chinese colleges/universi-
ties that occurred between faculty members as the perpetra-
tors (including management and support personnel, teaching
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and research staff) and students as the victims (including
undergraduate students, postgraduate students, and PhD
students) in Chinese colleges/universities up to the end of
2023. We used search engines like Baidu (China’s Google
counterpart) and Google, along with social platforms such as
WeChat, Weibo, and Zhihu (analogous to WhatsApp, Twit-
ter, and Quora, respectively) in China, and employed the fol-
lowing keywords to identify validated and widely reported
sexual harassment and assault cases: “ZZ i/ K22 IEHL”
(“college/university sexual harassment”) and “*%Fit/ K27 P
127 (“college/university sexual assault”).

In our search for cases, we did not limit the time frame or
the gender of the victims and perpetrators to collect the most
comprehensive sample of cases possible. It is important to
note that the research aim did not include an analysis of
cases that involved any romantic consensual relationships
between teachers and students (Eller, 2016). Each case was
meticulously coded for variables relating to general charac-
teristics of the sexual harassment and assault cases, power
status of perpetrators and victims, severity of sexual harass-
ment and assault, and the post-incident behaviours of the
victims, the perpetrators and their colleges/universities. This
coding process translated qualitative case details into quan-
tifiable data, laying the groundwork for regression analysis.
To the best of our ability, we collected and organized all the
information of eligible cases including news reports about
the incident, victim’s denouncement letter, perpetrator’s
resume, official announcements from colleges/universities,
etc. Whenever news reports or accusations of sexual harass-
ment and assault related to Chinese higher education institu-
tions was discovered, we sought out additional details like
the victim’s denouncement letter, the perpetrator’s resumé
and the official announcements to gain a complete under-
standing of each incident. The data, mainly textual materials,
were systematically organized and analysed using MaxQDA
software.

We obtained 115 cases of sexual assault incidents occur-
ring on Chinese college/university campuses from news
media and social networks. After excluding cases that
occurred between colleagues and those with significant data
missing, we ultimately acquired 93 valid cases involving
93 different victims and 82 different perpetrators, each con-
taining all the necessary variable data. The reason for this
situation is that some perpetrators were repeat offenders who
had assaulted different students at different times, leading to
some victims accusing the same individual.

Measures
Dependent Variables

This study aimed to investigate how the power imbalance
between perpetrators and victims shapes the behaviours of
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victims, perpetrators, and colleges/universities. We exam-
ined four main dependent variables: the severity of sexual
harassment and assault, the victim’s denouncement of the
perpetrator, the perpetrator’s denial of allegations, and the
college/university’s obstruction of the victim’s rights.

Severity of Sexual Harassment and Assault Based on previ-
ous studies (Fedina et al., 2018; Filak, 2009), the severity
of sexual harassment and assault was categorized into four
ascending levels: verbal sexual harassment (including slurs
and crude sexual remarks and repeated requests for dates),
physical sexual harassment (including hugging and touch-
ing non-sexual parts of the body), molestation behaviour
(including touching sexual organs and attempted sexual
assault), and sexual abuse (forced sexual relationship). We
obtained these data directly from the victim’s denounce-
ment. Victims often describe their experiences clearly, mak-
ing it possible to code the severity of sexual harassment or
assault from their accounts.

Victim’s Denouncement of the Perpetrator We coded this
variable to indicate whether the victim publicly denounced
the perpetrator after graduation, categorized as “Yes”
or “No.” These data were obtained through the victim’s
denouncement or by comparing the time of the denounce-
ment with the victim’s enrolment or graduation dates.

Perpetrator’s Denial of Allegations We coded this variable
to indicate whether the perpetrator tended to deny the sexual
harassment or sexual assault charge, categorized as “Admit,”
“Non-response,” or “Deny” (Bongiorno et al., 2020). These
data were obtained directly from the denouncement letters
Or news reports.

College/University’s Obstruction of the Victim's Rights We
coded this variable to indicate whether the college/university
attempted to obstruct the victim’s defences of their rights,
categorized as “Yes” or “No.” It should be noted that during
the coding process, we categorized two types of behaviours
as constituting obstruction: the college/university evad-
ing, delaying, or failing to investigate students’ denounce-
ment, and even retaliating against students for making these
denouncements; and the college/university pressuring stu-
dents or their parents to cease denouncements or to delete
relevant online posts.

Independent Variables

The core independent variables in this study were the power
status of the perpetrator and victim. Based on the theoreti-
cal analysis presented earlier, we coded the power status of
the perpetrator across four dimensions: rank of the college/
university (three codes: private colleges and universities,

regular public colleges and universities, national key uni-
versities), perpetrator’s administrative position (two codes:
yes or no), perpetrator’s CPC membership (two codes: yes
or no), and perpetrator’s faculty title (four codes: no fac-
ulty title, lecturer, associate professor, or professor). All
the above variables were obtained from the perpetrator’s
resume.

We coded the power status of the victim across three
dimensions: victim’s single status (two codes: yes or no),
victim’s family status (two codes: not poor or poor), and
place of sexual harassment and assault (two codes: non-iso-
lated or isolated). Data for place of sexual harassment and
assault was obtained from the victim’s denouncement, with
non-isolated places referring to more public or open spaces
such as on-campus public spaces, classrooms, and social
networking platforms, and isolated places referring to more
private or closed spaces such as the perpetrator’s office or
studio, home or dormitory, or off-campus venues including
hotels and field sites. The victim’s single status was deter-
mined directly from their denouncements, such as when they
explicitly state they are single, or inferred from the victim’s
denouncement letters or news reports, such as referring to
“my boyfriend/my girlfriend.” The economic status of the
victim’s family was determined from certain keywords used
in reference to the families within the denouncements and
news reports, such as “poor,” “low-income,” “difficult fam-
ily conditions,” “unable to afford,” “from a rural area,” or
“farmer.”

As examined in this paper, the severity of sexual harass-
ment and assault varies with the degree of environmental
isolation. Therefore, before the sexual harassment or assault
took place, the variable “place of sexual harassment and
assault” was used in the regression where the dependent
variable is “severity of sexual harassment and assault.” How-
ever, once the incident had occurred, it becomes a settled
matter. In terms of how to handle and respond to the inci-
dent subsequently, the place where the sexual harassment or
assault occurred is no longer as important. Thus, the place
of sexual harassment and assault is not directly related to the
subsequent response strategies of the victim, the perpetra-
tor, and the college/university, and was excluded from the
analyses of the post-incident behaviours of the three parties
involved after the incident.

Control Variables

Based on the information that was available from the materi-
als we collected and past research on sexual harassment and
assault, this study included the demographic characteristics
of the victim, such as the victim’s age and education level,
and the demographic characteristics of the perpetrator, such
as the perpetrator’s educational background, age, and marital
status, as control variables. We obtained the demographic
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characteristics of the victims from their denouncement let-
ters or news reports, while the perpetrators typically have
their complete resumes publicly available online, allowing
us to directly gather specific data. It should be noted that
since victims generally do not have public resumes and some
do not disclose their age, we sometimes had to infer it from
their educational stage. According to China’s current edu-
cational system and duration, the age for entering college/
university is generally 18. Therefore, if a student is in their
fourth year of university or at a higher educational level,
their age must be 20 years or older. This is why the age of
the victims is categorized into two groups: >20 and < 20,
while the age of the perpetrators is provided with specific
data.

What is also worth mentioning here is that the severity
of sexual harassment and assault was included as a control
variable in the regression analysis predicting post-incident
behaviours of the three parties involved because the severity
of sexual harassment and assault may affect how the three
parties deal with the incident. For example, if the sexual
harassment and assault is more severe, the victim may act
more promptly to defend their rights. For the perpetrator and
the college/university, this means potentially more severe
consequences from higher authorities, which may lead them
to be more inclined to deny and cover up the incident.

Additional Variables

Additional variables were coded for where available about
the sexual harassment and assault cases for descriptive pur-
poses only. These variables included: (1) characteristics of
the harassment/assault (i.e., year the assault occurred, year
when the assault was publicly reported, whether the per-
petrator had promised benefits to the victim, whether the
perpetrator had threatened the victim, whether there were
other victims, and the perpetrator’s subject area; (2) char-
acteristics of the victim’s denouncement (i.e., whether the
victim denounced the perpetrator immediately after a sexual
harassment or sexual assault incident occurred, whether the
victim denounced by using her/his real name, the way of
denouncing the perpetrator; (3) characteristics of the col-
lege/university’s response (i.e., the punishment that was
finally imposed on the perpetrator).

It should be noted that for the variable “whether the vic-
tim denounced the perpetrator immediately after a sexual
harassment or sexual assault incident occurred,” this paper
specifically defines “immediately” as within the same day or
the next day after the sexual harassment and assault incident
occurred, which differs in the time definition from “whether
the victim publicly denounced the perpetrator after gradu-
ation.” With this variable, we can more comprehensively
illustrate the victim’s hesitation and fear after experienc-
ing sexual harassment and assault. The variable “the way of
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denouncing the perpetrator” refers to the channels by which
the victim denounced the perpetrator. We have categorized
these channels into five types: only exposing on the internet
(including WeChat, Weibo, etc.); exposing on the internet
while also reporting to the universities/authorities; only
reporting to the universities/authorities; reporting to the
universities/authorities while also seeking help from news
media; and reporting to the universities/authorities while
also seeking help from news media and exposing it on the
internet.

Data Analysis Method

The variable information was extracted from a wide range
of materials, mainly textual sources, including news reports,
victim’s denouncement letter, perpetrator’s resume, official
announcements from colleges/universities, etc. (see Supple-
mentary Material A for a sample case of text coding). While
certain variables such as the gender, age, education period,
faculty title, administrative position, and CPC member-
ship can be directly accessed, others may require subjective
judgment which inevitably introduces bias. To mitigate the
impact of this bias and enhance the accuracy of our coding
process, we implemented three main strategies. Initially,
we established clear, objective rules for the evaluation of
variables that required subjective judgment. For instance,
the assessment of a victim’s single status was based on the
presence or absence of references to romantic relationships
in victims’ narratives. Expressions indicating a romantic
partnership, such as mentions of “my boyfriend,” served as
markers for victims not considered single. Conversely, the
absence of such expressions or explicit mentions of being
single highlighted their vulnerable position. Similarly, when
evaluating the obstruction by colleges and universities, we
focused on identifiable behaviours like delaying responses,
evading responsibility, issuing threats to victims, or exert-
ing pressure to remove public posts. Next, the materials
were coded and analysed by two investigators separately.
This independent coding was followed by a meticulous com-
parison of the results, discussing any disparities to reach a
consensus. Then, all completed coding were fully reviewed
by the first author to ensure credibility and trustworthiness
of the analysis process (Elo & Kyngis, 2008). This final
review step was critical for identifying and resolving any
remaining discrepancies, ensuring the integrity of our data
analysis process.

We used descriptive statistics to outline the general char-
acteristics of sexual harassment and assault cases, power sta-
tus of perpetrators and victims, severity of sexual harassment
and assault, and the post-incident behaviours of the victims,
the perpetrators, and the colleges/universities. Regression
analyses were employed to assess the impact of the power
status of perpetrators and victims on the severity of sexual
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harassment and assault, and the behaviours of the three par-
ties involved after the sexual harassment and assault. Since
our 93 valid cases involved 93 different victims and 82 dif-
ferent perpetrators, the presence of perpetrators who were
involved in multiple cases suggests that the cases might not
be entirely independent of each other. Therefore, we con-
ducted our analysis by using the probit models based on
the generalized estimating equations (GEE) method and
reported Robust Standard Errors (RSE) to account for the
clustering of multiple cases by the same perpetrator. The
GEE approach is an estimation technique used to estimate
the parameters of models with a possible unknown correla-
tion among samples so as to overcome the possible viola-
tion of sample independence assumption (Chiou et al., 2020;
Zeger & Liang, 1986). The statistical significance level was
taken as 0.05 in all tests. Data analyses were conducted
using Stata 17 and R software.

Results
Descriptive Statistics

In this section, we present the descriptive statistics for the
general characteristics of sexual harassment and assault
cases, power status of perpetrators and victims, severity of
sexual harassment and assault, and the post-incident behav-
iours of the victims, the perpetrators and their colleges/uni-
versities. All information is presented in Table 1.

General Characteristics of Sexual Harassment and Assault
Cases

The sexual harassment and assault cases spanned a wide
range of years, with the earliest being 1996 and the latest
being 2022. Although the majority (62.37%) of cases hap-
pened prior to 2018, only a very small percentage (16.13%)
of cases came to light before 2018, which was the year when
the #Metoo movement spread to China. The tactic of coer-
cion and bribery was most used by the perpetrators to force
the victims to comply and shut up, as 30.11% of the perpe-
trators had threatened the victims, and 25.81% had promised
benefits to the victim. In almost all cases (90.32%), there
were other victims involved in the specific case, suggesting
the perpetrators were often repeat offenders.

In our search for cases, we did not limit the gender of
the victims and perpetrators. Nevertheless, in all publicly
reported cases we collected, all the victims were women
(n=93). Most of the victims were 20 years old or older
(72.04%) and were college and university undergraduate
students (70.97%) when the sexual harassment and assault
happened to them. All perpetrators were men and already
married (75.27%). The average age of the perpetrators was

42.86+9.75 years old. Most perpetrators were in the field of
humanities & social sciences (55.91%), followed by an equal
share in the field of science and engineering (16.13%) and
within the administration of the college/university (16.13%).
Most perpetrators (91.40%) had a high level of education,
with 60.22% of them holding a Ph.D.

Power Status of Perpetrators and Victims

Regarding the perpetrator’s power status, more than half
(53.76%) of the perpetrators were working at the national
key universities, which is a staggering percentage consider-
ing that the national key universities account for only 4.5%
of all higher education institutions in China. In addition,
more than half (51.61%) of the perpetrators held an admin-
istrative position, nearly half (41.94%) of the perpetrators
had the title of professor, and nearly three-quarters of them
were CPC members.

Regarding the victim’s power status, 75.27% of the vic-
tims were single, and 10.75% were from poor families. Most
of the assaults occurred in relatively isolated places where
the perpetrators could easily control the victims, and where
the victims would have difficulty calling for help, such as the
perpetrator’s office or studio (26.88%); off-campus venues,
including hotels, private rooms or corners of restaurants,
field sites (23.66%); and the perpetrator’s home or dormi-
tory (18.28%).

Severity of Sexual Harassment and Assault

Regarding the severity of sexual harassment and assault,
52.69% of the victims experienced molestation behaviour
(including touching sexual organs and attempted sexual
assault) or sexual abuse (forced sexual relationship), and
47.31% experienced verbal sexual harassment or unwelcome
physical touching.

Victim’s Denouncement of the Perpetrator

After a sexual harassment or sexual assault incident
occurred, the vast majority (89.25%) of the victims did not
denounce the perpetrators immediately, and more than half
(53.76%) of the victims chose to denounce the perpetrators
after graduation when they were no longer under the control
of the perpetrators. Most (68.82%) of the victims chose not
to use their real names. In terms of the way that the vic-
tims chose to denounce the perpetrator, the vast majority
(77.42%) chose to post publicly through internet platforms
such as WeChat, Weibo, and Zhihu, while others chose a
combination method, such as posting online while also
reporting to universities/authorities (the Ministry of Educa-
tion, police, etc.), and very few (8.60%) chose to only report
to the universities/authorities.
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Table 1 Characteristics of Variable n (%)

Sexual Harassment and Assault

Cases General Characteristics
Year of Assault 1996—2017 58 (62.37)
Year of Assault 2018—2022 35(37.63)
Year Exposed 2014—2017 15 (16.13)
Year Exposed 2018 32 (34.41)
Year Exposed 2019—2023 46 (49.46)
Perpetrator Promised Benefits =No 69 (74.19)
Perpetrator Promised Benefits = Yes 24 (25.81)
Perpetrator Threatened Victim=No 65 (69.89)
Perpetrator Threatened Victim = Yes 28 (30.11)
Other Victims =No 9 (9.68)
Other Victims = Yes 84 (90.32)
Victim Age <20 26 (27.96)
Victim Age >20 67 (72.04)
Victim Undergraduate Student 66 (70.97)
Victim Postgraduate Student 19 (20.43)
Victim PhD Student 8 (8.60)
Perpetrator—Humanities & Social Sciences 52 (55.91)
Perpetrator-Science & Engineering 15 (16.13)
Perpetrator-Life Sciences & Medicine 6 (6.45)
Perpetrator—Physical Education Teacher 3(3.23)
Perpetrator—College/University Administrators 15 (16.13)
Perpetrator—College/University Hospital Medical Personnel 2(2.15)
Perpetrator Bachelor’s Degree/Junior College Education 8 (8.60)
Perpetrator Master’s degree 29 (31.18)
Perpetrator PhD 56 (60.22)
Perpetrator Never married 16 (17.20)
Perpetrator Married 70 (75.27)
Perpetrator Divorced 7(7.53)

Features of Power Status of Perpetrator and Victim
Private colleges and universities 8 (8.60)
Regular public colleges and universities 35 (37.63)
National key universities 50 (53.76)
Perpetrator Administrative Position =No 45 (48.39)
Perpetrator Administrative Position=Yes 48 (51.61)
Perpetrator No Faculty Title 12 (12.90)
Perpetrator Lecturer 17 (18.28)
Perpetrator Associate professor 25 (26.88)
Perpetrator Professor 39 (41.94)
Perpetrator CPC Member =No 24 (25.81)
Perpetrator CPC Member = Yes 69 (74.19)
Victim Single Status=No 23 (24.73)
Victim Single Status = Yes 70 (75.27)
Victim Not Poor 83 (89.25)
Victim Poor 10 (10.75)
Non-Isolated Place of Assault 20 (21.51)
Isolated Place of Assault 73 (78.49)
Severity of Sexual Harassment and Assault

Verbal Sexual Harassment 14 (15.05)
Physical Sexual Harassment (hugging, nonsexual touching) 30 (32.26)
Molestation Behaviour (sexual touching, attempted assault) 16 (17.20)
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Table 1 (continued)

Variable n (%)
Rape 33 (35.48)
Victim’s Denouncement of the Perpetrator
Victim Denounced Immediately After Assault=No 83 (89.25)
Victim Denounced Immediately After Assault=Yes 10 (10.75)
Victim Denounced After Graduation =No 43 (46.24)
Victim Denounced After Graduation= Yes 50 (53.76)
Victim Used Their Own Real Name =No 64 (68.82)
Victim Used Their Own Real Name = Yes 29 (31.18)
Denounced on Internet 72 (77.42)
Denounced in Report to Universities/Authorities & Internet 11 (11.83)
Denounced in Report to Universities/Authorities 8 (8.60)
Denounced in Report to Universities/Authorities & Media 1(1.08)
Denounced in Report to Universities/Authorities, Internet & Media 1(1.08)
Perpetrator’s Denial of Allegations
Perpetrator Admit 9 (9.68)
Perpetrator Non-response 49 (52.69)
Perpetrator Deny 35 (37.63)
College/University’s Obstruction of the Victim’s Rights
Obstruction=No 33 (35.48)
Obstruction = Yes 60 (64.52)
Perpetrator Punishment=None 29 (31.18)
Perpetrator Punishment =Demoted Not Dismissed 34 (36.56)
Perpetrator Punishment = Dismissed 30 (32.26)

Note. All victims were women (n=93) and all perpetrators were men (n=_82) in the sample of cases ana-
lysed. The table presents the number of incidents (person-times), which results in the number of perpetra-
tors being reported as 93 due to some perpetrators being involved in multiple incidents.

Mean perpetrator age =42.86 (SD=9.75). National key universities in the table refers to 985 & 211 univer-
sities and “Double First-Class” universities in China. CPC in the table is the abbreviation for the Commu-
nist Party of China. Internet refers to posting on WeChat, Weibo, Zhihu, Forum, QQ Zone, Douban, Baidu
Tieba, Facebook. Authorities refers to ministry of education, police, etc. Media refers to seeking help from

news media.

Perpetrator’s Denial of Allegations

After being denounced by victims, very few (9.68%)
perpetrators were willing to admit sexual harassment or
sexual assault charges, and their usual tactic was to refuse
to respond (52.69%) or to outright deny the allegations
(37.63%) because they knew that if they continued to deny
it, they still had a chance to escape punishment and avoid
serious consequences.

College/University’s Obstruction of the Victim’s Rights

Most of the colleges and universities (64.52%) demon-
strated attempts to obstruct the victims’ defences of their
rights. Overall, 32.26% of perpetrators were dismissed,
36.56% were demoted but not dismissed, and 31.18%
received no punishment at all.

Regression Analyses

Power Status and the Severity of Sexual Harassment
and Assault

To investigate how the power status of perpetrator and
victim relates to the severity of the sexual harassment and
assault, a GEE probit regression model was conducted with
severity of sexual harassment and assault as the dependent
variable. As we can see from the results in Table 2, among
the variables characterizing the power status of perpetrator
and victim, victim’s single status had an odds ratio (OR) of
1.74 and was statistically significant (p <0.001), indicating
that those who were single in Chinese colleges and universi-
ties were at higher risk of encountering more serious sexual
violations, supporting Hypothesis 1. In addition, we also
found a large odds ratio of 3.57 for the isolated place of
sexual harassment and assault which was also statistically
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Table 2 Power Status and the

: Variable OR RSE 95% CI b4 p
Severity of Sexual Harassment
and Assault Victim’s age (>20)' 1.04 0.19 [0.72, 1.50] 022  0.829

Victim’s education period?

Postgraduate student 1.34 0.27 [0.90, 1.99] 1.43 0.154

PhD student 1.45 0.51 [0.73, 2.90] 1.06 0.289
Victim’s single status (Yes)? 1.74 0.25 [1.32,2.30] 3.90 0.000
Victim’s family status (Poor)* 1.19 0.25 [0.79, 1.78] 0.81 0.415
Isolated place of assault® 3.57 0.55 [2.64, 4.82] 8.30 0.000
Perpetrator’s education background®

Master’s degree 0.54 0.18 [0.28, 1.04] -1.84 0.065

PhD 0.65 0.22 [0.34, 1.25] -1.28 0.199
Perpetrator’s age 0.97 0.01 [0.95, 0.99] -2.71 0.007
Perpetrator’s marital status’

Married 1.43 0.34 [0.90, 2.26] 1.51 0.130

Divorced 1.66 0.51 [0.91, 3.04] 1.66 0.097
Rank of the college/university®

Regular public colleges and universities 0.73 0.25 [0.37, 1.44] -0.90 0.366

National key universities 0.68 0.24 [0.34, 1.37] -1.07 0.286
Perpetrator’s administrative position (Yes)® 1.03 0.25 [0.63, 1.66] 0.11 0.915
Perpetrator’s faculty title’

Lecturer 1.25 0.37 [0.70, 2.22] 0.76 0.446

Associate professor 0.81 0.28 [0.41, 1.58] -0.63 0.532

Professor 0.69 0.28 [0.31, 1.53] -0.90 0.366
Perpetrator’s CPC membership (Yes)® 0.98 0.19 [0.68, 1.43] -0.09 0.927
Intercept 2.46 5.85 [0.02, 259.43] 0.38 0.704

Note. CPC in the table is the abbreviation for the Communist Party of China.' <20 is reference category.
2College and university undergraduate student is reference category. *No is reference category. *Not poor is
reference category. *Non-isolated places where it is unlikely for inappropriate physical contact to occur are
reference category. *Bachelor’s degree or Junior specialty college education is reference category. "Never
married is reference category. ®Private colleges and universities are reference category. *No faculty title is

reference category.

significant (p <0.001), indicating that more isolated settings
for the assault were associated with more severe assaults,
which also confirmed Hypothesis 1. For the control varia-
bles, we found that only the perpetrator’s age showed signifi-
cant effects on the severity of sexual harassment and assault
(p=0.007), and the odds ratio was lower than 1 (OR=0.97),
indicating that the older the perpetrator was, the less severe
the assault.

Power Status and Victim’s Denouncement
of the Perpetrator

To investigate how the power status of the perpetrator and
victim related to the victim’s denouncement behaviour, a
GEE probit regression model was constructed with victim’s
denouncing the perpetrator after graduation as the dependent
variable. The results are displayed in Table 3. Among the
variables characterizing the power status of perpetrator and
victim, perpetrator’s administrative position had a signifi-
cant (p =0.008) effect on the likelihood of denouncing the
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perpetrator after graduation, and the odds ratio of 3.25 was
much higher than 1, indicating that if the perpetrator held
an administrative position, it was more likely that the victim
denounced him after graduation, presumably when she was
more free from the control and threats of the perpetrator. The
findings support Hypothesis 2. Interestingly, among the con-
trol variables, the perpetrator’s divorced marital status had a
significant impact on the victim’s delaying their denounce-
ment until after graduation (p =0.011), with an odds ratio
of 6.73, indicating that if the perpetrator was divorced, the
victim was more likely to denounce the perpetrator after
graduation.

Power Status and the Perpetrator’s Denial of Allegations

To investigate how the power status of perpetrator and victim
affect the perpetrator’s response to accusations of assault, a
GEE probit regression model was conducted with perpetrator’s
denial of allegations as the dependent variable. The results
are presented in Table 4. Among the variables characterizing
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Table 3 Power Status and

o Variable OR RSE 95% CI z )4
Victim’s Denouncement of the
Perpetrator Victim’s age (>20)' 0.94 0.36 [0.44, 2.00] -0.16 0.871

Victim’s education period?

Postgraduate student 1.70 0.99 [0.54, 5.34] 0.90 0.366

PhD student 0.98 0.68 [0.25,3.79] -0.03 0.978
Victim’s single status (Yes)? 0.81 0.30 [0.39, 1.67] -0.58 0.561
Victim’s family status (Poor)* 1.22 0.67 [0.41, 3.59] 0.35 0.724
Perpetrator’s education background®

Master’s degree 1.49 0.94 [0.43, 5.12] 0.63 0.528

PhD 1.67 1.15 [0.44, 6.40] 0.75 0.454
Perpetrator’s age 0.95 0.03 [0.89, 1.00] -1.85 0.064
Perpetrator’s marital status®

Married 1.38 0.60 [0.59, 3.22] 0.74 0.461

Divorced 6.73 5.02 [1.56, 29.08] 2.55 0.011
Rank of the college/university’

Regular public colleges and universities 224 1.51 [0.60, 8.41] 1.2 0.232

National key universities 3.65 2.51 [0.95, 14.08] 1.88 0.060
Perpetrator’s administrative position (Yes)® 3.25 1.45 [1.36,7.77] 2.65 0.008
Perpetrator’s faculty title®

Lecturer 0.66 0.45 [0.17, 2.54] -0.60 0.545

Associate professor 0.43 0.33 [0.09, 1.94] -1.10 0.271

Professor 0.79 0.67 [0.15, 4.20] -0.28 0.779
Perpetrator’s CPC membership (Yes)? 0.66 0.25 [0.31, 1.40] -1.09 0.278
Severity of sexual harassment and assault’

Physical sex harassment 1.39 0.84 [0.43, 4.54] 0.55 0.585

Molestation behaviour 1.29 0.85 [0.35,4.71] 0.38 0.704

Sexual abuse 1.81 0.96 [0.64, 5.12] 1.12 0.261
Intercept 1.75 1.88 [0.21, 14.38] 0.52 0.600

Note. CPC in the table is the abbreviation for the Communist Party of China. ' <20 is reference category.
2College and university undergraduate student is reference category. *No is reference category. *Not poor is
reference category. “Bachelor’s degree or Junior specialty college education is reference category. *Never
married is reference category. "Private colleges and universities are reference category. *No faculty title is
reference category. *Verbal sexual harassment is reference category.

the power status of perpetrator and victim, victim’s family
status (OR=1.78 and p=0.039), rank of the college/univer-
sity (OR=1.87 and p=0.002 for the category “regular public
colleges and universities”, OR=2.64 and p <0.001 for the
category “national key universities”), and perpetrator’s CPC
membership (OR=1.55 and p=0.013) significantly predicted
perpetrator’s denial of allegations with the odds ratios all larger
than 1. These results support Hypothesis 3 in that the lower
economic status of the victim’s family, the higher the rank of
the college/university employing the perpetrator and being a
CPC member all contributed to greater denial of the allega-
tions by the perpetrator.

Power Status and the College/University’s Obstruction
of the Victim’s Rights

To investigate how the power status of perpetrator and victim
affect college/university’s obstruction of the victim’s rights,

a GEE probit regression model was conducted with college/
university’s obstruction of the victim’s rights as the depend-
ent variable. The results are presented in Table 5. Among
the variables characterizing the power status of perpetrator
and victim, the rank of the college/university (OR=13.87
and p <0.001 for the category “regular public colleges and
universities”, OR=15.96 and p=0.001 for the category
“national key universities””) and perpetrator’s CPC mem-
bership (OR=2.85 and p=0.017) significantly predicted
college/university’s obstruction of the victim’s rights with
the odds ratios all larger than 1. These results are consistent
with Hypothesis 4 that the higher the rank of the college
or university, and being a member of the CPC, predicted a
greater tendency to obstruct the victims’ defences of their
rights by Chinese higher education institutions. In addition,
among the control variables, the victim’s age significantly
predicted obstruction (p =0.005) with a large odds ratio of
3.99, indicating that the older the victim was, the more likely
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Table 4 Power Status and

‘ Variable OR RSE 95% CI b4 p
Perpetrator’s Denial of
Allegations Victim’s age (>20)" 0.87 0.16 [0.61, 1.24] 075 0.451

Victim’s education period?

Postgraduate student 1.31 0.21 [0.96, 1.80] 1.71 0.088

PhD student 0.76 0.27 [0.37, 1.54] -0.76 0.446
Victim’s single status (Yes)? 0.88 0.18 [0.59, 1.31] -0.61 0.540
Victim’s family status (Poor)* 1.78 0.50 [1.03, 3.08] 2.07 0.039
Perpetrator’s education background®

Master’s degree 1.01 0.27 [0.60, 1.71] 0.03 0.974

PhD 0.94 0.29 [0.51, 1.72] -0.21 0.836
Perpetrator’s age 0.99 0.01 [0.97, 1.01] -0.57 0.568
Perpetrator’s marital status®

Married 0.92 0.18 [0.62, 1.36] -0.41 0.681

Divorced 0.57 0.18 [0.30, 1.06] -1.77 0.076
Rank of the college/university’

Regular public colleges and universities 1.87 0.37 [1.26,2.76] 3.11 0.002

National key universities 2.64 0.59 [1.71, 4.08] 4.36 0.000
Perpetrator’s administrative position (Yes)® 0.84 0.16 [0.58, 1.21] -0.94 0.349
Perpetrator’s faculty title®

Lecturer 0.94 0.24 [0.57, 1.55] -0.25 0.804

Associate professor 1.31 0.43 [0.69, 2.50] 0.83 0.409

Professor 1.45 0.49 [0.75,2.80] 1.10 0.272
Perpetrator’s CPC membership (Yes)® 1.55 0.28 [1.10, 2.20] 2.47 0.013
Severity of sexual harassment and assault’

Physical sex harassment 0.89 0.20 [0.58, 1.37] -0.53 0.593

Molestation behaviour 0.93 0.20 [0.60, 1.43] -0.34 0.736

Sexual abuse 1.30 0.25 [0.90, 1.89] 1.39 0.165
Intercept 1.00 1.38 [0.07, 15.15] 0.00 0.998

Note. CPC in the table is the abbreviation for the Communist Party of China. ' <20 is reference category.
2College and university undergraduate student is reference category. *No is reference category. *Not poor is
reference category. “Bachelor’s degree or Junior specialty college education is reference category. *Never
married is reference category. "Private colleges and universities are reference category. *No faculty title is
reference category. *Verbal sexual harassment is reference category.

the college/university was to take measures to pressure the
victim abandon their rights.

Discussion

To the best of our knowledge, this is the first empirical study
to systematically investigate the role of power imbalance
between the perpetrator and victim in real-world sexual har-
assment and assault cases within the Chinese higher educa-
tion context. The findings suggest that the power status of
the perpetrators in Chinese colleges and universities can be
observed across four dimensions: status and resources (rank
of the college/university), administrative power (perpetra-
tor’s administrative position), political background (perpe-
trator’s CPC membership), and academic power (perpetra-
tor’s faculty title). The power status of the victims can be
reflected across three dimensions: romantic relationship
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(victim’s single status), economic power (victim’s family
status), and spatial vulnerability (place of sexual harassment
and assault). Descriptive statistics highlight the stark power
imbalance, with perpetrators typically occupying positions
of significant power, whereas victims often find themselves
inherently vulnerable.

Despite many sexual harassment and assault incidents
predating 2018, public reports surged in that year with
the #MeToo movement’s arrival in China. In the public
reported cases, all victims were female, predominantly
over 20 and undergraduates, while perpetrators were
all male, largely from the humanities and social sci-
ences, well-educated, married, with an average age of
42.86 +9.75. Several reasons may explain why all victims
were female. One reason is that strong masculinity norms
in China render acknowledging sexual assault as a weak-
ness and shameful, which may deter Chinese men from
reporting these experiences. Another reason may be that,
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Table 5 Power Status

- : Variable OR RSE 95% CI z )4
and College/University’s
Obstruction of the Victim’s Victim’s age (>20)" 3.9 198 [1.51,10.53] 279 0.005
Rights Victim’s education period?
Postgraduate student 0.95 0.46 [0.37, 2.47] -0.10 0.922
PhD student 0.54 0.30 [0.18, 1.61] -1.11 0.267
Victim’s single status (Yes)? 291 1.71 [0.92,9.21] 1.82 0.069
Victim’s family status (Poor)* 3.80 3.37 [0.67, 21.58] 1.51 0.132
Perpetrator’s education background®
Master’s degree 1.20 0.84 [0.30, 4.71] 0.26 0.797
PhD 0.49 0.44 [0.08, 2.85] -0.79 0.427
Perpetrator’s age 0.99 0.03 [0.93, 1.05] -0.45 0.653
Perpetrator’s marital status®
Married 0.20 0.15 [0.05, 0.84] -2.20 0.028
Divorced 0.21 0.25 [0.02, 2.07] -1.33 0.183
Rank of the college/university’
Regular public colleges and universities 13.87 10.14 [3.31, 58.09] 3.60 0.000
National key universities 15.96 12.88 [3.28, 77.58] 3.43 0.001
Perpetrator’s administrative position (Yes)® 0.65 0.29 [0.27, 1.57] -0.95 0.341
Perpetrator’s faculty title®
Lecturer 3.51 2.75 [0.76, 16.26] 1.61 0.108
Associate professor 0.96 0.84 [0.17, 5.39] -0.05 0.962
Professor 6.31 6.83 [0.76, 52.59] 1.70 0.089
Perpetrator’s CPC membership (Yes)® 2.85 1.25 [1.21,6.71] 2.39 0.017
Severity of sexual harassment and assault’
Physical sex harassment 0.34 0.18 [0.12, 0.96] -2.04 0.041
Molestation behaviour 0.86 0.45 [0.31, 2.39] -0.28 0.778
Sexual abuse 0.43 0.22 [0.16, 1.15] -1.68 0.092
Intercept 0.10 0.11 [0.01,0.97] -1.99 0.047

Note. CPC in the table is the abbreviation for the Communist Party of China. ' <20 is reference category.
2College and university undergraduate student is reference category. *No is reference category. *Not poor is
reference category. “Bachelor’s degree or Junior specialty college education is reference category. *Never
married is reference category. "Private colleges and universities are reference category. *No faculty title is
reference category. *Verbal sexual harassment is reference category.

in reality, very few men have experienced unwanted physi-
cal contact from teachers in Chinese universities, and even
fewer have been the targets of teachers’ coercive sexual
behaviours (Tang et al., 1996).

The perpetrators typically held significantly more power
than the victims in their official capacities as CPC members,
working at China’s elite universities, and holding adminis-
trative positions and senior faculty titles. In contrast, the
victims have less sources of power to rely on, with most
being single and having the assault occur in isolated settings
where there is no one to help them. Over half of the victims
faced severe sexual violations, including touching sexual
body parts, attempted sexual assault, and rape. These find-
ings suggest that the perpetrator’s identification of women to
assault was not random. The perpetrators selectively targeted
victims based on their powerlessness, particularly their sin-
gle status and the spatial environment, which then dictated
the severity of the sexual harassment and assault.

Perpetrators often used coercion and bribery to deter vic-
tims from reporting them, with many being repeat offenders.
This pattern of findings suggests that the perpetrator’s power
over the victim led to most victims delaying their denounce-
ments until after graduation, and many victims preferred
online anonymity to direct institutional reporting, indicat-
ing a profound mistrust in the ability of institutions to act
impartially. In fact, according to the experiences of some
students, reporting misdemeanours to colleges/universities
or authorities did not actually work, and the only thing they
could do was make their complaint online (CGTN, 2019).

Moreover, the post-incident reactions from both the per-
petrators and the higher education institutions were centred
around protecting the perpetrator and the reputation of the
institution. A strategy of denial or no response was com-
monly employed by perpetrators, and dismissals or any
form of punishment did not occur in the majority of the
cases. Universities seemed to value their reputation above
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victims’ rights, and thus often pressured victims to forsake
their claims and stay silent. It should be noted that, in the
cases involving CPC-affiliated perpetrators, the fear of party
sanctions likely motivated denials of wrongdoing, which was
mirrored by university actions that impeded victims’ rights.
This mutual avoidance strategy adopted by both the perpe-
trators and the higher education institutions resulted in a
concerted effort to obfuscate the truth, effectively absolv-
ing both parties from higher-level scrutiny. Consequently,
a complex dynamic emerged between perpetrators and aca-
demic institutions, with CPC membership providing a veil
of protection against consequences.

Our results also reveal that the power imbalance integral
to sexual harassment and assault cases within Chinese col-
leges and universities differs from that in other countries.
In China, the source of the perpetrator’s power is deeply
connected to China’s traditional patriarchal culture and
bureaucratic political system. Single women who are not
affiliated with men are in a weaker power position and more
easily manipulated, and factors such as higher administrative
level of the college/university, the perpetrator’s administra-
tive position, and party membership can provide protection
for the perpetrator. However, in some other countries, such
as the United States, the power differential between perpetra-
tor and victim often arises from the perpetrator’s academic
authority and higher economic status (Eller, 2016; Klein
& Martin, 2021). For example, a professor might require a
student to engage in sexual relations in exchange for passing
the course exam.

Our study’s strengths lie in its archival analysis of actual
real-world cases, providing a high degree of ecological
validity. Our findings contribute to a broader understanding
of power imbalances in sexual harassment and assault cases,
highlighting unique aspects within the Chinese colleges/uni-
versity context and offering insights that applicable to other
similar authoritarian countries.

It should be noted that a power differential may be auto-
matically imposed due to gender, making Chinese women
inherently more vulnerable compared to men (Qing, 2020;
Xie, 1994). However, this inherent gender-based power
imbalance does not necessarily affect the response strate-
gies after sexual harassment and assault. In fact, if the male
perpetrator and the female victim are strangers, rather than
having the teacher-student relationship with the various
power imbalances mentioned in this paper, the psychological
burden on the female victim to denounce the male perpetra-
tor may be different (Li & Zheng, 2022). Additionally, Chi-
nese authorities view the number of convictions for sexual
crimes as a measure of political achievement, believing that
an increase in the handled cases reflects better protection of
women’s rights (Liu, 2024). Therefore, the unique power
imbalances between male perpetrators and female victims
proposed in this paper can effectively predict responses to
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sexual harassment and assault within the Chinese colleges/
university context and are not overshadowed by the inherent
gender-based power differential.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

While our study provides significant insights, it is important
to acknowledge several limitations. One limitation is the var-
iability in how information was coded, which may depend
on the code book and the definitions of variables used for
the research. This variability could influence the consistency
and reliability of our data. Additionally, other indicators of
power status, such as the personal relationships between per-
petrators and high-ranking officials, need to be examined in
future studies. We were unable to control for certain vari-
ables or obtain detailed information about some variables,
such as the victim’s family composition (e.g., whether they
are an only child, whether both parents are alive),that may
be useful in understanding power dynamics more compre-
hensively. Another limitation is that our study only includes
cases that were reported, excluding those who did not report
their experiences, thereby potentially biasing our findings.
Also, more attention is needed on male victims, who report
less and may face greater challenges in sharing their experi-
ences. Identifying and studying this group through social
media posts, for example, could deepen our understanding
and support for all victims of sexual misconduct.

Furthermore, we did not quantify the power imbalance
itself but rather quantified the power of the perpetrator and
the victim separately and used their statuses as predictors.
Developing a power score that accounts for the relative
power difference, where victims might also possess some
power, could provide a more nuanced understanding of these
dynamics. Moreover, our study focuses on clear power dif-
ferentials, such as man-woman and professor-student rela-
tionships. Future research should explore scenarios with less
stark power differentials to determine if the outcomes would
be similar in those contexts.

Lastly, reliance on widely reported, verified incidents
of sexual harassment and assault ensures the authenticity
and reliability of our data; however, it inherently limits
our sample size, which may impact the interpretation of
the findings. To broaden our research scope and reinforce
our conclusions, future studies could employ web scraping
technology to gather extensive data from public postings
on China’s social networking platforms, focusing on vic-
tims’ self-reports for textual and quantitative analyses. In the
Chinese cultural context, the fact that victims dare to pub-
licly talk about their experiences of being sexually assaulted
at all indicates that the postings have a certain degree of
credibility. Moreover, the presence of some inaccuracies
in a large ecologically valid dataset would be unlikely to
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significantly distort the overall findings, thus supporting the
overall conclusions.

Practice Implications

Our study illuminates the profound impact of power imbal-
ances between the perpetrator and victim on sexual har-
assment and assault within Chinese higher education,
highlighting the inherent vulnerability of Chinese college/
university students. Moreover, the complicity of educational
institutions, deeply embedded within China’s administrative
structure, and their faculty’s bureaucratic ties exacerbate this
vulnerability, fostering an environment where abuse can
flourish unchecked. This dynamic not only instils a deep fear
of administrative authority among victims but also aligns
the interests of perpetrators, universities, and administra-
tive authorities towards minimizing scandal exposure to pro-
tect reputations, resulting in inadequate investigation and
accountability measures. Thus, the internal investigations
conducted by universities frequently lead to a low dismissal
rate of perpetrators, with a significant number of them fac-
ing no consequences, thereby undermining public trust. Our
findings underscore a pressing need for systemic reform
within Chinese higher education to address and mitigate
the prevalence of sexual harassment and assault of women.

In fact, Chinese authorities have always been committed
to the prevention of sexual harassment and assault at col-
leges and universities, recognizing that such scandals tarnish
the government’s image and could potentially undermine the
CPC’s legitimacy — outcomes the party is keen to avoid. On
November 15, 2019, China’s Ministry of Education, along-
side six other government departments, issued a new guide-
line on teachers’ professional ethics named “Opinions on
Strengthening and Improving the Construction of Teachers’
Ethics and Style in the New Era,” which emphasized zero
tolerance of sexual harassment on campus (CGTN, 2019).
However, this can hardly solve the problem of shielding, and
if shielding exists, sexual harassment and assault will remain
a serious problem at Chinese colleges and universities.

To address this, we suggest that an independent commit-
tee composed of members of the community who have no
interest related to the perpetrators or universities should be
established by the Chinese government to be responsible
for handling sexual misconduct reports, conducting thor-
ough investigations, reporting findings to both the govern-
ment and public, and recommending punitive actions. We
believe that such an independent committee would not only
serve as a powerful deterrent against sexual misconduct but
also empower victims to report offences. Meanwhile, it is
critical to not only empower victims but also disesmpower
perpetrators. Chinese governments should further pro-
mote the de-bureaucratization reforms in Chinese college
and university, eliminating the bureaucratic administrative

ranks of institutions and their employees, thereby reduc-
ing the administrative power to intimidate victims (Jian &
Mols, 2019). Crucially, these proposals align with the CPC’s
higher echelons’ aspirations to mitigate sex scandal occur-
rences that could besmirch the party’s reputation, making it
a feasible and impactful initiative.

Additionally, it must be pointed out that the cases in this
study, being based solely on publicly reported real instances
of sexual assault, mainly included those who dared to
denounce the perpetrators. In fact, compared to those who
had the courage to come forward, victims who did not might
be in an even more powerless position. Their economic con-
ditions, social support, and family relationships could be
weaker than those of the victims studied in this paper. This
further underscores the importance of our research, suggest-
ing that special consideration should be extended to support
disadvantaged students, who may face heightened vulner-
abilities due to economic or familial circumstances, ensuring
a safer educational environment for all. We should conduct
investigations targeting students in powerless situations, pro-
actively identifying and assisting potential victims, rather
than merely reacting to reports. The measurement of the
victim’s power proposed in this paper could be effectively
used to identify these potential victims.

Our research also revealed that sexual harassment and
assaults that occurred in relatively isolated places such as
off-campus hotels and the perpetrator’s home were gener-
ally associated with more serious sexual harm. Thus, codes
of conduct aimed at helping teachers and students uphold
appropriate boundaries should be implemented. Relevant
education about the cognition and prevention of sexual har-
assment, such as avoiding being alone with teachers in a
relatively closed environment, which is seriously lacking in
China, should also be developed and delivered to students.

Conclusion

The current study examined the power status of perpetrators
and victims of sexual harassment and assault incidents at
Chinese colleges and universities as predictors of response
to sexual assaults. We found that perpetrators were gener-
ally in high positions of power, while the victims were in a
naturally vulnerable position, and this power differential,
rooted in China’s traditional culture and bureaucratic politi-
cal system, shaped the behaviours of victims, perpetrators,
and Chinese higher education institutions. Specifically, the
power imbalances were robustly linked to more serious
sexual violations and a pattern of responses that protected
perpetrators and sustained their powerful status, including
victim silence, perpetrator denial, and institutional shielding.
This study not only sheds more light on the current state of
sexual misconduct at Chinese colleges and universities but
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also paves the way for future research and more effective
policy interventions to combat the deep-rooted gendered
power dynamics of this problem.
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